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Dedication

per il mio Claudio

il mio amato





Chapter 1

28 October 1942

It was long past time to be heading home. With the help of Sandro, the nicest of the porters at the Casa di Riposo, Antonina had managed to get her mother into a chair, the one by the window, the comfortable one they’d brought from home, and she’d passed the time by brushing Mamma’s hair and describing what she could see in the piazza below. She knew her mother could hear and understand, for didn’t she turn to the sound of Antonina’s voice when she arrived for a visit? Didn’t she hold tight with her good hand, and squeeze her fingers when her daughter whispered that she loved her? Papà was the best doctor in Venice, besides, and he was sure that Mamma could understand them. All the more important, then, to spend as many hours as she could at her bedside.

But the campanile at San Geremia had just chimed five, and Papà would be waiting at home, and it wasn’t safe to be out alone after dark, not anymore.

“I have to go home and help Marta with supper, and if I’m not there to remind him to eat, you know that Papà will keep on reading until he falls asleep at his desk. Shall I help you back to bed? Or would you like to stay here until they bring your supper?”

Mamma nodded, the movement so fleeting anyone else would have missed it, and when Antonina bent to kiss her cheek, she closed her eyes and lifted her face—still unlined, still so pretty—to the last of the sun.

“I’ll be back in the morning. Try to eat up your supper when they bring it, will you?”

Her journey home took her across the still-busy piazza, through the gloom of the Sottoportego de Gheto Novo, and up and down the steps of the bridge. Then a quick turn into a narrow and darkening calle, then another, and finally, perched at the edge of the murky waters of the Rio del Gheto, the slender afterthought of their house, its facade a patchwork of crumbling ocher stucco and rosy brick. The number had faded away long ago, but they’d never felt the need to repaint it. Everyone knew to knock on the green door for Dr. Mazin and he would come, no matter the hour.

Up the stairs she ran, her shoes squeaking on the freshly mopped landing, and along the hall to her father’s study, but the sound of voices within stopped her short. He might be speaking with a patient, or writing down something important, and since she was old enough to walk, she’d known never to barge in.

She knocked twice and waited for the voices to still. “Papà?”

“Come in,” came the reply, and she opened the door to discover her father was not at his desk but at the table by the window, and next to him was one of his oldest friends.

“Father Bernardi! Papà didn’t tell me you were visiting—it has been months and months.”

He stood, a little creakily, and shook her hand. “I know, my dear, and I am sorry for it. Your father was telling me that you were visiting your mother. How is she?”

“The same as ever, I suppose, but happy. At least I hope she is. And you?”

“I am well enough. Weary of travel, and longing for my own bed, but that’s the worst of it.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Hasn’t Marta brought you anything?” she asked dutifully, though she doubted they had anything worth sharing with guests.

“I only arrived a few minutes ago, and you know how your father and I are when we get talking. But wait a moment—I have something for you.”

He reached for the overcoat he’d slung over the back of his chair, pulling it across his lap until he could rummage in its pockets, and after a few moments held up a small packet wrapped in newspaper. An impossibly delicious scent filled the air. “From friends who live abroad,” he explained.

“Coffee. Oh, Father Bernardi. You are so kind. Let me dig out our caffettiera. I won’t be long.”

She was standing on a chair, searching through the top shelves of the pantry cupboard, when Marta reappeared.

“What are you doing up there?”

“Looking for the coffeemaker. Father Bernardi is visiting. We haven’t had coffee since his last visit, and that was months ago.”

Marta sighed. Typical of her sighs, it was drawn out, mournful, and vibrating with resentment. “It will get people talking. A Catholic priest, of all people, coming to visit. How your father even knows the man . . .”

“He’s been a patient of Papà’s for years and years, and his friend, too. And Papà always has people coming and going. I doubt anyone will care.”

Her protest was a formality, for Father Bernardi’s visit would certainly be noted and remarked upon by everyone they knew. Had they lived anywhere else, no one would have cared; but the gheto was a close-knit place, the sort of neighborhood where people loved nothing better than burrowing into each other’s business, and so her father’s agnostic leanings, as well as his avowed determination to be guided by science rather than faith, had long been a focus of local gossip.

Her fingers closed around the worn aluminum of the caffettiera, dusty from disuse, and she pulled it from its hiding place. “Where’s the grinder?”

“In the next cupboard over.”

“Do we have any sugar for the coffee?”

“A little. You know, if your father had bothered to tell me he was expecting someone, I’d have made my zaeti. He really only has himself to blame,” Marta grumbled.

Delicious as the zaeti were, Marta couldn’t possibly have made the cookies. There was hardly any flour in the pantry, no raisins, barely enough sugar to sweeten the coffee, and they hadn’t seen a fresh egg in months. But pointing it out would only lead to more sighs.

Instead, Antonina washed out the pot and set about grinding the barest handful of beans, so precious and rare they might as well have been gilded. There was just enough in the little drawer of the grinder, once she’d chased out every clinging speck, to make two small cups of coffee, hardly more than a mouthful each. She’d reuse the grounds for herself and Marta, for even watered-down coffee tasted better than the caffè d’orzo made of roasted barley that some told themselves was as good as the real thing.

It was enough, for now, to smell the coffee as it brewed, as she divided it between the prettily decorated porcelain cups her parents had bought in Florence on their honeymoon, as she set them and the sugar bowl on a tray and hurried back to her father’s study. The smell was the best thing about coffee, after all. And it was only so tantalizing because she was hungry. Once she’d had her supper she wouldn’t notice it as much.

The men were so intent on their conversation they didn’t look up when she entered, and it would never do to interrupt. So she went about sugaring the coffee, setting the cups at their elbows, and taking her seat at a twin of her mother’s chair at the casa.

Her father spared her a smile, and he drank down his coffee appreciatively, but his attention remained fixed on his friend.

“This city, these few islands, are the nearest thing we Jews have to a promised land in Europe. We have lived here unmolested for centuries, yet you suggest that we abandon it. And for what?” her father asked, his voice rising. “The dubious welcome the Spanish might offer us? A panicked trek through the mountains before the Swiss turn us back?”

“If you had listened to me when they first barred you from your work, from your profession—”

“I belong nowhere else. I am as Italian as you. I was born here. I have no other home. What would become of me—of my family? Of my patients? And the fascists have made no move against us beyond the racial laws.”

“You speak of those laws as if they are something one might expect within the bounds of normal civil society, but they stripped you and every Jew I know of his profession. No—don’t frown at me like that. Look at what they did to dear Dr. Jona. The man is well into his seventies, had retired years ago, yet still they removed his name from the register of physicians. His professorship at the university—gone, too. All he has left is his presidency of your Jewish community here, and that’s hardly more than a formality.”

“The laws are noxious. On that, my dear Giulio, we agree. But I have found a way to exist, just as we have always done.” Her father leaned forward, his hands clasped so tightly his fingertips had gone white, and his voice faded to a whisper. “I’ve heard that defeat at El Alamein is all but certain. Surely the tide must be turning.”

“That may well be, but it’s turning far too slowly for my liking. And in the meantime, Il Duce grows more desperate, the Germans grow ever bolder, and we wait for the ax to fall. And it will fall, for it’s only a matter of time before they seize power here. Just as they did with Austria. With the rest of Europe, for that matter. And what then?” Father Bernardi asked, his affable voice sharpening into solemnity. “Only think: What if they were in power here? What would prevent them from rounding you up, just as they’re doing with the Jews of Germany, of Poland, of France—”

“And if I were to leave with Antonina, make the journey to Switzerland, what would become of my Devora? She cannot travel. You know that. And you know I will not leave her. Not as long as there is breath in my body. Bad enough that she must live in the rest home.”

Her father wrenched off his spectacles and set about polishing them with a crumpled handkerchief, and from the way he pressed his lips together and pinched at the bridge of his nose, Antonina could tell he was fighting off tears. Just as he always did when he spoke of her mother, the stroke that had left her so weakened, and the agonizing decision to move her to the rest home earlier that year.

It was a good thing, she decided, that she hadn’t allowed herself any of the coffee, for even the idea of abandoning her mother was enough to tighten her throat and turn her empty stomach upside down.

Her father was quick to notice her distress. “Don’t look so alarmed. We are safe enough here. Aren’t we?” he asked Father Bernardi, and it seemed to Antonina that his eyes, as he looked to his friend, held a warning of some kind. But was it to be truthful? Or to be kind?

The priest nodded, but his gentle smile didn’t convince her. “For the moment, yes,” the priest said. “But do not forget what we—”

“I won’t,” her father interrupted. “I promise I won’t forget.”

“Well, then. I ought to be on my way. I had only meant to stop by for a minute or two.” Father Bernardi stood, took a moment to find his balance, and then shook hands with her father. “Thank you for your hospitality.” Turning to Antonina, he grasped her outstretched hand in both of his. “I shall pray for your mother, my dear.”

“Thank you, Father Bernardi. I wish you safe travels.”

While her father said goodbye to his friend, she busied herself with collecting the coffee cups and tray and returning them to the kitchen. Rather than leave the cups to Marta, who had broken all but three of the set over the years, she painstakingly washed and dried and put them away. Only after the other woman, still grumbling about the annoyance and inconvenience of the priest’s visit, had begun to prepare their supper did Antonina return to the study.

Her father was sitting in the chair he had occupied earlier, and he now beckoned her forward. “Come and sit with me. Were you happy to see Father Bernardi again?”

“Of course.”

“I was happy to see him, but . . . well. Things are difficult, as you know. He risks a great deal in coming here.”

“You were upset earlier. When I came in with the coffee.”

“I was, but not with him. You know we’ve always relished a lively discussion. But I do regret . . .”

“What is it?” she pressed, and it was impossible to keep the fear from her voice.

He reached out to grasp her hand. As if he needed the reassurance of her presence. “I meant what I said, earlier, about belonging nowhere else. And I can bear it, you know—these slights and these difficulties. So long as I may call myself a Venetian. An Italian. But I do regret that your life has become so confined. I had hoped, once, that you might go to university.”

“You—” she began, but the words caught in her throat, choking her. She swallowed hard, waited a moment, and tried again. “You never said. I never knew that you had wanted such a thing for me.”

She’d been working her way through his textbooks for years, careful never to let him know, and not because she thought he’d disapprove. He’d always been so proud of her, and once he’d loved nothing more than to discuss her lessons and help with her schoolwork. But the racial laws of 1938 had expelled her and every other Jewish student in Italy from school, and when her father had told her of it, he had broken down and wept, and it was the first time Antonina had ever seen him cry. So she had decided that it would be far kinder to simply borrow his books and memorize as much as she could, and then, one day, when she was allowed to go to school again, she would be ready.

“Of course I did. I still do. A bright girl like you belongs in university, not spending your days in the rest home, or queuing up for bread or oil, or—”

“The war won’t last forever. I might still go to school once it ends.”

“You might,” he admitted. “Or perhaps . . . perhaps I might teach you some of what I know. As if you were one of my students in Padua. I don’t miss those long hours on the train on my teaching days, but I do miss my students. And I think you would make a very good doctor. Do you think . . . ?”

“I would love nothing more,” she promised, blinking hard. It was silly to cry over something that was good.

“We’ll be constrained by our circumstances. It will be far from a comprehensive education, but I can give you an idea, if nothing more, of what medicine is like. If it’s something that suits you.”

“When can we start?”

“You’ve been reading through my library for years, so I suspect you’re well on your way.”

“You knew?” she asked, though she ought not to have been surprised. She ought to have known he would notice.

“Of course I did. And perhaps I ought to have said something. Encouraged you in your studies. Still . . . books can only teach you so much. You’ll learn more by coming with me on some of my visits. I’ll ask permission, of course, but I think most of my patients will be content to have you present. And it will be helpful to have an extra pair of hands.”

“So I will watch you as you work?”

“Yes. You will watch, and in time you will learn how to see. You will listen, and then you will learn how to hear. And that, my darling girl, is how a doctor is made.”





Chapter 2

11 January 1943

She’d gone to bed early, but even so it felt like she’d just fallen asleep when the knock at her door woke her.

“Antonina? Signora Mele needs us.”

“Yes, Papà.”

One of the first things she’d learned, once her father had begun taking her on his visits to patients, was to get out of bed straightaway. No lingering beneath the warm covers—that made it a hundred times harder to rise, especially in the winter. She was dressed and at the door before five minutes had passed.

Her father held out his stethoscope and thermometer; these she buried in the deepest pockets of her coat. The rest of his supplies went in the bottom of her knitting bag. “Who came for you?”

“Her neighbor’s son. Poor child was frozen through.”

Before 1938, they’d had a telephone. It had sat on a table on the landing, with a pencil and pad of paper next to it. When she’d turned ten, her father had declared her old enough to use the telephone, and after she’d practiced taking down messages and answering properly and promptly, it had become her special job to answer. But the telephone had been taken out years ago, after her father had been barred from practicing medicine, and now the table held only an empty vase.

It was raining, but only enough to dampen the air and make the paving stones slippery beneath her feet. The moon was bright above the clouds, and there was no shortage of light peeking through the shuttered windows of the houses they passed, for no one bothered to obey the blackout. Of all the horrors that war had brought to Venice, bombs from the sky were the least of them.

They kept to the narrower calli, pausing at every turn to ensure the path was clear, and if they did come across a patrolling policeman, she knew—at least she hoped she remembered—what to do. They had been visiting family, her father would say, and she would nod, and Papà would explain they had been waiting for the rain to subside, for it always seemed to be raining that winter. And they would hold their breath and pray the man who had stopped them was in a mood to be generous.

They never spoke of what might happen if the authorities found out her father was still practicing medicine.

Signora Mele’s home was in the Gheto Vecchio, at the end of a dead-end passage off the Calle del Forno. Five stories high, it was one of the oldest buildings in the gheto, and over the centuries it had settled awkwardly on its sandy foundations. Even the famed tower in Pisa did not have such uneven floors.

The neighbor’s boy had left the door on the latch, and an oil lamp, its flame turned low, waited on a high windowsill. Her father collected it in one hand, gathered his cloak in the other, and together they began the slow trudge to the top floor. They paused at each half landing, waiting for the pain in her father’s arthritic feet to subside. It was the price he had to pay, he often said, for living in the most beautiful city in the world.

“I fear I am even slower than usual. A tortoise would surely take less time.”

“I don’t mind. And it’s better than arriving even more short of breath than Signora Mele. I cannot imagine how she manages all these steps.”

“I suspect she doesn’t. I know she relies on Signora Spagnolo downstairs to do her shopping.”

“And the housework?” Antonina asked.

“We shall see. But if her home is less than pristine we mustn’t take any notice,” he cautioned. “It would only shame her, and in turn make her less likely to ask for me when she’s poorly.”

They knocked at her door, paused to listen for footsteps, and when none came her father entered the apartment. “Signora Mele? It is Dr. Mazin. May we come in?”

A muffled response came from the far end of the apartment—the bedroom, Antonina remembered from their last visit. Following their ears, they found Signora Mele sitting in an upright chair next to her bed, a shawl around her shoulders. Her feet, just peeping out from the hem of her nightgown, were bare. She was clutching at the wooden arms of the chair, her fingers tinged with blue, and Antonina could easily hear the shallow rasp of her breathing from across the room.

“My dear Signora Mele,” her father began, his tone a practiced mixture of warmth and concern. “It was very brave of you to get out of bed to greet us, but I would be happier to see you settled and comfortable. Will you allow Antonina to assist you? I shall wash my hands in the meantime.”

Once his patient was sitting up in bed, the pillows arranged carefully at her back, Dr. Mazin examined her with meticulous care. When he was finished, he tucked the covers around her. “We don’t want you to catch cold. There. Now I am going to give you a tincture—it will help with your breathing tonight. Antonina, will you bring over the bottle I set out?”

Signora Mele swallowed the medicine without protest, but even that small effort seemed to exhaust her. “What is wrong? Why am I so tired?”

“Your heart is tired,” he explained, “and having to work harder than usual to keep you going, and that is why you feel light-headed at times.” He looked in her eyes as he spoke, and when she began to clutch at the bedclothes, pulling and twisting, he calmed her hands with his.

He gave her a moment to take it all in, and when she began to cry he offered a clean handkerchief from his pocket. “I know you hate the idea of it, but I do think you must consider a move to the Casa di Riposo. There you will have help. You won’t have to waste your energy on housework and the like. And the food is excellent.”

“But I have lived here for almost fifty years,” Signora Mele protested. “Ever since Daniele and I were married.” Tears were streaming down her cheeks, but she didn’t attempt to wipe them away. “All my memories are here.”

“Where are your daughters?” Antonina’s father asked.

“Giulia is in Austria with her husband. They moved long before the war. I haven’t heard from her in months and months. And my Mara is in Bologna, but she is busy with the children, and her husband has been out of work for so long . . .”

“Of course. I understand. Well, let me see what I can do. Try to eat as much as your appetite allows, but not too much soup. Not too much water either.”

“Thank you, doctor. I have a few lire—”

“No, no. None of that. Is there anything else we may bring you before we go? No? In that case we will let ourselves out, and Antonina will come in the morning to give you another dose of the tincture.”

The walk home took an eternity. Her father was exhausted, and leaned ever more heavily on her arm as they moved from shadow to shadow, and by the time they were safely inside their own house, Antonina wanted nothing more than to retreat to her bedroom and bury herself under her eiderdown and blankets.

But her father always found it difficult to sleep after such calls, and without her mother at home Antonina was the only person who might offer him comfort. So she helped him out of his coat and crouched to unlace his boots, and once he was settled in his favorite chair in the study, she went to the kitchen to fix a hot water bottle for his arthritis and a dose of grappa for the rest of him.

He sighed happily when she set the earthenware bottle under his feet and the glass of spirits in his hands. “Thank you. For this, and for your help tonight.” He sipped at the grappa, his gaze intent upon her. “What do you think? What diagnosis would you offer?”

“Congestive heart failure?”

“Yes. Hence my insistence that she move to the rest home.”

“Only if her daughter won’t take her in.”

“The one in Bologna? I doubt it. My guess is that she will plead distance, or poverty, or some such combination, and Signora Mele will have to move. If she were truly interested in helping she’d have fetched her mother away years ago.”

“I’ll visit her there when I go to see Mamma,” Antonina offered. “That will help.”

“It certainly will, and she’ll be far safer there than alone in her apartment. All the same, I doubt she’ll be alive in six months. Not with her heart failing as it is.”

The way he said it, so baldly, and with such certainty, tore at Antonina’s heart. “Can’t it be treated with a diuretic?”

“Not when the heart is failing so rapidly. And it would only serve to make her miserable.”

“What was in the tincture?”

“A mild dose of digitalis. As I said, you’ll need to return tomorrow morning and again at supper to give her more. That will help a little.”

“But not enough to keep her at home?”

“No. And that small bottle is all I have. I doubt I’ll be able to procure more.”

“So we do nothing?” she asked, her voice rising. It was unsettling to see her father so resigned to a patient’s fate.

“No. Never nothing. We visit her, show her compassion, offer her help. That is very much more than nothing. And we will see her safely moved to the rest home.”

“I wish there was more we could do,” she fretted.

“Is that not the refrain of every decent doctor, every day of his—or her—working life?”

“I suppose. It’s only that . . .”

He waited for her to finish, though she was certain he already knew what she was going to say.

“You shouldn’t have to practice medicine like this. As if you’re some sort of criminal. Creeping through the dark. Having nothing to offer your patients beyond your attention and your sympathy.”

“I agree, but to do more is to risk arrest. And I can do nothing if I am confined to a prison camp.”

He was right, of course he was right, but the knowledge rankled. To stay, to wait, to let themselves drown as the waters rose around them?

“Why can’t we leave? Find our way to Spain? Or across the border to Switzerland?”

“I think of little else,” he said, regret shadowing his eyes. “But I cannot imagine how we might take your mother safely. The Swiss would certainly never let us through at one of the official crossings. Not with her so clearly unwell.”

“Then Spain—”

“No. They would be equally unwelcoming, and the journey across the sea is far too dangerous.”

“Then we sneak across the border. We’ll hire someone to help us—to help carry her. Mamma weighs hardly anything now.”

“No. It’s too great a risk. I know you’ve heard the stories. People pay for safe passage and then are delivered into the hands of the fascists.”

“You have friends everywhere,” she pleaded. “You can ask them to help us.”

“Only to put their lives at risk. And that is something I cannot ask of anyone.”

Her father had been staring at something over her shoulder, his gaze unfocused, and she didn’t have to turn to know what was drawing his attention. It was a photograph of the three of them, taken on her eighteenth birthday, not long before Mamma had fallen ill. It had been the spring of 1938, before the racial laws had stripped away nearly everything that mattered. Only a few scant years, but it might as well have been a century.

“Papà?”

“Yes?” he answered, his eyes upon her again, and for a heartbeat she saw it—the absence of hope. It was there, and then he blinked it away, and even tried to smile, but she had seen it and he knew.

She ought not to have questioned him like that, needling away, ignoring how tired he was, for of course he had considered everything. Of course he had lain awake, night after night, slowly smothering under the crushing weight of their plight.

“I’m sorry. You’re right—of course you are. We’ll be safe here. We only need to keep on as we’ve done. I was wrong to panic just now.” Useless, weak, impotent words, but what else did she have to give?

She crouched next to his chair and set her head upon his knees. And she waited, her breath catching in her throat, for the moment when he would smooth her hair from her brow, his hand so cool and comforting, and tell her that all would be well.

She waited, and after a while he did brush his fingers across her temple, and he bent his head close to hers, and she thought he might say something. She waited, but he had no words of comfort, and so she got to her feet, moved the now-cool hot-water bottle out of the way, and helped him stand on his poor, aching feet.

“Good night, Papà.”

“Good night, my darling girl. I—”

“What is it?”

“Nothing. Only that I hope you sleep well.”





Chapter 3

21 September 1943

Are you all done?” Antonina asked, waiting—hoping—for a spark of acknowledgment in her mother’s eyes.

It was nearly seven o’clock, and she’d spent the last hour helping her mother eat her supper, one scant spoonful after another, just as she did every day. Every morning and midday, too, for the attendants at the casa were hard-pressed to spare the time for the task, and she never found it a chore to spend time with her mother.

Yet for all the hours Antonina spent at her mother’s side, the moments of connection they shared were growing ever more elusive, and there had been one awful day, not so long ago, when her mother had not recognized her at all.

Today, however, had been a good day, or something close to good, and her mother had allowed Antonina to feed her nearly the entire bowl of soup. “Let me wipe your face and hands with this cloth—isn’t the water nice and warm? There. That must feel good. And what if I were to read to you for a while? We can pick up at—”

“Hello, Devora. Hello, my Nina.”

“Papà! Look, Mamma—it’s Papà. We weren’t expecting you.”

“I know, I know,” he said, crossing the room so he might press a kiss to his wife’s temple. Then he turned his head a fraction, just so he might look Antonina in the eye. “Will you come into the hall with me?” he asked, and the tone of his voice, so careful, so measured, alarmed her more than if he had screamed in her face. “We’ll let your mother rest for a moment.”

There was nothing for it but to follow, her hands clammy with apprehension, and wait for him to share the terrible news with her. And she knew it was terrible, for it was hardly likely to be good news. Not with the newborn Republic of Salò so desperate to please its allies in Germany.

“I am sorry for the haste. For frightening you. It’s only that something has happened, and I . . . I hardly know how to begin.”

“Say it,” she implored. “Imagine I’m one of your patients and you’re giving me bad news. You have to say it, no matter what, otherwise how can the cure begin? Go on, Papà.”

He nodded, hesitated for a further heart-tearing moment, and then, finally, whispered in her ear. “Arrests are imminent. Any day now. Any hour.”

Since the moment German troops had first occupied Italy, only weeks before, she had known this moment would come. She’d been as sure of it as her next breath. And yet she still could not bring herself to believe. “How can you be certain? People have been worrying for weeks—why now? Why today?”

“They came to Dr. Jona. The Gestapo. Because of his presidency of the Jewish community. And they demanded he provide them with the names and addresses of every Jew in Venice.”

“Has he given them the lists?” Dr. Jona was her father’s friend. He was a good man. It was inconceivable that he should do such a thing.

“No. No, he told them it would take a day or two. For him to gather the information they needed. At least I believe that’s what he said.”

“Then we have—”

“Let me finish. He sent them away, and then he destroyed the records, all of them. And when he was done he killed himself.”

The horror of it swept over Antonina, engulfed her for a moment, and rushed away like the ebbing tide. She was left shaken, and grieving, and utterly certain of what they must do next.

“We have to go now. It won’t take long to pack, and if we leave things behind it doesn’t matter. They’re just things, you see, and not nearly as impor—”

“Antonina.” Her father took hold of her shoulders and pressed his forehead to hers. “Listen to me. I cannot leave. Too many people depend on me here. And I will not leave without your mother.”

“But we could—”

“No,” he insisted. “She is not well enough to travel. You know that as well as I do.” Now he enfolded her in his arms. “But you . . . you can leave.”

“I could never,” she protested. “How could you even ask me?”

“I have made all the arrangements. I had hoped this day would never come, but now it is here—no. No, my Nina. Stop shaking your head and simply listen to me,” he begged her.

He was crying, she realized suddenly, and that was far more frightening than anything he had yet told her.

“What do you want me to do?” she asked, defeated.

He looked over his shoulder, back down the corridor, but it was empty. “Father Bernardi has sent a man he trusts, a good man, and with his help you will go into hiding until this is over.”

“You would send me away with a stranger?”

“No. Not a stranger. A friend of a friend. To the village where Father Bernardi lives.”

She wanted to scream, to shout, to beg him to consider something else, anything else, but then he pulled away, just enough that she could see his ashen face and the fear carved upon his beloved features, and her protests withered to nothing.

“I understand,” she said, and it was true. At last she understood. “Is there time to say goodbye to Mamma?”

“Of course. Don’t say anything, though. Just your usual farewell. But first . . .”

He took out his handkerchief and wiped away her tears, and then she returned to her mother’s bedside for the last time.

“I have to go, Mamma, but Papà will return later.”

Antonina bent low to embrace her mother, and for an instant the desire to gather her up, as if she were the comforting parent and her mother the child, overwhelmed her. She would steal Mamma away, bear her weight for any distance, carry her over any mountain they were forced to climb. For her mother she would do it, and they would drag Papà along, too, and they would be together once more, and happy at last—

“We must be going,” her father said, and sanity of a sort descended again.

“I love you, Mamma,” she whispered, kissing her mother’s face, her hands, her soft and shining hair. “I love you so much.”

Then she stepped away. One step, another, another, and with her father’s help she turned and walked along the quiet corridor, down the echoing stairs, and into the fading warmth of the setting sun.

She walked home calmly, arm in arm with her father, as if it were an ordinary evening and not the end of the life she’d always known. And since silence was painful and honesty even worse, she filled the journey with forced chatter that likely felt as awkward to his ears as it did to hers.

“When you arrived I was about to read to Mamma. I left the book on the table next to her bed—I Promessi Sposi. We’re about halfway through. There’s a page marker, one of those little ribbons that are glued to the spine, so you won’t have any trouble finding where we left off. I think it was at the bottom of the left-hand page. You will read to her when you visit, won’t you?”

“Of course, Antonina. Of course I’ll read to her. Every day.”

“And you mustn’t rush her when she’s eating. Sometimes she won’t open her mouth, but it isn’t always because she’s done, or because she isn’t hungry. I think she simply needs a few minutes, just the way anyone else would if they were having a meal and wanted a sip of wine or a moment to let the food sit. So don’t give up right away, otherwise she’ll never eat anything, and you know she can’t afford to lose any more weight.”

“I promise I will take my time,” her father said. “I promise.”

On and on she went, her father dutifully nodding and acknowledging her requests, and it dawned upon her that in no time at all she would have to say goodbye to him, too, and her mouth went dry with the knowledge and weight of it.

All too soon they were standing at the green door, so shabby and so dear, and her father’s steps were even slower than usual as they climbed the stairs. He was clutching at the banister, his knuckles white against his skin, as if it were his only lifeline in stormy seas.

The house was cold and silent. “Marta?” she asked fearfully.

“I sent her home. Her husband is a Gentile. She doesn’t have to worry. At least, not yet.”

“But I wanted to say goodbye.”

“It isn’t wise to tell anyone where you’re going, or indeed that you’re going at all. So niceties like farewells will have to wait for another day.” Her father glanced at his wristwatch and frowned. “Signor Gerardi should be here soon. Go and pack, but take as little as you can. You should use my rucksack, the one I used to take on our holidays in the mountains. I’ll see if I can unearth it.”

She was tempted, once alone in her room, to climb into bed, burrow under the covers, and shut out the world beyond. She would close her eyes, hold her breath, and pretend she was still a child, still ignorant of the world and its ugliness, still greeting each new day with a heart that brimmed with hope and gladness.

Instead she went to her wardrobe and began the straightforward work of selecting the garments she would pack. She’d imagined this moment before; had even memorized a list of things she would take if they were forced to flee. How many sleepless hours had she whiled away in such a fashion? Yet not once, in all of those anxious moments, hemmed in by the dark and quiet of deepest night, had she ever truly believed this moment would come.

She had three dresses, the same number again of skirts and blouses, and two cardigans. To the growing pile on her bed she added the least shabby of her underclothes, her warm flannel nightgown, her walking boots, and her winter coat. None of the garments were anything close to new; all had been mended time and again. It was the one domestic skill she possessed, and even Marta had to admit that no one could darn a sock or turn a collar as well as Antonina.

She stepped back, assessing the collection of garments. Would they fit in her father’s pack? Would there be room for anything else?

“A list,” she muttered to herself. “I should make a list.”

“No need for that,” came an unfamiliar voice from the corridor. A man stepped out of the shadows, but hesitated at the threshold to her room. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

“Are you Signor Gerardi?” He took another step toward her, and now she could really see him, and he was young, far younger than she’d imagined.

“Call me Niccolò, please. Or Nico, as my family do.”

“My father said I should only pack what I can carry.”

He held out her father’s rucksack. “He asked me to bring this to you. But don’t worry too much about everything fitting. I can help you. I can carry another bag if you need.”

It was kind of him, and unexpected, and she had to swallow back the dam of emotion that threatened to clog her throat. “Thank you.”

“I’ll return to your father now. Will you join us when you’re done? Then we can talk some more.”

“Yes. I won’t be long.”

She turned, waiting until his footsteps had faded, and then forced herself to survey her room. Photographs first. She removed them from their frames, a half-dozen family portraits that chronicled her life, along with her parents’ wedding photograph, and tucked them into the worn copy of Anatomia del Gray that she’d been slowly memorizing. To it she added her precious Medicina Interna di Goldman-Cecil and a dictionary of infectious diseases that had lost its cover years ago.

Her jewelry, what little there was, she emptied out of its papier-mâché box and into a handkerchief, its corners tightly knotted to hold her treasures. And then she took the empty pack that Signor Gerardi—Niccolò—had brought to her, pushed the books into the bottom, and methodically filled it with the clothing she’d already set aside.

She hefted the pack, testing it, and nearly buckled under the weight of all her books. And still she couldn’t resist adding one more indulgence: the mohair-and-velvet rabbit, missing one of its pink glass eyes, that had been her companion since before her memories began. It was childish to bring it, and Niccolò would think her silly if he noticed, but she could not, in that moment, bring herself to leave Pietro behind.

She was tempted to hide in her room, but she had so little time left with her father. Better to share those precious moments with him, even with a stranger as witness, than to forgo them altogether. She left the pack on her bed, switched off the light, and went in search of her father and the man who had come to take her away. Predictably enough, they were in her father’s study, standing side by side in front of the desk. She paused at the door, glad of the chance to study Niccolò Gerardi, for neither man had noticed her approach.

He was fair, with a day-old beard the color of dark honey and a tracing of freckles across his nose and cheekbones. He stood at least a head taller than her father, with shoulders that strained at the faded seams of a much-mended coat, but his voice, from the little he’d said to her, was that of an educated man, and there was a reassuring gentleness to his manner.

As she waited, half-hidden in the darkened hall, her father opened his hand, his gaze fixed on a small object in his palm. From the way it glinted in the lamplight, she thought it might be a coin. Then he shook his head, blinking hard, and swiped at his eyes.

She must have moved, or made some slight sound. Her father turned, his reddened eyes the only sign of his earlier distress, and beckoned her forward.

“There you are. Are you packed?”

“What is that in your hand?”

He held it out to her: a circle of gold, now gleaming dully in his palm. “Your mother’s wedding ring. It’s too big for her now, but see?” He took her right hand and pushed it onto her ring finger. “As I thought. It fits you well.”

The ring was warm against her skin. He took her hand in both of his, lifted it to kiss her palm, and then, his head bowed low, pressed her hand against his cheek.

“I don’t understand. Why are you giving me Mamma’s ring?”

“You will need it.” He did not let go of her hand. “You and Signor Gerardi will be traveling as man and wife.”

She turned to the stranger who hovered an arm’s length away, not bothering to hide her surprise and discomfort. He flushed, a flare of color beneath his boyish freckles.

“It is a fiction to keep you safe,” he promised. “No more than that.”

“This is all so sudden. An hour ago I was sitting with Mamma, and now . . .” Now she was the one who had to blink back her tears.

“I know. I know, and I am sorry. But you will be safe with Signor Gerardi and his family. I would not send you with him if I thought otherwise.”

“If it helps, Antonina, we aren’t leaving until the morning,” Niccolò said. “You don’t have to say goodbye just yet.” She nodded, and managed to twist her mouth into a smile, but then she had to blink hard to keep back her tears. If she remained in the study any longer, she would break down, and that would only make things harder for her father.

“I think I’ll go to bed now,” she said, and was surprised by the steadiness of her voice. “Good night, Papà.” She came forward to kiss her father’s cheek, and only just managed not to throw her arms around him and beg that he reconsider. That he keep her close, no matter what lay ahead.

Instead she stepped back and, after nodding politely to Niccolò, retreated to the bathroom, where she washed her face and brushed her teeth and spent far too long examining her wan face in the mirror. As she tiptoed along the corridor to her room she could hear the sound of her father talking; and though his words were too faint to make out, the underlying timbre of his voice didn’t seem at all distressed.

That slight comfort carried her through the minutes it took to close the shutters, to undress and change into her nightgown, which she had to retrieve from the bottom of the rucksack, and to crawl into bed.

Antonina lay motionless under the covers, under the hand-stitched coverlet that had been her mother’s when she was a girl, and listened to the soft sounds of her father showing Niccolò to the spare room. The house grew quiet, and the last of the evening light faded away behind her shuttered window, and still her mind would not rest. Hours passed, her silent tears dampening her pillow, and still she could not sleep.

She ought to have convinced her father that they needed to leave. She ought to have persisted. She ought to have been more imaginative.

Why had she never suggested they go into hiding, all three of them, somewhere else in Italy? They might have found sanctuary with Father Bernardi, or another of her father’s many friends, and done so years earlier.

She ought to have known. She ought to have convinced her father to try.

At the first glimmering of dawn she put on her robe and crept down the hall to the kitchen. They hadn’t any coffee, nor even any caffè d’orzo, but after some rummaging she unearthed a tiny packet of dried chamomile blossoms. A simple tisane, then; it would warm her through, if nothing else.

She sat at the kitchen table, warming her hands around her cup, and watched the blossoms unfold, petal by wizened petal, in the steaming water. Footsteps, soft and measured, sounded in the corridor.

“Papà?”

But it was Niccolò who came to stand at the threshold. “I believe he’s still sleeping. Do you mind if I sit with you?”

“Not at all,” she said, though she’d have preferred to remain alone awhile longer. “Would you like some of this? It’s a chamomile tisane. We don’t have any coffee.”

He smiled a little shyly. “Yes, please. My mother used to make it for us when we were poorly.”

They sat together in silence, waiting for the tisane to cool. “I couldn’t sleep,” she admitted after a few minutes.

“I’m sure I would feel the same way in your shoes.”

“What about you? It’s not even six o’clock.”

Another tentative smile. “I keep farmer’s hours. I can’t remember the last time I slept past dawn.” He lifted his cup, but set it down without drinking. “We should probably leave soon. And you should eat something if you can. We’ve a long day ahead.”

“I suppose I should make something for my father. He isn’t . . . he’s a very good doctor but he has no notion of how to take care of himself. What will he do without me here? And he’s sent Marta away, too.”

“He and I spoke about that last night. He told me they’ve found a room for him at the casa. That way he’ll be close to your mother, and can even care for the other residents if they fall ill.”

She nodded, a little embarrassed not to have thought of it before. “That makes sense. I had better go and wake him.”

“You do that,” he agreed, “and in the meantime I’ll make us some breakfast. Do you have any bread?”

“A little, yes. It’s in the box on the shelf. And there’s a jar of apricot jam in the cupboard.”

Antonina hesitated outside her father’s door, listening, before tapping on it lightly. “Papà? Are you awake?”

“Come in.”

He was awake, and dressed, and had just slipped his feet into his shoes. Rather than stand and watch as he struggled to lace them, she went to kneel at his feet and helped him, one last time, with the troublesome task.

“Thank you,” he said, ever courteous, but he made no move to rise, nor did she stand. Instead they simply looked in each other’s eyes, memorizing beloved features, letting the silence speak for them.

“Will you promise me something?” he asked at last.

“Anything, Papà.”

“You must try your best to fit in. I know it will be unfamiliar, but you must try. Eat the food they give you. Do the work that is expected of you. Never complain.”

“Do you think it will be awful there?”

“Not at all. Life in such places is simple, of course, and without most of the modern conveniences we take for granted here. But you’ll be safe, and that’s what truly matters to me and your mother.”

“I’ll be so lonely.”

“That I doubt. Signor Gerardi is an intelligent and educated man, and he feels certain his family will like and accept you. Don’t forget that Father Bernardi will be nearby, too.”

“But I won’t be with you and Mamma,” she protested, still unable to accept his assurances.

“Only if you chart the distance on a map.” He took her hands in his, kissed them, and pressed both to his heart. “Since the day you were born, my Nina, you have been here. And here you shall remain.”

“Oh, Papà,” she whispered, blinking back fresh tears. “Please don’t—”

“Signor Gerardi will be wondering what has become of us,” he interrupted, ever so gently. “Will you help me up?”

She nodded, swallowing back the plea that still trembled on her lips, and helped him rise. Then she followed him back along the corridor to the kitchen, her steps marked by the echoing lament of her heart. Too late, too late, too late.

Niccolò had cut the bread into slices and spread them with the jam. “Good morning, Dr. Mazin.” He waited until her father was seated and had helped himself to a slice of bread and jam before taking the smallest slice for himself.

She found it an effort to eat even a single bite of the food, for the bread was dry and the jam was watery, and her throat closed in with her every reluctant swallow. Yet she managed to finish the entire slice of bread, and drink the rest of her cooled tisane, while her father and Niccolò talked of inanities such as the weather and the coming harvest.

She collected her empty plate and cup and set them in the sink, and then she turned to face Niccolò. “Must we . . . ?”

He nodded. “Yes. I don’t wish to hurry you, but—”

“But you must be on your way,” her father finished. “Why don’t you fetch your things, Antonina, while Signor Gerardi and I tidy up in here?”

Moving as dully as an automaton, Antonina went to her bedroom and collected the rucksack. The room was dim, for she hadn’t seen the point in opening the shutters; yet still she knew where everything belonged. Her little room was a treasure trove of memories, its contents so familiar and precious, and now she was leaving them all behind.

Too late. Too late.

Her father and Niccolò were waiting for her on the landing.

“Are you sure there isn’t time for me to see Mamma again?”

“No, my dear,” her father said, shaking his head regretfully. “It’s best that you go now.”

“But she will worry so. She will wonder where I’ve gone.”

“I know, but I will be there to comfort her. And no matter what happens, I will remain at her side. You must remember that.”

“Yes, Papà.”

“Then let me hold you tight for a moment, and when I see your lovely face again this madness will be over.” He embraced her, his arms crushing her tight against his chest, but then, far too soon, he pulled away. “Now go, while the sun is shining and you have the entire day before you.”

He set a final kiss on her brow, and then Niccolò’s hand was heavy upon her shoulder, turning her gently, and her body obeyed even as her head was insisting that she plant her feet and remain rooted in place.

“Go, now, my darling child, my dearest Nina. Do this for me,” her father begged, and as she had always been a dutiful girl, the most devoted of daughters, she knew she had to obey.

So she followed Niccolò down the stairs, out the door, and away from her home, her family, and the only life she had ever known or thought to lead. Away, away, and into the unknown.





Chapter 4

When they were only a few steps into their journey, Niccolò took her pack and slung it over his shoulder. Then he hurried them along, his hand at the small of her back, guiding her as they crossed the small bridge at the end of the calle and turned onto the Fondamenta dei Ormesini.

“Antonina?” he asked after five minutes or so.

“Yes?”

“I think it would be safer to change your name, or rather to alter it.”

So she was to lose every part of herself—her home, her family, and now, it seemed, her name. “What do you suggest? Maria? That’s a good Gentile name.” She was being rude, but she couldn’t bring herself to care, not in that moment.

“Your father suggested Nina.”

The name Papà alone liked to call her. “I suppose that will do.” She could remember to be Nina. “What will my surname be? My maiden name, that is.” Simply talking about such a thing made her face grow hot.

“How about Marzoli? Not so different from your real name, hmm? We will tell people that you grew up in an orphanage in Padua. St. Anthony’s is the biggest.”

“St. Anthony’s,” she repeated.

“You only came to Venice a year or so ago. To train as a nurse—that makes sense, doesn’t it? Since you’ve been learning medicine from your father.”

“I suppose I could pass as a nursing student. All right. I was Nina Marzoli, an orphan
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