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To my mother






Chapter One Rome, November 1943


Marina Tozzi crossed Piazza di Santa Maria, hugging her parcel to her chest. The late-afternoon sun reflected off the gold-flecked tower of the Basilica di Santa Maria in Trastevere, giving Marina a glimmer of hope.

The Nazis may have made it impossible to get food, turning even the most honest Roman citizens into experts on the black market. They may have prompted all the young men to join the Italian army, leaving the streets filled with mothers missing their sons, young women longing for their husbands. But they couldn’t dim the famous Roman light, the light that had drawn artists to the city for centuries.

Marina would know. Her father, Vittorio, was an art dealer who spoke endlessly of the great artists who once resided in the city: Caravaggio, Bernini, Michelangelo. Some historians claimed they had come because they had been sponsored by wealthy Romans, or had sought camaraderie with other artists at the workshops. But her father insisted it was for the light. Nowhere in Italy, not in Venice nor Florence nor Naples, was the light as spectacular as in Rome, strands of gold caressing the Roman Forum and the Colosseum, as if the whole city had been touched by God.

The piazza had been quieter in the two months since the Germans arrived but not entirely empty. It was against Romans’ nature to stay indoors. Even with armed Nazi soldiers roaming the streets, friends gathered before curfew for a quick gossip. Marina watched her neighbors lounging on their balconies or standing under ancient arches that had survived the Allied bombs.

As she turned onto her street, there was a popping sound and Marina smelled an acrid odor, like the few times her father had left a pot of pasta too long on the stove and the bottom of the pot burned. After her mother died ten years ago, her father had taken over the cooking. Now twenty years old, Marina was eager to help him. But he still insisted on making the pasta himself. It was his great love, besides Marina and the art gallery. He was happiest when stirring a pot of pomodoro sauce, grating the Parmesan, adding oregano and a touch of olive oil.

The door to their house was flung open, the pungent smell coming from inside. She was about to run up the steps when she heard voices. They were shouting in German. Her stomach clenched, her fingers gripping the precious anchovies she’d procured for her father’s favorite pasta sauce.

She had traded a silk purse for the fish at the market. Her father would be angry if he knew. He didn’t like Marina going without the little luxuries that were important to girls. But Marina wanted to surprise him. The gallery had sold a painting by a new artist that morning and her father had gone to deliver the money to the artist himself. Marina worked at the gallery too, while taking art history courses at the university. They were going to celebrate the sale that evening with pasta and a bottle of wine.

She stepped behind a bush, hoping that she was wrong, that the unfamiliar voice belonged to a neighbor. Then she saw them. Two German officers scurrying out the door like rats departing a sinking ship. Their pistols were at their sides, a thin line of smoke trailing from one of them. The men ran around the corner, their heavy footsteps clattering on the cobblestones.

Marina waited to make sure there weren’t any more soldiers, then darted inside. The house appeared as she’d left it that morning. Her father’s overcoat hung on a peg, and his boots sat beside a pair of slippers.

In the kitchen, the table was set with two place settings. Since the occupation, they only used the dining room to entertain clients. Somehow it was cozier to eat in the kitchen, as if the warmth of the oven, the familiar smells of garlic and olive oil would keep them safe.

The burnt pot sat on the stove. Perhaps her father got called away by a knock at the door, forgot the pasta was simmering, then after the visitors left went to his bathroom to wash and shave. That’s where he was now. The Germans had simply been making their rounds. Her father was upstairs dressing for dinner.

She turned off the stove and ran up the staircase. The bathroom was empty, and there was no one in the bedroom.

The house had a basement where her father stored paintings. There was never enough room at the gallery, and he often brought pieces home.

She crept down the two flights of stairs, more carefully this time. The staircase to the basement was narrow, and she didn’t want to risk twisting her ankle.

She turned on the bare light bulb at the bottom of the stairs. Five feet away, the body of a man lay on the ground. Blood seeped from his chest and his arms, and his legs lay at odd angles. The man was young, with a head of thick, dark hair. She didn’t recognize him. Who was he, and what was he doing lying dead on the floor?

She glanced around the space and all thoughts of the man fled. Another body was propped up in the corner. It was hunched over, as if someone had kicked it. Blood pooled on the floor underneath, and it wasn’t moving. Even with the face turned away from her, she knew it was her father. And she was almost certain that he was dead.

She rushed over and laid him on his back. His chest was perfectly still; there was no heartbeat. He was holding a small bag that fell to the ground. A wad of lire tumbled out.

Footsteps echoed on the basement staircase. Perhaps the Germans had come back. She scooped up the lire and hid under the stairs.

“Marina,” a male voice called. The footsteps stopped at the bottom of the stairs. “I saw officers running down the street—is everything all right?”

It was their neighbor Paolo. Paolo was a widower like her father. He often joined them for dinner and talked obsessively about the war: the Allied landing in southern Italy in July and the uprising in Naples in September. The war was turning but not fast enough. Two months before, when German troops marched in and occupied Rome, no one knew how long they would be in charge. But the spirit of Roman citizens continued to burn like the candles at St. Peter’s Basilica.

There would be no more dinner conversations with her father, Marina realized. No more pasta with anchovies. A sob caught in her throat.

“Paolo,” she cried, stepping out from her hiding place beneath the staircase. “I saw German officers leaving the house, so I crouched in the bushes until they were gone. I searched the house and found…”

She waved at the bodies. Words failed her, and the sobs became an ocean of tears. Her body convulsed into shivers.

“My father and this man are dead,” she said, when she could speak. She turned to Paolo, her eyes wide. “Who is he, Paolo, and what was he doing in our home?”

Paolo moved closer to the bodies. His face turned ashen; tears formed in his eyes.

“It’s Enrico,” Paolo said. “Your father had been hiding him in the basement. I warned him that it was dangerous—the Germans had started searching neighborhoods close by—but your father wouldn’t listen.”

Enrico was the artist whose painting her father had sold that morning. But he hadn’t lived with them; he had a room near the gallery.

“You’re wrong,” she said firmly. “Enrico had his own place. My father was going there today, to take him the money for his painting.”

“Vittorio lied to you.” Paolo’s voice was low. “Enrico fled the Jewish ghetto a few days ago. He was staying here.”

Marina looked at Paolo sharply. The gallery sold paintings by well-known artists, but her father also loved to help beginners who showed talent. Sometimes if their paintings didn’t sell, he quietly bought them himself. And plenty of hungry artists had joined them at their dinner table, but they were never invited to spend the night. Marina was a young woman; her reputation must be considered.

“What do you mean, he was staying in the basement?”

“Enrico was Jewish. When the Germans emptied the Jewish ghetto, he escaped and had nowhere to go,” Paolo said. “Vittorio offered him the basement.”

A few weeks before, the Germans had rounded up all the Jews in Portico d’Ottavia, the ghetto where Jews had lived since the sixteenth century. Twelve hundred Jews were put on trucks and taken to Tiburtina station, where a train waited for them. No one had heard from them since.

“I spoke with your father this afternoon. He sold Enrico’s painting to a German officer. The officer didn’t know Enrico was Jewish, but he returned to the gallery because he forgot his gloves and overheard Vittorio talking.” Paolo rubbed his brow. Grief washed over his features. “Your father was worried that the officer might follow him home, but the German didn’t come. Vittorio must have thought it was all right, that they were safe.”

Marina realized she was still holding the wad of lire: the money for Enrico. She didn’t want it. She wished she could toss it out the window, that it was a grenade and would fall on a German soldier.

“Oh, Paolo.” She crouched down next to her father’s body. “It’s my fault. I stopped at the market to buy anchovies for the pasta. We were going to celebrate the sale. If I hadn’t stopped at the market, I might have been here when the Germans arrived. I could have warned my father, maybe he’d be alive.”

“Or maybe you’d be dead too,” Paolo returned. He looked at her kindly, his own misery set aside in order to comfort her. “Vittorio would have said that you were meant to buy the anchovies. That God was watching out for you.”

Marina’s head swam, and the room became a terrible blur. She put her hand out to steady herself and sunk to the floor. She felt as if someone had torn out her insides, as if her heart had been crushed inside her chest. She didn’t want to think about God. She wanted to think only about what she had lost, the one person she could count on. The only man she loved and trusted.

“He can’t be dead.” She gulped, tears pressing against her eyes. “My father can’t be dead.”

“I’m sorry, Marina.” Paolo patted her arm. “I loved your father; we were neighbors for thirty years. When my wife died five years ago, I asked him how he still managed to get up in the morning. He said the answer was helping others. Enrico wasn’t the first Jewish artist who stayed in your basement. There were others.”

Marina tried to remember if her father had acted differently over the last few months. He often made more food than the two of them could eat, yet there never seemed to be any leftovers, she realized. Marina had assumed her father was anxious about the occupation, that cooking calmed his nerves. She never thought to wonder where the extra food went.

“My father was operating a safe house without telling me?”

Marina had heard about safe houses, of course. Hundreds of Allied prisoners of war who had escaped from southern Italy made their way through Rome on their journey to the Swiss border. Romans hid them in their homes. Without the safe houses, many of these soldiers would have been discovered and put in prison. But she’d also heard some were hiding Jews, many of whom were starving. Rationing was fierce all over the city, but it was worst in the Jewish ghettos. There, even pasta was impossible to find, and a loaf of bread cost three times the normal price.

Everyone knew operating a safe house was dangerous. Just the previous week, Marina and her father had been walking in Trastevere and saw German officers drag a man and woman into the street. They were shot in front of everyone, their bodies loaded into a German truck. Marina and her father watched long enough to hear a neighbor whisper that the couple had been hiding Jews before Vittorio had quickly dragged Marina away.

How could her father do such a thing? Risk his life—her life—without telling her?

“My father and I didn’t keep secrets from each other. How could he tell you and not me?” she demanded.

If she kept asking questions, maybe she could hold back the pain that shot through her like a fire burning out of control.

“I only found out by accident. I came over to return a book I had borrowed and found Vittorio and an artist in the living room. The man was holding a towel; he had just taken a shower,” Paolo replied. “If he told you, he would have put you in danger. Vittorio loved you more than anything. He would have died himself before he let anyone hurt you.”

“But he did die.” Her voice broke.

Her eyes were wide and frightened. Her body felt as if it didn’t belong to her—it went from being on fire to cold as ice.

“How will I live without him, Paolo? He’s the only person who’s been there my whole life.”

“You will find a way, Marina. You must. But you can’t stay in the house. I’d invite you to stay with me, but it’s not a good idea for either of us.” Paolo paused, considering. “If the German officers searched the house and noticed a young woman’s bedroom, they may come back.”

“Come back?” Marina was puzzled.

“They would assume anyone else in the house would be part of this—they could come back to arrest you and question you about other safe houses and their networks,” Paolo explained.

“Even if I knew anything, I’d never tell them.” Marina sat up straight. She had to find somewhere else to stay. Marina thought of her two best friends at the university, Selena and Inez, both art history students too. And there were other family friends from childhood. But if she was being watched by German officers, she would be putting them in danger.

“Is there somewhere you could go? A cousin in the country, a friend in Florence or Venice?” Paolo suggested.

The mention of Florence sparked Marina’s memory. “My father’s friend Bernard Berenson has a villa outside Florence. He’s an American art collector,” she answered. “My father saved his life a few years ago. He always said he would do anything for him.”

Marina had last seen Bernard when he came to Rome a few years ago. He was older than her father, in his sixties. Marina remembered him being tall and thin, with gray hair and a distinguished beard. He was an intellectual and enjoyed discussing books and music as well as art.

Bernard would take her in, she knew. But she couldn’t leave the gallery. It was as important to her as it was to her father. He had been teaching her to run it. One day it would be hers.

“But I can’t leave the gallery,” she said stubbornly. “And all my father’s things are here.”

“You mustn’t go near the gallery,” Paolo warned her. “The rest isn’t important. What matters is that you are safe. That’s what your father would have wanted.”

Tears rolled down her cheeks. Memories of her father flooded her mind: dressed in his black suit after her mother died, the only time she had seen him weep openly. The hours they spent together working at the gallery. The day she got accepted at the university, when he appeared with a new dress and a briefcase he’d bought her: something frivolous and something serious.

“I need his things,” she said vehemently. “I’ve lost my father; I can’t lose everything else too.”

“One day you can come back for them,” Paolo said. He looked old and gray, as if the events of the last hour had aged him. “The war won’t last forever. You’ll return to Rome.”

“It’s already evening,” Marina remarked. “How would I get to Florence? It might be too late to leave tonight.”

She had to find the courage to go. There would be no dream of running her own gallery, of continuing what her father started, if she was dead.

“There’s no time to waste. You need to leave now—your life depends on it. You can catch a train to Florence,” Paolo said.

“What if there aren’t any trains?”

“You have papers, and the trains are still running,” Paolo urged her. He reached into his pocket and took out a handful of lire. “Take this for the ticket. I’ll send more money when you’re settled.”

“I can’t let you do that.” Marina shook her head.

“I’m fifty years old. My wife is dead, and both my sons died fighting in the civil war in Spain. I wake up every morning afraid that my neighbors have been shot by German soldiers, or that Allied bombs have destroyed the churches. And there’s nothing I can do about it.” He wiped a tear from his cheek. “Vittorio said the only way to keep going is by helping others. Let me at least do this.”

Marina remembered the wad of lire she was holding. She knew there was more money hidden in an envelope in her father’s study. It was for emergencies, but she was certain this counted as one.

She handed the lire back to Paolo and looked at his weather-beaten cheeks, the skin sallow from months without fruit and vegetables.

“It’s not safe for you either.” She frowned. “The Germans might search the whole neighborhood. You should come with me.”

Paolo smiled thinly. “Don’t worry about me. I can stay with a relative until things die down. The Germans will move on, there are plenty of houses in Rome for them to loot.”

Paolo sat beside her. Marina leaned forward and kissed him on both cheeks.

“You were a good friend to my father and to me,” she said. “I won’t forget it. And I won’t forget what the German officers did to my father and Enrico. One day I’ll return and find them. They will pay for what they did.”

Paolo stood and started up the basement stairs. He turned around.

“The best thing you can do is move forward. By the time you come back to Rome, I hope the Germans will be long gone.”

Marina choked back her tears and kissed her father’s brow. She hated leaving him. Upstairs, the sun cast patterns on the living room drapes. She had always loved this room. The furniture was simple. Deep leather armchairs, a table next to the window, a mantel with photos of Marina. It was the paintings on the walls that drew her attention. A still life of a bowl of pears that was so vibrant, Marina could almost taste the juice. A view from the Orange Tree Garden of Rome, showing the dome of St. Peter’s Basilica bathed in a topaz glow.

The paintings reminded Marina of her mother, Gloria. Gloria had been an artist and died from influenza when Marina was ten. Marina had considered becoming an artist too. She’d spent hours in the attic, covering her mother’s old canvases with paint. But she discovered she enjoyed the business side of art more. She loved learning how to spot a piece that would become valuable, working out why some paintings pulled straight at the heart.

She had developed an eye that was as discerning as her father’s. Marina’s great love was Renaissance art. Since the occupation, clients had brought in paintings to sell that had been in their collections for years. It was better to sell them than have them seized by the Nazis. Her father had been teaching her how to tell the real paintings from the fakes.

Her mind went fleetingly to Nicolo, whom she had met working at the gallery. He was the first boy she ever loved. She had believed Nicolo loved her too, until he betrayed her. She’d told Paolo that she and her father didn’t keep secrets from each other, but she had kept her relationship with Nicolo secret from him. It didn’t matter now. Nicolo was long gone.

She moved into the kitchen. She hadn’t eaten all day, and she didn’t want to faint from hunger on the train. She took a loaf of bread from the bread box and opened the fridge. Inside was a bottle of wine. Where had her father found wine?

Fresh anger boiled up inside her. Until now she had hated the Germans for making life so uncomfortable. Professors at the university had lost their jobs; the curfew made it impossible to see friends at night; food had become scarce.

But now she hated them with a passion she had never experienced before. Her father had done the honorable thing. Great Jewish artists had existed for centuries. What if Enrico was the next Pissarro or Modigliani? Her father would have done the German officer a service by selling him the painting.

She hurried upstairs to her room and grabbed her papers, then threw a few things into the suitcase she kept under her bed. Downstairs in her father’s study, the curtains were closed. A book of Donatello’s sculptures lay open on the little table beside her father’s armchair. Her father liked to flip through it after dinner with a digestif—a glass of amaretto or a Galliano served in the crystal snifter that had been a wedding present years ago.

Marina took the emergency lire from the desk drawer. It was quite a large amount and would last her for a while. A letter was folded inside the envelope. It hadn’t been there before. She read it out loud.


My dearest Marina,

If you are reading this, something has happened to me. To be honest, I’m not surprised. The war has ruined so many lives. It has ripped apart countries, separated loved ones, left young women as widows and children as orphans. How could I expect to be different?

But I have led a long and good life. First, I was blessed with your mother. She made me happy for more than fifteen years. With her I learned what it means to love. And there was you. Not only were you a sweet and beautiful child, you have grown to be a young woman whom I love and admire.

Our mutual love of art is the greatest joy of my life. You already know more than they can teach you at university, more than I can pass on to you at the gallery. You see through a painting all the way to the artist’s soul. Accept and nurture that gift, and you will always be able to take care of yourself.

Remember too that we are Italians. Better yet, we are Romans. Rome has been here for centuries. The Germans can no more easily take away its wisdom, and its beauty, than they can extinguish its famous light. One day the war will be over and the streets will again be filled with laughter, the clink of glasses, the scent of perfume in a woman’s hair.

You are young. There will be time in your life for everything: lovers, a husband, children, the career that you so desperately want. You will have it all, and I will be watching over you. No one deserves it more than you, my dearest Marina, because for twenty years you have made me the happiest father alive.

Be safe.

Your loving father, Vittorio



Marina folded the paper and slipped it back in the envelope. She wouldn’t let herself cry. There would be time to cry later. She would walk into the piazza with the courage and strength of the lions that had once fought at the Colosseum.

She picked up her suitcase and walked out of the house, closing the front door behind her.

There was a train to Florence that night. She would be on it.






Chapter Two Florence, November 1943


It was almost 9:00 p.m. when the train rattled through the outskirts of Florence. Marina had been so nervous she kept a book in front of her the whole two-hour journey. She kept expecting a German officer to appear and order her off the train. But no one disturbed her. Now she closed the book and forced herself to relax.

At the train station in Rome, she’d called Bernard to tell him she was coming. A housekeeper answered the phone. Bernard was out, but the woman had promised to give him the message.

Bernard and her father had known each other for years; he was a frequent client of the gallery. Bernard was one of the world’s leading authorities on Renaissance art. His collection included paintings that her father wasn’t ashamed to drool over: early Titians, a Leonardo da Vinci, a Caravaggio.

Marina heard the story of how her father had saved Bernard’s life a few years ago a dozen times, usually over dinner with a client or a new artist.

Bernard and her father had attended an auction at a palazzo in Rome’s Parioli district. Bernard had his purchase—a valuable book of early Renaissance sketches—under his arm when a thief approached them, brandishing a gun.

“Bernard was about to hand the book over when I stopped him,” her father would say, his eyes dancing after a few glasses of wine. “Instead, I reached into my pocket and pulled out a knife. I brought the knife so close to the thief’s face so quickly, he was practically blinded by the blade. The man ran.

“Afterward, Bernard couldn’t decide whether to be furious with me or grateful,” he continued. This was the part of the story he most enjoyed telling. “First, he yelled at me. ‘Who brandishes a knife at a man holding a gun?’ But I told him no thief would expect you to stop him with a knife. By the time he figured out I was essentially unarmed, he’d scurried away in surprise.”

Bernard had vowed to her father that he would someday repay him. And if he couldn’t repay Vittorio himself, perhaps he could help Marina.

She let the anger and pain wash over her again. Her father had tried to protect her, keeping her in the dark about Enrico. Just as she had been trying to protect him when she didn’t tell him about Nicolo. But she couldn’t think about Nicolo now. All she wanted was to keep the memories of her father fresh in her mind, to keep going over them as if they were a painting that the artist never wanted to finish.

The train pulled into Santa Maria Novella station in Florence, and Marina felt like she could finally breathe. She caught sight of the city—the red dome of the Duomo, the Pitti Palace large and imposing under a full moon—and almost wept with relief and exhaustion.

She and her father had visited Florence many times. He considered it second only to Rome as a center of art. Marina had stood in awe of Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus and gazed for hours at Michelangelo’s David and Donatello’s sculpture of Saint George. She wondered how she would ever enjoy walking through the Uffizi Gallery and Galleria dell’Accademia again without him beside her.

The air in the train station was freezing, and she was glad she had grabbed her coat from the downstairs closet. Her teeth chattered, whether from the cold weather or the terrible day, she wasn’t sure. She still couldn’t take in everything that had happened. The grief washed over her in waves, and she could barely catch her breath. But she remembered what her father had said to Paolo: he had gone on living after her mother’s death, and she had to do the same.

Now that she was in Florence, she realized she didn’t know how to get to the villa. There were no taxis, and she doubted any buses operated at night. She still didn’t know if Bernard had received her message.

Outside, a fair-haired man with patrician features stood next to a small car. He looked only a decade or so older than she was, and he wore an expensive-looking dark overcoat. He watched her with clear blue eyes.

“Are you Marina?” he asked, approaching her.

Marina stiffened. He had a slight accent that almost sounded German.

“It’s all right,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. He held out his hand. “My name is Ludwig Heydenreich. I’m a friend of Bernard’s. He called and asked me to collect you. He’s terribly sorry that he wasn’t able to pick you up himself. He was visiting a client a few hours away and worried that he’d be late.”

Marina didn’t move. He was German. She couldn’t shake his hand, and she certainly couldn’t get in his car.

“I’m sorry, you must have mistaken me for someone else,” she said, turning away.

It didn’t matter that she had no other way to reach the villa. It could be a trap. Bernard had been out when she called. He might not even know she was here.

Ludwig followed her across the pavement. He reached forward and touched her arm.

“I promise you, I’m a friend,” he tried again. “He gave me a description of you. We can find a phone booth and call the villa if you like. Anna, the housekeeper, will vouch for me.”

Marina stopped and grudgingly turned around. Ludwig looked nothing like the German officers who prowled the streets of Rome. His expression was kind, and his eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled.

“How were you sure it was me?” she asked cautiously. “There are other women with light brown hair on the platform.”

Ludwig dropped his hand and smiled warmly.

“None of them are alone, and none of them are so young and pretty.” He pointed to her suitcase. “Please come with me. It’s much too chilly to be standing out here. Bernard will be furious if I let you catch a cold.”

Marina’s stomach lurched. Only a few hours before, Germans had killed her father and Enrico. Their blood was all over the basement floor. The wind blew up from the Arno, and she wrapped her coat around her. If she didn’t accept his offer, she might freeze to death before she ever reached the villa.

“Thank you.” She nodded, handing him the suitcase. “You’re kind to drive me at night and at such short notice.”

Ludwig carried the suitcase to the sidewalk.

“I don’t mind,” he replied. “It’s impossible to keep any place properly heated in Florence with the rationing. My car is probably as warm as my rooms. At least I’ll have a half hour’s conversation.” He chuckled. “I love to read, but even the biography of a twelfth-century monk becomes dry when it’s my only companion.”

Marina found a blanket below the passenger seat and wrapped it around her knees. Ludwig was a skillful driver. He easily maneuvered the car through the narrow streets leading out of the train station.

“How do you know Bernard?” she inquired.

“Bernard and I have been friends for ages.” Ludwig glanced over at Marina. “We met in the art world. I’ve been in Florence for six years, and before that I studied art history at the University of Hamburg.”

“Are you an artist?” she asked, trying to be polite. He didn’t look like the artists she knew in Rome. Even when they came to dinner their shirts were rumpled, paint on their fingernails. He was well-groomed, and his shirt was perfectly pressed.

“I’m an art historian. I was in Rome only last week on business. The conditions were shocking,” he reflected. “It’s different in Florence. There are food shortages and a curfew here, but the citizens are mainly left alone.”

Marina didn’t want to talk anymore. It was all too raw, as if she had recently ripped a bandage from a wound that hadn’t begun to heal.

They drove silently. Despite the dark, Marina noticed a change in the landscape as the narrow houses on the outskirts of Florence turned into rolling hills that Marina knew in the sunlight would be green as emeralds. Olive trees and grapevines lined the road.

Ludwig pulled onto a driveway that climbed high into the hills. On either side of them, gardens terraced downhill. Marble statues lined the path, which ended in a stone fountain in front of the door. The villa itself was a three-story stone structure painted yellow, dotted with green shutters. The entrance was completely covered in ivy.

He turned off the engine, and cold air rushed through a crack in the window.

“Thank you for bringing me,” she said.

Ludwig jumped out to open Marina’s door.

“I’ll see you in,” Ludwig offered, grabbing her suitcase. “You and Bernard must have a lot to catch up on. Although I wouldn’t mind warming up by the fireplace. That’s one good thing about living in Tuscany: firewood is still delivered to your door.”

He rang the doorbell, and a light flickered on. A woman in a black maid’s uniform opened the door.

“I’m here to see Signor Berenson,” Marina announced. “My name is Marina Tozzi. I believe he’s expecting me.”

The woman nodded toward Ludwig.

“Signor Berenson is upstairs. You can wait in the study, and I’ll tell him you’re here.”

Ludwig followed Marina down the hallway. The villa was even more beautiful than she remembered from when she’d visited years ago: parquet floors rested beneath wide arches, chandeliers and vases of flowers in nearly every room. She wondered where one got flowers in the winter during the occupation.

The study had bookshelves that reached the ceiling. There was a desk with a Tiffany lamp and leather armchairs. One wall was taken up by a fireplace. After a few minutes, Bernard appeared. He looked almost the same as he had a few years ago, although his cheeks were a little more gaunt and his beard was now completely gray.

“Marina, it’s lovely to see you.” He took Marina’s hand and stepped back to admire her. “You’ve changed. Last time I saw you, you were barely fifteen. Now you must be twenty. You’ve grown into a beautiful young woman. I’m terribly sorry I wasn’t at the train station. My housekeeper called me with the message, but I was hours away. I didn’t want to risk keeping you waiting.” He looked at her kindly. “It must have been a harrowing journey.”

Marina was about to answer when a woman in her fifties entered the room. She had olive skin and wore a velvet smoking jacket and red satin shoes. Marina was puzzled. Bernard was married. Marina had seen a photo of his wife—she was British with pale skin and fair hair. This fascinating-looking woman was someone completely different. She had dark, flowing hair and a wide mouth. Whomever she was, she must have been away the last time Marina visited with her father.

“I’m Belle,” she greeted Marina. “Bernard has been telling me all about you and your father. Bernard counts him as one of his dear friends.” The woman was even more dazzling when she smiled. “Please, sit down. You look exhausted. Can I get you something?”

The scent of Belle’s perfume, light and airy as if she had come from a dinner party, combined with her mention of Marina’s father was too much. Marina thought of everything that had happened that day and was overcome by a feeling of desperation so heavy it threatened to smother her.

“If I could have a hot drink, I’m very cold,” Marina said.

The room tipped and Belle’s voice came from far away. Marina put her hand out to steady herself. But only the floor was in front of her as she crumpled to the ground.



Marina opened her eyes. Sun streamed through the window and caught the side of a yellow pitcher. She blinked, wondering why her father had put a pitcher next to her bed, then sat up, worried that she was late for work.

But the room was unfamiliar. Instead of the single bed she’d had since she was a child, she lay on a king-size mattress with ruffled bedding. A Chinese armoire stood opposite her, and the ceiling was painted blue, with fat white clouds.

“You’re awake,” a female voice said.

Marina turned and noticed a woman sitting next to the bed. She dimly remembered meeting her. Her face was powdered, and she wore a strange outfit: riding pants and a hat adorned with silk flowers.

“Where am I?” Marina asked.

“Villa I Tatti,” the woman replied. “I’m Belle da Costa Greene, we met two days ago when you arrived.” She chuckled. “It wasn’t a long meeting. You fainted after I said hello.”

It all came rushing back to her. Her father’s murder, the train journey to Florence, meeting Ludwig at the station. Then nothing.

“I’ve been here two days?” Marina asked anxiously.

“You had a high fever,” Belle confirmed. “Don’t worry, we fed you soup, and I made my special hot chocolate with molasses and brandy.” She smiled wickedly. “It’s much too potent to drink for pleasure, but it’s strong enough to bring you back from the dead.”

“Thank you,” Marina said uncertainly. “I didn’t mean to inconvenience anyone.”

“I hardly thought you developed a fever on purpose,” Belle responded. “Bernard tried to call your father in Rome, but he didn’t answer.”

Marina gulped. She sat back against the pillows.

“My father is dead. He was shot by the Germans for housing a Jewish artist,” she began. Her eyes filled with tears, and her whole body shivered. “That’s why I came. I had nowhere to go.”

Belle nodded.

“We thought it was something like that. Bernard was so worried, your father was very important to him,” she said darkly. “You kept calling for him in your sleep.” She put her hand on Marina’s. “I’m very sorry. My father ran off when I was fourteen, and I haven’t seen him since. Your father is the first man you ever love. Losing him is the most painful thing imaginable.”

“I feel like I’m stuck inside a bubble,” Marina admitted. “It’s so small and tight, I’m afraid I’ll suffocate.”

“You did the right thing by coming here. You need food and rest, and we have plenty of room,” Belle assured her. “It’s not like before the war when the house was full of guests. You should have seen our dinner parties. Sitting there talking about art and literature as if we could set the world on fire. Since the war, we rarely have overnight guests.”

“Are you a collector too?” Marina asked.

“I’m a librarian,” Belle replied.

Marina took in Belle’s carefully made-up face and extravagant outfit. The pointed boots with gold buckles, the bangles dangling at her wrist.

“A librarian!” Marina said in surprise.

“Just because I’m a librarian doesn’t mean I have to dress like one.” Belle laughed. “I’ve been lucky in my career. But we’ll talk about that another time. What’s important is to make you strong. Anna will bring up breakfast, and you can take a bath. The bathtub used to be in the grand suite at the Hotel Cipriani in Venice. It’s so deep, you won’t be able to get out.”

After Belle left, Marina entered the bathroom and gazed at her reflection in the mirror. Her father always said her eyes were her best feature: they were warm and brown and full of mischief. Now they seem shrouded by a haze of grief.

Her cheeks were too thin and the bones on her shoulders stuck out. The worst part was her skin. She remembered a handsome young man at university once complimenting her on her creamy complexion. What would he say if he saw how deathly pale she was now, how the skin on her neck was almost gray?

After the bath, she pulled on a robe and climbed back into bed. Outside the window, the hills were turning orange and the trees had lost their leaves. Now she could see the full scope of the gardens’ beauty: manicured hedges and stone fountains and trellises that in the summer would be in full bloom. Whomever Bernard hired to design the gardens had taken the task very seriously.

Marina waited for breakfast and wondered what she was going to do with her future. Until now, her life had formed a simple straight line. She would finish university and join her father full-time in the gallery. Eventually, she would marry a man who shared her interests and would be a good father.

There was a knock, and Anna entered. She set a tray on the table next to the bed.

“Thank you.” Marina nodded. “It smells delicious.”

“Signora Belle said now that you’re better, you must eat all day,” Anna replied. “She made the porridge herself. Don’t tell Lucia, the cook. She’s very proud; if she knew Signora Belle was in her kitchen, she would be furious.”

Anna left, and Marina inspected the tray. There was a bowl of porridge and a glass of milk. She ate a spoonful and stopped. Her mind went to the breakfasts her father prepared in Rome before they left for work. He’d stand at the stove, stirring the porridge while Marina buttered slices of bread. They’d talk about a new artist at the gallery, or a client who was impossible to please. Despite the war, Marina had been happy.

The spoon clattered to her plate. She sat against the pillows and tried to breathe. It was impossible that she was there, lying in that glorious bed, able to take a bath and eat and drink when her father had been gunned down in their basement.



It was another week before Marina left the bedroom. Even then she started slowly, taking walks around what was called the Green Garden, so named because the terraced lawns contained no other colors. Bernard had instructed the landscape architect, Cecil Pinsent, to create a garden that belonged at a Renaissance villa. The entire grounds of Villa I Tatti were almost impossibly beautiful. A covered walkway led to a separate library with stained glass windows. There was a stone pergola flanked by statues and views of the hills that made Marina’s heart lift. Red-roofed houses and churches surrounded by stone walls more than a thousand years old stretched out beyond.

She explored the grounds over the next month, slowly regaining her strength. The grief overtook her at various times; she never knew when it would come. Sometimes her father’s death felt far away; at other times the bodies in the basement were as clear and close as if she had discovered them moments ago.

During her time at Villa I Tatti the weather remained almost freezing, but she still spent some of her time outside. Bernard and Belle were both very kind, but she felt awkward inside the villa. She wasn’t used to being idle. She missed the familiarity of the art gallery, the energy of the university.

As Marina strolled across the lawn farthest from the villa, she noticed a young woman about her age. She was hunched under one of the hedges. Her hands clutched her stomach as she groaned.

“Are you all right?” Marina asked as she approached.

“I didn’t know anyone was here.” The young woman straightened up. “I’m sorry, I live next door.”

She pointed to a villa on the adjoining property.

“Would you like me to walk you home?” Marina asked. “You sound like you’re ill.”

“No! I can’t go home,” she said sharply. “I mean, my mother sent me to borrow some flour. She’s baking bread, and she ran out.” She looked at Marina sheepishly. “I must have some kind of a stomachache. Suddenly I felt sick.”

“I’m Marina.” She held out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

The girl shook Marina’s hand. She had wild dark hair, as if someone took a brush to it and forgot to comb it out. “My name is Desi Pirelli. Are you the girl staying at Villa I Tatti?”

“Yes, I’m from Rome.” Marina hesitated. She still didn’t know how to talk about her father.

“I heard my mother talking about you,” Desi commented. “My mother is friends with Belle.” She laughed. “Everyone is friends with Belle, she’s like some wonderful jewel you can’t resist. I’m very sorry about your father. That must be awful for you.”

“Thank you.” Marina nodded briefly. “I’m lucky to be here. My father and Bernard were good friends. He and Belle have been so welcoming.”

“It sounds like your father was very brave. You must be brave also, to come to Tuscany by yourself,” Desi commented. “I hope you like it here. At least the rationing isn’t so bad in the countryside. Thank God for our cows and chickens. We’ll never run out of milk and eggs. And my mother is always baking bread. That’s why she sent me to borrow the flour. Bread fills you up.”

“I could eat eggs every day,” Marina said companionably. “My father and I often ate frittatas at trattorias on the weekends. We both ordered them the same way, with zucchini and extra butter and mozzarella cheese.”

“You’ll have to share the recipe with my mother, she loves to cook,” Desi said. “It keeps her mind off the German soldiers who patrol the neighborhood; I even saw them on our vineyards. They’re not supposed to be on private property, but how do you stop a man carrying a rifle?”

“It must be so hard to live with every day,” Marina said.

“Last week a Jewish family was taken from their villa in the middle of the night.” Desi’s mouth trembled. “No one knows what happened to them. Now my mother keeps a pistol next to her bed, and she showed me where the sharpest knives are kept in the kitchen. She moved them from the drawer to the pantry. If any German enters the house, I’ll stab them through the heart.”

Marina’s mind flashed to her father and Enrico. Again, she wished she had come home while the German officers were there. She could have grabbed a knife from the kitchen and stabbed them in the back.

The light returned to Desi’s eyes.

“You and I are young; my mother says fear is for old people. We have to believe in the good things: wine, food, and love. Without love, none of this would exist.” She waved her arms at the landscape. “Not the birds or the squirrels or the sheep.”

“I think you mean sex,” Marina said, laughing.

“Sex and love are the same thing.” Desi shrugged. “A woman can’t have sex without love.”

Marina’s mind went to Nicolo, the joy of his kisses. She had been in love. She had reprimanded herself for falling for him so easily. But Nicolo had been handsome and charming, and he had sworn he had feelings for her. Marina wondered if she would ever trust a man again.

“You’re right about that.” Marina nodded.

Desi clutched her stomach again and let out a moan.

“You have to do something for that stomachache,” Marina said. “Lean on me, and I’ll take you home.”

“All right, but you mustn’t tell my mother,” Desi warned. “She’ll ask the doctor to make a house call, and it will be so embarrassing.”

Desi’s villa was smaller than Villa I Tatti but very pretty, with a large terrace that overlooked the rolling hills. Stone columns reached up to a second floor, where the windows were covered with lace curtains. A vineyard and a separate garage lay beyond.

They entered the kitchen through a back door. A long table and counter were strewn with pots and pans. A woman with reddish hair stood at the stove. She turned.

“Desi, there you are,” she said. “You missed breakfast. I have to go to the barn and talk to the cows. We need more milk.”

“My mother believes if she talks to the cows, they’ll produce milk whenever she likes,” Desi explained to Marina. She turned to her mother. “This is Marina, she’s staying at Villa I Tatti.”

“Of course it helps to talk to the cows. They want to be loved like anyone else,” Desi’s mother insisted. She wiped her hands on her apron. “Belle mentioned a young woman was staying at the villa. I’m terribly sorry about your father. Please call me Catarina.”

“Thank you, it’s a pleasure to meet you. You have a lovely home,” Marina replied.

“I adore this house. But it’s like a difficult child. It’s unbearably hot in the summer and freezing in the winter,” Catarina said. “Luckily we have fireplaces in every room.” She went to the icebox and took out a square package.

“I made some cheese for Belle. Perhaps you can take it to her.” She handed it to Marina. “The milk is from Greta. She produces the best milk in Tuscany.”

Marina placed the package in her bag and followed Desi through the house. Marina was about to compliment the design when she noticed a young man standing in the living room, his arms filled with wood. He brightened upon seeing them.

“Marina, this is Carlos,” Desi introduced them. “His family lives next door, and they practically own the whole forest. Carlos brings us firewood so we don’t freeze to death.”

“I’ve seen your closet,” Carlos said to Desi with a grin. “You own enough coats to survive comfortably in Siberia.”

“Carlos loves to tease me about how many clothes I have,” Desi explained. “I don’t see why. Before the war he dated girls who bought their dresses in Paris and Milan.”

Desi’s cheeks turned pale again. She obviously wasn’t feeling well. It was better that Marina leave and they finish the tour of the house another time.

“I’d better go,” Marina cut in. She nodded to Carlos. “It was nice to meet you.”

“Please come back,” Desi said as she walked her to the door. “It’s wonderful to have a new friend.”

Marina walked through the gardens to the villa. It was late morning, and the house was quiet. Bernard was on a trip, and Belle was probably upstairs in her bedroom.

Marina put the cheese in the fridge in the kitchen. She remembered Desi saying she was coming to Villa I Tatti to borrow flour. And yet her mother had never asked about the lack of it.

She unwrapped her scarf and walked up the staircase. At the top, she stopped to admire the view out the window. She hadn’t noticed the forest before, but now she saw it formed a ring around the hills, like a wall protecting some medieval village. She wondered how one family could own all those trees.

Her step quickened as she reached her room. For the first time in weeks, she felt as if the terrible weight that pressed on her shoulders was lifting. Desi was her age and lonely. Marina still couldn’t see what the future held, but it would be nice to have a friend.
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