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Essential Information

In the autumn and winter of 1938, the Fascist government in Italy promulgated a series of laws—known as the Racial Laws—that deprived the country’s Jewish population of its most basic rights. The effect of these laws was cataclysmic, not only for Italy’s Jewish citizens but for the many refugees who had arrived there after 1933, and who had been promised a safe haven. Among other restrictions, Jews were forbidden to study or teach at Italian schools and universities, banned from working in a vast range of sectors, prohibited from marrying non-Jews, and severely limited in their right to own property and business. Foreign Jews who had settled in Italy were now expected to leave. These harsh measures applied to those with two Jewish parents; to those with a Jewish mother; to the children of a Jewish father and a non-Jewish, foreign mother (my protagonist, Anna, belongs in this category); and to the children of Jewish-Christian marriages who professed Judaism as their religion.

The Racial Laws constituted a U-turn on the part of Mussolini, who had previously claimed to oppose the antisemitic policies enacted in Nazi Germany. They proved divisive even within the upper ranks of the party: some leading Fascists had actively pushed for the new legislation while others opposed it, most famously Italo Balbo. Despite the controversy, however, those who were unaffected by the new measures did not often challenge or resist them; many were only too ready to enforce them. With their official existence effectively cancelled, Italy’s Jews also found themselves subject to social isolation, harassment, intimidation and abuse.

The German occupation of September 9, 1943, meant that all Jews on Italian soil were now at risk of arrest, deportation and murder. A number of Italians, some of whom had been prepared to go along with Fascist discrimination, now refused to comply with Nazi persecution or even actively resisted it. This happened all over occupied North Italy; but the city of Genoa, where my story is set, was a special case in many ways.

Genoa was the operative center of DELASEM (Delegazione per l’Assistenza degli Emigranti Ebrei). This organization was originally set up in 1939, with the government’s approval, to facilitate the emigration of foreign Jews. With the occupation, its entirely Jewish leadership was driven underground or into exile. DELASEM became a clandestine rescue network under the aegis of the Jesuit cardinal Pietro Boetto, archbishop of Genoa, one of the very few Catholic hierarchs to commit wholeheartedly to resisting the Final Solution. Even within that group, he was exceptional in using his full authority, the resources at his disposal and the moral standing of his position to protect those who needed his help.

DELASEM is a big story. This novel is a small story: an attempt to imagine the experience of a handful of people engaged in resistance during the tempestuous events of April to June 1944. Only two of my chief protagonists are real people: the “Scarlet Pimpernel” Massimo Teglio, who was head of North Italian DELASEM after November 1943; and don Francesco Repetto, Cardinal Boetto’s secretary and Teglio’s closest collaborator in this period. I have done my best to stay true to what I know of their personalities, and to work as far as possible within the gaps of the historical record. But their individual actions and conversations in the story that follows, the granular aspects of their clandestine work—especially the detail of the lists—and their relationships with my other, invented characters are entirely imagined.












Anna

It’s extraordinary how the most unpleasant things stay with us the longest. I last had to look at you in 1938. That’s ten years ago, and yet here you are, in my head. Even though I’m safe now, I still find myself scanning the papers for your name. Marinaio Dead: that’s what I’d like best, but I’d settle for Marinaio Disgraced. It’s useless, because there’s never any mention of you at all. It seems that you’ve come through it all intact. Financially ruined, I’m sure, but alive and free.

That’s far more than you deserve. I hate you for what you did to me; what you did to Stefano. I hate you for it in a particular way, but that’s not why I can’t forget about you. That’s not why I talk to you in my mind or see you in my nightmares. No, Commendatore, the thing that makes me sick is quite simply that you are alive and that Vittorio is dead. He was a far better man than you are, and if I could talk to you—really talk to you—I would never let you forget it.








Genoa, 1944

I was half-asleep on the couch when the doorbell rang. I sat up, and The Murder of Roger Ackroyd slid off my chest and landed with a papery thud on the floor. For a moment I held my breath, hoping I’d imagined the sound of the bell—that it was one of those hallucinatory noises you sometimes hear between dreams and waking. But then it rang again—once, twice—its shrill, insistent sound assaulting my ears. I stood and approached the door with silent, flat-footed steps, my heart racing.

Please, not the Germans.

I lifted the small brass cover on the spyhole and saw my landlady, signora Pittaluga, staring angrily back as if she could see me, too. She knew I must be in, of course—that I had no choice but to be in, that I went out only for the absolute necessities. Had she come for my rent? It couldn’t be that, could it? Surely she was supposed to come the day after tomorrow, when I’d had time to go to the bank and see the kind bank manager who let Stefano’s account stay open, although he was dead, and let me have access to it, although that was probably illegal. As I hesitated, her finger went to the bell. I opened the door, quickly, before she could ring again and set my nerves jangling even more.

Signora Pittaluga came in as she always did, brandishing her handbag before her like a shield. She looked around as if the place were strange to her, as if she were shocked by the cramped little flat she rented to me—at a price, I might add, that had only risen as my situation became more desperate.

“Good afternoon,” she said, and as she turned her expectant gaze on me, I realized in horror that I had been wrong. The days had got away from me, slipping and blurring into one another despite all my efforts, and I should have had the money ready today. I had never been late in paying signora Pittaluga. I had never, thus far, been late in paying anyone. I cleared my throat and hoped she would have mercy on me, just this once.

“Good afternoon. I’m very sorry—I haven’t had a chance to go to the bank. I can go first thing tomorrow. Or now,” I added, as her mouth pursed and her fingers tightened on the strap of her shiny black crocodile bag. “I can go now, if you wouldn’t mind waiting. It isn’t far. I’m sorry.”

“Well, signora Levi, I don’t quite know what to do.” Since the Germans came, she’d made a point of calling me by my father’s name rather than my husband’s. Before that I had always been signora Pastorino, classically Genoese and plausibly Catholic. “I can’t wait around here, I’m afraid. I simply haven’t the time. I suppose I could manage to come back tomorrow, if you can assure me that you will have the money ready.”

“Of course I will,” I said.

“Then it’s all right this time. But only this time,” she said, and one penciled eyebrow crept up towards her hairline. “My family relies on this income, you understand. If you forget again, then I shall have to see what my son-in-law has to say about it. He works at the questura.”

She mentioned him often, this son-in-law. He was one reason I’d stayed in Carignano, in the heart of Genoa, while the city emptied out around me; while those with the means to do so fled to the safer suburbs and the hillside villages. Because the bombs might spare me, but I knew that the police would not. I could not afford to alienate signora Pittaluga.

“Thank you,” I said, meekly, as if she hadn’t just threatened me. As if I didn’t want to snatch that shiny black bag from her hands and beat her around the head with it. “I really do appreciate your understanding. It won’t happen again, I promise.”

“I should hope not, signora Levi. I shall come past at noon tomorrow. Good day.” She went out, and I sank back down onto the couch and put my face in my hands, cursing myself.

I decided that I would go out first thing in the morning. I would go to the bank, and I’d pass by the shop on the way back to see if the man there had put aside anything for me, as he sometimes did: a spare loaf end, a half block of margarine, sometimes a piece of fish or a cutoff scrap of meat, if he could manage it. Even the idea made my stomach squirm, and I thought of the little tin of sardines he’d given me last time. I could have them for dinner tonight, a special treat to take away the nasty taste of signora Pittaluga’s threat. But now it was only four o’clock, and if I didn’t want to wake up hungry in the night then I would have to wait at least until seven, ideally longer. Until then, I would simply have to distract myself.

I’d mended everything that needed to be mended and re-hemmed three skirts that didn’t need hemming at all. I had no accounts left to balance; I’d dusted every surface in the flat, washed all my underwear, scrubbed the bath, and trimmed my hair with the scissors I’d discarded as too blunt for sewing. There was nothing else to do. I reached down, picked Roger Ackroyd up from the floor and settled down to read, pretending the best I could that I didn’t already know how it ended.

The air raid siren sounded just as I’d opened the sardines. I had waited until I could stand it no longer; I could not set them aside and let them spoil. I stood over the sink and forked the little fish into my mouth, desperately reveling in their rich taste and smooth, fatty texture, the soft crunch of the small bones and the oil that dripped down my chin. Then I wiped my face, gulped down a glass of water, took my coat and bag and went downstairs.

Living so close to the port, I didn’t want to risk staying home when the alarm went up, though I’ve since heard that plenty did. Instead I chose to run out to the shelter, relying on the crowds to keep me safe and inconspicuous. But those crowds kept dwindling, and tonight there was just a handful of people hurrying along my street towards Galliera Hospital and the public shelter that lay beneath it. An older lady and three younger women, perhaps her daughters, were a little ahead of me. I pressed on so that I almost caught up with them: not so close that I’d alert them to my presence, close enough that any observer might have taken me for part of the group. As I pursued them along the street under the plaintive wail of the siren, one of the young women looked back and briefly caught my eye; to my relief, she smiled, but I still slowed my pace a little.

The hospital itself was busy: with so many raids and so many fresh invalids, it could hardly be otherwise. I made for the underground entrance, insinuating myself into the flow of people so that I was carried along, protected from view, into the long, narrow, echoing tunnel with its harsh electric light. I forged on further and further, letting the bustle and noise envelop me until I found a little patch of space and sank down onto the wooden floor with my back to the curved wall and my coat over my knees. Even with so many bodies in the way, I could feel a faint current of air from the round window at the far end of the tunnel, which emerged high up in the stone wall above via Banderali. Before all this began, I used to love Carignano, with its high terraces and its splendid views over the city and the sea. Now I hated it because, when the bombing started, I knew that I would hear everything. There was no protective barrier, no comforting layer of soil to muffle the violence outside.

Everyone around me was mercifully absorbed, huddled together in groups, consoling one another, bickering. Nobody seemed to be paying any attention to me, and I hoped that nobody would. But the hairs on the back of my neck prickled, in the way they do when you’re being watched, and I looked around. Sitting a little way away, against the opposite wall, was a Jesuit priest. I knew that he was a Jesuit because my father had taught me and my brother to spot them when we were small. And they were easy enough to identify, in their black buttonless cassocks with the wide black sash at the waist, going about solemnly in pairs—one older, one younger—with their gazes downcast as if they might see something wicked. This one was middle-aged and alone. He was slender and scholarly looking, with a worried face and a pair of round spectacles, and he had an open prayer book in his hand, but he wasn’t looking at it. He was looking at me.

I felt a surge of revulsion and anger. Who was this priest to stare at me, to single me out among all these desperate people who might actually need his help—who might want his help? Was it really such a novelty for him to see a woman on her own? Fury made me bold, and I raised my chin and looked him straight in the eye. For the briefest of seconds, my gaze held his, and then he looked away. He closed his prayer book, got up and, with the slightest motion in my direction—it might have been a nod, it might have been a shrug—made his way towards the entrance of the tunnel.

My heart was hammering now. I was suddenly very afraid that he knew who I was and what I had to hide. My father didn’t loathe the Jesuits for nothing. They were the Pope’s enforcers, relentless champions of Christian supremacy. They had persecuted the Jewish people for centuries. They had supported the Racial Laws, calling on Mussolini to defend Italian Christianity against its supposed Jewish enemy. They were everything that he, and I, and my good Scottish Protestant mother, hated about the Catholic church. And now this one had seen me, had perhaps realized that I had reason to fear him, and for all I knew he had gone to fetch someone to take me away. I hugged my knees to my chest and shut my eyes tight, waiting miserably for a hand to descend upon my shoulder.

Nobody came. Before long the guns began to rattle, and the earth all around shook, and the noise and chatter of the tunnel gave way to a terrible, mute tension. But you can’t be scared all the time, no matter how bad things are; your brain simply won’t let you. At some point you have to sleep, and so after a while, I curled up on my side with my coat over me and my bag under my head, and I slept like an exhausted animal. I didn’t wake until the all clear sounded at dawn.






Vittorio

As Vittorio emerges from the shelter and into the chilly spring morning, he finds himself looking around for the young woman he saw earlier. In his line of work, you quickly learn to spot those who live in hiding. It’s not just the physical signs: the pale complexion, the mended clothing, the obvious nerves. In much-bombed Genoa, all those are common enough. No, it’s something else. It’s an air of wanting to vanish, of trying to be as small and as unobtrusive as possible. It’s a way of holding yourself so you don’t draw attention. When he saw her like that, tucked up against the wall of the shelter, he was fairly sure she needed help. The hatred and fear in her expression when she looked at him, as painful as it was—that confirmed it.

He can’t approach her himself, of course; not after that. Perhaps if he can lay eyes on her, get a sense for where she might live, he can have someone else look for her once the chaos has died down: a friendly nun or, better still, a laywoman. But the crowd is dense and he can’t see her, can’t even bring her features to mind. He has already failed to help. Carignano is covered in dust and smoke; people are surging around him, clutching at one another and at him, begging for a prayer or a blessing. He looks into the pale, terrified faces that turn to his and he does what he can to soothe them, to be the reassuring presence he knows they expect. His chest hurts with every breath of thick, cold air, and he’s beginning to feel very bad, worse even than usual. He’s shamefully unprepared. He had come to the hospital to hear a parishioner’s confession, and now he is at the center of all this horror, sick and sleep-deprived, trying desperately to be useful and hoping that his instinct will kick in, that well-trained priest’s instinct that has carried him through so many horrific situations. But it doesn’t, not today. Today, apparently, he’s just a man.

“Father Vittorio?”

A young, mousy-haired woman—a girl, really—in a Red Cross uniform is looking up at him. He’s seen her face before, he realizes. Certainly around the hospital, but somewhere else, too: perhaps the archbishop’s palace, or his home church, the Gesù.

He must look as tired and baffled as he feels, because the girl gives him a frank smile. “I don’t expect you know me,” she says, “but I know you. I have a patient who’s asking for a priest. Will you come? Now?”

“Of course.” He turns to go back towards the hospital, but she shakes her head and sets off in the other direction. She’s moving so swiftly that he has to try to keep up with her. The pain in his chest becomes tight, demanding.

There’s a courtyard on the left, the gate standing open; she ducks into it and waves him after her. “I saw you earlier in the shelter,” she says quietly, “and I’m very relieved to find you again. I told a lie, you see. My patient doesn’t need a priest, but she does need help.”

“I see,” Vittorio says. He takes out his handkerchief and wipes the sweat from his face.

“I found this lady in via Gualtieri. She’d had a nasty turn. She’s very underfed—well, we all are right now, but even so—and I gather she lived in one of the houses that was destroyed. She must have come home, seen it and passed out from shock, poor soul. It took me a moment to bring her round, and she’s still not right.”

“And now she hasn’t anywhere to go?”

“Worse than that.” The girl looks around her, lowers her voice another notch. “I had a look in her handbag, when I couldn’t rouse her—I thought I might be able to call someone for her, a husband or a mother or some such. And I saw her identity card. Says she’s from Troia.”

Vittorio knows what that means. The most rudimentary false papers, the only ones available to Jews in the first weeks of the occupation, were all stamped by the questura of Troia in the free zone of southern Italy. It was the only counterfeit stamp available in those days. He thinks of the Fascist police and the German SS, patrolling the devastated streets of Carignano to hunt for those flushed out by the bombing, and he turns cold.

“Her name’s Marta Ricci,” the girl goes on. “That’s what it says on her card, anyway. There’s someone sitting with her now—seems a nice enough woman, but I don’t know. I said I was going to fetch her parish priest. That’s you, Father Vittorio, so best you remember her name. Marta Ricci. And I’m Nurse Dora.”

“Good thinking, Nurse Dora,” Vittorio says. “Let’s go and see her, shall we?”

Via Gualtieri was once one of those typical Carignano streets lined with tall, stately buildings, a little down-at-heel these days but still grand enough, or at least respectable. Now it’s a sprawl of rubble and wasted walls, laid wide open by the RAF bomb that has landed directly in the middle of it. The ruins are crawling with people: rescue parties and firemen, workers with barrows and shovels, already bringing the chaos into some kind of order. Vittorio thinks of ants.

“There she is,” Nurse Dora says, and she leads Vittorio towards a heap of masonry where two women are sitting. A wiry, headscarved matriarch who holds a broom like a scepter, and next to her, a slight figure in a shabby tweed coat, curled up with her head resting on her knees. Something about her is familiar—the coat, perhaps, the posture—and a wild, faint hope begins to rise. Maybe this is her: the woman from the tunnel. Maybe he won’t have failed to help her after all.

The matriarch looks up as they approach; the other woman stays as she is, a tight ball of misery. “Here I am!” Dora says. “And here is Father Vittorio. Thank you, signora Traverso, for sitting with Marta. We’ll take care of her now.”

“Good,” signora Traverso says with a nod of evident approval. “I was just saying to the young lady—before she took a turn again, poor thing—that it’s ever so strange, the two of us living in the same street and never meeting, not even once. Don’t you think that’s odd?”

“Life’s a funny thing.” Dora’s voice is even. “Thanks so much again for keeping an eye on her. We shan’t hold you up any longer.”

But signora Traverso doesn’t move. Her eyes are on Vittorio now, and she’s looking him up and down in a way that makes him distinctly uncomfortable. “You don’t look like any priest I’ve seen around here before,” she says. “Are you new, Father?”

“It’s all in hand,” Dora says, before Vittorio can react, and she takes signora Traverso’s arm and all but heaves her to her feet. “We’ll look after Marta. She needs peace and quiet, and a proper check-up.”

“But—”

“Off you go,” the nurse says, not unpleasantly but with something in her tone, something inarguable. Signora Traverso makes a face; her eyes flick from Vittorio to Dora and back again, but she hefts her broom and goes, muttering. Dora crouches down and gestures to Vittorio to do the same.

“Marta, dear, I’m afraid we need to get you moving. Father Vittorio is here. He’s a good man and you can trust him. He’ll find you somewhere to stay, won’t you, Father?”

“Yes,” Vittorio says. His mind is already working, running through every suitable place he knows in the city: convents, private homes, apartments rented by the diocese. So many of them are full, even beyond capacity. He could easily despair, but he won’t. He hasn’t the option. “I’ll see that you’re looked after, Marta. Please don’t worry.”

But there’s no reaction, no sign that he’s been heard. “Marta?” Dora prompts, leaning forward and putting her hand on the young woman’s shoulder. “Marta, please. You’re not safe here. I know it’s been an awful shock, but you must go with Father Vittorio right away.”

Marta raises her head. She looks at Dora and then turns her eyes to him—wide, brown, startled eyes—and Vittorio thanks God and all His mysterious ways because it’s her.

“All right,” she says in a near whisper. “All right, if I must.”






Anna

I wanted to stand up on my own. So much about that morning is clouded, but I remember that very distinctly. I ignored Nurse Dora’s outstretched hand and got to my feet with as much dignity as I could, but the blood rushed to my head; my knees almost gave way, and she had to catch hold of me.

“Don’t be silly,” she said, and she took my arm and tucked it through Vittorio’s. “And you, Father, keep hold of her. Now go!”

I hadn’t a choice. I let my arm rest in his, and I let him guide me away towards the little square at the end of the street. As we turned the corner, I risked a quick glance over my shoulder and caught a glimpse of a German field-gray uniform. My stomach clenched and my legs felt weak all over again. Vittorio tightened his grasp.

“This way, I rather think,” he said, and hurried me into a narrow, ruined street leading uphill, away from the sea. The damage here was long since done: the place was deserted, the houses standing open and empty like theatre sets. I was already out of breath, nervy and unfit. My chest was burning and my calves ached, but I didn’t dare slow down so long as Vittorio had hold of my arm.

“All right,” he said after a while. “I think we’re safe.” He let go and steadied himself against the wall of the nearest building. He was suffering even more than I was, red-faced and winded. I couldn’t imagine how a man not so much older than me, a man who could walk freely wherever he wanted, could be so badly out of condition.

Vittorio took out a handkerchief and mopped at his brow. “I’m sorry,” he said. “About the tunnel, about . . . You thought I was watching you.”

“I did,” I said, and propped myself against a piece of fallen masonry.

He grimaced. “I was. That sounds bad, I know. But I thought . . .” His voice caught, and he broke into a dry, wheezing cough, which he stifled in his handkerchief. “Thought you might need help,” he managed to say at last. “Didn’t want to scare you.”

I saw myself as others must see me—as Vittorio, with his observant eye, had seen me. Tired and small in my old, much-mended coat and skirt, clutching my bag tightly. The indoor pallor, the anxious air. The mouse flushed out of its burrow.

“You were right,” I said. “Thank you.” It was inadequate. Now that the immediate danger had passed, now that I was beginning to feel something, I had a sudden affection for this strange priest. I might almost have hugged him, as I’d hug a friend who’d done me a good turn. But something in his bearing discouraged me. He was so very clerical, upright and contained, even while wheezing. It might have dawned on me then that this was not a man who would ever touch anyone casually, whose entire discipline revolved around keeping his distance. It might have, but it didn’t.

“Least I could do.” Vittorio wiped his face again and took a few slow, cautious breaths. The crisis over, he tucked his handkerchief away in the pocket of his cassock and cleared his throat. “Sorry. Now, what shall we do next? If you’ve anywhere you can go, anyone who can help you . . .”

“No,” I said. The magnitude of the situation was starting to bear down on me again. I had nowhere to go. I had nobody I knew well enough to ask for shelter. That flat had been my last and only refuge, and now it was gone and I was alone, quite alone and entirely defenseless. “I haven’t. I . . .”

“Then we’ll find you somewhere, don’t worry. Just let me . . . oh!” His face brightened. “I have friends, a married couple who live near via Assarotti. I know,” he added as I shook my head. “I know it’s less than ideal . . .”

“No,” I said. “No, I can’t go there. I won’t.” The Germans had made their headquarters at the foot of via Assarotti, just a little way from the synagogue. The synagogue they had raided the previous November, arresting many Jews including brave Rabbi Pacifici, who had stayed to look after his community. I could not imagine going anywhere near via Assarotti.

“I understand,” Vittorio said. “I really do, but I assure you that the house is quite safe. And my friends, and their friends, and their neighbors—they’re all trustworthy. They all understand, too. Please let me take you there, if only for now. I can’t leave you out here alone, I simply can’t—it’s far too dangerous. My conscience won’t let me. God won’t let me. Please.”

He was so earnest. And I was exhausted and frightened, and he’d saved me once already. Of course I didn’t trust him. Quite apart from his being a Jesuit—and that alone was grounds for distrust—there were enough people like my landlady, people prepared to “help” Jews only to exploit them afterwards. You could never tell who might do a thing like that. But what other choice did I have? How could I tell him to leave me, and stay here in the ruins of Carignano with the SS prowling around and nowhere to hide, nowhere to sleep, nothing to eat? It was impossible: I could see that, even as I wanted to run away from him and from via Assarotti and all that it meant. It was simply impossible.

“Yes, then,” I said, and hoped with every fiber of myself that he was as good-hearted as he seemed. “I’ll come with you.”

Vittorio smiled. He looked genuinely relieved. “Wonderful. That’s wonderful. Come on, then.”

The next hour was excruciating. Public transport was too dangerous—too many Germans, too many Fascists, too many checks—so we had to walk together, uphill all the way. First towards via XX Settembre, where we crossed beneath the monumental bridge, trying to look inconspicuous among the crowds of people and cars. Then further up, following the high stone wall that underpinned the Spianata dell’Acquasola, until we reached via Serra. I looked to my left and glimpsed the equestrian statue of King Victor Emmanuel II, brandishing his hat with a flourish, in the middle of piazza Corvetto at the very bottom of via Assarotti. My father used to grumble every time he saw that statue.

“Don’t worry,” Vittorio said. His voice was hoarse. We’d had to stop several times for him to get his breath back, and I’d been equal parts relieved and terrified at every interruption. He nodded towards a small, winding street that led off directly ahead of us. “Up there,” he said. “Not far.”

And so we climbed on and on. The street was narrow and mercifully quiet, but that was another kind of peril. Anyone could have looked out of a window and seen us—we were nothing if not conspicuous. But eventually we emerged into a broader street with houses along the left side and, on the right, a view over the city towards Brignole station. It was a horrific sight: a wasteland of rubble and broken roofs punctuated by the ragged shards of bombed-out buildings. Vittorio touched my wrist.

“Up ahead,” he said, pointing to a small shopfront. Over the door was a sign reading TIPOGRAFIA GUICHARD. “My friends are Waldensians,” Vittorio explained. “Protestants, of a sort. Good people, though.”

Though. I bit back sharp words.

The shop, once we reached it, didn’t look promising. It was one of those dark little places with a display window full of faded, out-of-date calendars and old ferry schedules. I wondered what I had let myself get into, and whether I ought not after all to go back and take my chances with the Germans. Vittorio rang the bell in three short bursts, brrring-brrring-brrring, and a man’s voice from somewhere inside called: “Coming! Coming!”

There was movement now behind the glazed door. The green blind was pulled aside just enough for a round, suspicious eye to peer past it, and then there was the click and grind of an elderly lock and the door swung open. Vittorio ushered me through and then quickly closed it behind us.

The presumed typographer, a large, silver-haired man with a drooping moustache and a green apron, looked at me and then fixed a baleful gaze on Vittorio. “You didn’t warn us.” He had a strange, melodic accent. A Piedmontese, of course, and one from the high valleys.

“No time,” Vittorio said. “I found this lady just now. She’s lost her home.”

“Is that a fact?” The typographer looked at me again. I was starting to shiver now, the next stage of shock setting in. His stern face softened just a little. “Don’t stand there,” he said, still gruff. “Come through.”

He raised the countertop, and we followed him through a heavy velvet curtain that led to a neat but shabby back room, half-office, half–stock room. From there, a flight of stairs led up to a warm kitchen, all polished wood and neatly pressed, Alpine-looking embroidered linen. The typographer pulled out two chairs at the round table and said: “Sit.”

We sat. He put two cups in front of us and poured out a hot, herby-smelling tisane from a pot that sat on the stove. “My wife makes it,” he said. “I don’t know what’s in it, but it’s better than what passes for coffee these days.”

“Is she . . .” Vittorio began.

The typographer nodded. “Gone to buy bread. Back any moment.”

“Good,” Vittorio said. “Good. We’ll talk once she’s here.”

An awkward silence descended. I can almost laugh remembering it now, but back then it wasn’t funny at all. I was as much a stranger to them as they were strangers to me, and each of us had very good cause to fear strangers. Vittorio looked at the floor, I looked into my cup as if I could read my fortune in it and the typographer bent down and picked up a sleek orange cat, which settled smugly in his lap and began to wash itself.

I remember telling myself: These men must mean well. If they didn’t mean well, they wouldn’t be doggedly waiting for the woman of the house to return. But my hands were trembling, and my nerves screamed at me to flee.

And then there was the sound of a door opening and closing, of footsteps on the stairs. Vittorio all but leapt to his feet. The typographer got up with a grunt of satisfaction and decanted the warm cat into my lap, where it lay and blinked up at me with trusting green eyes. The softness of it was almost a shock. I stroked its ears, and a low purr started up in its throat.

“I see you’ve met Tiberio,” a female voice said. A stout woman with a rosy complexion and silver hair like her husband’s, but without the accent.

“No names,” the typographer said.

The woman turned a look on him: half-loving, half-irritated. “I hardly think,” she said, “that it matters if she knows what the cat is called. So what’s happening here? Has our Jesuit friend been out picking up young ladies?”

“Very funny,” Vittorio said, sitting down again. “Signora,” he asked me, “may I tell my friends what happened?”

I nodded and kept on stroking Tiberio’s ears while Vittorio told the typographer and his wife about the English bomb, and the suspicious neighbor, and how I had nowhere to be.

“Oh, the poor soul,” the typographer’s wife said. “What a dreadful thing to happen.” She sat down across from me and leaned forward. “Dear, I’m going to have to ask you some questions. Not to be nosy, you understand. I want to be able to help you—we all do. All right?”

“All right,” I said.

“Now, is there something we can call you? A first name? A nickname?”

“Marta.”

“Very well. Now, Marta, do you have family here in the city? Relatives, friends? Anyone?”

“No,” I said. “I’m all alone.” And I burst into tears.

Everyone was splendid. It was as if they worked to a well-rehearsed routine. The two men vanished: Vittorio went to “put a few things in order”; and the typographer, whom I’d come to know as Bernardo, went downstairs to open the shop. The woman, whose name I’d learn was Silvia, sat down beside me and put an arm around me while I cried. And I did cry, like I hadn’t since I was a little girl. I sobbed and sobbed, running my hands compulsively over Tiberio’s fur while he squirmed and purred and butted his head into the crook of my arm.

Once I finally managed to come to a stop, Silvia gave me a handkerchief, a big blue-checked one. “It’s one of my husband’s,” she said as I mopped my face and blew my nose. “Ladies’ handkerchiefs don’t quite do the job in this kind of situation. Now, I’m going to be very honest with you, Marta, because there’s no point in being otherwise.”

I nodded.

She sighed. “I’d like to tell you that you’re safe now, but I can’t promise that. You know that very well yourself. I can only promise that you’ll be much safer here than you were on your own. So if you would like, you can stay here, and we’ll all do our best for you. And if you’re thinking you’ll have to pay your way, you can forget that right now. A few old clothes, an extra place at table—that’s nothing to us, and I shall be very offended if you protest, so don’t you try. Understood?”

“Understood,” I said. I was too exhausted, too dazed even to wonder if she meant it or not. She patted my arm.

“Poor thing, you look like you want a rest. Come on. Let’s get you settled in.”

Silvia stood, and the cat Tiberio jumped down from my lap and wound his way around her legs. I followed her out and along the corridor.

“Your room is next to the bathroom. That’s important for a few reasons. Ah, thank you,” she said as Vittorio came hurrying towards us, clutching an enamel jug. “Hot water. Good idea. That man should have been a hotelier.”

Silvia led me to the end of the corridor, where two doors stood ajar. She opened the first door: a bathroom with a big white tub and brass fittings, far nicer than anything I’d seen before. “My father had all this put in,” Silvia explained. “The business was doing rather better back then. Anyway, you’re welcome to use the bath once a week, as we do. Now, here is the most important feature.” She opened a small cupboard that stood at floor level next to the window and gestured for me to look inside. A sturdy metal ring had been fixed to the wall behind, and attached to it was a coil of knotted rope: a sort of escape ladder. It was then, I believe, that I tentatively began to trust my new hosts.

“A friend gave us the idea,” Silvia said. “If the Germans come, or the Fascists, then you must climb out of the window and down into the courtyard.” She pulled aside the net curtain and pointed across the narrow paved area to the building opposite. “See that house? The custodian is a member of our church. You must go straight to the back door and ring three times, and he’ll let you in. Understood?”

“Understood,” I said again.

“Good. And now let’s get you set up in your room.” Silvia went out into the corridor and opened the other door, motioning me through. “Just look what a job Father Vittorio has done with the bed. They train them well, the Jesuits.”

I looked. It was a small room but high ceilinged, with plain white walls. In one corner was an iron-framed bed with a neat sprigged cover and two pillows, and it was immaculately made. On the wall above its head, where a cross might have been, there was a small oil painting of a jug of flowers. A blue-and-white woven rug covered part of the tiled floor, and there was a wooden chest of drawers and a washstand, with a white towel hanging up next to it and a pink tablet of soap on a dish. But best of all was the window. The shutters stood open, letting in light and air. It was all a world away from my chaotic, dark little flat in Carignano with my books and my clothes and my sewing things, all gone now.

Silvia had read my mind, or perhaps my face. “You can soak up the sun all you please. Nobody overlooks you on that side. Just pull the curtains when you don’t want the light—don’t go leaning out the window to get to the shutters. And here he is,” she said brightly, as Vittorio came back in with the jug of hot water. “Now, Marta, you have a good rest and when you’re ready, we shall have something to eat. Sleep well, dear.” And she and Vittorio went out, closing the door behind them.

I was exhausted. I wanted to lie down more than anything, but for a moment I just sat on the bed, looked at my feet and tried to make sense of it all. I knew that anyone who helped a Jew—or even a “Mischling of the first degree,” as the Germans would define me: in the eyes of the Fascists, I was a “full Jew” on account of my foreign-born mother—was subject to the same treatment as the Jews themselves. Everyone knew that; you couldn’t avoid knowing, for there were posters on every street corner warning you of it. The kind bank manager, the friendly shopkeeper, anyone who saw that I kept to myself and who knew that I must be afraid of something, and yet who chose to look the other way . . . if the smallest of their actions had come to the attention of the Gestapo or the Fascist police, they would have been arrested and taken away. I didn’t yet know what was done to those who were taken away, like Rabbi Pacifici, and my mother’s friend Giuditta and her daughters, Lea and Laura, who had been my playmates. But I had garnered enough information to know that they had been sent out of Italy and that they had not returned.

I could not believe that these two gruff and practical people I’d never met before had decided not only to defy the law, but to take me into their home and all of that risk along with me. I couldn’t understand. I could only wonder at it.

After a while, need overcame wonder. I drew the flower-sprigged curtains, undressed and washed with the still-hot water and the geranium-scented soap, and then I lay down in that neat white bed and let myself begin to drift off. After a few moments, the door softly opened and shut, and Tiberio jumped up on the bed with an inquiring chirp. I opened my arms, and he curled against me, starting up a deep rumbling purr that blotted out all else and lulled me into sleep. My last conscious thought was that signora Pittaluga would never exploit me again.
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