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Brief Timeline of World War II in Italy

July 1943 A few weeks after the Allied invasion of Sicily and bombing of Rome, the Mussolini regime collapses. Vittorio Emanuele III, the King of Italy, appoints Field Marshal Pietro Badoglio to be the new Prime Minister of Italy. Mussolini is imprisoned. Meanwhile, the Germans contact Badoglio, who confirms Italy’s continuing loyalty to Germany. But the Germans are suspicious, so the Wehrmacht makes plans to take control of Italy if the Italian government switches allegiance to the Allies.

8 September 1943 An armistice between Italy and the Allies is publicly declared. The King and Badoglio flee from Rome, taking shelter on the Allied side. As the Italians surrender to the Allies, the Germans rapidly occupy Italy, including Rome. Italy officially changes sides, making peace with the Allies against Nazi Germany.

9 September 1943 The Allies arrive by sea to land on the beaches of Salerno. Shot and mortared by the enemy troops hidden in the mountains, it takes ten days to push the Germans back. Two thousand British soldiers die.

12 September 1943 On Hitler’s orders, Mussolini is rescued by German paratroopers.

23 September 1943 The Italian Social Republic is proclaimed with Mussolini as leader. Although he prefers to return to Rome, the Germans establish his capital in a villa at Salò on Lake Garda, in the north. However, he has already lost control of most of Italy and governs a puppet state dependent entirely upon Berlin. Much of the country is under German martial law.

1 October 1943 After fierce fighting, Allied tanks liberate the city of Naples. The Allies then head for Rome, but the enemy is using Italy’s natural defences to stop them – impassable rivers, fortress-like mountains. Progress is slow.

13 October 1943 Liberated Italy declares war on Germany. The country is effectively caught up not only in WWII but also in a civil war between Fascists and anti-Fascists.

16 and 17 October 1943 Reinforcements from Commonwealth armies leave for Italy. There follow numerous brutal battles as the Allies slowly drive the German army back. German resistance is strong.

November 1943 This story, The Tuscan Contessa, begins. At this stage the Italian partisans are not organized and are mainly involved in random acts of sabotage.

5 June 1944 The Allies enter and liberate Rome. They head towards and then through Tuscany. By now the partisan units have grown in number, become better armed and are better organized.

6 June 1944 Elsewhere in Europe, the Normandy landings – referred to as D-Day – take place, the operation which begins the liberation of German-occupied France. Despite the symbolic and strategic importance of the fall of Rome, D-Day takes precedence in the popular imagination and the Italian campaign is largely ignored.

29 June 1944 Retreating German SS troops storm through Tuscany. In the villages of San Pancrazio and Civitella a massacre takes place in reprisal for the partisan shooting of four German soldiers.

June/July 1944 Part of the Allied advance, French North African troops, known as Goums, allegedly rape and loot their way through Tuscany.

4 August 1944 The Allies reach the southern parts of Florence and the battle for Florence commences, with enormous help from the Italian partisans. The German army retreats, looting and burning. Florence is left filthy, with no electricity, little water, no transport and almost no food. The fighting moves north.

12 August 1944 In Sant’Anna di Stazzema the reprisal massacre by Waffen-SS of 560 local villagers and refugees, including more than a hundred children, takes place. During the retreat, other massacres follow.

21 April 1945 Bologna is taken by the Allies.

28 April 1945 Mussolini is shot dead by partisans and hanged upside down in Milan’s Piazzale Loreto.

29 April 1945 The German command in Italy signs the surrender.

2 May 1945 The surrender of the German Armed Forces in Italy becomes effective, two days after the collapse of Berlin. Fifty thousand Italian partisans are dead; 300,000 American and British have been injured during the Italian campaign, 47,000 are dead. American casualties at Anzio alone are 59,000. German casualties are approximately 434,000.
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1.

The Walled Village of Castello de’ Corsi, Tuscany

29 June 1944 – 7.15 p.m.

In the small piazza overlooked by shuttered windows, balconies and terracotta roofs, the heat hangs heavily, the air smells of smoke, and the inhabitants are either asleep or hiding. The only voices are those of tiny swallows, but when a large black-winged crow takes flight from the top of the crenellated tower, an ear-splitting screeching starts up. Another crow follows. And another. Three crows, the old lady thinks. Three means death. She counts them off on her fingers before sipping her watered-down wine where she sits on a chair in the doorway of what had once been her son’s house. Despite the warmth of the evening, she wraps a frayed woollen shawl around her shoulders and stifles a yawn. ‘Old bones,’ she mutters.

The ancient stone buildings surrounding the square gleam in the golden sunlight: homes, a couple of shops, the manor house with its large casement windows and the deep eaves from which water drips in the winter. Plus, a single archway into the village, wide and high enough for a horse and carriage. Blowsy crimson roses planted in a clay tub climb as far as the first floor of the manor, their heady scent drifting in the early-evening air. Before long, the sun – at present a mellow ball shining in the azure sky – will begin to sink and the sky will be threaded with red.

It is a rare peaceful hour, but the tranquillity is disturbed when a shriek echoes around the square. A few dark shutters rattle. One flies wide open and a startled young woman looks out from her window, eyes fixed on the piazza. What now? What can it be now? And the old lady glances up as if she might already know what now although there’s nothing to see but for a few pigeons fluttering to the cistern in the centre.

A breeze rustles the flat leaves of a fig tree and a young boy races through the huge curved archway, shrieking again as he chases after a white three-legged dog, the child’s crust of bread clamped between its jaws. They circle the cistern until the child slips on a fig and the old lady laughs as the dog escapes. Good for you, little three-legged, she whispers, though she knows the child and his grandmother, Carla, too.

A woman in blue walks into the square and stops in view of the tower. She signals to another woman and points to her right. ‘Try that way.’ After the other one slips through a doorway into the darkness, the woman in blue heads towards the tower, only pausing momentarily when she hears an engine. Surely not the Germans, not now. Allies then? She takes a second to cross herself and then carries on.

But, at that moment, a moment that will go on forever in her memory, she hears a strangled cry. She stares up at the tower, shading her eyes, disbelief flooding her whole being. A woman is perched on the crenellated battlement at the top with her back to the square. Head bowed, she is just sitting, not moving, not looking around. A few seconds pass. There’s a gust of wind and, with a further glance up, the woman in blue frowns in puzzlement, uncertain of what she’s seen. She calls out, ‘Be careful!’ There’s no reply. Had it been a shadow or were there two people up there? The woman in blue shouts out again but everything is happening too quickly now, and the woman at the top of the tower is tipping back dangerously. Something falls, billowing, drifting, floating in the breeze. The woman in blue is running, faster than she’s ever run before, tripping over her own feet as she does. She sees the silk scarf lying on the ground and, heart thumping, she races for the tower door.
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2.

Castello de’ Corsi

Seven months earlier – November 1943

With a mixture of longing and hope, Sofia stared out at the Val d’Orcia where the deep-brown slopes folded into valley after valley and the sky, purple and backlit by the setting sun, appeared to hold its breath. In the distance, the brooding, lonely Monte Amiata watched over them, while the golden-red vines, and the oak trees blazing defiantly in their final moments, only heightened Sofia’s hunger to recapture what they had lost. Winter was skirting closer, but she still longed for those hazy summer nights when she’d wriggle her bare toes in the dry grass as they lay gazing at fireflies and drinking red wine from the bottle.

She used to love these liminal times when for those few moments the world became misty, magical, impossible; loved the minutes between sleep and wakefulness because neither one nor the other could claim her. She could believe they were still walking hand in hand in the dusty olive groves, dreaming up plans for their future with no foreknowledge of what lay in wait.

As the night slowly turned black and began to seep into the small salon, she yanked the creaking shutters so hard the window frames shook, then she closed the window itself and spun round to scan the scene. She smelt the rich comforting aroma of Lorenzo’s cigars as she squatted by the hearth to throw another log on the fire, before glancing back at him where he sat on their faded blue-velvet sofa, both dogs snoring at his feet. With the house at its quietest, it was at its darkest too, and it was then that her fears pursued her. The shadows in the room altered with the flickering flames, alive and monstrous as they flared almost to the ceiling, then waning as the flames subsided. But she could still see the glitter of them in his gentle grey eyes. She had no idea what he was thinking or feeling. Grief, yes, but that edge he had was new. He patted the space next to him on the sofa and she stretched before going to nestle up close.

Even as he ran his fingers through her hair at either side of her head and lifted it away from her face, she felt as if she were losing parts of herself; parts of him too.

‘There, I can see you now,’ he said.

‘You have always seen me,’ she replied, and then she told him she’d been thinking about the poppy fields.

‘Oh?’

‘I wish it were May and then all this would be over.’

He pulled a noncommittal face. ‘It may not be.’

‘I had a dream about them. The poppies.’ But she didn’t add that the red of the poppies had spoilt and the flower heads had been dripping with blood.

His voice was gentle as he lifted her hand and examined her broken nails. ‘That’s not paint under what’s left of your nails, is it?’

‘Gardening.’

‘Ah, yes. Well, I was thinking of Florence.’

‘You mean before?’

‘When you were at the Art Institute and I was in the Agrarian Faculty.’

She smiled at the memory of her carefree nineteen-year-old self.

‘Nineteen twenty,’ he added. ‘And you are still the same.’

‘Small? Pale? Wrinkled?’

‘Hardly.’ His eyes danced with amusement. ‘Elegant. Beautiful as ever. But I’m going grey and you are not.’ He ran a hand over his pepper-and-salt hair.

‘I like it.’

‘But you don’t paint as much these days, do you?’

‘Not since the war began, but I have started again.’

They slipped into silence, both with separate reflections. She longed to reminisce about the early days, remind herself of who he really was, of who she was too, but couldn’t find the words. She watched him closely, but he only smiled, and she wondered if they were thinking the same thing. In the hush she heard the ticking of the grandfather clock above the sound of the fire, marking the seconds, separating them still further as the silence lengthened.

‘Do you …’ he eventually said, as if he were reading her mind.

‘What?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ He shook his head. ‘I was just … thinking.’

‘About?’

‘Well … you know …’

She frowned, unsure. Did she know?

‘About us,’ he said.

‘Oh yes …’

They left it, this odd little snippet of conversation, and she hoped they were headed for safer ground. In the end it was he who spoke.

‘Sofia, I’ve been wanting to say … well, I’ve been waiting for the right moment to say. But … really, there isn’t one, so I’ll just come out with it.’

‘Go on.’ She heard the touch of anxiety in her own voice as he, meanwhile, absently rubbed his chin.

‘The thing is, I’m going to have to be away,’ he went on.

She pulled back and moved across to the chintz sofa opposite, curling up her legs and trying not to look wounded. ‘So, what’s different? You’re always away.’

He grimaced. ‘And I always come back.’

‘You mean this time you won’t?’ she said, alarmed at the notion of coping with the whole estate alone.

‘No, I mean this may be for longer.’

‘Considerably longer?’

He nodded. ‘But it’s not going to be straight away.’

‘What will you be doing?’

‘Nothing very difficult. No need to worry.’

But the tone of his voice was too breezy, and she was sure he was lying. ‘Tell me,’ she insisted.

He sighed. ‘I’ve recently been asked to pass on information that the Allies may find useful.’

‘Isn’t that terribly dangerous?’

He held her gaze and she knew that of course it was dangerous. ‘You’ll still be doing your job at the ministry?’

‘Certainly.’

He got up and she watched him from the corner of her eye as he took a small but bulky brown package from his pocket and held it up. She tilted her head, indicating he should put it on the coffee table.

‘Aren’t you going to look at it?’ he asked.

‘Later.’

‘You’ll be safe here at the Castello?’ he asked, and she registered the raw emotion in his eyes.

The question was a serious one. He was picturing their high walls, and their home, not quite a castle but the manor house of their small, fortified, thirteenth-century village with only one archway in, or out, and walls which no enemy could ever break through. Until now.

‘Safe? Us? Maybe.’

But not our pigs, she thought. Nor our turkeys, chickens, ducks, guinea fowl, wild boar, cattle. She resented the stealing from their thirty-two farms and reflected on the isolation of each one, below and beyond the village. Easy prey.

‘There’ll be no sausages this year.’ And if her voice was bitter, she didn’t care.

‘But you have hidden food supplies?’

‘Some, but there will be little meat for us or for the farmers. Why do you think we keep eating rabbit?’

He smiled, trying to make light of it. ‘I like rabbit.’

‘Just as well then.’

She gazed at her hands for a moment.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘Nothing.’ And knowing she still hadn’t told him about the letter, she changed the subject. After all, it probably wouldn’t happen and then she would be glad not to have worried him. ‘What will you do about your card?’

After a sharp intake of breath, he gave her a disappointed look. ‘Not this again?’

She bristled. ‘Well, since the armistice with the Allies …’

Another silence followed, brief this time.

She carried on. ‘But things are different, aren’t they?’

He tilted his head from side to side as if easing his neck. ‘It’s complicated.’

He was right. Here, where they lived under German martial law, he had to carry the Fascist card, for safety’s sake.

‘In the south, in Allied-held territory, it’s different,’ he added. ‘But you know what it’s been like since the Nazis occupied most of the country. You’re either with them or against them, there’s no middle ground.’

‘So, they will go on thinking you’re with them.’

She hoped he’d carry the card inconspicuously. And she understood. She really did. He didn’t want to talk about this, a sore point between them since 1932, when all state employees had had to sign the Fascist card or lose their jobs. She never really understood because he hadn’t needed a job, not with the income from the estate and their investments. But he worked in the Ministry of Agriculture and his passion for the land drove him. He’d been riveted by Mussolini’s bonifica integrale, the reclamation and salvage of previously derelict or unusable land. You only had to look at the Val d’Orcia, the visionary way in which it had been cultivated when Lorenzo had been vice president of the local consortium. It had transformed from a dull, dusty landscape into fertile land, with abundant crops and flowering orchards.

Still, she couldn’t help thinking of her cultured and terribly clever father who had refused to sign the card, and who now lived with her mother in a lofty apartment in a Renaissance palazzo in Rome with barely enough to survive on.

‘I know what you’re thinking,’ Lorenzo said with a sad little smile.

She smiled back. ‘You do?’

He stood and reached his arms out to her. She went to him and they rocked together in an embrace.

‘So, what is in that packet?’ She glanced at it lying on the coffee table.

He blinked and then stared at her. ‘It’s just a small pistol.’

‘Cristo!’ She felt more than a little shocked. ‘And you need one now?’

‘Actually, I already have one – the package contains yours.’

‘You think I need it?’

‘You might.’

‘And you were just going to hand it to me as if it were a box of chocolates?’

He didn’t reply. A pistol, for heaven’s sake! She decided to think about it later.

He leant back a little to gaze into her eyes. ‘You have the darkest eyes and the loveliest of voices.’

She laughed. ‘You’re changing the subject … and, anyway, you always say that.’

‘And I always say I could spend my whole life trying to fathom them and listening to you.’

He loosened the combs from her hair and it tumbled sheet-like to her waist. ‘Your parents could come here. I wouldn’t object. It’s getting worse in Rome.’

‘You know they won’t.’

She was right, of course. They didn’t tell her everything, but she knew they were involved in something. And to be involved in something in Rome was becoming riskier every day.

‘Is Carla still here?’ he whispered in her ear, then nibbled the lobe.

She felt the usual tingle. At least they hadn’t lost that. ‘She’s gone to her daughter’s, to tuck in little Alberto. She’ll be hours. Who knows what she gets up to?’ she said, although she knew.

For a moment she pictured Carla hunched up against the rain as she hurried along one of the narrow, cobbled alleys to the row of little stone houses resting in the shadow of the tall bell tower. The wall compressed the houses together as if they were holding each other up, as they all had to do now.

‘Giulia?’ Lorenzo asked.

‘Left for home. We have the place to ourselves.’

She saw his eyes soften.

‘In that case, I’ll put another log on the fire while you take off your dress. I need to feel your skin.’

She laughed. ‘In front of the fire?’

And more than anything, more than war, more than survival, more than winning or losing, or wondering what on earth they were going to eat, she wanted him too. It was the only thing making this bearable because she dreaded the morning when she might sit across from her husband while they sipped their barley coffee and not be able to see who he was or know who he had become.

She removed two cushions from the velvet sofa plus the old chenille blanket from where it covered a bald patch. Then she undressed and lay on the rug that covered the ancient encaustic tiled floor from where she studied Lorenzo as he took off his clothes. Tall and lean, his shoulders glowed in the firelight.

‘Socks too.’ She pointed at his feet.

He laughed but gave in, then slid under the blanket. She shivered. Outside the fortified walls the ghosts of this war were gathering and growing in number. Were they watching them now, jealous, aching to find a way back into the warmth of their lives? Or did she shiver because of the cold? It was a November night and the warmth of the fire heated only one side of her body.

Lorenzo rubbed her back vigorously and she laughed again.

‘I’m not one of the dogs, you know.’

He kissed her on the forehead and then on the tip of her nose. ‘I had noticed.’

Once they were warm, their love-making was fiery. It always had been. They had not succumbed to the dangers of habit, or the careless disinterest that could lead to infidelity. Instead the spark between them had grown, was still growing, into a deeper more reflective bond. And they both knew that human contact, connection, love, whatever you wanted to call it, was the one thing that would pull them through. She sighed and with each touch of his lips her thoughts began to fade until she surrendered to the sensation of their bodies moving together, as they were meant to do. It would be all right. It had to be.
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3.

Rome

Maxine Caprioni picked up her bag of clothes and left the drab room in Via dei Cappellari, where she’d been staying. Outside, she pulled her woollen collar up against the cold. Her coat, a dowdy brown colour, was a man’s coat with large pockets, so she’d wrapped it around her tightly and belted it. She hurried down the unlit street, eyes peeled, avoiding the puddles of rainwater. At the sound of scratching she glanced behind her. Stinking heaps of uncollected rubbish littered the street, and she grimaced at the sight of a family of rats weaving through the filth. She moved on, passing through the neighbourhood of narrow streets, small piazzas and ancient churches of Campo de’ Fiori. Then she made her way towards Via del Biscione, not far from the now ghostly Jewish ghetto. A shout somewhere near the corner ahead rooted her to the spot. She took a deep breath but then, without thinking further, hid her bag in the darkness of an alleyway and hurried towards the sound. A nose for trouble? Maybe – but more likely, and as her mother would say, her instinct to rescue a trapped kitten or a bullied child.

As she rounded the corner, she came to a halt just in time to avoid tripping over two men whose jackets were peppered with badges on the sleeves, collars and fronts. Underneath were the tell-tale black polo necks. Blackshirts, kicking an old man whose walking stick lay on the road out of reach. Her heart thumped in anger as they taunted the defenceless man with each vicious kick, then one of them lifted his head and smashed a fist into the side of his face. A third man – like the others, no more than about seventeen – picked the walking stick up and, laughing, snapped it across his knee. The old man, now in the gutter, bleeding profusely and whimpering as he attempted to protect his head with his arms, was pleading for his life. Maxine calculated the odds. If she intervened, she might get the same treatment but if she didn’t the man could certainly die from his injuries.

These bullies had free rein to roam the streets before and during curfew, picking on whoever they wanted. She checked her watch. Still fifteen minutes to go before curfew.

‘Hey, boys,’ she called out, undoing her coat, throwing back her head and shaking her long curly chestnut hair so that it fell seductively over one shoulder. ‘Fancy a drink?’

The young men stopped to stare.

‘You’re out late,’ one of them said curtly.

‘No worries, there’s still time.’ She was Italian by birth, and with her olive complexion and expressive amber eyes, she looked it. She only had to hope the influence of her New York upbringing wouldn’t let her Tuscan accent down. She sauntered up to one and undid the top two buttons of her blouse. ‘Look, that bar’s still open.’ She pointed at the opposite corner.

They hesitated, then one of them held out his hand. ‘Papers?’

She burrowed in her handbag and came out with her new identity card and a ration book. Her American passport she’d had to leave with the British liaison officer.

‘Drinks on me,’ she said and started to move away, hips swaying as she looked back over her shoulder to smile at them, glad she’d worn her red lipstick. At twenty-nine and having grown up in Little Italy and then East Harlem, Maxine had come across thugs like these before.

One, perhaps the leader, gave a nod and, with a last kick at the now silent man, began to come after her, the other two trailing behind.

All three followed her into the bar and ordered wine. Now what? She cracked a joke and made them laugh, taking the measure of them as she did.

Her mother’s voice came again. You’re too impulsive, Maxine. You never stop to think.

Her mother was right. One of the boys had an arm wrapped around her shoulder, pulling her into him as he fondled her neck, while his other hand lay heavily on her thigh. They probably thought she was a whore. Get out of that, her mother whispered.

She ordered a second round of drinks accompanied by large brandy chasers and glanced at the clock on the wall. The minutes passed slowly.

She would soon be leaving Rome to make her way to Tuscany, where she would be put in touch with key resistance groups – if reliable partisan divisions even existed. Nobody in England had been sure. If her verdict was that it – or they – did, she would liaise between the Allies and the resistance networks. It was a high-risk operation and the British had found it virtually impossible to locate Italians willing to go back to Italy as SOE agents to assist in espionage, sabotage or reconnaissance. She, however, had jumped at the chance to locate and ascertain strategic features of the resistenza.

Her training was minimal, her liaison officer, Ronald, had been at pains to point out, unlike the training given to SOE operatives sent to France. After all, Italy had only been an occupied country since early September and she had been interviewed by Ronald just a few short weeks later, in October. Admittedly, it was rushed, but they needed people on the ground at breakneck speed.

The boy was squeezing her thigh. She wriggled out of his clutches, chatting about some inconsequential thing, then smiled as warmly as she could. The image of the old man lying on the ground and her rage at his treatment spurred her on. An idea crystallized; it could work, and it might be her only opportunity. She saw the boy staring at her, so gathered her courage and stroked his cheek. ‘Just going to the washroom.’

He gave her a wary look.

She made it her business to know the back entrances to every bar – you might need a quick route out at any moment. And she was shrewd enough to avoid the area around Via Tasso where the Nazi SS and Gestapo headquarters were located. Here, she must be at least forty-five minutes away. She slipped out to the yard, bypassing the toilet, grazing her hands as she scaled the low wall into the next-door yard, then over a broken fence and into the alley running parallel to the street. She picked up her bag from its hiding place, raced back to the old man, helped him struggle to his feet and found out which palazzo he lived in. Luckily, it was close to where she was headed.

‘We must move quickly,’ she whispered urgently. ‘They’ll come for us.’

They began to move but, on such weak legs, he could only shuffle, groaning all the way. She tried to quieten him, but they made excruciatingly slow progress as they rounded the corner into the next street, thankfully the one she was heading for. A shout came from somewhere behind them, echoing into the emptiness. Oh God! The boys. Could it be them already?

They passed several buildings and arrived at a palazzo with the usual heavily carved and studded wooden door but a little grander than most. Was this the one? She didn’t know but it had to be near. With the boys now on their trail, she pushed the door. Thank God, it opened. She half carried, half dragged the whimpering man through. In the internal courtyard she leant against the door and clamped a hand over his mouth. His breath was too fast and too noisy, and he looked at her with huge pleading brown eyes, obviously unsure if she was about to hurt him too. She shook her head then pressed her lips tight at the sound of booted footsteps. Nerves on fire, she listened and overheard them arguing, the three thugs at each other’s throats as they approached the palazzo. One insisted they retrace their steps, while the leader declared she had definitely come this way. She clenched her teeth, hearing the vile acts they were going to force upon her when they caught her. But how long could she keep the old man quiet? She smelt smoke – not just the noxious smoke Rome was never without – and held her breath. The boys had lit cigarettes and were loitering until more ‘fun’ came their way. Or did they know she was there? She wouldn’t be able to hold the old man upright much longer nor prevent him from crying out. She dared not move him. The street was too silent, and they’d be heard.

Maxine’s head pounded from the tension of waiting but she fought to keep her breath long and slow. After another five minutes or so the boys finally decided to head off elsewhere. Inside the courtyard, Maxine quickly dragged the man to the ground-floor door he indicated was his own. A woman opened up and stifled a cry when she saw the blood on his shabby overcoat and the cuts and bruises on his face.

‘Mio Dio! I always tell him not to go out after dark, but he’s a stubborn old fool. Thank you for bringing him back.’

Maxine muttered that it was nothing then asked, ‘Do you know where Roberto and Elsa Romano live?’

‘Next door. Top floor.’

Maxine slipped out cautiously and into the next-door building, then up the marble staircase to the top floor.

Rome had been held by the Germans since 11 September. They had taken over the telephone exchange and the radio station, and with petrol already scarce, people feared there’d be no electricity before long. Although an announcement had declared it an ‘open city’, promising that troops would not flood the centre, Maxine had seen it wasn’t true. She’d watched them marching up and down the Via del Corso with no purpose other than to intimidate.

Now, when the door opened a crack, she whispered the password and was given entry into a dark hall by an older woman with greying hair who beckoned her down a corridor. The woman told her she was Elsa as she led her into a room lit only by candles and oil lamps. They had made the place look cosy despite the high ceiling and the cold. Maxine shivered. This had once been a grand room and, although the furniture looked shabby, she was sure there had once been money here. She glanced around and saw five pairs of narrowed eyes staring up at her. Naturally, their first instinct would be to distrust her.

‘Hello,’ she said, putting down her bag and then tying back her hair as she sat in the one spare seat at a large dining table where sheets of paper stapled together had been scattered randomly.

The woman was studying her grazes. ‘Your hands?’

Maxine wiped them on her trousers. ‘It’s nothing. Sorry I’m late. Just managed to escape a spot of bother. I’m Maxine. I …’ She was about to explain but recognized she’d better stay quiet and say no more about what had happened.

A couple of the assembled men and women nodded.

A distinguished-looking man smiled at her, although when he spoke and offered his hand, she noticed a tremor. ‘I’m Roberto, Elsa’s husband,’ he said. ‘This is our apartment. You come highly recommended. I’m assuming you weren’t seen?’

Maxine gave him a noncommittal response. Elsa appeared to be quietly confident, but her husband’s hands shook again as he picked up a sheaf of the papers. As the sound of machine-gun fire penetrated the room, they all exchanged anxious glances.

Elsa shook her head. ‘It’s not close.’

Maybe not, but Maxine told herself it was a damn good job she’d be heading for Tuscany in the morning.

The sheets of paper, Roberto explained, were the finished pages of a locally organized clandestine pamphlet produced by members of the Committee of National Liberation of whom he, Roberto Romano, was one.

‘When the Germans crushed our troops defending the city at Porta San Paolo,’ he said, ‘and then imposed Nazi martial law, we formed the committee.’

‘Now,’ Elsa added, ‘we spread news from Radio London. You know it’s banned?’

Maxine confirmed that she did.

‘And we send out partisan information using underground press like L’Unità and L’Italia Libera.’

‘And the printing press?’

‘Few are given that information.’

Maxine glanced around at the assembled people, most of whom looked like intellectuals but for one man. His longish dark hair and slightly unshaven appearance identified him as a partisan except for the formal suit he was wearing. Maybe he’d been a soldier? The man spotted her staring, raised his brows and winked. She held his gaze. His eyes were extraordinary, with caramel-coloured irises shining with intelligence and life. Dangerous, exciting eyes, she thought. His face was angular, and she noticed a walking stick resting beside his chair. So many lost souls were hiding in Rome, including British prisoners of war who’d escaped or been let go by Italian soldiers who were no longer fighting on the German side. The man was now studying her. He didn’t look like an escaped Britisher.

After a moment she noticed Roberto was waiting for a reply or maybe waiting for her to do something. She hadn’t even heeded the question, if there had been one.

‘Sorry,’ she said, and picked up a pamphlet, read part of it and then looked at Roberto. ‘You’d like me to take these?’

‘Well, you might as well, as you’ll be going north anyway.’

‘Rather than a staffetta?’

‘It’s complicated for our ordinary couriers at present. Pass the leaflets on to partisans to disperse wherever they can. You know where to go?’

‘Not yet. My liaison officer gave me your address, told me when to be here and that you’d give me further instructions.’ She didn’t mention the British radio operative she’d been ordered to contact in Tuscany. That information was on a strictly need-to-know basis. And she’d been told in no uncertain terms that Italy was not France, that the resistance was extremely scattered, which meant that the ultimate goal of figuring out where and how to supply them with arms and ammunition would be extremely difficult.

‘We need you to go to Castello de’ Corsi in Tuscany,’ Roberto said. ‘At the manor house ask for Sofia de’ Corsi. If you tell her we sent you, she will accommodate you. Her husband could be there too, Lorenzo de’ Corsi. You may talk to him but speak to Sofia first if possible.’

‘She doesn’t know I’m coming?’

‘Not exactly. Explain what you are really there to do, but away from the Castello keep quiet. You can tell her your real name but otherwise use your cover. You have your story worked out?’

‘I do. I had been thinking of telling people I was there to write a piece on how the war was affecting ordinary men and women. I used to be a journalist, you see. But my liaison talked me out of the whole idea.’

‘Just as well, I’d say, especially if you were to “bump into” any Germans. They’d think you were a spy,’ Roberto said and then continued, ‘From Marco here, we know the partisans in Tuscany are something of a ragbag – untrained, reckless, angry.’

She noticed that Marco, the young man with the caramel eyes, was nodding vigorously and she smiled at him. So, he was a partisan.

‘You will work with Marco and he will give you all the help you need,’ Roberto continued. ‘Once it’s clear how viable the groups really are, how many men there are, where they are, who their leaders are, we can relay the information on to your Allied liaison officer or, if you can make contact, just radio direct to him at SOE’s subsidiary headquarters in the south.’

‘We believe British radio engineers and radios will be dropped in several locations,’ Marco said. ‘We need to rapidly expand our partisan communications network because the Allies need us to be ready.’

She nodded. ‘I’ll do my best.’

‘And your family originally came from?’ Roberto asked.

‘Tuscany. We always spoke Italian at home, English at school.’

‘Your accent isn’t bad. No German will be able to detect you’re from New York, though the locals might.’

She gave him a smile. She didn’t tell him her heart ached for her mother whenever she thought of Tuscany. She sighed deeply, hoping she’d made the right decision to come. Against her entire family’s objections, she’d gone ahead and sailed for England as an accredited United States correspondent. Then, in a drab hotel room in Bloomsbury, it had all changed. A letter had been left at the news agency where she worked, mentioning just the time and place, and the name of the person she was expected to see. One Ronald Carter. The letter had been headed with the British Governmental official stamp of the Inter Services Research Bureau. It meant nothing to her, and during her first interview with the tall, dark-eyed and rather nattily dressed Ronald, she had remained just as mystified. He told her he had received her details from the Immigration Office, who controlled the waves of displaced people, screened refugees, enforced rules on exit permits and so on.

He had narrowed his eyes and said, ‘I want to know more about you.’

She had thought maybe her permit to work in Britain was being revoked and she would soon be sent home. But in the long second exploratory meeting with Ronald, when he’d grilled her about her personality, her allegiances and her grasp of Italian, she found out what he really wanted. He was bilingual himself and they had carried out half the interview in Italian.

‘We’re casting the net for young Italian nationals both in America and in London with the right attitude and personality to be recruited, trained and swiftly deployed under cover in Italy,’ he’d said in a serious voice.

He then explained that if she agreed, she’d arrive with British troops by ship, disembarking in southern Italy, as would he. After that, she’d be dropped by parachute close to Rome. Partisans would take her to the city but then she was on her own.

Following that meeting with Ronald, she’d been sent to train in a kind of parachute academy for two weeks where she’d passed with flying colours after three real jumps. It had been terrifying but exhilarating. More training followed during which she had to carry out practice covert assignments. She’d held her nerve and now here she was and her parents didn’t know anything about it.

‘By the way,’ Roberto was saying, interrupting her thoughts again and bringing her back to the present. ‘You’ll have to wear a dress.’

‘Why? I am going up on a motorcycle.’

‘Nevertheless, you’ll blend in with the women in Tuscany if you wear a dress,’ he said. ‘Elsa?’

As Elsa got up and walked out of the room, Maxine struggled to control her irritation. Despite being tall and leggy, with a figure any girl would die for, she had a flair for slipping under the radar and felt most comfortable doing it in trousers.

Elsa returned with a pile of clothes.

Roberto stuffed a battered satchel with pamphlets.

When he was done, Maxine took it along with the clothes. Elsa indicated she should change in the bedroom and, as Maxine pulled on a dress, she could hear the assembled men and women whispering. She edged closer to the door but couldn’t make out what they were saying. As she tied on a headscarf, the stamp of hobnail boots rose from the floors below. Then came the ear-splitting sound of gunfire and loud thumping on apartment doors.

‘Jesus. What in God’s name?’

Elsa flew into the room. ‘Quick. Use the fire escape and please give this box to Sofia de’ Corsi; she’s our daughter and she lives in the villa – the manor, that is – at Castello de’ Corsi. Say that her father and mother remind her about the sweets. It’s important.’

‘Sure. But will you be all right?’

Elsa gave a noncommittal wave of her hands. ‘I think the Nazis are requisitioning our building.’

‘You knew about this?’

‘We had warning.’

‘Christ, why didn’t you go?’

‘I didn’t want to believe it. None of us ever want to believe it.’

They could both hear strident German voices barking orders and women wailing as their doors gave way.

‘Jump over the rail to the terrace below this room and there you will find the fire escape.’ She thrust the satchel into Maxine’s arms. ‘There’s money in there too.’

‘And the motorcycle?’

‘It’s rather battered but is where we agreed. Go to the Castello first, but remember you need to be in Caffè Poliziano, in Montepulciano, in ten days’ time to meet with Marco, who you saw earlier. Make sure to arrive by ten in the morning.’ She then whispered a new password in Maxine’s ear and Maxine gave her the thumbs-up.

‘Petrol?’ Maxine asked.

‘Yes. Go!’

Maxine threw the satchel and her bag over her shoulder then made for the railings as a rush of excitement rose up alongside the nerves. This whole thing was strangely thrilling, and her entire body had begun to tingle.
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Castello de’ Corsi

While Sofia was spending the evening with her husband, their cook, Carla, was busy arranging her shawl to keep the draught from her neck and settling her body into the chair by the door on this darkest of nights. Eight of them had secretly gathered in her daughter’s house in one of only two chilly upstairs rooms. With three-year-old Alberto finally asleep, the women were busy. Sara spinning wool in the corner, Federica unwinding the wool from the spindle, and the rest grouped around the table knitting socks and blankets. One oil lamp lit the room and a blanket draped over the window ensured no light could leak through the slats of the shutters.

Gradually the rhythm of clacking needles and the spin of the wheel merged with Sara’s voice as she began to sing very softly. Because they were lonely, husbands and sons gone to war and nobody knowing where anyone might be, this time together warmed their hearts. This knitting, this sitting, bound them in solidarity as they worked, despite the curfew, for if they did not, the men hiding in the woods would freeze in the hard winter ahead.

Once the armistice had been signed, the soldiers, no longer fighting the Allies, had deserted their posts in the Italian army, risking everything to get home. But then, when Germany occupied Italy, she wanted the men as her soldiers, as her labourers, as her slaves, here or in camps in Germany. Many men had made for the wooded hills and joined the partisans. Some had never wanted to fight on the German side but had been conscripted. Some didn’t want to fight for anyone, and many had simply had enough of fascism. Hordes of rural men were supporting the communist movement in growing numbers. So now, as well as the world war, there was also a civil war between those who supported the Fascists and those who did not.

Carla glanced across at Anna, her elder daughter, twenty-five, tall and strong, slim too, unlike Carla herself, nearly fifty and showing it. But poor Anna’s husband, Luigi, was already gone, drowned when his ship, the Zara, sank in 1941. Anna had been told that Luigi had taken part in sorties to catch British convoys in the Mediterranean. The Zara, a heavy cruiser built for the Italian Regia Marina, had been disabled by a British airstrike. Later, in a fierce night of fighting, it had been sunk by the British Mediterranean Fleet.

‘Gabriella is in place?’ one of the more nervous women asked.

Carla pictured her pretty, curvaceous, sixteen-year-old daughter curled up in the kitchen with Beni, her little three-legged dog, both hogging the only fire in the house. Gabriella had pestered to be allowed to act as their watch-out and, with her whistle so shrill it would wake the dead, Carla had given in.

‘Do you have any new messages from the men?’ one of the women asked Anna.

Those in the room knew Anna was a staffetta, a courier, for the partisans, though Carla and Anna rarely spoke of it. Even though the village women were friends you never could be completely sure. Take Maria, the old biddy who lived on the corner of the square, the one whose grandson, Paolo, had recently gone off to be one of Mussolini’s Blackshirts. They were the voluntary militia for national security, not the army, and now nobody had a clue where Paolo was. At the start of the war, many local men had signed up for the regular army or navy and people had more or less accepted the call to arms, but the brutality of the Fascist Blackshirts against their own people was a different thing. They were loathed by much of the rural Tuscan population.

‘No messages,’ Carla said before Anna could reply, her rough country-woman’s voice hushed and low.

‘Who do you hate the most?’ Federica asked. ‘Germans or Blackshirts?’

The room went silent for a few moments.

‘Blackshirts,’ Sara said. ‘I’ve seen them in the town pushing anyone they don’t like the look of into the gutter. Even pregnant women. Old, young, they don’t care.’

‘They think they can do whatever they want.’

‘Because they can do whatever they want. But, mark my words, we’ve not seen the worst of the Nazis yet.’

As the women whispered, Carla’s thoughts settled on food, as they so often did. She’d pick wild mushrooms the next day and make a risotto of mushrooms and chestnuts. Foraging for wild onions, herbs, even berries, kept the farmworkers going in lean times. And her curly-haired son, Aldo, would soon be out hunting what was left of the wild boar.

There was a loud knock on the front door and then a piercing whistle.

‘Quick, blow out the lamp,’ someone said.

Carla sensed every woman’s fear as, in complete darkness, they listened, mouths dry, throats tightening, as rough male voices rose from the street. Blackshirts, no doubt, out for a bit of fun. The Germans didn’t run the risk of dark alleys in a Tuscan village at night.

But if the Blackshirts came in and you were caught aiding the partisans …

Carla heard the front door open and then close, after which, from outside, came a male guffaw followed by female laughter. Gabriella’s laughter? Surely not.
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A few days had passed and now, with Lorenzo likely to be away for a night or two, Sofia waved him off, then whistled for the dogs – both of them lovely chestnut-and-white Italian pointers, sometimes known as Bracco gun dogs, although theirs were rather too old for hunting now. They’d only just heard that the ancient village of Chiusi, on the border with Umbria, had been bombed by the Allies and it left an unshakeable feeling of doom. South of Montepulciano, it was a good fifty kilometres away, but still.

It was crisp and cool, with a sky so bright it almost hurt her eyes. The ground crunched beneath her feet as she left behind the village walls where the pigeons squabbled, and then wound her way into the woods. In the valleys below her a white ocean of mist drowned out the view so all she could see were the trees sticking up like islands on the tops of the hills.

In the chestnut woods the harvesters were at work. Ripe pickings when the branches of the trees were weighed down by tons of chestnuts, now a staple food. The women dried them and ground them to make flour for bread, pane d’albero, tree bread, made from water, yeast and chestnuts. And they roasted them to add flavour to ground barley coffee. Caffè d’orzo. Sofia preferred it to chicory. No one had real coffee since the government had done their best to eliminate all imports, though some said the scarcity of coffee was really a result of the embargo the League of Nations had imposed on Italy. Either way, they fed the chestnut leaves to the pigs and chickens, at least those of them who still had animals did.

She and Carla had hidden some of their supplies, not only to serve the manor, but to help the villagers too. This they’d kept secret. After Sofia had received the letter from Commandant Schmidt, she’d asked Carla’s son, Aldo, to build a thin wall at one end of their large larder. Since leaving school, Aldo had been their odd-job man. So now, behind the false wall they stored dried beans, bottled fruit, home-made salame and cheese, along with dried wild boar and grain. If German troops were billeted here, they would not consume everything.

Sofia thought back to their bottling week in the summer, the only time Carla allowed her to work in the kitchen alongside her daughters, Anna and Gabriella. It was a chance to contribute in a practical way for what could be better than providing food for them all? Position and status suspended, she became one of the women, and although the rest of the time she tried her best to be ‘Contessa’, she loved dropping her guard. She enjoyed the comradeship as they prepared figs, peaches, cherries and tomatoes ready for preserving. Lorenzo didn’t know. His family had been noble landowners for hundreds of years and he’d been brought up to believe each must know their place. Although not one to stand on ceremony, and a thoroughly good man besides, he was nevertheless a little more aware of status than she. Not brought up to be a lady, it was different for her.

They had bottled peppers, carrots and cabbages too, the kitchen bursting with steam and colour and the rich scents of harvest, and for those few days they laughed and sang and very nearly forgot about the war.

Now, as she reached the chestnut woods, the women were hard at work. With the men gone, the work was in their hands, with the help of old men and young boys. One of the farmers’ wives, Sara, beckoned her over and asked if she would carry a bag of chestnuts up to the house for Carla. Sofia knew the woman well. She had received two letters informing her of two separate losses, a brother and a son. It was unimaginable how much pain she must be in and yet she carried on. Sometimes there were benefits to being childless, Sofia thought grimly, then she grasped Sara’s hand momentarily, took the bag and left.

Back up at the Castello, she slipped round the side of the house and walked through the part of the garden lined with citrus trees, oleander bushes and a sweet little pomegranate tree guarding the kitchen door. From there the aroma of baking bread met her. She never used to enter the kitchen that way but now, working at tending vegetables – cabbages, onions, spinach and fennel – she used it more frequently. Carla had seemed unsettled for the last few days and Sofia hoped the new supply of chestnuts would cheer her up.

The kitchen, cavernous with a great oak-beamed ceiling, ancient flagstone floor, walls lined with pale-green cupboards and a large scrubbed table in the centre, had always been a relaxed, comforting place. Twin leather armchairs nestled in alcoves either side of the range and, because the shutters were not fully open, she failed at first to see someone leaning back in one of them.

Carla, standing by the range, hair tied back and wearing her usual white apron over one of her shapeless grey woollen dresses, was scowling.

Seeing a batch of dough rising on the grilled shelf above the stove, Sofia guessed the cook would be itching to get on with kneading it. A large woman who made her feelings known without many words, Carla’s firmly folded arms said it all and, at Sofia’s questioning look, she rolled her eyes.

Aldo, meanwhile, stood by the door, scratching his head. ‘I found him just outside the village. All he said was “Castello”, and after that went on like a crazy man, before he passed out.’

‘Castello? Us? You think us?’

Carla wrinkled her nose. ‘Who else?’

Sofia gazed at Aldo and thought, as she always did these days, that he’d turned into a real heartbreaker. A handsome lad, with black eyes, long lashes, full lips and dark brows. He was eager and cheerful too, and Sofia always felt energized whenever she saw him.

He pushed the curling brown hair from his eyes. ‘I thought he must be meaning the village, here.’

Sofia walked over to the man in the chair for a closer look at his face. The dogs, one step ahead, sniffed around him cautiously, but when he didn’t respond they lost interest and sloped away. The man’s eyes remained closed, his hair was matted, and an angry-looking gash had made his right cheek swell. Then she noticed his jacket caked in blood. When she asked him who he was, his eyelashes fluttered for a moment, after which he opened the bluest eyes she’d ever seen.

‘Who are you?’ she repeated.

He touched his throat.

‘Water, Carla. Get him some water.’

Carla grudgingly filled a glass and brought it across to put to his cracked lips. As he swallowed, her thoughts spun. What if he was a German deserter? But then he surprised her by speaking in good unaccented English.

‘James,’ he said, his voice weak. ‘My name.’

‘Can you tell us what happened to you?’

He closed his eyes. Had he fallen asleep?

‘I think he must be English,’ she told Carla.

‘That’s all we need. Like I said, he was mumbling when Aldo found him in the woodstore beyond the walls. Didn’t sound like German, Aldo said, but he couldn’t be sure.’

‘He needs a doctor.’

Carla pulled a face.

‘I know. I know.’

She stared at Sofia obstinately but then relented. ‘I suppose we can put him in Gabriella’s room for now. And she can come in with me. The door has a lock, so he won’t be able to hurt anyone. Aldo will sleep at Anna’s as usual. She likes the company.’

Sofia smiled at her, understanding. At the beginning Carla had been a farmer’s wife, a massaia, who later came up daily to cook for them at the manor. But when her husband, Enrico, had taken ill and could no longer work, Sofia brought them both to live in four good-sized rooms, one on the ground floor which was now Gabriella’s room and three on the first floor of the partly unused side of the manor house with its own staircase. They’d been their previous housekeeper’s quarters, but she had married and moved into the village and her rooms had remained empty. All three children had come with Carla, of course, and Anna now worked as their part-time housekeeper, living out. Enrico had been a large, jovial man who hadn’t deserved to die young and for the year he was ill Sofia had helped nurse him. Then afterwards, because she and Lorenzo had been unable to have children of their own, she’d poured all her mothering instincts into Carla’s children, especially Aldo who had been devastated by his father’s death.

Despite her sometimes-gruff exterior, the Carla they all knew was a kind and generous soul who could let her hair down when she wanted. The images from their celebration supper in September came rushing back. Lorenzo and Sofia had pitched in before the black clouds rolled over and at the end of the week, aching with exhaustion from the grape picking, they’d crawled back up to the house. Aldo, wearing a brilliant white shirt which emphasized the beauty of his olive skin, had laid out tables in the square and Carla had washed and ironed blue chequered tablecloths. In September, just before the Germans came, they still had plentiful prosciutto, mortadella, salami and sheep’s cheese to accompany the bread and wine. When someone began to play the violin, tiredness fell away and they danced beneath the star-strewn sky. Even Lorenzo, who, beaming with pleasure and heat and love, had twirled her round and round until she was dizzy. Carla, her laughter loud and free, danced longer than anyone, until Aldo had to scrape her from the ground and ease her indoors, the gentle charm of him enough to melt your heart.

The memories dissolved and now Sofia glanced at the man in the armchair again. ‘He doesn’t look as if he’s likely to be hurting anyone or going anywhere.’ She ran through the options in her head but could tell that without help there was a chance he might die. Lorenzo would
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