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			For Pattra, who never stopped fighting

		

	
		
			
				Introduction

			

			There are ghosts everywhere. Along Via Cavour in Rome, I imagine watching Carla throw her father’s clothes from an open window four stories above, suit pants and collared shirts drifting down to the young Italian soldiers in uniform who need an outfit to blend in among their civilian peers. Now I see souvenir shops and a restaurant selling Chinese-Italian food. Perhaps a half mile away, Cinema Barberini is showing the latest blockbuster while tourists in windbreakers and sneakers take selfies in front of the Triton Fountain, an arc of water from the sea god’s conch spraying into the air, refracting the bright sun into rainbows. I stop where Carla stood and watched with horror as her comrade raced down the hill just beyond, toward where the Nazi transport trucks would have parked to ferry the soldiers to and from their barracks.

			As I wander the Eternal City, tracing the steps of Carla Capponi, I find myself caught up in a parade of students, its leader holding a metal stick with a purple pom-pom attached to the top; it bounces as she treads the cobblestones. We are all walking toward the Spanish Steps, and the orange of sunset turns violet with twilight as we near. The students dissipate at the top of the steps, above the piazza that gave them their name centuries before, to take pictures of a now-glowing Rome below. But I am thinking of the night during the occupation when Carla and two others crept up these same stairs on a mission for the Resistance—to be caught would have meant arrest or worse. I look to the shadows that would have hidden them from the Fascist night watchmen wandering the city. Couples now pose and groups of friends laugh, leaning against the waist-height wall at the ridge of Pincian Hill, which Carla and her comrades might have crawled beneath as they snuck from the steps to the Villa Medici.

			I similarly reanimate the past in Florence, on the dusty streets around the university where Teresa Mattei studied philosophy, the windows of the palazzos, built up close against the sidewalks, shut tight in the heat of a summer afternoon. Or along the mountain paths outside of the small city of Reggio Emilia, where dedicated historians have sought to help others understand the routes walked by staffette—a term that translates to “couriers,” when in reality, these operatives did so much more than carry messages. Anita Malavasi walked here in the forests that fill the valleys beyond the cities, where so many escaped to save their lives. Still, violence found them here. For some, even death. On a perfect spring day I studied the first crocuses of the season emerging from the verdant green around me and heard the bells from Castelnovo ne’Monti ring out at noon as I walked these same paths, headed steeply uphill, where Anita might have stolen moments to stop and wonder at the beauty around her. But a stick cracking or a rustling of leaves would bring her back to the fear of the unknown. Was today the day she encountered a German hiding among the trees?

			In Turin I seek to reconcile the bombed-out street where Bianca Guidetti Serra lived with modern-day strade filled with jovial groups speaking multiple languages, waiting in a line that wraps around the block for an animation exhibition at a cinema museum. In a country with such fidelity to blending the past with the present, it is not often easy to tell which buildings were rebuilt since the war, where the old ends and the new begins. Were the roads in the same place? In the Alps, where Bianca traveled with messages or deliveries, they must be: The towns were built right up to their edges, with little room between where the houses end and the mountains begin. They may be paved now, for the most part, but they are still often too narrow for two modern cars to pass comfortably.

			In many places, the way that Italy has preserved its past helps these ghosts come alive.

			I do not believe we need to be constantly reminded of suffering and war. But I followed these paths to help tell a story almost unknown to English-speaking audiences, to illuminate a past that sometimes feels all too resonant. Over the years that I researched and wrote this book, neo-Fascist politicians were elected around Europe and in the United States. Division and hate—of Jewish people, still, but also of others with different religions or skin colors or heritages who are considered foreigners, unwelcome in their own homes, native or adopted—have intensified around the world. It is my hope that we can learn from the women in these pages, see the story of World War II through new eyes. By centering the experience not on the soldiers, many of whom were compelled to fight by their governments, but on those who chose to enter the war as members of the Resistance, we learn that for Carla, Teresa, Anita, and Bianca, the decision to do nothing was to side with the enemy.

			To that end, this is not an exhaustive history of World War II, of the Nazi occupation of Italy, or of the experiences of Italians under Fascism. There are already many excellent tomes on these topics. Rather this is the story of four women within the larger context of their time. Their individual and collective experiences drive this narrative, though I have sought to bolster the larger historical context of these experiences by including facts that we know now. In Italy (and to a varying extent globally), news moved slowly and was incomplete during the war—on the battlefield and in occupied and attacked areas. And there was much that wasn’t known until well afterward. The broader stories of war and the historical context provided here are generally more detailed and include more complete information than these women could have had access to at the time. I also strived to give a sense of what they did know through Radio London and the clandestine press. I am allowing their experiences to lead this narrative to provide a counterpoint to the many accounts of this time period from other points of view.

			I am honored to be able to amplify the stories of these four women and numerous others who were prepared to give their lives for a new future that many could only begin to dream of when the first bombs fell on their imperfect but beloved country. Mussolini’s Fascist regime had done its job: An entire generation of young people were brought up largely ignorant of the world beyond their borders. Most, under fear of arrest or violence, had parents who were too scared to share what life was like before Il Duce, or consider what possibilities—for women, in particular—other countries and cultures could provide. These four women, and so many other young Italians, could see a future worth fighting for. And hundreds of thousands of them made the decision to fight against both the Nazi occupiers and their own Fascist countrymen—for themselves, yes, but more so for those who would come after them.

			Through these travels, and by listening to and reading many testimonies, I have come to know these women and the terror under Nazi occupation and Fascist oppression, and have sought to re-create their lives based entirely on the details they left behind. And they left behind a lot: Two of the women wrote about their lives in the Resistance through memoirs, all of them gave multiple and detailed testimonies and interviews, and most had fellow partisans—as the Resistance members were known—who also provided testimony about their time together. These stories do represent the breadth of the contributions of the many women (and men) who fought for their freedom during this period, but at the same time I recognize that there are as many unique tales of bravery and persistence as there are women of the Resistance. I do not claim to fully represent the experiences of women during this time.

			There are many historians and scholars who came before me who also sought to detail as much as they could from this period, starting in the years soon after the war to help preserve memories that time might soften. Italy also keeps a number of valuable archives—physical and online—of the Resistance, which helped to re-create this history. There are dedicated and knowledgeable librarians who helped me track down rare books and documents, and other journalists and archivists who worked hard to preserve the stories of these women and men in the years before they died. Their work was invaluable to my research. There are also small museums, plaques, and places of interest that note where important moments occurred or hold collections of items and offer further historical details, allowing me to be assured my footsteps matched those I was following.

			And yet, there are moments where the testimonies conflict with other accounts, sometimes even with accounts given by the same person, or with the historical record. Further, most of the sources I am working with are in Italian. Most translations are my own, with occasional help, confirmation, or clarification from native speakers. I have strived to note any conflicts or uncertainties in the endnotes, as well as cite my sources. But by and large every scene or word of dialogue is directly taken from, or was implied in the words of, the people who were there, as are details of the women’s emotional responses. There are moments when the timing of an action is unclear, and I placed those within the narrative where I believed, from my research, they made the most sense. Please see the note on sources for more details.

			These years of research have also allowed me insight into my own Italian heritage. My nonna, whom I called Nani, spent her early childhood in Italy and was the exact age of the partigiane—female partisans—in this book. If she had not immigrated to the United States, I could imagine her among them. Their road to political activism feels familiar, as I remember my grandmother having progressive newspapers around the county airport office she ran with my nonno—whose family were also Italian immigrants—when I was young, of her encouraging me to go to law school and to pursue a career in politics.

			I can’t help but imagine her as a young bride married to a World War II airman, following the war closely—what letters she might have received from friends and family in Italy, and what news she might have heard of her still-beloved homeland. She died while I was in high school, before I could speak with her in Italian, before I knew to ask her about her childhood under Mussolini, or about her experiences during the war, or stories from so many other parts of her life. For just because one lives through terror or challenges, one need not be defined by it.

			While this book is about the experiences of these women under Fascism, they all lived robust, joyful lives in the years after the war. I may only touch upon these in the epilogue, but their acts of public service and activism continued. I am honored to share with you these four women’s stories. There were thousands more like them—as there are now, people whose selfless acts deserve a wider audience, to inform and inspire. But here is a start.

		

	
		
			
				Part 1

			

			War Comes to Italy

		

	
		
			
				Prologue

			

			Carla

			Rome

			July 19, 1943

			It was 11:03 a.m. when Carla Capponi heard the explosions. In the nearby neighborhood of San Lorenzo, the first of five hundred American planes had begun dropping more than one thousand tons of bombs on the Eternal City. An hour earlier, in the office at the mining chemical lab where she worked, perhaps she was daydreaming about visiting the beach. Swimming in the cool waters of the Mediterranean just outside the city was one of her favorite things to do on a hot day. From her open window, she had smelled the salt in the breeze. But now she was hiding under her desk. The besieged San Lorenzo neighborhood was adjacent to the railroad freight yard near Termini station—the air raid’s target. Within moments the smell of the sea was replaced by waves of dust and the musty stench of crumbled plaster and ancient stones. Carla held her breath as she crawled out from beneath the desk and slammed the window shut before returning to her hiding spot.

			Until that morning on July 19, 1943, Romans had believed they might escape the worst of the war that seemed to be happening so far away; they were convinced that the presence of the Vatican and so many works of artistic and historic significance would shield them. An increasing number of Italians had an expectation—a hope—that the Allies would quickly overtake Italy and that the Germans would retreat without much of a fight. This magical thinking persisted despite the frequent drone of bombers overhead. Allied planes had flown over Rome before on bombing raids to northern Italian industrial destinations like Turin and Milan now that they had captured airfields that gave them range to do so. More recently these planes had dropped leaflets warning locals to denounce Fascism and move far from Roman bomb targets like railroads and armories, since precision bombing had not yet been perfected.

			Just days before, Allied bomber planes had dropped thousands of fluttering missives over San Lorenzo declaring: Today We Choose to Drop Pamphlets Even Though We Now Can Choose to Drop Bombs…. Separate Your Destiny from the Men of the Regime.

			Like so many Romans, Carla must have seen the leaflets blowing in the hot wind around the city, had stepped on them languishing in puddles among the cobblestones. But few seemed convinced that they might be in danger.

			Especially as the Fascists had countered with their own propaganda, such as posters plastered in public piazzas and editorials in the state-run newspapers. A radio address declared: “If the enemy were to be victorious, what fate would await us? The Nation would be torn apart, the people reduced to a breed of servants…. Shipped off to work in the mines of the Urals…[or] consigned to cultivate flowers for English ladies.”

			But that day in July, as bombs exploded in their beloved city, the war became real to all Romans at long last. World War II had come to all, not discerning between those who had resisted Fascism and those who had trusted Mussolini’s leadership and ties to Hitler and the Axis powers.

			The air raid sirens were drowned out by the drone of the next wave of incoming aircraft, and then the high shriek of the dropping bombs and their deafening explosions as they reached the earth. There were a few moments of silence before Carla could hear the hollow rumblings of buildings collapsing. The horns of the rescue workers followed and, finally, the cries and yells of survivors. This cycle repeated as Carla hid, alone in her office, waiting for the piercing sirens to cease.

			When Carla felt sure the attack was over, she knew she had to make her way through the citywide chaos to San Lorenzo, still wearing her high heels and dress. On the street she fought the rushing current of people fleeing the destruction in San Lorenzo—although the neighborhood would attract many people like Carla from around the city, compelled to help. Few of Carla’s closest friends were politically engaged, but her parents had instilled in her and her older sister a sense of justice and compassion that she had, until then, not known how to act upon. But there was something in this first struggle against the crowd that felt like she finally had a clear direction.

			In the bombed neighborhood Carla joined the female aid workers of San Vincenzo who were providing help to survivors. A dense dust permeated the air, making it hard to breathe. Everything was covered in a fine layer of chalky gray. What had been rows of thickly settled stone apartment buildings were now mounds of rubble. It was like the world around her had turned inside out.

			“The streets, turned into ruins, were filled with every possible kind of household item, furniture, pots, pans, rags, and shoes,” Carla described. “Bodies thrown into the streets were covered with debris and stained with blood. They were lying colorful and unreal among the few signs of former life—household items often completely undamaged, which had somehow escaped the devastation of the houses.”

			Carla found purpose in this instinctive desire to help—a feeling she had not yet known in her twenty-four years. She stayed in San Lorenzo until the early hours of the morning, working with other volunteers in the near darkness until she was swaying from exhaustion, and then she stumbled home. The next morning she returned and did the same, and then again the morning after that.

			

			—

			Nine days earlier, on July 10, the Allied forces had invaded the southern tip of Sicily in the largest amphibious landing of World War II, involving more than three thousand ships that brought more than one hundred and fifty thousand American, British, and Canadian troops to the island, covered by four thousand aircraft. This tactical decision was made to redirect Axis resources from the east, with a goal to establish better-situated air bases and retake control of the Mediterranean corridor. The Allied forces fought against the Germans in olive and orange groves and used barns and homes as shields and safe houses in messy battles with ill-defined front lines. The warring armies scattered families and destroyed entire villages as the Allies made their way in a burning gash across the island toward Messina, the city at the northeastern corner of Sicily that connects most closely to the toe of Italy’s boot. Civilians were often caught in the cross fire. Destroyed machinery, land mines, and spent shells would litter the Sicilian countryside for years to come.

			On July 19, the Allied forces were still mired in Sicily—a battle that would take them until August 17 to fully win. But they were starting to see results. Adolf Hitler had already diverted troops to Italy from Eastern Europe, aiding the Allied efforts in Russia. In their confidence the Allied leaders decided they would continue their battle on Italy’s mainland, marching northward in an attempt to further draw Nazi troops from elsewhere to defend a potential gateway to Germany from the south. British prime minister Winston Churchill was particularly vocal about the strategic need to win Italy, convincing American president Franklin Delano Roosevelt and his generals as well. With this goal in place, and newly won and better-situated Italian air bases from which to fly, the Allied forces orchestrated air raids to bomb key communication and transportation targets. San Lorenzo’s rail yards were among their first.

			

			—

			Carla worked for six days straight—she helped dig out survivors and bodies by hand or with shovels, cared for the injured in makeshift hospital rooms, and vetted generous Romans who offered places to stay. Perhaps she wore her brother’s shirt tucked into her skirt, took her most sensible shoes out from the back of her closet, and pulled her hair up in a scarf. If she had passed one of her friends on the street, they might not have recognized her without her coifed blond hair curled above the collar of her skirt suit.

			Each night she made the long trek home in the lonely dark, across her city, which she knew so well, slivers of light barely visible from behind the closed shutters. Government policy dictated that city lights be as limited as possible to deter nighttime bombings. Once home, she climbed the 128 stairs to her family’s apartment on Via Cavour, near Trajan’s Forum, the ruins of the ancient architectural complex honoring the militaristic emperor of the same name, her feet heavier with each step. And then, inside, she barely had the energy to eat the now cold meal her mother had set out for her, scrounged from increasingly meager food rations, wipe her face with a wet cloth, strip off her dirty clothes, and sink into a deep sleep before rising again just a few hours later. She dared not think about the future in those days, although she understood that her priorities had been reorganized. When her help would no longer be needed at San Lorenzo, she couldn’t simply return to her life as it had been.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

			

			Teresa

			Milan and Florence

			1929–1938

			Teresa Mattei was eight when she slipped behind the curtain of the dark-paneled confessional booth for her First Penance. She knelt and craned her neck upward, directing her girlhood indiscretions through the lattice to the priest waiting behind the curtain on the other side. The layers of thick fabric and rich wood were intended for anonymity between parishioner and priest. To atone for whatever she admitted that day, the priest prescribed three Hail Marys to the Pope.

			Teresa responded, “Ma il Papa e un porco!”—“But the Pope is a pig!”

			The priest jumped out of the confessional booth and pulled back the curtain on the other side.

			“Who told you such nonsense?” he demanded of the dark-eyed little girl.

			“I don’t believe in you,” Teresa responded defiantly; she had been taught since she was young about the dangerous friendship of the Pope and Mussolini. “I believe in my father.”

			

			—

			
			Perhaps it is telling that Teresa was born in February 1921—just months before Benito Mussolini first held political office. She was the oldest daughter and middle of seven children, born to a Catholic father and a Jewish mother whose family had escaped a pogrom in Lithuania. Teresa spent most of her earliest childhood in the countryside outside Milan, where her father had helped found one of Italy’s first telephone companies. Milan was an industrial hub. It was also the cradle of Fascism, and the Mattei family had a front-row seat to its beginnings.

			Her father, Ugo, had felt disdain for Mussolini since those earliest days of his political ambition. Ugo’s company was slowly rolling out Italy’s first private telephone lines around Milan and received an urgent request for one from Mussolini’s newspaper office, declaring a need to be in constant touch with Rome. But Ugo held the position that the newspaper would not be able to jump the line.

			One day, Mussolini showed up at Ugo’s office in person and demanded special service.

			Ugo refused, and Benito’s infamous temper flared. He threatened a press campaign against Ugo and his company.

			“And I will smash your head,” Ugo countered. Calmly, he reached for the inert grenade that he kept on his desk as a personal reminder of the horrors of war, and cocked his arm. Mussolini ran out of Ugo’s office, never to return.

			Teresa had grown up hearing this tale, and many others. “My father always maintained that Mussolini was a great coward and that a thousand people in Italy would have been enough to chase him away,” she said.

			Decades earlier, during World War I, Ugo, a decorated naval captain, had an epiphany as he hid under an armored car belonging to the enemy. As he had told the story to Teresa and her siblings, he was trapped there for hours, forced to watch the terror of battle around him. While he, helpless beneath the vehicle, witnessed so many men slaughter one another, he got to know his surroundings well, his senses sharpened, perhaps, by the proximity of death. He noticed for the first time that the tires of this enemy car were made by the Italian company Pirelli. Italian businessmen had supplied both sides of the conflict, profiting double. He had walked away from the battlefield a pacifist, telling Teresa he had come to understand that “wars are only for the convenience of a few.” Ugo would spend the following decades using what power he had to resist the oppression of Fascism, and then the threat of war.

			

			—

			Ugo had followed the trajectory of Benito Mussolini since the latter began his career in media. Benito was not much older than Ugo, but his upbringing was far less comfortable. His mother was a schoolteacher and his father a blacksmith and Socialist journalist who often frittered away the family finances. As a young man, Benito became known as an instigator and gifted speaker, and found himself drawn to revolutionary politics, in 1912 landing a job at the helm of Italy’s official Socialist newspaper, Avanti!, where he quickly doubled its circulation and vociferously opposed war.

			While Ugo was having his revelation on the battlefield, Benito gradually came to support the war from behind a desk. Soon, he began writing articles and giving speeches supporting Italy’s involvement. Making a name for himself within conservative politics, he was eventually ousted from his role at Avanti! and from the Socialist Party. Undaunted, Benito Mussolini founded his own newspaper, Il Popolo d’Italia, in Milan in 1914, and then began gathering veterans and like-minded politicians to form the Fascist Party in 1919, the year after the end of the Great War.

			Over the next few years he would bring together conservative Italians who were upset at the liberal direction their country was taking. They wanted to elevate Italy’s current standing in the world—hence the rallying cry “Bring back the Roman Empire!”—while also keeping wealth and power concentrated among the land and business owners by fearmongering about the ills of Communism and Socialism.

			On October 28, 1922, Mussolini’s small band of loyalists marched on Rome, demanding that the king hand over control of the government, or they would “take it by force.” Within days King Vittorio Emanuele III acquiesced and handed Mussolini the positions of both prime minister and interior minister without a fight.

			

			—

			In 1933, the Mattei family moved to the countryside, to a large house in a small town overlooking the city of Florence, after Ugo’s partner had squandered the telephone company’s profits and run off with a dancer. In Tuscany the family became enmeshed with the local anti-Fascist community, including known writers and intellectuals like Natalia Ginzburg and Carlo Levi, political thinkers like Piero Calamandrei, and left-leaning entrepreneurs such as Adriano Olivetti, whose family made typewriters. The Mattei family often received guests, sometimes quietly arriving in the dark of night to evade the surveillance of Mussolini’s black-shirted squadristi, his loyalist police force. Teresa came of age hearing political debate and conversation around the dinner table.

			As a young teen Teresa helped her family print clandestine newspapers signed by “The Anti-Fascist Front for Peace.” They printed them on paper the size of a Florentine bread pan, and Teresa would stack copies in a pan, wrapping it with a towel. And then she set off; few noticed the girl with a basket of bread, delivering her goods to mailboxes around Florence.

			By then Mussolini had been in power for more than a decade and had, in effect, invented the concept of “Fascism” to serve his own authoritarian desires. Teresa was brought up to resist this doctrine that states, in Mussolini’s own words—but widely considered ghostwritten by Fascist ideologist and philosopher Giovanni Gentile—“Fascism…believes neither in the possibility nor the utility of perpetual peace…. War alone brings up to its highest tension all human energy and puts the stamp of nobility upon the peoples who have courage to meet it…. Fascism conceives of the State as an absolute, in comparison with which all individuals or groups are relative, only to be conceived of in their relation to the State.” A core tenet of the philosophy of Fascism was abject nationalism, with complete trust and loyalty given to Mussolini, the country’s ultimate leader. It was a government in charge of all facets of life, shaping the way that citizens lived in and understood the world around them.

			Although Mussolini was certainly convinced wealthy land and business owners should be left to their own devices, particularly under the Fascist belief in the “immutable, beneficial, and fruitful inequality of mankind.” Fruitful indeed, but only for a select few. Unlike the ideals of Communists, who believed in equal access to commodities, or Socialists, who argued that workers should be compensated according to their effort, labor, and productivity, Mussolini and his totalitarian government—the term was first used to describe his leadership—would decide who were the haves and who were the have-nots. And he worked to build his (relative) popularity with vast public projects—pouring money into buildings, transportation, and other infrastructure, making some people quite rich and impressing many others. These were often designed in the telltale rationalist style—minimalist and chunky design, adorned with Fascist symbolism like the laurel wreath of victory, taken from ancient Roman empire iconography, or the fasces from which the party derived its name—which referred to a bundle of sticks tied together with an axe, an ancient symbol of power and authority.

			Mussolini loved giving bombastic speeches to large crowds—his favorite stage was a window overlooking the Piazza Venezia in Rome. They were broadcast across the country via radio, his followers dutifully cheering and chanting, Credere, Obbedire, Combattere—“Believe, Obey, Fight.” And Mussolini was among the first leaders to take advantage of the new media of film, popularized during the 1920s and ’30s. He ordered hundreds of hours of propaganda movies that, to this day, are sometimes referenced uncritically as the only representations of life during this time, though they blurred fact with the fictional Italy that Mussolini attempted to portray.

			Italians seemed to love Il Duce—“the leader”—or at least this was the expected public response at the many nationalistic events held around the country. Attendance was, if not absolutely required, certainly strongly suggested. Absences were noticed. There was an expectation of complete fidelity to the homeland of Italy. That expectation was reinforced by laws passed with little fanfare or debate, which were upheld by Il Duce’s squadristi, who were known to use violence and intimidation to keep detractors in line.

			Within a decade, Mussolini had squelched all but the most covert anti-Fascist movements. And he began indoctrinating the youth with his Fascist ideology while ignoring history that illustrated other forms of governing or resistance. Many books that were written by foreigners or offered a different worldview were banned or restricted. Teresa’s generation was brought up learning only propaganda-laden curricula at state-run schools and in ubiquitous Fascist social groups. Criticism of the government, for the most part, was only whispered to the most trusted friends and family members, long after the children had gone to bed. Some anti-Fascist sentiment was still tolerated among those with money and social influence—as long as these detractors didn’t seem to be getting out of hand.

			The Matteis were among those who were known anti-Fascists, and thus were generally kept under close surveillance. Ugo was a member of the Justice and Liberty movement, founded in 1929 with the likes of Carlo Rosselli, who was much more outspoken and had ended up arrested, sent to confinement—where mostly political prisoners were exiled on distant islands for years at a time as punishment—and, eventually, killed for his opposition to Mussolini in the late 1930s. Decades later a defense of Il Duce would be “At least Mussolini never had anyone killed!”—which was certainly not true. But he did prefer aggression, intimidation, and confinement of opponents and, later, Jewish people—to outright murder.

			Ugo felt no need to feign acceptance of the Fascist Party, rather bringing up Teresa and her siblings to question authority, critique the church, and think for themselves. When Mussolini had public events nearby, Ugo was often preemptively arrested and then released a few days later, and he was required to periodically check in with the local carabinieri office so they could keep tabs on him. Local Blackshirts, as the squadristi were also known, understood the nuanced dance of keeping someone like Ugo in line. He could speak his mind—to a point—as long as he was not seen as calling people to action.

			

			—

			On October 3, 1935, Italy invaded Ethiopia, known then as Abyssinia, without provocation, in a show of power and a bid for land expansion. This act of aggression came just months after Hitler began bolstering Germany’s armed forces, in defiance of World War I treaties, and just weeks after the Third Reich passed the Nuremberg Laws, greatly limiting Jewish people’s liberties.

			Italy quickly faced economic sanctions from the League of Nations and government leaders began their own propaganda campaign against what they considered an unfair rebuke. Later that autumn in Florence a plaque was installed calling for youths to seek revenge against the League of Nations. Across the city it was widely announced that there was to be a parade of students the next day; instead of regular lessons, they would march by the plaque and consider its message.

			Teresa was only fourteen when she and her father and elder brothers snuck into the city from their home just beyond. They moved in the shadows of the cathedrals and palazzos of the dense city center to the plaque that instigated violence. Together, the family smeared it with ink.

			The next day the parade was delayed and there was a furious search for the culprits.

			

			—

			At the age of sixteen Teresa took her first solo trip in service of the resistance. Her father sent her to France to deliver a four-hundred-thousand-lire donation to the anti-Fascists fighting Francisco Franco in the Spanish Civil War. This money—and the involvement of anti-Fascist foreigners—was essential to support the democratically elected Republicans since Mussolini and Hitler provided General Franco with extensive financial support and resources. Democracies like England, France, and the United States made a decision to stay out of the conflict, gun-shy after the death and destruction of the Great War. And yet supporters from Italy and around the world would head to Spain to fight on the side of anti-Fascism, with many others raising money and sending supplies.

			Teresa had handed off the money and was on her way home when she was stopped at the Italian border, the reason for her trip under suspicion. She was thrown into jail with women arrested for sex work or petty theft, her first time meeting people whose experiences and upbringing were so vastly different from those of the middle-class intellectuals her family knew. Teresa only shared a few words with them, not wanting to compromise her cover story. But they were kind to her as she sat on the cell bench, fearful but exuding an innate stoicism that would come to serve her well.

			In the interrogation room, the Fascist officer barked at her, Why were you in France? Who were you meeting? The daughter of a known agitator traveling alone was suspect. What did your father send you to do?

			“I was just traveling to practice my French,” she insisted.

			Teresa kept her composure as she was questioned—and her father was able to convince the officers that what she said was true, that he would never send his young daughter to do anything dangerous or illegal. Teresa returned home undaunted. But the women from the jail cell stayed with her as she began to consider her own reasons—and not just her father’s—for taking part in these subversive actions.

			Only a few months later Teresa sat alone in her high school classroom, in another act of defiance. School administrators had announced that class would end early to celebrate an Italian military victory in Ethiopia. Students were ordered to gather their items and leave to cheer in the streets. As her classmates packed their books and grabbed their coats, Teresa sat as calmly as she had in the cell not long before, ignoring the sharp orders from the teachers when she was the last one seated in the empty room, back rod-straight, staring ahead.

			Finally, the classroom was empty and the streets outside the school were filled with noise. She knew what risk she was taking, what obvious message she was sending. But she detested the war and would not be forced into acts of false nationalism.

			She stayed in her seat for hours until a janitor came into the room.

			“Please, miss, will you kindly leave?” he implored. “I am told I must close up the school properly, but I cannot if any students are still here.” So, she reluctantly packed up and went home.

			Her act had not gone unnoticed.

			

			—

			In May 1938, Ugo Mattei was arrested again, this time to keep him from instigating any protests while Mussolini played host to someone he considered an important guest. With her father in jail, seventeen-year-old Teresa watched as her hometown of Florence was festooned with flags and banners featuring both the Italian tricolor and Nazi swastikas, as were all the towns and cities along the route. Il Duce met Adolf Hitler’s train at the Brenner Pass, an ancient Roman road connecting Austria through the Alps to northern Italy. For weeks workers around the country had been furiously making many long-needed infrastructure improvements to ensure that Italy put on its best face for the Führer. Italians were ordered to cheer at stops all along the route southward.

			In Florence, battalions of soldiers and groups of locals had been instructed to gather in orderly, adoring crowds as the two leaders made their way around the ancient city. Early in his reign Adolf had looked to Benito as a mentor, studying his manipulation of the press and methods of threatening local dissenters to learn how to control people. Hitler wanted to emulate this same display of fealty and enthusiasm in the streets, which would then be widely reported in newspapers and on the radio.

			And then the pair avoided the hoi polloi on the Ponte Vecchio—the most famous bridge in Florence, lined with shops as it connects the main city with the Oltrarno neighborhood on the opposite side—by strolling through the Vasari Corridor. This passageway runs above the shops and was built as a private walkway for the once-powerful Medici family to travel from one side of the Arno to other. At the apex of the Ponte Vecchio, Mussolini opened the wide windows of the corridor, and the two men gazed outward, toward the centuries-old bridges that crossed the Arno and onto the green hills of Tuscany. The crowds below cheered as journalists took photographs. The friendly duo would also visit the Boboli Gardens and Piazza del Duomo, spending the night in Palazzo Pitti—the decadently decorated palace that had, in the past, been owned by the Medicis and served as the home of the Italian monarchy.

			Florence was but one stop on this goodwill trip. They would also visit Naples, Rome, and elsewhere, at each stop the pageantry so ostentatious that the world took notice. Aspects of this visit made headlines around the globe, as much for Italy’s splendor as for the ominous message of an Axis alliance. This visit was meant to cement the friendship of these two leaders, who often posed before adoring crowds, giving straight-armed salutes. Little was accomplished as far as official diplomacy. Mussolini had, just weeks earlier, signed a pact with the British that was meant to ensure peace in the Mediterranean. But history would soon show that Mussolini was merely angling for optimal conditions to expand his empire, and that a natural alliance would form between Italy and Germany under these two despots.

			With the known anti-Fascists like Ugo detained for the duration of the visit, there were few complications for the Fascist organizers. The most notable protest was by the archbishop of Florence, Cardinal Elia Dalla Costa, who ordered the churches of the city closed for the day and shuttered all the windows of the episcopal palace, located in the large palazzo that faces Brunelleschi’s magnificent Duomo, in an unmistakable sign of mourning. This controversial message—by no means shared by all Catholic leadership—showed his distaste for Hitler’s racist policies and warmongering, and for the Nazi leader’s unwelcome presence in the cardinal’s Florentine churches. The archbishop would continue to support the rights and safety of Jewish people during the war. Perhaps he needed not to worry that the two dictators would visit any of the local houses of worship, however. Despite the many beautiful and historic churches along the route, the duo never set foot in a church in Rome or Florence during their visit, in Florence only posing for one photo session outside a cathedral, perhaps to appease the most ardent Catholics.

			

			—

			Shortly after Hitler’s visit, the Italian state-supported media began their attack on foreign people of Jewish descent, blaming them for high rent, crime, unemployment, and many other social ills, while erasing their integration in, and contributions to, Italian culture. This racist perspective was nothing new. Mussolini had allowed and encouraged both anti-Semitic Fascists and a small number of Nazis operating in Italy to stir up anti-Jewish sentiment since the early 1930s, in part to win favor with Germany. But Fascism’s own oppressive political climate, certainly influenced by the propaganda supporting the Ethiopian conflict, increased racism and xenophobia in Italy during the 1930s as well.

			Once the press began to pave the way for discrimination, Fascist think tanks met and composed the Manifesto of the Racial Scientists, issued mere months after Hitler’s Italian visit, on July 14, 1938, declaring that there existed a “pure Italian race” of which Jewish people were not a part. Mussolini surely recognized how farcical this was—it did not even align with the German definition of an Aryan race. And yet, in August Mussolini created the Office of Demography and Race, which conducted a census of Jewish people in Italy the same month.

			Italy passed the first of its increasingly onerous racial laws in September 1938, certainly influenced by Hitler’s own persecution of Jewish people. Many believed these laws were inspired by Mussolini’s desire to form a bond between Italy and Germany. The first laws stripped citizenship and legal residency from many foreign-born Jewish people. By November laws were passed restricting marriage, work, owning businesses and land, employing non-Jewish people, political participation, and access to education, among other limitations for Jewish Italians. The government was pressured to create many pathways to exemptions, however, in part because of the vast integration and intermarrying of Jewish and non-Jewish people. Additional oppressive edicts would be passed over the next year, barring Jewish people from almost all aspects of society. These were unpopular, even among otherwise apolitical Italians, and historians see them as the beginning of the end of Mussolini’s reign. Because so many Italians openly flaunted these laws or found ways to resist or manipulate them to preserve their way of life or that of their neighbor, many Italians began to realize that they could do the same for other rules they didn’t agree with but had otherwise been blindly following.

			Teresa’s family was of Jewish descent, but because her mother had long since converted to Catholicism, these laws did not apply to them. Yet, the Matteis must have discussed among themselves and their friends, who included many Jewish people. As Teresa was taught, she would oppose what she believed was unjust, whether or not she felt immediately threatened.

			

			—

			Shortly after the passage of the racial laws in the autumn of 1938, Teresa was seated in science class. She had her notebook out, ready to take notes for the day’s lesson. It was her last year of high school, and high marks were essential if she was going to be admitted to university, where barely 20 percent of seats were reserved for women.

			Pencil poised, she listened as the teacher began his lecture. Today we will discuss how Italians are members of the superior Aryan race, he began. Teresa was well aware of the recent anti-Semitic propaganda but was shocked to hear these abhorrent ideas taught as part of a discipline that relied upon proven theories and time-tested knowledge. She shoved her things back into her bag and stood up.

			“I am leaving because I cannot witness this shame,” she announced to the class, and pushing her way through the crowded classroom, she left the room.

			Soon after, she would be expelled.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 2

			

			Bianca

			Turin

			1938

			Bianca Guidetti Serra, nineteen but with blond blunt-cut bangs that made her look younger than her years, was planning her first political action. Forthright among her friends, but not particularly gregarious in larger groups, Bianca was finally noticing the injustice around her and she could no longer stand by. So, she gathered a group of non-Jewish friends whom she knew from her studies at the university and discussed how they could protest the racial laws passed that autumn of 1938.

			While Bianca was not Jewish, many of her closest friends were, including her boyfriend, Alberto Salmoni, and good friend, the future author Primo Levi. Bianca saw how these new laws were affecting her inner circle. Primo and Alberto were already in their second year of university, and a clause in the racial laws at that time allowed them to continue as long as they kept their grades in good standing. But Bianca watched with despair as others were denied entrance to school or expelled. Incensed and struck by the seeming indifference and helplessness of so many others around her, she committed herself to doing something—anything—to combat these injustices.

			Bianca and her friends met up after dark and together they walked toward one of the busiest commercial streets in Turin, Via Roma, which ran from the main rail station through the city center. Tram cars passed by as they walked, clanging along on tracks embedded in the streets, carrying people around the city.

			Along much of Via Roma were long stretches of arched porticoes protecting pedestrians as they went about their errands or moved through the city. Posters aimed at Catholics, declaring Jewish people The Enemies of the Homeland!, were plastered on shop windows and the walls of buildings. This echoed the anti-Semitic propaganda that had recently begun to fill the state-run newspapers as well, claiming that Jewish people were not truly their countrymen, and therefore not entitled to the same rights.

			Bianca and her friends, feeling the relative safety of their small group, walked down Via Roma tearing down the posters, yelling as they went, “We are all Italians!”

			The young women were not alone; many took to the streets to protest these laws. While there were some arrests and squabbles between protesters and carabinieri, it seemed, for the time being at least, as if many officers—like many Italians—were also critical of these new laws.

			

			—

			Born in 1919, Bianca lived with her parents and younger sister, Carla, in a middle-class neighborhood in the center of Turin. Until this first protest she was, for the most part, ignorant of politics. However, from a young age, experiences were priming Bianca to join the resistance. Her father was a lawyer, but his first love was literature. Their house was full of books and Bianca read voraciously. She was particularly moved by Leon Trotsky’s My Life, which her father received as a gift when it was translated into Italian in 1934. This was her first encounter with the life and ideas of a revolutionary. She was drawn to this story as a young teen, even if she couldn’t articulate why.

			Bianca’s family was relatively well off, and Bianca and her sister were sent to a school for the children of high-ranking military officers housed in a former palace. Among these privileged families, she learned a love of dance and the opera. One friend’s father knew a worker at the theater, and the girls could often get in for free to watch hours-long performances while standing in the back. It was during this time, however, that Bianca became aware of class differences through the school’s yearly meeting with the lesser-financed sister school for the children of lower-ranking officers, where students clearly had fewer resources than her own classmates. She understood that her privilege was mere luck of circumstance.

			Conscious of their good fortune, Bianca’s mother always encouraged her daughters to continue their schooling. She had been forced to apprentice with a seamstress after elementary school and told Bianca and Carla that she would stop and cry outside the upper grade school gates, clutching her box of dresses to tailor, because she had so loved studying, as did Bianca. Despite not being drawn to the work, Bianca’s mother and aunt had used their skills to open their own seamstress shop—a rarity for women at that time—and Bianca saw her mother as having relative economic and social freedom in a country that otherwise devalued women’s work.

			Bianca’s political awakening in 1938 coincided with her beloved father’s death. His loss made the family’s finances more tenuous, and Bianca began to consider a future as a lawyer. Not only did she want to help her Jewish friends, but she was also inspired to help combat the limits on education and hiring for girls and women. Mussolini had encouraged education for younger students across classes since he came to power, increasing the rate of literacy, but also providing more opportunities for Fascist indoctrination. However, post-primary education for girls was more challenging to secure, especially for working-class families. Depending on the program, boys could attend school at little to no cost, while fees for girls were much higher.

			In 1923, the Fascist theorist Giovanni Gentile, who was also considered the mastermind of Fascist ideology, drafted the “Gentile Reform”—a cluster of decrees that served to limit education opportunities for women and further entrench traditional gender roles. Among these decrees was the institution of an unpopular secondary school for girls that provided no path to university and taught courses like domestic science and singing. As Gentile said, feminism was an “egalitarian illusion, a false and ridiculous idea of the woman-man.” While this school would be abolished a few years later, these collective efforts resulted in lower rates of education for working-class girls in particular during this time. And for those who were able to gain an education, there were additional barriers to gainful employment.

			In 1938 the government also passed a law that women could comprise no more than 10 percent of employees in most professional fields—a decree that codified what had been the norm for hiring anyway. Fascist propaganda had long discouraged women from working if their family could afford for them not to—in 1934, for example, arguing that work was “potentially dangerous” and might induce sterility for women, yet was a source of “great physical and moral virility” for men.

			It was in this environment that Bianca finally saw herself as a possible agent for change. She would have to find a job, she knew, to help support her family—but what options were there for her? She did not want to end up like her mother, wishing for a career she wasn’t allowed to have. And she felt exhilarated helping to organize her friends to act, wanting to do something more. But aside from tearing down posters, she wasn’t sure what else she could do.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 3

			

			On the Brink

			
			In late March 1939, during the twentieth-anniversary events of the founding of the Fascist Party, Il Duce stood at his usual perch on the balcony high above the Piazza Venezia in Rome, facing a public square packed with people, including many squadristi. In a speech broadcast around the country, Mussolini reasserted his support of Hitler’s aggressions against France, declaring that the people of Italy would not back down from the aggressions of other nations but must instead arm themselves.

			While the loyalists chanted “Believe! Obey! Fight!,” the warmongering talk received relatively tepid applause. By most accounts, even those who still supported Il Duce—those who believed the Fascist party line that England and France were, in fact, the aggressors—had a distaste for Germany as an ally.

			

			—

			Time seemed to move quickly now, as Italy—and the world—careened toward war.

			On March 30, a few days after Mussolini’s speech, cities around Italy from Turin to Rome were draped in flags to celebrate General Franco’s victory in Spain.

			Despite this celebration of a violent and bloody coup, the state-sanctioned media continued asserting that Germany and Italy only wanted “peace and justice.” The stage was being set to blame “the democracies” for acts of war, claiming that the Fascists were acting in self-defense.

			This was the propaganda line, even as, that spring, young men were being drafted for Mussolini’s campaign to invade Albania, a Balkan country less than fifty miles across the Adriatic Sea from Italy’s east coast, already under Italian influence for more than a decade. It was yet another unprovoked military action from a leader purporting to support peace. Women clung to their new husbands, babies in their arms. Mothers, wives, sisters, children wept as their loved ones were shipped out for yet another conflict about which they cared little.

			On May 22, 1939, Italy and Germany signed the Pact of Steel, which tied them together politically and militarily. Mussolini’s most loyal advisers had emphasized to their leader—and to Germany—that their economy and military would need years to prepare for war, but that seemed to do little to temper Hitler’s aggression or Mussolini’s promises of support.

			Into the summer of 1939 the propaganda campaign continued. Any aggression by “the democracies” would “provoke” Italy into retaliation. Despite the military presence in the Balkans, many Italians seemed to still believe that Il Duce would do what he could to avoid war.

			Even as a million and a half troops were called up around Italy. Even as so many worried Italians tuned in to Radio London, as the BBC radio station was called, four or five times a day and bought up every available foreign paper to divine hints of what the state-controlled press refused to report upon.

			At the end of August, the government announced a ban on all private motorcars starting in a few days’ time in a bid to conserve fuel. These were the restrictions of a country at war. A letter written by a young veteran of the Ethiopian invasion expressed the opinion of many: “Will this war come? I can’t believe it. Above all I can’t believe that we shall be called upon to fight against people towards whom we have not got the slightest grudge and by the side of people we all despise. I have yet to find a single man who wants to fight on the side of the Germans!”

			Of course there were many who bought into the Fascist propaganda, and party loyalists who supported Italy’s alliance with Hitler’s regime. But by most historical accounts, Mussolini’s popularity declined as his warmongering continued. There are anecdotal accounts of groups of seemingly committed Fascist officers wearing the party’s laurel wreath pins, who were overheard criticizing or mocking their government when they believed they were safe. This anti-Mussolini sentiment only grew as his government’s restrictions tightened.

			As summer began to wane, Mussolini outlawed the sale of coffee—in Italy!—in response to an international embargo, just days after reports in the newspapers declared it bad for the nerves. “Wine is far less harmful,” the article continued. Italians could do little more than try to make a substitute out of chicory.

			Soon meat rationing was introduced, and this new restriction was accompanied by articles about the benefits of vegetarianism.

			And then there was a declaration that gas masks were required for certain professions and recommended to all. The Italian people were on edge.

			Italians around the country heard the news on September 3, 1939, on the family radio, turned down low. England had declared war on Germany after Hitler refused to leave Poland; France followed suit hours later. It was all Italians could talk about—everyone was worried that it was only a matter of time before they were dragged into Hitler’s war, even as many still hoped that Mussolini would keep them neutral.

			After weeks of silence, on September 24, most state-run newspapers ran the headline: “The Pilot Has Spoken.” Thus was the distillation of a speech Mussolini gave to party leaders: Il Duce is in control. Don’t worry. And, more important, the summation included, “Don’t speak to the man at the wheel.”

			The next nine months were more of the same: The Italian state press amplified the German successes and buried any losses. “The democracies” of England and France forced Hitler into this position. There was still a belief, or perhaps a hope, that Mussolini would keep the Italians out of war.

			

			—

			On June 3, 1940, loudspeakers were installed in public squares around Italy. In the countryside, farm managers were ordered to ensure their workers were ready to attend a public event or tune in to the radio when summoned.

			On June 10, all Italians were required to stop work at five p.m. to listen to a speech from Il Duce. Italy had joined the Axis powers and declared war on France and England.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 4

			

			Bianca

			Turin

			1940–1942

			By the autumn of 1940, Bianca was watching the increasing number of young men drafted into the armed forces to fulfill the needs of a country at war. Soon after, quotas on women in public-sector jobs were suspended. So women began to fill more of these roles that had typically been held by men, but almost always at much lower pay. Despite this inequity, any paycheck was better than nothing. A family of women in wartime would have risked starvation if not allowed to work, and companies and factories needed to replace the lost labor as more men left for war.

			So Bianca’s mother donned her most elegant dress, affixed a matching hat to her head, and made an appointment with the president of the industrial union to ask if he might find a job for her daughter, who was studying law. As a widow, she explained, her eldest daughter’s salary was essential.

			By that first autumn that Italy was at war, Bianca had been hired to check in on the workers in the nearby factories to which she was assigned, including the Fiat and Nebbiolo Macchine factories, as well as others farther afield, toward the Alpine valleys and elsewhere. She would take her bicycle on the train and then ride miles into the countryside to reach them. There she would assess workers’ welfare and assist with sick leave or pensions, or help widows file for benefits after their husbands were killed in the war.

			As she started meeting with her clients, she took note of the social problems that they faced—inadequate healthcare and childcare, and wages that still left their families hungry and lacking heating fuel, despite long and often dangerous workdays. If workers missed too many days, they could be sent to the war tribunal for not contributing to the war effort. This, Bianca noted, despite the insufficient rations, or an excessive commute as roads and railways were damaged from the airstrikes. As the airstrikes grew more frequent, more workers would lose their homes as well or move beyond the city because they feared bombings. Eventually there were so many people living far from the factories that dormitories were set up, run by nuns for the women, many of them young and perhaps newly married. They would stay at the factory all week, just going home for a short visit on Sundays.

			Often Bianca timed her visits to eat in the canteen with the workers, a free meal being a great benefit during this time of austerity, and sometimes she spent the night in an office in the dormitory as well. As she sat with the workers, many of them her age, she heard stories of their lives and learned more about their struggles and fears, at work and at home. She wanted to help, but there was only so much she could do for them through her job.

			

			—

			The factories themselves were also the targets of bombings—Fiat had devoted more resources to building airplanes to supply the German and Italian air forces and most of the others had also adapted their production to support the war effort. The factories had bomb shelters, but the question was when the workers were allowed to leave their posts to seek safety. An early warning siren could be triggered if planes were spotted, but they sounded before confirmation of a destination. Those in charge, Bianca learned from these women, wanted the employees to keep working through the early sirens, only leaving the line when their factory seemed likely to be the target. This was often a matter of only a few minutes, time the women believed was necessary to ensure their safety—as evidenced by a recent delayed reaction to air raid sirens that had caused mass casualties at a nearby factory. She watched as these women began to discuss their valid complaints with one another, sowing seeds of collective action.

			And in fact, whether or not Bianca had recognized what she was seeing at the time, even before the war, female factory workers had whispered plans for resistance. Feelings among the working-class women in Turin, Milan, and elsewhere were rife with discontent, and a few women had even begun to share what clandestine literature they had, discussing ideas late at night in the dormitory, already politically engaged.

			Once the war began, Italians around the country were conscripted to work for the war effort, many on assembly lines like at the factories Bianca served, making parts for road vehicles and submarines. It was there that like-minded people found one another and encouraged ideas for sabotage: to improperly cut the lenses of the periscopes so they couldn’t focus, creating errors imperceptible until much farther down the assembly process and difficult to trace back to the perpetrators. Others introduced flaws into the axles or made misshapen bearings that would jam. People worked slowly, feigned reasons to leave early or not come in at all, even after managers threatened retribution. And so political leanings were becoming known, and membership in even the most shadowy political groups, like the Communist and Socialist parties, began to slowly grow.

			

			—

			For those first long years of war, Bianca visited her factories between classes, doing her homework late into the night. In Bianca’s rare free time, she and her new group of university friends had loved to take hikes and ride bicycles into the mountains, and Bianca had loved swimming, dancing, and fencing. But now she was often exhausted, from her long days but also from the meager rations, which, at their worst point during the war, offered less than a thousand calories a day. And she was discontent. She and her most trusted friends discussed their distaste for the war only when they were certain not to be overheard. What was all of this sacrifice for? they wondered bitterly.

			In Bianca’s final year of schooling, starting in autumn 1942, she took part in another small protest. All students and professors typically wore a Fascist uniform to school—either a black shirt or a sahariana, a kind of blue safari jacket with large shoulder pads. In defiance, Bianca began to wear whatever she chose to class, nervous at first that it was only she and the eccentric economics professor Luigi Einaudi—who often stood out in a pink shirt—who failed to comply with the implicit dress code. Bianca also stopped paying dues to GUF—Gruppi Universitari Fascisti—the Fascist university youth group that sponsored sports activities, domestic skills workshops, and welfare work, alongside political indoctrination, which had been automatically rolled into university tuition.

			“No one said anything,” she reflected, “perhaps because we were around the end of Fascism and the climate of war was changing.” Or perhaps people were finally realizing that if more people were bold enough to take a stand, change could happen.

			

			—

			On December 8, 1942, the air raid siren blared once again, jolting Bianca into action from the kitchen where she was huddled for warmth in the drafty apartment she shared with her mother and sister. Maybe Bianca was reading; perhaps her sister, Carla, was drawing or preparing for one of the art lessons she sometimes gave for a few extra lire. They grabbed the suitcases that they kept by the door, filled with valuables like their grandmother’s silverware and other family heirlooms, and headed down the stairs. These suitcases came with them almost everywhere—even to the penny movies, should Bianca’s mother decide to splurge—to save them in case their home was bombed when they were out.

			The bombings had become so quotidian that they blended together. The sound put Bianca in a state where all thoughts were suspended; the only goal was to find safety with her family. Like so many times before, they hurried to the underground bomb shelters, moving steadily with their neighbors in a well-practiced queue, down steep, dank steps to underground rooms—long and narrow, with benches along each side, more crowded than a tram car. Bianca knew that her proximity to a bunker was lucky—there were far from enough shelters for the entire population of Turin.

			The city had been under increasing stress since the declaration of war in 1940. Since then, there had been more than fourteen bombings of Turin and its immediate surroundings—but many more sirens had indicated the presence of planes and the anxiety-inducing possibility of destruction. The Fiat factories, including where Bianca worked, were among the prime targets, but without precision bombing—and despite bombing occurring at night until late 1942 in an Allied effort to limit casualties—there were still many deaths and vast devastation. In November and December 1942 alone, there were five bombings targeting Turin factories, with hundreds of casualties. The bombs were accompanied by Allied propaganda leaflets, which blamed the war—and their need to bomb—on Hitler and Mussolini and encouraged Italians to stop working for the German war effort.

			In the underground bunker Bianca, Carla, and their mother sat, helpless, with
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