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"To know ourselves we must live our lives to
the bitter end, until the moment we drop into the grave. And even
then, there must be someone to gather us up, revive us, and tell of
us to ourselves and to others as in a last judgment. It is this
that I have done these past years; that I wish I had not done yet
will continue to do. Because it is no longer a question of others’
destinies, but of my own."

 


Salvatore Satta

The Day of Judgment


_________________________________

 


Oh mia patria sì bella e perduta!

O membranza sì cara e fatal!


[Oh, my country, so beautiful, so lost.

Oh, memory, So dear, so doomed.]

 


The Va’ Pensiero chorus of the Jews in
exile

from Giuseppe Verdi’s “Nabucco”

Lyrics by Solari.
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PROLOGUE



Through heavy patches of fog the
trucks, insignia painted over, tail boards shut, dirty canvas
sagging on the humped steel supports, traveled down the country
road like ghost ships gliding against the night horizon. Now and
then, one of the men in the back would poke his head out of the
canvas flaps, scanning the bleak, end-of-winter horizon for a sign
of journey’s end; drivers and passengers in the front cabs,
unshaven and too exhausted for speech, measured the progress
southward through flat farmland by the almost phosphorescent
limestone roadside markers: Milano 10 km., Milano, 5 km.



At the city’s northernmost limits the convoy, wheels thumping
loudly over the cobblestones, entered one of the newer and
larger squares, a circular space as dank and lifeless as a stone
tomb in the eerie pre-dawn light. The street-level shops of the
buildings that drew the piazza's inner limits were shuttered tight;
balconies on the upper storys seemed to droop like closed
eyelids.



The lead driver, waving a dirty red bandanna from his window,
signaled the convoy to follow as he headed for a gas station at the
center of the square. Even before the slowing vehicles drew up in a
jagged semicircle around the pumps, the men--a rag-tag, partisan
crew--began springing to the ground, opening the canvas backs,
shouldering rifles, looping heavy ropes over their shoulders. On
the ground, worn out by their long journey and the bitter cold
night, they slapped their arms, blew into their hands, restored
chilled limbs and exchanged mumbled words. When the trucks’ engines
had stilled, the only sounds to be heard were the scramblings as
the last men left the trucks.



As though by some tacit order, the random brigade began working.
They kept an unhurried, almost lazy pace, their faces
expressionless —no fear, apprehension, remorse or concern. It was
as though this were merely one more job, no more and no less
arduous for it being the last of their mission. The nearly twenty
cadavers, all in Fascist uniforms, were unloaded one-by-one, and
the heavy heaving was still in progress when a bright morning sun
emerged to light the carnage that was piling up on the stones like
so many sacks of potatoes. And the living kept on working as calmly
as though they had all the time in the world. As perhaps, in fact,
they did.



The war was over.

 



***************************************************************************

 



Chapter I

Courtyard and Piazza

April 29, 1945

 


In an aerial view,
thought Sara Levy, standing breathless at the end of the dark
access lane while looking at the mass of bodies before her eyes, it
would look like a gigantic Petri dish overflowing with lively
cells. She wiped the sweat from her forehead, wincing at her own
thought. She was pathetic at times like these, her mind going mad,
running off on senseless tangents, grasping at wildly irrelevant
thoughts whenever feelings of dread encroached. It was her way of
neutralizing panic, engendered in this moment by the manic scene
before her eyes. She had to distance herself from this scene,
coming as it did on the heels of her frantic, solitary race through
Milan’s deserted sun-drenched streets, when there had been no one
and nothing but her and her fear.

She should, of course, have expected the
throbbing mass, the thick tide of bodies. But she never got it
right when panic was involved. It took her over completely, she
surrendered to it without a fight. Besides, other thoughts, more
important ones, had invaded her head the moment she’d heard the
news two hours ago, and that was only natural. Why should she—would
she—have thought of anything else but him? The mayhem, the men,
women and children, bodies of all shapes sizes and ages pullulating
elbow-to-elbow under the fierce sun…so what?

On the other hand, how could she ever have
imagined that she would find him here? She hadn’t thought past her
arrival, his face had been the guide in her mind’s eye, pure
instinct had propelled her forward. Now she saw the next move as
impossible. Finding one face—one man…. How? She shuddered with a
sudden chill due as much to the cool shade where she stood in a
daisy-patterned sundress soaking with sweat as it was to her
daunted mental state. She felt she would soon weep, and lowered her
head.

“Signorina?” It was a hoarse and old voice
followed by a gentle touch of something rough on her forearm. She
opened her eyes. The hand was gnarled, with grimy nails and black
knuckles. She looked up. It was a small, gnome-like man, barely her
own height, his face ancient and cut with wrinkles both fine and
deep. He had on a tattered army jacket studded with medals, and
hanging from a frayed strap around his neck was a concertina which
displaced, with his every breath, the medals strewn across his
lapels.

“You all right, Miss?”

She drew back at the stench of stale sweat
and sour wine. His eyes were watery and bloodshot, the greasy,
salt-and-pepper hair stuck up, pointy, from a dirty bandanna around
his temples. He was wobbling dangerously, too, on a peg leg that
stuck out below the right knee of his Zoave trousers as he tried
balancing the good leg on the cobblestones.

“Signorina?” he repeated.

“I’m fine.” She swiped at her tear-streaked
cheeks. On some level she’d heard the squeaky concertina music as
she had stepped out of the lane into the square. He’d been playing
the Va Pensiero. My country, so beautiful, so lost... .

"You don't look any so fine to me,” he said.
“Beautiful, yes indeedy. Nice, that red hair all curly and
frizzy-like, but you’re white as a ghost under them freckles. And
sad! Didn’t you come to celebrate with the rest of us?"

A straggly group had formed around them.
Sara said, "I... I came to see....”

"OVER THERE!” he shouted, yanking a thumb
over his shoulder toward the square behind him. On reflex, Sara
rose on tiptoe. In what seemed the center of the square, its bulls
eye, were dark, hefty lumps swinging from girders like so many
prosciutti in a dry pantry. “They brought ‘em in this morning,” the
old soldier barked. “Before dawn. Seventeen. All fascisti, all of
‘em stone dead.”

“Best kind of fascisti,” piped a fat,
red-faced Signora who had poked her head between them. “Stone
dead,” she cackled.

The malignant cells at the center of the
Petri dish, Sara thought madly.

“They only strung up seven over the gas
station,” the old vet said. "Feet first. The other ten couldn’t fit
on the rail.”

“Weren’t important enough,” the woman said.
“They stayed piled up dead on the ground.”

"There’s live ones sitting on the wall under
the ones they hung up, ” the vet said, “but you can’t see them from
here.”

"Our heroes, the live ones,” the woman said.
“The partisans—the ones that killed the fascisti and brought them
here. They’re havin’ a rest, God bless 'em!”

Snapping to precarious attention, the vet
saluted. “Viva i partigiani!"

Partisans.

He would be with them. In the center, at the
station. He wasn’t just a partisan, he was better than a partisan ,
he was an American, a secret agent, sent in to help the partisans,
to do no less than make sure that Mussolini, the Duce himself, was
taken alive for the Allies. That was his real mission; he’d had
told her so himself not three nights ago when they were last
together, and he had told her the real truth because he loved her,
because he trusted her, and the fact that the Duce was dead now,
swinging there off in the distance, might still be only a detail
and not a signal of any failure or of....

The point being the partisans had won. The
war was over, and her best chance of finding him in this maelstrom
was to get to the gas station where live partisans were sitting on
the wall below the dangling bodies.

“Go have a look! ” the old vet urged, “it’s
a sight, I tell you! Not every day’s a day like this when...”

But she was already on her way to the gas
station.

* * * *

She’d done as he’d asked. For the first
three days after he left—three days of steady, drilling rain—she’d
stayed in the flat. But this morning the sunlight had been so
dazzling, so promising. And she hadn’t broken any promise by going
out onto the landing early to hang out some laundry--a pretext, of
course, to stand outside facing the wide-open carriage gates
directly opposite and wait for him to come striding into the
courtyard safe and sound. And so a perfect start to what should
have been a perfect morning: Milan graced with brilliant light
after the storms and showered by a luminescent, if somewhat eerie,
quiet: no loudspeakers hounding the populace in heavy,
German-accented Italian, no sirens. Just silence and hope. In the
courtyard below, the concierge sweeping the cement near the open
gates and her cat dozing in a patch of warm sun. Down the landing
fat busybody Signora Meanzi, sitting with her darning in her lap
and beyond Meanzi the very young Signora Fiala, her newborn asleep
in her lap.

And then it all changed when the Turani
boys, her sometime tutoring pupils from the building, came
careening into the courtyard screaming bloody murder.

“E morto
il Duce! Mussolini e’ morto, correte tutti a vederlo! A
Piazzale Loretooooo....”, they shouted over and over, “A Piazzale
Loreto, correte, correte, Mussolini è morto,” stomping and prancing
in place like dervishes until, with a lightning about-face, they
raced out the gate again and back into the street, chased by
Signora Grimaldi, broom in hand. The Fiala infant was screaming,
the cat was scrambling bushy-tailed for shelter, and in that split
second Sara knew something terrible and irrevocable had
happened--something that countermanded everything he had told her
three nights before. Frozen, hands gripping the balcony railing as
she stared out the open carriage gates, she knew one thing for
certain: she knew that she couldn’t keep her promise to him. She
had to go to Piazzale Loreto.

* * * *

The crowd swam outward from the center, so
her progress was a sort of halting tarantella, one step back for
every two forward. "Scusi, permesso; scusi, permesso," was her
chant as she patted children's heads, touched backs, and moving
forward under the lava-hot sun. The hot bodies crammed so tightly
against hers that her mind soared again to the manic aerial view:
the giant Petri dish filled to the brim with lively, healthy cells
swarming every which way, ebbing and flowing toward and away from
the cancer at the center—the gas station where seven bloodied
torsos, legs tied with thick ropes, had been strung by their ankles
from the steel girders over the petrol pumps.

Since early childhood she had detested
crowds. She was an islander and an only child who required nothing
more than the exclusive love of her older, doting parents. Yes,
she’d had friends. But she had never envied those with siblings or
desired a clique of friends. Unlike most children, she had never
even liked village fiestas. She was the bookish professor’s
daughter who loved her solitude and not even the war had changed
that, not even this festa nazionale without a nation, this street
fair without peddlers.

By now she was midway to the station. Her
forehead and scalp were drenched in sweat and she was dizzy, and
when she squeezed her eyes as though to power her body’s forward
charge, she saw bright flashes of red and green under her eyelids
and wasn’t reassured even when she opened them and the same bright
flashes persisted-- until she understood that the colors were the
day’s motif: wild bits of red, white and green skimming above the
sea of heads, colored placards urging "Viva l'Italia," and
"Libertà", mini-flags waving on balconies and windowsills, tricolor
boutonnieres blooming in lapels, tiny stiff flags clutched by
children perched on their fathers' shoulders. Then, skirting a
gaggle of shuffling nuns, she came face-to-face with an unexpected
opening in the throng through which the gas station was in full
view.

On the ground, the station was encircled by
dark blotches that were the spattered, canvas-covered trucks that
had transported the corpses. Pressing her hands hard against her
soaking midriff, Sara fought to quell a surge of nausea and moved
ahead. Passing two mustachioed carabinieri towering over the fray,
regal as their swords, she heard an older, professorial type in
wire-rimmed glasses hectoring them : "... worse than Piazza della
Signoria when they burned Savonarola! Worse than the forum after
Caesar's murder! Barbarians!" In her mind’s ear she kept hearing
the refrain: My country, so beautiful, so lost; and thoughts of
country, soldiers, old men, professors, flags, and microcosms of
nations teased her along on her progress until she realized she was
nearly at the center, and some part of her remembered what she had
brought with her.

She touched the side pocket on her sundress
and felt the paper stashed inside the poplin fabric. It was a
photo. She’d retrieved hours before from inside the lining of the
suitcase that she kept on top of the armoire in her room. The
second object in her pocket, a tiny brooch, almost pricked her
forefinger when she squeezed it. But touching her talismans gave
her new courage. Through aching eyes, she glimpsed eight or ten
cowled nursing friars who raised their heads as they shuffled,
gawking, past the carnage, crossing themselves so hurriedly that
the wide sleeves of their dark habits flapped like ravens' wings.
Finally, only four or five red-bandannaed men foisting handbills
stood between her and the large vehicles. She smashed through.

She was at the trucks at last, with a clear
view of the station from the gaps between them.

People were throwing garbage at the dangling
corpses. Happily. As if they were carnival goers pitching for a
teddy bear of kewpie doll.

She entered the inner circle and wove
between the trucks, purposely avoiding looking up at the hanging
corpses or the pile of dead bodies on the cobblestones. Round and
round the trucks she walked, circling the circle, ducking the
garbage hurlers. What good sports people were, she thought giddily;
two decades of betrayal at the Duce’s hands, yet they were almost
as well behaved at his death as they had been at Fascism's birth.
All they wanted, it seemed, was one decent eyeball-to-eyeball with
the defunct leader before re-entering the larger mass that was
ebbing and flowing and swelling and partying and generally ignoring
the dead rot at the nation's core.

When she finished checking the readily
visible living--those around her and those partigiani sitting on
the wall—she focused on the motley civilian army crawling amongst,
between and around the trucks like insects pestering rhinoceri at a
waterhole. Her nerves were raw, her limbs shaking, but she checked
even the mechanics, whose legs protruded from under the vehicles
like grasshoppers’ appendages.

He wasn’t there.

She straightened up, feeling her insides
sink into another excruciating void of dread that spread through
her like a cramp. It occurred to her that she might have missed
him; was he sitting on the wall after all? She turned again,
resolved to look only at the "live ones." But even upside down and
dead, Mussolini was commanding. His blood-stained, bullet-ridden
shirt was scrunched around his shoulders and rigor had frozen him
into a posture more ridiculous than any he had assumed in life.
Because this time, unlike his stiff, classic, one-armed Fascist
salute, both his arms were stuck out stiffly. And he was upside
down. A commedia dell'arte figure, a buffoon even in death. Or like
one of the puppets in the shows in the park when she was a child.
But his ghost, she realized with jangled insight, will haunt Italy
forever; the country would never quite be free of the saggy-jowled
poseur.

The corpses overhead were filthy, their
clothes tattered and stained crimson. She recognized none of them,
and was not to know until much later who they were and that they
had been chosen at random from the partisans’ prisoner lists.
Finally, when she was certain that some hideous mistake hadn't
placed her lover among them, she at last brought her eyes to rest
on the woman hanging next to the Duce. In a macabre gesture of
modesty, someone had tied an old rope around Clara Petacci’s skirt
so it wouldn’t fall upwards. Slut, they called Petacci; slag.
Harlot. Twenty-nine years younger than the Duce, she was now only
thirty-three and on this day, with her face fully visible and her
rich, dark hair cascading downward to her shoulders, Clara Petacci,
the Duce’s long-time mistress, looked less a whore than a sweetly
serene young woman who had finally gotten what every woman in love
wants: Her man all to herself.

"The cunt died first."

Sara turned. The man was tall, his profile
lean and sharp, his arms folded across his chest. "When we lined
them up against the wall, la puttana knew, and she blocked his body
with hers.” He shrugged. “So more bullets for her. Before they
strung them up this morning, they laid the Duce face up, with his
head flat on her boobs like he was her baby. And stuck his baton in
his hand. Like it was the baby’s bottle. He still had his jacket on
then.” He cocked his head to one side. “Then just as they were
about to string her up, some Englishman tied her skirts.”

"Englishman?” Her question was immediate.
“An Englishman tied her skirts?” But then, how would this man know
the difference between an Englishman and an American?

"A Brit.” He sneered. "Faggots, the British.
All manners, no balls."

"But …you’re sure he was British? Could it
have been an American?"

“British uniform, British accent. You ask
me, they should have left her cunt wide open. Teach you women to be
careful who you fuck," the man said, and ambled off.

She stalked the wall. The living partisans
were anonymous spectators with dirty hands, bored expressions, and
slumped bodies. Killing being such hard work, it was astonishing
how many relished it. She felt sluggish, diminished by her dread
and past its pain. Where he had been when the killings happened? He
may have failed to bring Mussolini back alive, but had he gotten
anywhere near the Duce? Dear God, where was he? And why was no one
here from her own group? No Lena, no Peppe, no Flavio.... Or
Silvio. At least the courier....

"SARA! SARA!"

A hand tugged at her shoulder and she
turned, but it was a moment before she could place the smudged
face, the guarded black eyes, the fine, small, sad features as
belonging to Silvio Roncalli. He was the group's courier; and he
was alone, it seemed. "Sara...," he said, moving to embrace her,
"come with me.”

The pity in his eyes frightened her. “Not
now,” she said, backing up against one of the trucks. “I have to
find Simon, I....”

He reached for her hand but she put it
behind her and gripped the truck's wheel guard tightly to steady
herself against the roaring in her ears.

"Sara..." He would have said more, but he
started coughing. She thought of Lena--Lena Servadio, her best
friend. Lena was Silvio Roncalli’s padrona, and Lena was sure
Roncalli had TB, and was always saying that when the war was over,
she'd see to it that he got proper treatment. Which was only right.
Lena should take care of Silvio, he was her responsibility because
he was her faithful servant and retainer whose family had been
overseers on Lena's family's estate for generations. Besides, it
was Silvio who had cared for Lena all through the war. So now Lena,
as the only surviving Servadio, must care for him—the only
surviving Roncalli. Back to noblesse oblige in the grand Italian
tradition, Sara Levi blathered to herself.

The coughing abated. "I came to get you,”
Roncalli gasped, “but Grimaldi said you'd already gone out. Did you
go to Lena?"

She had to smile at this. Why would she go
to Lena—who detested Simon—to find Simon? Then again, where was
Lena? Maybe she'd refused to come. Lena hated crowds too, not
because she was a loner, but because she was a snob.

"Where is Simon?" Sara blurted.

Silvio Roncalli stared at her as if she were
the village idiot. Well, he wasn't terribly clever, was he? He was
quick and trustworthy and loyal, an excellent protector. But he
wasn’t clever. So she spoke patiently and deliberately, the way she
would speak to one of her little students.

"Silvio,” she said, “you can tell me where
he is, because I know everything now. I mean, I know why he was
really with us—why he was sent in to work with our group. I know
why the Americans sent him. He told me about Mussolini; he told me
all of it, even though it was a secret. You didn’t know, did you?
Of course, it's no secret anymore now, not with that.” Her head
jerked toward the Duce.

Roncalli just looked at her strangely. As
though she were hysterical, she thought; he thinks I am out of
control.

"I know Simon wasn't supposed to tell
anyone,” she continued patiently, “but he told me anyway. I even
know his real name, and I know he’s from Providence, Rhode Island,
America. He’s not Roberto Simone, that’s only his code name. Of
course, to me he’ll always be Simon, even if his real name....”

She’d run out of steam.

After a deep breath, she went on.

“I never, ever cared about any of this,” she
said, waving her arm. "Mussolini, the war, the partisans.... I was
never like Lena or the others, I was only in the group because
Lena...because.... All I care about is Simon, " she finished
lamely.

Silvio Roncalli said nothing. But the
shocked and woebegone look on his face made Sara wonder if he'd
gone mad. On the other hand, he was a peasant, and like all
peasants, he treated women of his own class like dirt and women
like Lena and herself like queens. Peasant chivalry, that’s what it
was. I hate him, she thought, on some level knowing that unless she
rejected him and his odious pity, she’d perish; there was no other
choice, not in her state, not with the cramp of dread squeezing
breath from her. A useless runt, that’s what Silvio Roncalli is,
she thought. Some courier. He can't even speak.

"Come,” he said gently, kindly, extending
his hand. “Come with me.”

Was he being sneaky? Trying to trick her? Or
could he really take her to Simon? Maybe Simon was wounded and
needed her, maybe he was waiting somewhere nearby for her.

They cut eastward through the crowd,
Roncalli leading and she walking behind him, her eyes on the greasy
curls twining over his yellowed shirt collar, her thoughts on what
a fright she must look, hair damp, face pasty, hands covered in
rust and mud. Over and over and over she wiped her palms on the
daisy-patterned dress that had started off so fresh, so full of
hope yet again. It had been the last of so many garments in the
‘trousseau’ her mother had ordered for her from the dressmaker
before she left the island for Milan to begin her university
studies. A special gift from her mother, and still brand-new, never
ever worn, not once in all the years of her Milan exile. It had
lived for years stashed in her suitcase on the armoire, waiting for
a joyous occasion. After meeting Simon barely a month ago, she’d
resurrected the dress from the suitcase and was amazed that it
still held the aroma of Sardinia: the dry sage, the curry-like
fragrance of that hot, arid island steeped in sun and melancholy.
The aromas had reminded her of the day she and her mother had
walked home from the dressmaker, laughing together, with the
finished sundress, which her mother had insisted on carrying,
swaddled like a baby in crisp white paper.

A week ago she had carefully washed and
ironed the dress, her heart singing. She’d felt sure the time had
finally come, and somewhere her mother was witnessing her child’s
happiness at long last. What else, then, could she have worn today,
but this dress, soiled and wrinkled and moist now, but still right
to clothe her joy?

She and Silvio were nearing the spot where
she had first entered the square, and all at once the old soldier
and the lost homeland and dear, fatal memory, and Roncalli and the
old veteran got mixed up in her mind and she felt pity for the
courier. After all, Silvio Roncalli had only Lena left; he was so
vulnerable, just another victim. Or were all men victims? Simon,
her own father, Peppe, the group’s leader.... Even the mad, dapper
Flavio.

No, she decided arbitrarily, that was wrong.
There were two kinds of men in the world.

The first—the quick, clever, educated
men—were the leaders, Men like Simon or like Lena's brother David.
Or even Flavio. And they were the worst, especially if they were
bright and good, because then they were doomed to lose because they
saw too much and never clearly. They couldn’t separate the ideas in
their heads from the love in their hearts, thinking confused them
and they messed up every time. So the best men were the second
kind, the slightly thick, good-hearted men, the inarticulate,
loyal, humdrum infantry in love's army who toed the line and didn't
ask questions, didn't try and change things, didn't reason too
finely, just took care of those they loved. No quibbling, no
divided loyalties, no desertion in the ranks, she concluded,
frazzled, tagging behind Roncalli as he entered a side street.

The shaded lane was far from the mob in the
square, and walking calmly now beside Silvio Roncalli, Sara saw
immediately that he was ill. His face was sodden and doughy, and he
rubbed his chest continuously, as if manually pumping his heart.
Finally, halfway down the lane, he had to stop. She brought him a
kitchen chair; he straddled it backwards, his head slumped on his
arms. "Keep your head down,” she said, touching the clammy nape of
his neck. It had occurred to her that Simon might be in one of
these tiny stucco townhouses. Wounded, perhaps. She would have to
stop her disjointed thinking and keep her wits about her so she
could take care of him, make him well. And Lena will make Roncalli
well, she thought. The courier raised his head and took a dirty rag
from his pocket. Now he was mopping his forehead with it. That was
when she noticed the deep, dark red splotches on the sleeve of his
jacket, and she looked away quickly, looked up at the clotheslines
overhead where sheets as gray as Silvio's face swatted the air.

"Is Simon nearby?” she finally asked.

Roncalli shook his head.

"Tell me where he is," she said, "or I'll
have to leave you here and go to Lena.” He looked up, and his dirty
cheeks were smudged with tears. “No, no,” he said, “you mustn’t go
to Lena.”

So she took a second chair and sat down
alongside him. It was quiet in the lane except for the background
music drifting in from the square and the sheets above, puffing
like giant sails. What an unlikely duo we are, Sara thought.
Preposterous, even. The cultured, Jewish, professor’s daughter in
her party dress and the consumptive peasant in his bloodstained
jacket. But she was objectifying again, staving off the panic
inside.

She put her hand in her pocket and took out
one of the two talismans Simon had entrusted to her on the night
before he left—the objects she had hidden in her night table drawer
as rain beat the shutters.

The crinkly borders of the snapshot framed a
family photo: mother, father, and two sons mugging on the sidewalk
under a shop awning that said, Panetteria Belbosco. It could have
been any family in front of any bakery anywhere in Italy. But it
was Simon’s family, and it wasn't Italy but an Italian neighborhood
he’d called Federal Hill, in Providence. In the photo, he was a boy
of fourteen or fifteen, standing between his mother and younger
brother, and he was his parents' height. But as he’d pointed out
the other night when they hid the snapshot—he had been munching an
apple at the time, and she had leaned over, and, in a kiss, taken
the bittersweet fruit pulp from his mouth with her tongue—he was
now at least a head taller than they.

The second object, the pin, was a small ruby
octagon that nestled in her palm like a dry berry. She poked at the
twisted gold chain attached to the octagon until the pearly letters
Tau, Beta, and Pi were righted. He had boyishly confessed that this
was the name of an M.I.T. engineering honors fraternity, and she’d
thought, How American, how typically juvenile. But how endearing he
had been, his breath warm on her cheek as he explained the pin's
clubby, male significance. She had wanted him again inside her
right that moment: no fuss, just him inside her.

He told her he had smuggled the pin and
photo in against orders; risked his life for mere objects, some
might say. But only those who took reality at face value.

Roncalli seemed to be napping now. Maybe,
she thought, it was fitting after all that she and the courier
should be together here, at this moment. Roncalli had been the
first of the group to meet Simon, she the second. Also, despite
their differences, she and the courier had another thing in common:
both preferred silence to speech. And never, she thought, had
silence been more appropriate than now. Because if no words were
heard in the private, still world of the lane, no tree had fallen.
But maybe, she thought, Roncalli wasn’t napping. Maybe he was
remembering, as she was, the when and the why and the how of this
long month. Rembranza sì cara e fatal. Like her own memory
scurrying back and forth over every lavish detail that had been
this cherished April. And memory was the great consoler. Now, for
example, it gave her the patience to wait silently in this lane
with the peculiar little man beside her while she thought of the
past weeks. They had marked her own rebirth. Love had come to her
and she had been happy—joyous—for the first time since the war
began. There had been other rebirths too this month: of a season;
of a nation; of a continent. Perhaps—why not?--of mankind itself.
And any moment now, the slight, ailing man beside her would speak
and fill in the blanks; he would reveal how the passionate parade
had ended with this absurd twosome alone in a forgotten alley on
this bright, last day of April but one.

 



**************************************************************************

 



Chapter II

Earth and Sky

Mid-March, 1945

 


Silvio Roncalli sat
on the back stoop of the abandoned farmhouse, a cigarette between
his lips, watching the young night shift across the field under
scudding clouds and a sliver of gray moon. Soon the war would be
over; soon, too, one of the worst winters he could remember would
end. For the moment he had this brief time alone on this deserted
farm. And the errand at hand.

“You’ll recognize the farmhouse by the
letters on the side wall: 'La terra non tradisce mai'”, Lena had
told him. “But...”

“I know, I know,” he’d interrupted. “Those
aren’t the passwords, just one of the Duce's slogans. Lena,
...”

“Don't say it again.” She shook her head
adamantly, setting her sleek, black hair swaying back and forth
around her face. “Don’t ask me again. I'll be fine. Just make sure
you’re in that field by two a.m.”

"He'll speak Italian?"

"Dialect, most likely. He’s
Italian-American."

He’d kept his thoughts to himself and made
his own decisions. She could tell him when and where. She was the
boss, he was her servant. But the how was up to him. Looking out
across the rough expanse, bleak and lumpy as a tar pit from the
stoop to the copse of poplars at its far limit, he struck a match
and its flare immediately draped the open window shutters at his
right in shadows.

He'd arrived mid-afternoon, in plenty of
time to evolve a plan after a good look around. The slogan on the
wall said, 'The earth never betrays,' and if there was one thing
Silvio Roncalli knew in this life it was the earth. If it didn't
feel right once he’d finished his reconnaissance, well....

The house was easy, because he had lived all
but the last three of his own forty years in one almost identical
to it. He hid the bicycle behind the stairs in the ground-floor
stalls, then cased rooms on the second floor all broom-clean until
he opened the flue on the fireplace in the main room and dry rodent
bones spewed out onto the cracked terracotta hearth. Back on the
ground floor, he opened the rear windows of the stalls just before
starting to canvas the field—the earth that never betrayed—and was
looking out, memorizing the field and bordering trees. He noticed a
missing slat at the bottom of the shutter and tested it, opening
and closing, locking and unlocking the shutters.

Outside, he rehearsed going from both the
front and back doors of the house across the field to the nearest
poplar border. In the fading daylight he traipsed the bumpy,
neglected terrain over and over, weaving in and out of the
bordering trees until he knew the poplars and field almost as well
as he knew the seasons, crops, and soil of the Servadio estate
where he’d been born and raised. The difference was that the
Servadio estate had been safe. This latest of Lena’s harebrained
schemes was anything but. He was here, and she was in Milan, about
to meet with the group. And they wouldn’t like the surprise she had
for them.

What could she have been thinking?
Contacting Switzerland on her own, without their approval;
requesting an American agent to work with them. She was too
independent. Being the group’s radio operator didn’t mean she could
make these requests or decisions on her own. Flavio especially
would be furious. Roncalli had wanted to be there with her in Milan
when they learned what she’d done. But once she had made up her
mind there was no stopping her, so here he was doing her bidding,
her dirty work, as he always had. And ready to defend her as he
always had. Against the group and against herself, if need be.

It nearly dark by the time he’d finished
casing the field. Back inside the farmhouse, he snacked, napped,
and awoke to nearly absolute darkness—no moon, wind, or rain. An
ideal night, he supposed, and the field probably the right size,
but then what did he know about parachute drops. He’d never met one
before, not even a supply chute, never mind a live chustist coming
down. And an American to boot.

Out on the stoop, he smoked another
cigarette. So far, so good, but if things turned out not so good,
well, acts of God or man could happen out here, things even Lena
wouldn't be able to question or doubt. It was his call now, and if
he smelled a rat....

He rubbed his spine against the doorjamb. At
the beginning, him being the eldest of four brothers and with
weak-lungs, the fascisti classified him draft-exempt and he figured
he'd sit out the war working the land, overseeing the Servadio
estate, and generally taking care of things for the padrone’s
family once they left for England. Then his baby brother Nino was
called by the recruiting office in the village. It was the
beginning of the end, though Roncalli hadn't known it at the
time.

He turned his palm upward, fingers curled to
hide the cigarette's ember. La
terra. La Patria, La Guerra, Il Lavoro, La Mamma. Big
catch-words force fed to the Italians for years now. He dropped the
butt, and ground it with his heel until la terra absorbed the
tobacco like it eventually absorbed everything and
everyone—including, any day now, the Duce and his big mouth. Since
time was time, as the proverb went, Italians had known what was
right, what was wrong, and their true place in the natural order of
things on this terra. Without any slogans from the barrel-chested
Duce to remind them.

He stuffed the remaining scrap of cigarette
paper into his pocket. Lena’s father had begged him, implored him:
"Take care of her, Silvio, take care of her,” when Lena refused to
go with the family to London. She was going to stay in Italy and
fight. Silvio Roncalli had only nodded at his boss’s request. No
other response was necessary because the old man knew Lena and her
brother David were the children Roncalli'd never had and never
would have. He was sixteen when Lena was born, and he would do
anything for her—he did everything for her, including worrying
about her when she hadn't the sense to worry about herself.

So the Servadio family went to England, Lena
stayed, and Roncalli got no farming done at all. Not that smuggling
foreigners and Jews out across the lakes or over the mountains was
bad work; Lena ran the network and Roncalli was her foot soldier,
and sure, there was danger, but he was out in the open and he knew
the land. But then the Germans came, took the Servadios' estate and
the Milan townhouse, and Lena was forced into hiding. Roncalli, who
was neither rich nor Jewish and too sick for the army, had no
reason to hide. He was just another stray peasant in the filthy
city, scrounging a bed where he could so long as he was close
enough to Lena to help her play her war games the way he used to
help her play contadina when she was a little girl and she'd gather
eggs or poke around the vegetable garden. But Milan was the city,
and after two years he still hated it, especially tonight—with Lena
was alone and in real danger while he squatted on a stoop in the
middle of fucking nowhere waiting for another foreigner that Italy
needed a lot less than it needed the refugees that the network had
smuggled out. This was the irony his mind was toying with when his
ears picked up the distant rumble.

He scrambled to his feet, eyes and ears
searching the approaching sound as it reached across the field and
peaked in a blur of noise. There it was: a white fleck as dim and
solitary as a star, and for a second, in a rare moment of whimsy,
he imagined the plane had laid an egg. He squinted, but the white
had already disappeared into a charcoal cloud and the noise was
heading elsewhere. Slowly, he backed into the house, closed the
door, and drew his knife.

The speck had reappeared by the time he got
to the open window. The frame bore into his lower ribs as he leaned
out, got a purchase on the wooden slats with the blade of the knife
in his right hand and the fingertips of his left, and drew the
shutters to him until in the dark stalls it was just him, the
silence, the lingering odor of the animals, and the weapon in his
hand. He crouched and peered through the broken slat, then stood
and pushed down on the shutter handle, positioning the rods. With a
half-twist, he clamped the hinges locked. And well before the feet
of the latest invader touched the earth that never betrayed, Silvio
Roncalli was ready for him.

* * * *

Free fall and countdown. In the mad churn
wild currents jabbed at him, jerking him around, pasting his
clothes to his limbs. Roberto Simone—that was who he was now, until
further notice—thought of a spine-tingling ride in the Providence
carnival's funhouse, counting as he fought for breath against the
force-feeding wind. At TWO he clenched his teeth and gripped the
strings tighter; at ONE, he wondered what the fuck was he doing
here? Then he yanked the cord hard.

With staccato bubblegum pops, the wind
snapped at the white silk over his head, and then he was segueing
into a melancholy drift, lolling in the halter, legs cushioned,
riding the air in synch with the silk and the wind and the night
and feeling euphoric. He was exhilarated by the drop, he was a
soldier at last. This was pay dirt, all that he had schemed for,
prayed for, in these years of war and even before. It was the
eleventh hour, but he was finally in it, dropping straight into the
thick of it through a celestial corridor.

It was his first night drop. Daylight
practice had always plucked his earthly self —the man of action,
scientist by nature, chemist by profession, believer in tangibles
—from his position at the center of the universe and turned him
into a mere snatch of tissue and bone. The effect was even stronger
at night. Platoon-less, squadron-less, battalion-less—he was
fiendishly alone, only the wind heralding his entry into battle as
he slid past the horizon's darkly glowing crown, just one more
insignificant fellow traveler in a galactic continuum of past,
present and future. If there was a universal mind (and Roberto
Simone would have bet against it), he could imagine it snickering
at the presumptuous male earthling slipping past remote, flickering
stars, every one more potent than he. World without end, he
thought, imagining the phrase—WORLD WITHOUT END—blinking in
Broadway neon as it danced along a magical trajectory that cut a
glorious arc begun with the early Federal Hill masses of his
childhood and spanned latitude X from the New World to the Old, an
ocean and decades away.

The mini-epiphany was rudely interrupted as
the earth below him came into view. There were trees stuck in the
ground like so many giant darts on a board, and him sailing above
them, headed for a big empty field. He could easily crash, as some
did, and wind up a tangled mess in the branches, neck broken like a
blind bird's. What a start. What a finish.

But no. He was in. He was Down. And on his
ass. Did this bode something?

The ground was cold and bumpy, and he tried
steadying himself but wobbled like a weak kitten as he hauled in
the chute. The air was chill but clean, pure, and taking deep
breaths, he looked around.

To his left, a house and road; to his right
a frieze of skinny trees. The landscape fit his brief —though he
imagined half the country probably looked like this. Wriggling out
of the harness, he looked around for the courier and his eyes found
the words on the farmhouse: La Terra non tradisce mai. The earth
never betrays, he whispered. Because he had always had two
languages. And starting now, two names and two lives.

But he was finally in it. After almost two
years on a work fellowship in boring Basel and two more angling for
an assignment from his bosses in Bern. He had been denied active
service or any service at all because of a minuscule pisshole in
his heart that he’d known nothing about until he tried enlisting at
the MIT recruitment office in Boston the day after Pearl. He’d have
done anything-- dropped MIT and the M.A. he had barely started like
a hotcake, research grant or not; he would have gone to any theater
of the war. But the defect he had never known he had disqualified
him for active service—which was the only thing it had ever stopped
him from doing and the one thing he had wanted most.

Watching the field's borders, he patted his
pocket for his forged papers and squeezed the jacket lining where
he'd sewn the photo and pin into a secret pocket. It crossed his
mind that it must be a while since the road to his right, a dry
trickle of India ink, had last seen a motor vehicle. All in all, it
seemed impossible that this set-piece field and farm, peacefully
asleep in the night, could really be part of a war-torn country up
for grabs. As he pulled his cap from his pocket, he kept scanning
the landscape for a sign or signal. But there was none. No courier
yet. He was as alone and exposed as a naked baby on a blanket.

Hugging the squashed chute to his chest, he
set off for the poplars, working his feet hard as it dawned on him
that his situation fell damn short of wonderful. No sign at all of
the courier. So the guy could be late, or... the message might have
been intercepted and deciphered. In which case he could be ambushed
by someone waiting in the shuttered farmhouse behind him. Not a
happy thought; he could imagine the blind expanse behind him as a
famished cur, in hot pursuit of him as he tramped the field.

He concentrated on breathing, determined to
maintain a steady inhale-exhale, a measure of control. But progress
was slow, the ground as stiff as stale dough, and his shoes slid on
the dry roots until his thighs, straining to propel his legs
forward, began to burn like rubber rasped by steel. Soon he was
panting; even the cold air, so invigorating moments before, began
to seem a cheap trick. He had left an early Swiss spring behind
him, only to drop into a vanquished winter season that wouldn't cry
uncle. Like the Germans in Italy, Robert Simon thought. Hanging on
to the bitter end.

He was covering ground, however; getting
closer and closer to the poplar grove. But still no sign of the
courier. He did have a contingency plan. If something should go
wrong—if the courier didn’t show—he would bury the chute, sack out
in the woods, and head for Milan on his own in the morning. Once in
the city, he would find a way to locate the group he was supposed
to link up with. But as he neared the warp of tight gray trees
stabbing the earth that never betrayed like gigantic stilettos,
another thought punctured his pluck: the grove could be a trap.
Maybe he should he stay where he was in the open field...?

Then suddenly, his skin prickled in a
warning from his sixth sense that ran through him scalp-to-sole
until every hair on his long frame stood on tiptoe and dug into his
flesh like monster cat claws. Only then was he forced to
acknowledge what his overworked imagination had only dared hint
at:

He was being followed.

He crammed the chute to his ribs, stuck his
other hand into his pocket, and gripped the knife. His saliva had
disappeared, his nerves were short-circuiting, his hands and feet
tingled.

His tracker had to be somewhere to his left
where field and trees met--beyond the first rim of trees. And
whoever was in there had a gun and a perfect bead on him.

He listened hard, but there was only the
buzz of absolute silence in his ears and a devilish voice in his
head taunting him: You should have checked the farmhouse, it went
in a sing-song, like kids in the schoolyard at recess chanting,
Simon’s got a girlfriend, Simon’s got a girlfriend. Louder and
louder it grew, until the yammering became a roar: You should've
checked the farmhouse, you dumb shit.

He groaned. While he had been a slow-moving
target in the air, here on the ground, carrying his incandescent
armload, he was dead meat. In growing panic, he saw himself
bumbling along like W.C. Fields on a bad day. The manic thought
that cheered him a bit because one of the many gifts he possessed
was the ability to laugh at himself. But this time, it wasn’t just
black humor poking at him. It was the mechanism of utter denial of
his impossible situation.

Why hadn't he checked the farmhouse?

He could smell his own sweat, the stench of
fear seeping from his stale wool jacket to his nostrils. And he had
no options. If he dropped the chute and spun around, he'd be dead
before the silk hit the ground. If he zigzagged for the trees, he'd
be headed off or shot. Best-case, he would be captured and kept
alive till he told them all he knew. In any case, his cover and his
coveted assignment would be blown. His bowels tingled. Would he
shit himself in fear? He should have checked the farmhouse. But no
choice now. Unless....

He was still alive, and where there was
life, there was choice—if only within the narrow range of how to
die. It was still choice. He could go down fighting, shouting,
laughing, even singing....

Singing.

Absurd. A crazy notion. Go out on a high
"C", not on a low ebb. They said dying took as much courage as
living. If so, he could make his last statement con brio. He
thought of Pop—ah, Pop!, sunk back in his armchair in the living
room, looking out at Federal Hill while he listened to Caruso on
the gramophone. Music was Pop’s thing, he used to say words went
better with music—like food with wine. And because Pop was usually
right, Robert Simon decided, stopping in his tracks, to let the
passwords fly, wishing them to carry beyond those fucking trees,
maybe as far as Milan in a swan song travelling down that neon
World without end trajectory he'd pictured during the drop. His
ditty would be dedicated to Pop; it would shimmy right back across
the Atlantic to the older man sitting in his armchair in
Providence. And like a demented troubadour, Roberto Simone belted
out full-voiced into the night, to the tune of La donna e'
mobile,

♪"Riso a
Milano/Riso a Milano

Riso a
Milano/Riso a Milano..."

The refrain disappeared into the dark as he
waited, listening, the knife handle in his palm wet with sweat. But
the night gave him only silence: no shot, no echo, no ritornello,
not even a fart. So much for Plan A, he thought, and began walking
again.

The trees weren’t far now. Giddy with either
relief or fear, he played a little head game of step-on-a-crack,
talking to himself staccato, pacing his whirring brain. If he died
out here, the pin and the photo he'd smuggled in wouldn't mean
squat; there would be no identification of the corpse because no
corpse would ever be found. The gravestone next to Georgie's in the
Pawtucket cemetery would also say, "Died in the service of his
country," only kid brother Georgie had gone down in the Pacific, in
a real battle at sea. While he, Pop's eldest, Pop's pride and joy,
Ma’s prodigy, the M.I.T. brain dressed like a hick, would be shot
in the back before his big deal assignment ever got off the ground.
So to speak. Snuffed out while singing nonsense to Verdi....

“Mai a
Firenze/Mai a Firenze.”

The answer, spoken, not sung, came from his
left—Outta left field, he thought, stopping, watching the trees,
gripping the knife with new resolve as his skin, breath, sight, and
nerves jamboreed in drunken relief. It had to be the courier . Had
to be. Unless they had gotten to the courier first. And tortured
the passwords from him.

Then his fate emerged from the poplar
grove--a small, thin figure who was approaching him quickly. An
agile little fucker, thought Roberto Simone as the silhouette grew
closer. Could be a kid. Some pipsqueak who’d been casing him from
the farmhouse or woods since mid-drop, refusing to show his face
even when he knew he had the upper hand. The thought enraged him.
He might just use the knife in his hand. But he knew better, he had
been sent in to earn the trust and respect of the whole
group—including this little bastard who might, or might not, be the
courier.

Only it wasn’t some kid, it was a grown man,
forty-ish, wiry, dressed in peasant clothes with shrewd dark eyes
and a hard stare that said he was no farmer-in-the-dell. And there
was something oddly familiar about him; something that, here in
deepest night, in a blank field in a foreign land, reminded the new
Roberto Simone of his childhood. The little guy was like the small,
suspicious, circumspect Italos of Providence, the brick layers,
construction workers, painters, plasterers, masons, fishermen, boat
builders. The workers who stopped by Pop's bakery early every
morning for a fresh-baked loaf. The only thing missing was a black
metal lunchbox. Simon was back again on the round-trip trajectory,
that gaudy, flickering arc between him and Federal Hill as he
extended his hand to this paisan.

"Sono Simone, Roberto," he said, last name
first. Pronouncing it the Italian way. See-MOAN-nay.

The man’s eyes narrowed to a suspicious
slit, and Simon wondered who the guy had been expecting.
Eisenhower? "Ma tutti mi chiamano Simon," he added.

The fellow’s expression went from suspicious
to dumbstruck. Simon, his right hand still hanging mid-air like a
dead fish, found this worrying. “Siete il corriere?" he asked. The
man said nothing. Simon repeated the question. “Are you the
courier?”

A well-calloused palm grasped Simon’s.
"Roncalli, Silvio," the man mumbled, then his hand flew to his
mouth, clamped it shut, and with a hideous gag that was part burp,
part death rattle, he started coughing convulsively.

As Silvio Roncalli shook and hacked and
barked through the fit, Simon was reminded again of Federal Hill
and the Southern Italos of his boyhood, Pop’s men, who loved the
good baker and relied on his northern literacy and practicality.
They showed him respect and earned his because, though barely
literate and out of their cultural depth, they had managed to make
a new life and raise families in patchwork America, toughing it
out, bearing up, showing backbone. As a little American boy, Simon
used to wonder what they'd have been like on their native Italian
turf. Now his answer was here before him, wheezing. But the tables
were turned. Here, in this tableau, the foreigner wasn't Roncalli,
Silvio; it was Roberto Simone. Then why, Simon wondered as the
courier spat a wad of phlegm the size of a bocce ball, was the
little man behaving so oddly? Why had he stalked Simon like a
killer, only to nearly fall apart when they met face-to-face?

Roncalli wiped his mouth with a crushed
bandanna, blew his nose, and looked up warily. "Bene. Andiamo."

"Bon," Simon responded spontaneously in his
parents’ parmigiano dialect, shunning the grammatically correct,
refined Italian that he’d flaunted to wangle his way into Allen
Dulles’ Bern operation as a translator, proving himself so well
that soon he was working right alongside the Chief of American
Intelligence in Switzerland. "Where to?" he asked Roncalli,
Silvio.

The courier blinked and pointed at the
chute. “Follow me.”

Deep inside the grove of trees, Roncalli
stopped, drew his knife, hunkered down, and started digging. Soon
they were both at it, side-by-side, jabbing and scraping the frozen
earth in silence, their breaths steamy against the tart dark. In no
time, the chute’s grave was finished—and so was Roncalli. He
wheezed, rocked back onto his heels, and sucked air into wasted
lungs, the knife blade upright in one hand, the other hand mopping
his forehead. When he could breathe again, they cleaned the knives
on the silk, which they then folded ceremonially, Simon reminded of
two small brothers folding damp sheets for Ma by the backyard
clothesline. Memories. They were his only baggage, aside from the
photo and pin.

They filled the grave, kicking topsoil and
leaves over the chute. Simon stole glances at Roncalli, who seemed
better now—as good, that is, as a cagey peasant with a terminal
cough could be. But soon the graveside dance of the leaves got to
the courier for real and he was coughing again. To break the spasm,
he thumped his chest and popped more sputum. A wipe of the mouth, a
blow of the nose; the bandanna found its way back to his pocket.
"Andiamo," he muttered.

They kept inside the border trees on their
way to the house. Simon stopped for a pee, Roncalli went on alone,
and Simon met up with him as he was scraping the soles of his shoes
on the back stoop. By the time Simon’s shoes were clean, Roncalli
was a dim figure inside the farmhouse, mounting the narrow stairs
in the glare of a match.

Upstairs, Simon found the courier already
sitting on the hearth of a huge fireplace in the damp, empty room.
His arm was raised toward Simon, and in his hand was a pack of
Nazionali.

They sat in silence, in an acrid haze of
cheap tobacco and damp stucco. Simon was warming to the courier.
The fellow seemed his own man, all-of-a-piece. No extra fat on the
body, no extra words in the mouth. How different this little guy
from the men Simon had left behind in Bern --‘real’ Americans like
Allen Dulles, his sidekick Gero von Gaevernitz and the other bona
fide members of the ‘old-boy network’ of the OSS Bern station.
Unlike Silvio Roncalli—or Pop—those men were talkative. If Pop were
to meet Dulles, he'd say that as congenial and charming as Dulles
might be, he was like all Americans: he sought respect by winning
approval, as though being liked would make one respected. Of course
Pop, being a foreigner himself, would have gotten it only
half-right, Simon also realized, leaning over to extinguish his
cigarette under his shoe. Italians intimidated with silence; less
was more, less brought respect because it betokened mystery, and
mystery was commanding. Unless, of course, the silence was only a
mask to hide their intimidation—their way of toughing out a tricky
situation. The American tactic was to disarm with loquacity.
Americans were positive, open, congenial, sincere. Another brand of
bullshit--o r, at least, a different approach. Simon had always
tended to think the ‘American’ way was better, but maybe....

"We eat something,” Roncalli said. "Then we
sleep. Tomorrow early, we go to Milan."

“To the men?” Simon was fishing shamelessly.
He knew the group was hiding outside Milan, and only their
mysterious radio operator, who had put in the request to Dulles for
an American agent, was in the city. But the radio operator of the
group, like every partisan radio operator, was probably the
best-kept secret since D-Day. Simon doubted he’d ever meet him, but
was curious to find out how much Roncalli knew about what
he—Simon—knew. He added, “We’re going to the men tomorrow?”

“You stay one night in Milan,” Roncalli
said. “Then I take you to the men."

"And where is that? Where are the men?”

Roncalli shrugged. "Outside the city."

"Why not take me directly to them?"

But it seemed the information desk had
closed for the night. Roncalli was busy retrieving a hobo’s bundle
from the fireplace recess. It occurred to Simon that Roncalli
himself might be the radio operator. Maybe there was a radio inside
that bundle, maybe Roncalli was going to transmit right here and
now. But no, not unless the radio was hidden inside a salami. Or in
a loaf of bread or a flask, all of which Roncalli took from the
bundle and set out on an open napkin. As the courier mucked around
the food with his knife, Simon took out cigarettes and offered
one.

"Luckies," Roncalli remarked, holding the
cigarette lengthwise, sniffing at the white paper. He tucked the
fag behind his ear. "Like black market Milan before the war." He
pressed the bread loaf against his chest and cut towards him, then
offered Simon a soft, white chunk and a piece of salami. "Special,”
he said in answer to Simon's look. "For tonight."

Lines blurred and Simon was back home again:
food from Ma's kitchen--only this wasn’t Ma’s kitchen. It was a
crummy farmhouse in enemy territory on the first night of his
mission, and so far, so good, despite the first scare. But he was
feeling too much at home; he’d best keep his guard up. He still
didn’t know how much the group knew about him, though he was pretty
sure that they had no idea how much he knew about them. The
unknowns should have increased his tension. Yet he couldn’t deny
the familiarity: Italy felt like Providence, Providence like
Italy.

Back in the day, Simon had never felt much
at home with the Providence Italos. Maybe they were part of where
his parents had come from, but to him they had never represented
his Italian heritage, his Providence reality, or the future he
wanted. Maybe he just had no home. When he first started MIT as a
scholarship whiz kid, he’d thought he’d finally found his milieu,
but that too had turned into just a half-truth. Maybe this mission,
if successful, was his belonging. Or maybe he was just so much
filler in the club sandwich that was his life, he was thinking as
Roncalli proffered a silver flask. White bread, silver flasks; Who
the fuck am I, Simon wondered. Where am I? He drank—and gagged.
"Gesù! This is real Cognac! Even in Switzerland you can't..."

"Special for tonight," the courier said
tersely.

"Courtesy of...?”

Roncalli went opaque. "The radio
operator."

"I'll thank him in person tomorrow." Dulles
and the Bern station had only notional information on the radio
man: Identity unknown; flawless code, highly skilled, fluent
English. Works out of Milan, exact location unknown. Not with the
men.

Roncalli said nothing.

* * * *

"...Identity unknown. Flawless code, highly
skilled, fluent English. Works out of Milan, site unknown. Not with
the men."

Awaiting sleep on his ashy, damp pallet,
Simon traveled back to a bright, brisk Bern morning three weeks
earlier, back to the morning when the Chief and his sidekick Gero
Schultz von Gaevernitz-- Gero the Brown Noser—had returned to Bern
from a four-day holiday on Lake Ascona. They had phoned Simon at
seven that morning requesting his presence in the office at 23
Herrengasse.

Mary Bancroft was already at her desk just
outside Dulles’s study when he arrived. She motioned him to go in;
the men were waiting for him. He tapped the door gently and opened
it without waiting for a response—and if the early and urgent time
frame hadn’t been enough to confirm his gut feeling that this
meeting wouldn’t be about a routine translating or debriefing job,
the twitchy-ness just below the surface in the tweedy, civil
atmosphere of the study was.

Gero was standing at one of the tables
replenishing his coffee cup from the silver pot. Dulles, poker in
hand his back to the study door, was nursing a new fire. Gero was
talking to the Chief, but broke off as soon as he saw Simon.
"Simon!” The greeting was too hearty; Simon thought he had
interrupted something. “How good you've come!”

The Chief looked over his shoulder at Simon
and nodded, then replaced the fire iron, rose, and took his usual
chair next to the fire. “Help yourself to coffee,” he said. Gero
took the corner of the sofa and motioned Simon to take the armchair
opposite Dulles--the hot seat at the other side of the fireplace,
reserved for special colloquies. Behind the Chief, sunlight
crackled through the glass quadrants of the long windows, haloing
Dulles’ prematurely white mane, throwing the crinkly blue eyes and
rosy cheeks into relief, casting neat shadows on the play of his
huge hands with the cold pipe in his lap. The ever-present
upholstered footstool was tucked under the table next to the
Chief's chair like a dog in disgrace, telling Simon that the Ascona
trip must have yielded the kind of new and complicated secret plan
Dulles thrived on. Intrigue was the best therapy for the Chief’s
gouty left leg.

Without preamble, the handsome old snake
charmer launched into a description of his latest brainstorm. Simon
could hardly believe his ears. In fact, it was not until the pause
that followed Dulles's speech that he realized he had been holding
his breath.

“You look pleased," Dulles said, smiling.
His face grew stern then. "Just be warned,” he said, poking the air
between them with his pipe stem like a headmaster. “You might never
completely penetrate this unit. In '43, they refused to join the
partisan coalition, even unofficially. Their leader, this Peppe
Bellesi guy, left Florence with his right-hand man—the Florentine,
Flavio what’s-his-name—it’s all in the dossiers Gero’s
preparing—and came north with a few more of their men.

“They added new group members —acquired a
radio operator. And here we are. Till now, they've refused help
from the British, the Russians, the so-called coalition of Italian
partisan groups.... And especially from us. From the Americans.
"

Gero sniffed haughtily.

"No good pooh-poohing them, Gero," Dulles
chided, foraging the littered end table for an unused pipe cleaner.
"We need their help like we need all the partisan groups. I don’t
give a fuck about their politics. They can be devil-worshippers,
for all I care. So long as we—we Americans and British – get the
Germans the hell out of Italy with minimal loss of lives and
facilities. Help is help, I’ll take what I can get, and that’s how
we have to play it.” He scraped fiercely at the pipe’s bowl.

“You know,” the Chief resumed, “you work at
something long enough, and people will see what's best for them.
Even this group is coming around. Why else would they have
contacted us? We’ve made God knows how many overtures to them and
sure, they stayed in touch. But they didn’t want anything from us.
And now, you just wait. Our boy here is going to win them
over."

Spoken like the pro he was. Dulles had had
quite a war. Arriving in late 1942 in Bern via Portugal just before
the borders had closed for good, Dulles, in his few years in Bern,
had racked up more intelligence coups than most men had hot
lunches. It was said he’d helped to crack the German code; it was
known that he'd had a few men march into Fascist Campione and take
the dot of land on Como's shore so easily that it seemed like some
slight of hand. Campione had been a strategically important
victory, providing a safe departure point for filtering supplies to
the Italian Resistance. In addition, Dulles had uncovered the
existence of Peenemunde, confirming the site of the laboratory
where the Germans were developing their secret weapon. Plus, the
man was known for turning agents like pinwheels.

To hear Dulles tell it—and Simon had heard
the Chief tell it over and over again—the long list of successful
coups was due to one thing only: good listening. As if all you had
to do to win a world war was listen carefully to anyone and
everyone. Listening, Dulles maintained, was the true nature of
intelligence work. Every whisper, every mumble, every rumor,
merited a hearing; no reference was too veiled, no remark too
obtuse, no gossip too frivolous. Every lead, however silly, got
follow-up; no one was turned away from the house on the Herrengasse
without a hearing. Give them the old treatment, Dulles said: good
liquor, a hearty fire, make them comfortable. Not like Claude
Dansey, the pompous martinet who headed up British intelligence in
Switzerland. Anti-American, a snob (known cheerfully as Dansey the
Pansy around 23 Herrengasse), Dansey invariably rose like a hot air
balloon above the 'riff-raff' of refugees that crowded neutral
Switzerland—thus effectively rising above success. His best agents
shuffled papers while the Americans scored. All because the man
wouldn't listen.

That mid-March morning in Dulles’s study,
Simon listened and how. Nor was his silence so different from
Dulles’s own craft of taciturnity. In part, Simon’s was the silence
of the Italos in Providence because, southern or northern, his
background was Italian, and when he didn’t know what to say, he
shut up. But for the most part his reticence was the fruit of
instinctive and highly personal behavior learned early in childhood
when he had become aware that he was special. Gifted. And that
unless he hid his gift under a cautious silence, he would threaten
or antagonize those around him and bring himself dangerously near
to being an outcast not only within his own family, but with his
friends. For Simon had been blessed—or cursed—with amazing brain
power. His superior intellect bordered on genius.

When most other toddlers were barely
walking, Simon was already reading, counting and articulating
logical conclusions. His parents, though baffled by his
precociousness, had nonetheless recognized his gift and,
fortunately, been wise and loving enough to take their prodigy son
in stride. In his pre-school days, they neither hindered nor pushed
him but treated him with love, understanding, and the discipline he
required—which in his case was minimal, for he had also been
blessed with a sunny, well-balanced, common sense temperament.
Before starting school, he had never felt there was anything
unusual about the logical connections he made. To him, it was
second nature to just know things. He saw logic, he got the point
instantly, and he accepted what he couldn’t change. It followed,
then, that when he started school, the real lessons to be learned
were not academic.

Yet there too he was a quick study. He
learned to hide how bright he was. His mother helped. “Don’t brag,
don’t boast,” she’d say. “Remember, you are not better than the
other boys. But don’t raise your hand too much in class. Be
modesto.” On his own, he figured out the corollaries: don’t offer
to ‘sell’ his knowledge to others or do their homework for them, or
help them cheat on quizzes or tests. Violate any of the above
precepts and his life in the schoolyard would be very lonely. It
was not, if he thought about it, much of a stretch from that to an
analogous application of Pop’s most favorite adage: Mind your own
business.

So, well-balanced—happy-go-lucky, even;
wearing his intellect lightly, no big deal --he sailed through
grade school and high school with honors, graduating a year early.
Accepted at MIT on full scholarship, he worked hard at being
normal, though the campus was the closest he had ever been to a
milieu of his own. At the end of his four years, courted by
advisors, he accepted a second scholarship and research
assistantship for graduate work. By then it was 1940. War was
imminent, and Simon knew it even if others—the Lindberg and Kennedy
America Firsts, the confused and sentimental Italos who were so
pleased that Mussolini had restored Italy to the world stage,
seemingly benevolently--were not so sure. He had already made up
his mind that when the time came, he would be in the fight. But
after Pearl, the draft rejected him for a silent flaw he had never
suspected he had.

Typically, he kept his first defeat to
himself. Rather than change his ambition, he changed the game plan.
He remained on the MIT PhD track, agreeing to go to La Roche in
Basel under what some, had they known, might have called false
pretenses but which he thought of as something if not false,
exactly, well, just short of full disclosure. By January of ’41 he
was in Switzerland, not knowing how or when a chemistry research
assistantship might translate into action on the battlefield, but
confident that he’d figure it out.

His determination to fight was an ambition
shared by much of his generation. But, more pragmatist than
idealist, Simon required no patriotic and/or emotional
soul-searching to reach the conclusion that joining up was the
right thing to do. Totalitarianism, Italian, German, or otherwise,
was wrong and democracy was right, and waffling the issue for
whatever reason was muddleheaded. It was one of many issues that
seemed self-evident to him--separate from other nonsense and
needing no clarification. Getting into the fight would help
establish his credentials as a full-fledged American, and that was
okay too. He was entitled. Unlike most ambitious young men, he had
never been cursed with a desire to ‘belong’ to any club, literal or
figurative: Italians, sports, social sets, fraternities... Election
to an MIT honors fraternity had been incidental. So by the time
Dulles entered Simon’s life, he was more concerned about how he
could use the WASP-y Old Boys group than he was about how it would
use him. Therefore, on that mid-March morning in Dulles’s drawing
room when all that Robert Simon had schemed and hoped for was about
to be his—when the early lessons in listening and keeping his mouth
were paying off--he listened closely. Only now and then as Dulles
talked on did Simon’s glance wander to the fire or behind the
boss's shoulders to the vines strangling the trellis beyond the
windows.

"The leader of this group,” said Dulles,
freeing pipe bowl from stem, "this Bellesi—Giuseppe’s his first
name, but they call him Peppe—is sharp and effective, give or take
a few horseshit ideas about Italy for the Italians when the war's
over."

"Italia per
gl'italiani!" Gero piped.

"Italy for the Italians isn't such a fishy
notion, Gero,” Dulles said. “Even if this Peppe’s reading of it is
a little nuts. The Italians are worried, and who can blame them?
Which way’s Italy going once this is over? They don't like
unpredictable detours, particularly Russian ones, and there is a
lot of money at stake here. We don’t want Stalin’s Commie boys
taking Italy, do we?"

Gero's nostrils dilated in distaste at this
whiff of the Red menace.

With fingers too adroit for his bulk, Dulles
aimed cleaner at pipe stem. "What's odd about this group’s request
for an agent at this late date,” he said, hands on the pipe
cleaner, rotating it more delicately this time, his bushy white
brows meeting in a "V" of concentration at the bridge of his nose,
“is that they've made the request at all.” He paused to fill the
pipe. “Now, we know Italy’s a shambles. Everyone’s feeling the
heat, because things are always worse at the end. It’s human
nature. People’s patience runs out just when it’s needed most.
Tempers fray, craziness reigns. And this has been a very long war,
especially for the Italians. Now a civil war’s tearing them to
pieces. And even the Resistance is falling apart. The CNL is a
farce.”

The CNL meaning the Comitato Nazionale per
la Liberazione, the National Liberation Committee, formed in Rome
to bring all the diverse Italian resistance units together in one
last, unified push to oust the Germans.

“Every agent we’ve got working with partisan
groups in Italy now, whether they’ve infiltrated from the south or
from us here in the north, has told us that the coalition is weak
at best. Hell, you can’t get the Italians to agree among themselves
in peacetime, never mind now. It’s a mess. So maybe Bellesi’s group
is a mess in microcosm. Maybe Bellesi’s group’s seeing the light;
maybe that’s why they’ve called us,” Dulles said, and settled back
into the chair, puffing sweet tobacco into the cozy room.

A moment passed.

“Y-essss,” said Gero, considering. “They may
have truly rethought things.”

“Exactly,” Dulles said. “I’d say this unit’s
given up on the ‘Italy for the Italians’ shit and come to see that
Italy’s best post-war scenario is British-American tutelage.”

Gero raised his eyebrows, as if to say, “Why
not?”

“What’s your take on their request?” the
Chief asked Simon.

Simon thought the group’s request stank like
putrid cheese in a rat trap. But he wasn’t quite sure why. So all
he said was, “Did they say anything else, or just asked for an
agent?”

Teacher’s pet Gero was studying his manicure
carefully.

“Just asked for an agent,” the Chief said,
replacing the used cleaner in the heavy, circular crystal
ashtray.

“I think maybe it has to do with Mussolini,”
Gero said offhandedly.

“S’at so? How?” the Chief asked.

“This group wants Mussolini at the end of
the war,” Gero said.

“Wants Mussolini almost as much as we do,”
the Chief said. Which, Simon knew, was an understatement. Dulles
was hell bent on taking the Duce alive as his last, maybe greatest,
trophy of the war. “Go on,” Dulles ordered.

“The group’s request for one agent can be a
diversionary tactic,” said smarmy Gero, the good German, the
Chief's protégée. “They ask us for one agent so we think they are
with us. Also, they give us Mussolini. Do they appease us and
divert us so that they can do their own agenda? Call us now to mask
their real plan, maybe?"

"Gero could be right,” Simon conceded.
“Bellesi might want to deflect us from Mussolini by taking one of
us in. If one of us goes in and works with them, or pretends to
work with them, they think they’re free to push, in secret, any
other agenda they have without Bern worrying about them catching
the Duce.”

The Chief was drumming his fingertips on the
arm of the chair, but his sky-blue eyes were on Simon—who kept
quiet. He had said enough. Gero could afford to risk foot-in-mouth
and suck up to the Chief any way he could. Gero was the boss’s man,
Gero’s father and Dulles went back twenty-five years to when they
were colleagues in the tight, overseas extension of the Ivy League
world where one hand washed the other. The Chief had inherited Gero
long before the war, when the ‘boy’ (now pushing forty) became an
American citizen. Years later when Dulles joined the fledgling
OSS—the Office of Strategic Services, an intelligence group so
elite that it was known within its own ranks as Oh, So
Social—created by Roosevelt especially for this war, he took Gero
with him. In Simon’s opinion, however, aside from the social,
almost familial connection between Dulles and Gero, the two men had
little in common. The Chief’s mind could slither around the
spikiest corners. Gero’s feeble, second-fiddle brain couldn't turn
a corner.

“We just don’t know what this group’s
request is really about,” Dulles said. “That’s the bottom line.
What’s their real agenda—if there is one?” He pushed forward in his
chair. “Have a look at these, Simon.” He nodded at a stack of files
on the table. "And take your time. They're all the brief you'll
get."

* * * *

Giuseppe (Peppe) Bellesi: DOB January 1915,
province of the Marches (parallel to, east of, Rome). Only son;
father anti-Fascist, overseer on a large estate. Father murdered by
Fascists. Completed one year at the Istituto di Agraria in Macerata
before joining resistance group in Tuscany, where he met:

Flavio
Ascanio Conti, DOB November, 1916, Florence. Bellesi's
lieutenant, right-hand, close friend. Black sheep, only heir of the
old, wealthy Fascist Conti family, goldsmiths. Came north with
Bellesi and others of the group from Tuscany in '42 [?], formed
another unit of 20 [?] men presently bivouacked in the countryside
looking after local population and committing scattered acts of
sabotage against the Fascists and Germans.

"Radio operator: Identity unknown. Flawless
code, highly skilled, fluent English. Works out of Milan, site
unknown. Not with the men."

* * * *

"Interesting,” Simon remarked, closing the
radio operator’s file. Dulles, who meanwhile had rung for more
coffee, and Gero were quietly replenishing their cups.

“Not too different from most partisan
units,” the Boss said. “Maybe the others have more solid political
agendas. The Bellesi group have consistently been renegades: no
ideology that we can make out except maybe Italy for the Italians.
Call it extreme xenophobia. Madness, given what’s at stake
here—Italy’s future.”

But Simon knew that Italians didn’t separate
issues very well. They were a bunch of bleeding hearts with a
ridiculously sentimental streak in them. Italos in Providence went
bleary-eyed at the thought of their long-lost patria, no matter how
hard they tried to assimilate.

The toasty aroma of pipe tobacco blanketed
the room, a soothing poultice on Simon's hitherto thwarted
ambition. Until now, Dulles had offered Simon only top-priority
translating and liaison duties, as if he were the Herrengasse's
resident bilingual trained monkey, dancing on the hurdy-gurdy,
begging scraps from the Bern station's table, biding his time while
he proved himself. Although in all fairness, what else could the
Chief have done?

When foxy Dulles got to Bern to set up the
new OSS station, he purposely planted an article in a Swiss paper
announcing the arrival of the new Exclusive Representative of
President Roosevelt to the American Legation. In reality the insert
was an open invitation to any spy or would-be spy or intelligence
wannabe to contact the OSS. Simon, in Basel, read the paper and
within two hours dropped out of La Roche and his fellowship, packed
his bags, and went the 60 miles to Bern, where he presented himself
on Dulles’s doorstep and inveigled a job as translator. He stated
his case: his command of real Italian, written and spoken—not
dialect-- was better than perfect and would one day prove as
invaluable as his command of Parmesan dialect. What he didn’t say
to the Chief that day or ever was that he owed his linguistic
prowess to Ma. It was she who had insisted Simon learn not only to
speak, read and write his parents’ Parmesan dialect, but that he do
likewise for proper Italian. She made sure he knew la vera lingua,
as she called it. She wasn't having her eldest a genius in all he
studied, including the English language, and an ignorante in
his parents' dolce lingua.

"So we don’t know what’s really going on
with these groups,” the Chief said contentedly. He was ensconced in
white smoke; Santa in a three-piece tweed, all pink, white, black
and gray. “That’s why I want you to baby sit, young man. We have to
find out what this group wants from us.” He glared into the
smoldering bowl. "Our troops’ spring offensive is going to start
any day now. Drive the Krauts out, and it's over," the Chief
concluded with a merry grin. "Then we can all go home and mow the
lawn."

Now there was a thought. Simon couldn’t
imagine warrior chieftain Allen Dulles happy in peacetime. Happy
about the end of war, yes; Dulles wasn't bloodthirsty or bigoted.
But the Chief plotting how to rake the yard on Sunday? Figuring
every angle of an afternoon rubber of bridge at his club? Not if
Simon "knew his chickens," as Pop used to say. Surely Allen Dulles
(who, cured by the prospect of intrigue, was stretching his gimpy
left leg without a wince) already had his eye on a post-war desk in
D.C. A hero in wartime, a honcho in peace.

"One caution," Dulles added. "Once you're
in, it's your show. No matter what—and I mean no matter what, even
if it’s about Mussolini—you’ll have to go it completely alone.
You’ve got carte blanch for how you handle things, but you won’t
get credit or blame from me. In fact, this conversation never took
place.”

“What conversation?” Simon asked. Gero
sniggered.

“No contact with us whatsoever,” the Chief
said. “It’s no joking matter. No radio, no instructions, no running
home to Poppa. It's too dangerous; too much happening."

This was both good and bad. But before Simon
could phrase questions, Dulles's eyes caught his. "This is what you
wanted, man, isn't it? The chance to come home a hero?"

Come home a hero. It had quite a ring to
it.

"Or maybe you need a day or so to think it
over…"

A day? No, no, Simon got it. He saw the
lights at the end of war's tunnel glowing brightly as he looked
ahead to the victory of what was right and to a good war for
himself. All he had to do was survive. And listen, maybe.

* * * *

"Simon?" Roncalli was still awake.

"What is it?"

"You are born in America?"

The Oh, So Social Roncalli seemed ready for
a chat. “I shouldn't talk about it,” Simon said.

"Your parents are born in America?"

"Better you don't know. Capisci?"

Roncalli said, "The radio operator speaks
good English. Like you speak Italian."

"Maybe he's an American,” Simon said. That
was a novel idea. "Or British."

Roncalli said, "Your Italian is vero
parmigiano. Is this why you sang the passwords? Parmigiani are
crazy for the opera."

Suddenly Simon understood. Roncalli had been
expecting an honest-to-God foreigner—one who might speak Italian
words but would never understand the lives, the thoughts, the minds
behind the sounds. But out there in the field Roncalli had come
face-to-face with someone quite different: a hybrid, a man who
looked, acted, and spoke like an Italian, and maybe even thought
like one. It must have thrown the courier at first. But just for a
moment. Roncalli had gone with his gut, which must have told him to
trust Simon—or anyway not to kill him, which must have been one of
the options the courier had been considering or he’d never have
snuck up on Simon as he had. Then maybe it followed, Simon thought,
that he owed his life—his double, Italian-American life—to
language. Not just tonight, but ever since his birth.

He rolled over, turning his back on
Roncalli. Then another phrase, older and more ominous and more
mysterious than 'The earth never betrays' occurred to him:
'Traduttore/tradittore': Translator/traitor. In his bone-tired
haze, he wondered what the old cliché meant. That words betrayed?
That if you ‘had’ two languages, you had two lives and served two
masters and must ultimately, therefore—inevitably--betray both? Or
did it mean that language was essentially untranslatable--that
something must always be left misunderstood, incomprehensible,
beyond understanding?

All of the above, he decided, drifting into
sleep much as he'd drifted toward earth during the drop, his head
suspended in a grande confusione between past and present, Italian
and American. Below him there had been a web as intricate as the
poplars; inside him now as a tangle as hopeless as strings on the
silk that he had buried deep in the cold, cold grove. What a mess,
a miscuglio, he thought groggily. Mustn't get enmeshed, not in the
trees, not in the field, not in Federal Hill, not in Milan. Must
stay above it; relax; drift. Ride the arc, lead with an Italian
gut, American common sense, and his own brain and temperament. Let
it unfold, he told himself, sleep nipping at his brain like the
field had nipped earlier at his ankles. And as slumber overtook
Roberto Simon, the words running across the inside of his forehead
like Broadway neon on his inner trajectory were: "La terra non
tradisce mai": "The Earth Never Betrays."

But was he translating the earth—or
betraying it?

 



**************************************************************************

 



Chapter III

Townhouses

 


She had been dozing
in the armchair, lulled by the hissing fire and the soft swats of
the cards as Madam Sofia played her hand, when a solitary ping from
the ormolu clock on the mantelpiece under the mirror woke her. It
was two-thirty. The creamy light in the fringed lampshades had gone
brackish; on the sideboard, flanked by two Victorian landscapes
trapped in lavish gilded frames, the liqueurs lay as inert as olive
oil in crystal decanters. Despite the heavy, ornate walnut
furniture guarding Madam Sofia’s lavish sitting room, the flames
behind the grate were dying.

"You’re awake," Sofia murmured. She was
sitting in an armchair opposite Sara’s, her bejeweled hands poised
over the cards on the small table before her. Wedged lengthwise
like a hairy slug between her thigh and the chair’s arm, General,
her stubby terrier, snored gently. Behind the women, the little
door to the boudoir, cut flush into the wall, remained closed.

"Poor Sara,” Madam murmured, adjusting her
shawl with a lift of her shoulders, “you've been waiting so long."
In the amber light her chignoned white hair was blonde, the liver
spots on her upper palms tan. "Pazienza.” The old dog's belly
swelled and contracted in sleep. "You have no idea what this is
about? It has been a long time since she needed you here so
late.”

"She’ll tell me later.” It struck Sara that
she and Madame and Generale were like mummies in an inner sanctum,
waiting with their paraphernalia for the next life.

"Of course she will.” Sofia was a
seventy-five-ish beauty with wise eyes and a heart anything but
mummified. She looked up. The turquoise solitaire she always wore
on her left hand stood out like a plover's egg. "Goodness, how pale
you are, Sra. Take a glass of water.”

Sara went to the sideboard. "A refill for
you, Madam?"

Sofia glanced at the half-full sherry glass
perched at the edge of the table like a tiny stork napping on one
leg. "Perhaps later.”

Sara sipped, admiring Madam's diamond drop
earrings and the cashmere throw on her lap. Sofia was an anomaly, a
self-made success in the world's oldest profession and a grande
dame all’antica all at once. Normally, her love of the Baroque,
extending from the decor of her house to her formal speech always
amply salted with pronouncements, proverbs, clichés, and verities,
was comforting; tonight, it grated.

"You are staring at me, Sara,” Madame said
gently. Generale stretched his salt-and-pepper torso with a deep
sigh, but slumbered on. "It's not like you to be restless. You
usually have a book with you. Why not tonight?”

"I haven't been reading much lately." Sara
returned to her chair. Escape wasn't what it used to be. She felt
time running out, but couldn’t identify the timekeeper.

"Pity. Reading sooths you, as the cards do
me. I take such pleasure in them. I would be sorry to lose
that.”

Daunted by Madam's serene self-knowledge,
Sara sat back, closed her eyes. She could hear the muffled shouts
from the baccarat table in the grand salon below, and pictured the
townhouse on Viale Beatrice D'Este as an open-sided dollhouse. On
the floor below her, the gambling; two flights above her, in the
attic, two men and a girl waiting, sitting around a bare wood
table. And business as usual in the bedrooms, including Madam
Sofia’s boudoir behind the little door. Different lives on
different levels.

Sofia, a pragmatic sage, often claimed that
she had chosen her risky, double life not because she was a patriot
or politician, and certainly not because she was a heroine. Nor,
she would insist, had courage or goodness played a role. She was
simply an Italian woman acting in the interests of sanity and good
business. Organization was the key; the secret life of her ‘house’
had to run as smoothly as the parallel, 'official' one—as smoothly
as the Duce's trains. In fact, house standards were as timeless and
spotless as the silver in the salon or the linens in the rooms. By
five each day the girls, freshly coiffed and manicured, were down
in the salon; Rosa, the cook and housekeeper, was supervising
preparations for late suppers, and the bedrooms were ready for the
night, down to clean bidet towels and refilled talcum and
toothpowder jars. By eight each night, Madame Sofia, a bit like a
proud Mother Superior, would proudly say that it was like the old
days, and never mind the cut of man's uniform, the tongue in which
he commanded his pleasure, or the bombs that dropped from the skies
with horrific frequency.

"You're so quiet, Sara. Are you upset? I’m
sure it’s racket downstairs. These Germans, such barbari. The
longer the war, the louder they get.” Madam poked a stray hairpin
at the nape of her neck back into place. "I'll be glad when they're
gone from Italy and from my business. We women must always live in
spite, and not because, of male authority, German or Italian. Love,
I always say, is like a game of solitaire: it’s easier with
matching suits. Spade to spade, club to club."

Sara smiled. "You mean, 'Moglie e buoi dai
paesi tuoi'?"

"'Wives and oxen from one's own village.'
I’d cast that thought a bit less crudely.” Head bent, Sofia paused
to contemplate l'amore and solitario, her two best games. “Yet,”
she resumed thoughtfully, “passion is more cultural than we like to
think. Love doesn’t always conquer all—rarely conquers all, in my
experience. It’s a no-win game. Still, the expected betrayals, the
familiar cruelties, are easiest to forgive when like is with
like--Italian with Italian, German with German. Like cards, love is
as dicey as life itself. There are never any guarantees; too often
luck decides." She set one card down upon another. "Are you still
listening, Sara?"

"Yes.” Although the hackneyed philosophy
could induce terminal crankiness. "No guarantees, you said."

"No guarantees. But there are precautions.
Insurances." The thought brought a smile to Madam Sofia’s plump
lips. "Take those two in the attic: my Italian aces in the attic."
She chuckled at her own pun, and Generale raised his head. "There,
there, Generale mio." She stroked the animal's back until it
rippled with pleasure and he settled down again. Reaching for her
glass, Madam finished her sherry. "Poor General,” she murmured,
“he’s old. Not much of a protector anymore. Nights like tonight,
with both sides under my roof, I am more watchdog than he. If I had
a lira for every solitario I have played in this room while above
and below me, in this very house ....”

The little door opened. Lena Servadio,
black-haired and slim in a tweed skirt and beige pullover, came
through between the armchairs. She stopped before the two
women.

"Done,” she said. “Madam, your bedroom's
your own again.” Her smile raised rosy dots on the porcelain
cheekbones.

"Good." Sofia studied her with fond concern.
"But look how flushed you are! Is it rouge?"

"No! Excitement. The transmission...." The
turquoise egg on Madam Sofia’s hand rose in warning. "Scusami,"
Lena said. “I forgot: no details.” She tilted her head towards Sara
and a lock of absolutely straight bobbed hair, smooth as an oil
slick, slid across her forehead. "You're all right?" she asked.

Unsure whether Lena's jaunty mood was
genuine or a show for Madam's benefit, Sara nodded. "Good,” Lena
said. "Then I'll take a drop of sherry before we go up to the attic
for the rest of the night’s business." She reached for Sofia's
glass. "You, Madam?”

"How nice! Thank you, my dear." Madam
watched Lena walk to the sideboard, and finally said, "Cara, you
know, you glide like a professional mannequin. With you two," she
continued, "I must smother the grudge that vanity bears youth.
Especially with you, Lena. I begin to think professionally. You're
rather tall, but such posture! Square shoulders, trim narrow
hips...."

"A bit long-waisted," Lena said with a wink
at Sara.

"Legs a little short,” Madam Sofia conceded.
“But nicely shaped. Ankles too, even in those clumsy ankle socks
and oxfords. The effect is one of background. Wealth and
privilege."

"Well then."

"But no softness for love! Thank you, dear."
Madam took the glass and sipped. "You see, girls,” she continued,
“men prefer warm handfuls of flesh and a yielding spirit. And you,
carissima Lena, may bend, but you will never break, never fully
surrender. It’s a shame,” she teased, "because you could have been
the thoroughbred in my stable." With a snort, Lena reared her head
like a gorgeous mare. "That's it!” Sofia nodded eagerly. “An inner
flame that scorches men. Made of straw anyway, most of them."

"And Sara?"

"Ah. Now, Sara...is very feminine."

"Sofia! So am I!"

"Of course, of course. But that flush comes
to your skin only after you've worked the radio. You will never
burn so bright for a man.”

"Men don't deserve fire. An occasional flare
is good enough.”

"You see? Your passion is for this... work,
as you call it. What happens when it's over?”

"When we've won, you mean.”

Madam's eyebrows arched. "You are arrogant,
Lena. Have a care.”

Having none, Lena said, "When we've won,
there'll be other passions.”

"For other ideas, you mean. Not for love."
Madame’s tightly corseted bosom heaved with regret. "Life has
robbed your generation of the thrill of earthly pleasure. In my day
war it stirred the blood: gallant young men, yearning young women.
Now Sara reads her books while you....”

"You're a romantic." Lena helped herself to
more sherry. "By the way, before I forget, I gave Silvio some
cognac and food this afternoon for...."

"No, no!” Sofia's lips pursed adamantly.
"Never ever account to me. What we get from the Germans we share.
Equally."

"But it's not equal. You hide me, shelter
me, feed me. All gratis. I'm a parasite.”

"No, no, you earn your keep. Silvio, too.
You've put him at my beck and call; he does for us. And you help me
manage. The girls listen to you. Even my old Rosa listens. I am a
business woman, I know what things are worth. However,” Sofia added
slyly, "if you ever reconsider, with a little training you'd be one
of my best." She looked up and of course Lena was smiling. "Come,"
Madam said affectionately, "Take the little chair and sit by me a
bit.”

So we keep womanly company, Sara thought;
sisterhood confirmed. And only the merest lie in it. Sofia was
genuinely content, Sara's own irritability was mitigated by Lena's
presence, and as Lena absently scratched Generale's ears, her
worryingly high spirits seemed calmed. The tug of black eyebrows
toward the bridge of her nose might have been only a pensive
expression until she asked, too casually for Sara's comfort,
"Flavio’s here?”

"Oh yes.” Sofia was shuffling cards. "Maria
came in earlier to let us know. You know Lena, you could learn from
little Maria. She absolutely flushes with love; how she dotes on
her Peppe!"

"Our leader," Lena said bitterly. "You're
enamored of that couple, Sofia."

"So I am. Peppe's gruff, but he loves his
Maria, and she’s been in seventh heaven all day and most of the
evening; she had him to herself until Flavio came."

Lena nipped at her sherry, her dark eyes
focused on the rug's inscrutable pattern. No answers there, my
friend, Sara thought; no answers anywhere. How and why had the
group's good will deteriorated? Flavio had become intractable, Lena
was impossibly preoccupied, and she—the calm one, the voice of
reason—no longer had the concentration for reading.

"Curfew and all, Flavio will gallivant. Such
risks he takes, " Sofia said, gathering up the cards but watching
Lena, who was massaging her forehead. It was a gesture Sara
remembered from their shared childhood. "Another headache?” Madam
chided. “Well, I shouldn't wonder. Straining to hear those signals
is bad for the nerves and the complexion; you'll get wrinkles,
Lena."

"You know, Madam Sofia," Lena said, looking
up; tears welled in her eyes, "sometimes I wish...."

"Dio mio!” the older woman exclaimed, her
hand flying to the crucifix on her breast. "Tears!? Five minutes
ago you were glowing. Now....Why, you haven't cried since—I don’t
know when," she finished lamely, bypassing the day, nearly three
years before, the news had come to them of Lena’s brother David's
death.

"Sometimes I so wish I could confide in
you..." Lena said.

"Stop it. Be strong.” Sofia was stern now.
“In your position you may confide in no one, share no secrets. Nor
are you accountable for your decisions. Act like a man.”

"But at times...."

"Rubbish. And stop weeping,” Madam
commanded. “The world has no interest in a woman's tears—or doubts.
Act swiftly, and alone. Mark my words, unless you put a good face
on a bad game doubt will destroy you.” She sat back, weary. "My
dear Lena, your choices are beyond me. Things could have been
easier if you had only been sensible and...."

"You weren't sensible," Sara bid, in Lena’s
defense.

"I," said Madam promptly and huffily, "am
not Jewish and twenty-three years old and a banker's daughter. And
you, Sara, weren't very sensible yourself, so be still.” She pulled
at her shawl like a ruffled hen. "But that’s neither here nor
there. Since you both chose as you did, you must finish it—whatever
that means this time.” Her raised hand stopped response. "And don't
either of you dare apologize or explain. Just go. Now,” she
ordered. “Go: they’re waiting.”

"What a blessing David sent me to you," Lena
said, rising, smiling now if faintly.

"O Dio,” Sofia remarked. "Povera Italia,
look what we've come to. A fine young man sends his sister to hide
in a bordello and she calls it a blessing."

"Well, not just any bordello." Lena bent to
kiss Madam’s forehead.

"All tight,” Sofia conceded, eyes reddening,
"only the best for David’s sister. But do be careful, figlioletta.
Whatever you're up to."

* * * *

"What's going on?" Sara demanded. They were
at the stairwell door.

"You'll hear when they do." Lena pointed
upward to the ‘they’ in the attic above. On the second step the
dagger of smoky light from the open trap door came to a point; in
it Lena’s face was wan with headache and fatigue. The show put on
for Madam was over. "At least tell me where Silvio…." There was a
loud flapping noise, like the panicky scattering of ducks, and Lena
veered in fright to the side wall. “Tre,” said a deep voice,
filtering down the tunnel of the stairway. “Lena, it’s just Peppe,”
Sara said. “Calm down, will you? It’s Peppe bidding.”

Every step of the climb brought different
sounds from overhead: feet changing position on the wood planks;
Maria clearing her throat; a glug-glug and a refilled glass meeting
the table. And the constant, spiteful tap-and-thud: bam-BAM,
bam-BAM. bam-BAM, bam-BAM of a hand thumping a stack of cards. That
was Flavio, Sara decided. More of the obnoxious commotion he’d
become so good at lately. When the war was hardest, friendship
amongst them had been effortless. The skinny Florentine would grab
the spotlight with imitations of the Duce, the King, Churchill,
even Sofia and Generale. Or he'd do table tricks: ignite a pyramid
of toothpicks perched on a wine bottle so the flimsy pyre flew like
a mini-firebomb; shoot toothpicks from the rim of a glass with a
pack of cigarettes. But the faster the war wound down, the faster
Flavio's wit curdled into sarcasm.

Two steps from the trapdoor, beyond the
opening in the floor, a naked bulb hanging from the attic’s rafter
lit a jungle of legs, wooden and human, around the table. "Look at
him,” Lena whispered, stopping. Flavio, sat sideways on the chair
closest to the trap door, was a silhouette of spiky motion. The
right leg, crossed over the left, jerked forward; the raised foot,
shod in fine leather, twitched like a cobra's tongue inside the
flare of the clean, pressed, gray-flannel trouser cuff. Gone were
the days when Flavio the dandy could poke fun at his own
nattiness—telling how, back in Florence when the Fascists had a
price on his head, he'd burgled his own parents' mansion for his
clothes. Lena pointed upward. "Now look at Maria's legs," she
said.

Maria’s thin gams, hosed in putty-colored
wool, were twined around Peppe's hefty, brown-corduroyed left leg.
“Like vines around a tree trunk,” Sara said, thinking that Peppe
was, in fact, a sturdy tree trunk of a man, a dependable
Marchigiano down to the black boots he'd stolen off a dead German.
She said, "Peppe’s so...."

"Thick, Sara. He’s thick. Thick-legged and
thick-witted.”

Sara, who was fond of him, said, "I was
going to say, he’s so salt of the earth."

"More like its fertilizer. You and Sofia
drool over him because he loves Maria and he’s good to her. But
he’s past it. He’s no leader anymore. Nothing moves him nowadays,
he does nothing. That's not leadership, it's survival.” Or maybe
good sense, Sara thought, and might have said so but Lena,
announcing, "It's us!" was marching through the trapdoor.

The newcomers made their way through the
smoke-filled attic towards the table. Peppe set his cards down,
covered them with his huge hands, and watched with large, brooding
eyes—saving face, Sara thought. Acting the role of macho leader,
humoring the women who had demanded this meeting. Maria, gawky and
servile, was getting the wine flask from a tray on the old trunk
behind her. Flavio, ignoring Sara and Lena, beat his drum-roll with
antsy movements that reminded Sara of a maddened praying mantis.
Something was seriously wrong with him lately. He had never been
the friendliest of men; these days his anger escaped him like steam
from a boiling kettle.

Lena sat down next to Peppe, Sara sat on his
other side, between Peppe and Flavio, and folded her hands in her
lap. The Florentine kept banging the deck of cards, lost in some
furious world of his own.

"Make him stop that,” Lena said.

Peppe’s eyebrows rose. Not only had he been
summoned here by a woman—now she was ordering him about. But he
lifted his hand, and Flavio stopped the banging. "Va bene?" Peppe
asked. Lena nodded. "Good. Okay, let’s have it. Why have you called
us here?”

"They've sent us an agent,” Lena said. “An
American. He's already down.”

The blunt announcement explained Lena's
earlier testiness and distress. But the shock of it hit the back of
Sara’s throat with a bitter taste that she tried forcing down her
gullet as she groped for self-control-- even as her cheeks burned
hot with anger at Lena and the secret she had been keeping. They
were in for it now, Sara knew. She watched the implications of
Lena’s announcement sink in around the table. Flavio's stone-gray
eyes were riveted on the glass before him, which he rotated with
his long fingers; Maria’s eyes bounced around the table
apprehensively. And Lena and Peppe glowered at one another like
squabbling lovers. She should have told me, Sara thought; she had
no business NOT telling me....

"An agent?" Flavio spoke very softly, and a
creepy shiver traveled Sara’s spine. "Agent... How, exactly? Agent
like, an assassin? A babysitter? A pimp? Or....? "You requested an
agent from the Americans?" Peppe folded his arms over his chest and
the black knuckle hairs of his hands matched the sweater's coarse
wool. "Or the Americans offered us an agent ?"

"Puttana," Flavio muttered.

Lena's head spun in his direction, but Peppe
ignored him. “Lena,” he said, “you requested an agent, or they
offered us one?”

"BRRRAVA!" Flavio shouted. And he was on his
feet, a madman, his back arched into a rigid flamenco question
mark. Clicking his heels on the floor, he clapped his hands
sharply. "BRRAVA!" He was a live castanet, and his upper body
lunged across the table—toward Lena. Maria gasped, Sara moved to
protect Lena, who hadn't moved a muscle—but it was Peppe Flavio was
after.

"I told you, Peppino: Watch her, I said.
Keep an eye on her. I warned you.” He turned to Lena. “Don't leer
at me,” he growled. “You can’t stop us anyway, you know. You....”
Something stopped him. Lena's stare? Peppe's hard eyes? “Okay,
okay," he mumbled. He folded back into his chair and reached for
cigarettes.

"Answer me, Lena,” Peppe said. “Did you
request an agent?"

"No. But last week they wired me they were
sending one. The day before yesterday, they let me know when and
where he'd land, and the passwords.” Flavio's spidery fingers had
coaxed a cigarette from the pack. He struck a match and the smell
of sulfur rotten eggs wafted across the table. Then he purposely
exhaled smoke into Lena’s face. Squinting, she continued. " I sent
Silvio to get you here for this meeting to let you know."

"So good of you,” Flavio murmured
sarcastically. “We do thank you.”

Lena said, "Then I sent Silvio to meet
him—the agent. Confirmation’s just came in on the radio—from
Switzerland —that the drop’s been made. We’ll know tomorrow if he’s
landed safely.” She closed her eyes and pinched the skin above the
bridge of her nose. Sara, knowing too well that headaches were a
barometer of Lena’s psyche, knew that this must be a bad one,
throbbing bloodless until relief at having spilled her secret sank
in. But then what?

Peppe pointed to his glass. Maria hopped to
refill it. "I thought we’d agreed,” he said. “We’re not negotiating
for Italy -- not with the Germans, not with the Allies, not with
the communists. We don’t want anyone’s agents, we never have wanted
one. We were agreed on that.”

"Fuck her,” Flavio said. He was smoking with
one hand and flexing a card in the other. “Don't you get it,
Peppe?” He squeezed the card, bending it, opening and closing it.
"The bitch is lying. The Americans didn't offer an agent—she
requested one—all on her own. Didn't she, Carrot-top?” He turned to
Sara for confirmation. “Well, little bookworm? Didn’t she?”

No sense contradicting Flavio. He and Peppe
would never believe she hadn't known what Lena had done. They just
would assume that she, Lena’s best friend, had known. Anyway,
protecting Lena was all that mattered now. "An agent was inevitable
sooner or later," she said.

"Nice one!" Flavio’s hand opened and closed
on the card. "Inevitable? Is that what Lena told you? An agent was
inevitable?” He shook his head ruefully, but his eyes never left
the table. “Only death is inevitable, as you know, piccola.. But I
bet if Lena said, 'Sara, eat shit,' you'd run for a fork. You're
just our resident artist, along for the ride. You and your
fairytales. The literary genius stuck in this messy war with only
your rich friend Lena here to protect you.”

"Let’s be practical,” Sara said. She lacked
Lena's taste for a fight. Besides, Flavio mustn't be provoked.
"Refusing an American agent at this point would be cutting off our
nose to spite our face. It's too close to the end."

"Ah.” Delicately, Flavio plucked a piece of
loose tobacco from his lip. "It’s too close to the end, says
Carrot-top the Bookworm. Too close…how do you mean that, exactly?"
The card in his hand went Open, Close; Open, Close. "You mean, it’s
time we sell out while we've still got the goods? Because we do
have the goods, Peppe and me, we....”

Peppe's hand rose, silencing Flavio. "Maybe
Sara’s right. Maybe it is time we have an agent.” Maria touched his
arm, grateful for peace, and he patted her absently, the way Madam
Sofia patted Generale. Easing his bulk back against the chair, he
said to Lena, "But you should have consulted us first.”

"You wouldn't have agreed."

"I still haven't."

Flavio popped an unlit cigarette in his
mouth, pushed his jaw out, and drawled, in flat, American English,
"My fellow Americans, the only thing we have to fear is...America
herself!” Then he snatched the deck of cards and resumed the
bam-BAM.

"Stop,” Sara begged.

"I might, if Lena reveals the rest of her
plan,” he said, tilting his head flirtatiously. “I mean...Peppe and
I may be the last to know what plans you ladies have been cooking
up, but we’re still the ones who do the killing around here. Not
her,” he said, pointing at Lena. “Not yet, anyway."

The bam-BAM was deafening. "Put the cards
down," Peppe ordered.

“When I get my answer,” Flavio said. “What’s
the rest of the plan?”

"Silvio brings the American to Milan
tomorrow," Lena said. "He stays at Sara's tomorrow night.”

Sara's jaw dropped, and Flavio laughed
outright. "Hey, Carrot-top, an americano in your bed! Look at you!
You knew about the agent, but you didn’t know just how much of him
you’d be getting. More than you bargained for. But look at it this
way: Lena’s doing you a favor. You've never gotten any on your
own...."

"The agent goes to Sara,” Lena said, not
once looking Sara’s way, “so that for the time being, we don't
expose the radio or Madam Sofia unnecessarily."

"Or the radio operator," Flavio said,
smiling amiably. "We wouldn’t want anyone putting a face on the
radio operator, would we now? We’ve hidden this rich little Jewess
this long, wouldn’t it be a shame if anyone, even a wonderful
American, were to expose her, however accidentally?” He and Lena
stared at one another, and Sara had to admire her friend’s nerve.
“Actually, Lena,” Flavio said. “I’m touched by your concern. You
want to be sure we can trust the American. Too clever by half you
are. Isn't that what the Americans say?”

"The British,” Sara corrected automatically,
and instantly regretted it.

"Tsk-tsk; I am rusty. Been too long since
dear Miss Wade went back to England, don'cha know. Miss Wade was my
English governess when I was just a lad," Flavio clarified in
English for Maria, who looked woefully lost. She was a poor servant
girl who spoke no English—barely spoke Italian, and that a dialect.
When she spoke at all, that is. "But,” said Flavio, “maybe I can
practice my English with the Yank. After all, five years from now
we’ll all be speaking English, if Lena has anything to say about
it.” He tapped the cards on the table. “Anyway,” he said, “the
American can have a little chin wag with me and Peppe before we
decide...."

Peppe stopped Flavio for the third time.
"And the day after tomorrow, Lena?"

"Silvio will bring the American to you and
the men at camp. Listen to me, Peppe," Lena pleaded urgently, "the
American means supplies; money. This agent means we'll have a say
in what happens when the war's over.”

"Nice trade," Flavio remarked, tapping the
deck. "We get guns and money, the Americans get Italy. But what the
fuck, look at it this way: If the American gets in the way of our
plan...”—his eyes met Peppe's and he changed course—"... of our
plan for our povera Italia, as Madam Sofia calls it, we can always
kill him and still get the guns and money. I mean, who's to know?
One American more or less…. You wouldn't tell on us if we killed
him, would you, Lena? No, you're too loyal."

"Peppe," Lena said, “if we don’t work with
the other partisans and the Allies at this stage, the Germans will
destroy us. You know that.” She waved slightly in Flavio’s
direction. “He doesn't listen, you must. Scorched earth, those are
the Nazis retreat orders. They’ll kill every prisoner, blow every
power station, rip out every rail tie. And it’s no bluff. Nazis
keep their word when it comes to destruction. So we risk utter
ruin, or we work with the Americans. Pick your poison."

"Utter ruin,” Flavio said, methodically
pumping the card. And when Sara thought about it afterward, she
knew it must have been not just the glib quip, the offhand sanction
of destruction, but also something in Flavio’s limp face, a
grotesque

parody of Renaissance manhood, that finally
made Lena snap.

"You fool," Lena hissed at him. "Your glory,
your wants, your... vanity. You're nothing but vanity, just like
the Duce. Go set up your own little puppet Resistance to match
Benito’s in Salò-- bleed us all until there's nothing left. Sofia's
right, you bastard: Povera Italia, filled with men like you. Poor,
poor Ita...."

One moment the card was rubbery in Flavio's
hand; the next, he flicked it, it sliced the air, hit its target,
and Lena's hand was on her face.

Sara reached for Lena. "Gesù, Gesù,” Maria
keened, hands covering her mouth. “Povera Italia,” said Flavio
daintily, his lips in a murderous grin, his empty hand still
hovering balletically in the air. Sara gave Lena her handkerchief
and Lena dabbed at the fine, diagonal streak of crimson on her
cheek. Flavio lowered his hand and sat back. But the moment
wouldn't stop. Lena sat staring at the stained handkerchief as if
she couldn't quite make out what it was; Maria, cringing, held her
breath, watching Peppe. And Peppe watched Flavio. Not humoring him.
Just riding the tiger.

"Relax, everybody,” Flavio cajoled, “Just a
little joke! Come on," he urged, spreading his arms expansively,
"there’s something for everyone in our bell'Italia. Come one, come
all!" he hawked. "Any century, all invaders welcome!" He raised his
glass high. "Amici miei, here’s to l'americano. Hey—and to Easter!
Easter’s just what, a week away? Something should be resurrected by
then.” And head back, Adam's apple bouncing, he chugged down the
full glass of wine.

* * * *

“What were you thinking?” Sara raked the
hairbrush forward, looking out through the frizzy red curtain
before her eyes at her friend, who was reaching inside the armoire
for a hanger. "What came over you?”

Lena, unbuttoning her skirt, turned. "What
you mean is how could I have acted without consulting them
first."

"That too.” Sara slid her arm under her hair
and flipped it back. "You sure can pick your moments,” she said.
“Great timing. An agent now? In a few weeks the Germans will be
gone. One American more or less won't mean a thing.”

"Maybe." Lena sidestepped out of her skirt.
“But if you really want to know, I did it for my own
self-respect."

Great, Sara thought, tempted to hurl the
hairbrush at her. "Then you really are insane. Peppe and Flavio
aren't playing, can’t you see that? This is dangerous stuff.
Flavio’s so dangerous nowadays that he absolutely must not be
provoked. Did you think you'd get away with foisting an American on
them? They've changed...."

"Precisely. At this point we’re better off
with the Americans we don’t know than the Italians we do know."

Sara smoothed her hand sideways against the
bristles, cleaning the brush. "Okay. Now tell me the truth. It’s
just me and you now, so tell me: Did you request an agent or did
the Americans offer one?"

"You too?” Lena was concentrating on
latching the loops inside the skirt on the hanger hooks. "What
difference does it make if I requested the agent or the Americans
offered him to us?”

“Uh—it made a difference to Peppe and
Flavio. Or was I alone up there in the attic half an hour ago?”

Lena stared at her, implacable. "The one it
really makes a difference to is me. Lena Servadio and her
conscience."

"Please, spare me your perfect conscience.
It matters to them and you know it. Something’s going on with those
two, Lena. Peppe shut Flavio up three times. What was that all
about? They're up to something behind our backs—just like you’ve
been behind theirs. And now they're convinced you betrayed them—and
they’re right. I don't even want to imagine what you you’ve gotten
us into.”

"Don’t be so dramatic." Lena was facing the
armoire.

"Did you request the agent?"

"No,” Lena hissed, “and keep your voice
down, will you? It's the middle of the night. The Americans
offered. But now I'm sorry I didn’t ask for the agent before the
Americans offered him.”

Sara didn’t believe a word of it. Although
as she stared at Lena’s slim back, the narrow hips covered in silk
satin, the calf muscles bulging slightly, she began to feel more
annoyed with herself than with Lena--because she could feel her own
anger at her friend dissipating. What else could Lena have done but
request an agent? Lena had to be a player, it was part of her
modus. But the end of the war so close, the men had relegated her
to the sidelines, and she couldn’t stand that, couldn’t play
second-fiddle, couldn’t be out of the running. Live combat would
have been preferable.

"The thing I really am sorry about,” Lena
continued, facing Sara now, the cut invisible but the wounded cheek
rosier than the other, "is that I didn't tell you before we went
upstairs.”

“That too,” Sara said, knowing it was the
only apology she'd get from Lena, but only partly mollified. "Lena,
you volunteered my house to this... this spy tomorrow night. Didn’t
you think you owed it to me as my friend to have told me what was
going on?”

"Are you saying you won't do it?"

"Don't be silly. That's not the issue."

"I thought you’d be safer not knowing
beforehand. I wanted it to come out at the meeting. Listen, Peppe
and Flavio have to accept the American; it’s too late to refuse
him, they're trapped now.” The corners of her mouth turned upward
in a faint smile. "Caught between the American's drop from the sky
and our walk up that stairwell."

"Clever. But trapped men are doubly
dangerous."

"Then look at it this way: the American's in
more danger from those two than we are.”

"And that’s also unconscionable of you.
You’ve put an innocent man in serious jeopardy.”

"Come on, Sara, he’s an agent. Danger is his
job. There’s a war on, or haven’t you heard?" Folded sweater in
hand, Lena pulled at the heavy top drawer of the commode. "Besides,
the way Peppe and Flavio are conniving, this American might have a
lot more to do than baby-sit. He may be joining us just in time,"
she said, staring into the open drawer.

Staring, Sara knew, at the few items
salvaged from the villa. From another life gone forever now:
armoires crammed with suits, dresses, silk blouses, evening gowns,
dressing gowns; chests of drawers stuffed with cashmeres, wools,
silks; shoetrees growing slippers, high heels, boots, pumps;
sacheted drawers of gloves, scarves, silk lingerie; shelves of hat
boxes upon hat boxes; a dressing table whose vast marble surface
was too small for the many crystal perfume bottles brought by
Lena’s father to his only daughter from every trip he made to
Paris. Nothing was left, every trapping of a super-wealthy, highly
educated, beautiful young woman who deserved every gift— who tried
to live true to her conscience—had been sold to raise money for the
refugee network, for forged papers, for food, for black-market
necessities. All as scattered now as Lena was.

Sara's theory was that Lena had kept the few
empty crystal flacons and the one fur boa stashed in the bottom
drawer as a sort of promise that one day, order would return to
reshape the unbearable chaos and life would again be as it had once
been. Until then, Lena Servadio, frail and half-naked, shivering
before a half-empty drawer, was just another Jew in hiding, a
refugee in her own country with half a life, a useless non-person
trying to wrench meaning from a destiny growing more arbitrary by
the minute. And Sara, her best friend, could only forgive her for
not having shared this last secret. Which didn’t mean, however,
that she and Lena were in any less danger from Peppe and Flavio.
"You'll catch your death," Sara said. "Put on your nightgown."

Lena pushed the drawer shut and got her
nightgown from the hook on the door. But once her head was inside
the tent made by the gown that was resting on her shoulders, her
teasing mood returned. "If only you were a man tonight, Sara."

Sara rolled her eyes. "Don’t start. You've
been cooped up here too long."

"Come on: the truth. Aren't you sorry you've
never done it? If we die tonight, you'll never know...."

Sara stood. "That does it. This may be
another way to say you're sorry you didn't tell me about the agent
before we went up to the attic, but it's been a really hectic
night, and I can't take anymore. I'll change in the bathroom."

"No, no, stay here," Lena said, immediately
contrite, and went to embrace her friend—wrapping both young women
in the scent of an unbearably happier past, in the perfume of sun
and scent in a freshly laundered nightgown. "Stay, Sara,” said Lena
said, holding her at arms length, looking steadily into her eyes.
“Sara-Sara, my friend of the mysterious, faraway island."

The phrase from their childhood made Sara's
eyes smart.

Lena said, "What did Flavio say? Yes: 'You
and your fairytales.' Moron.”

“Lena, be careful, there is something wrong
with Flavio these days, he....”

“More than usual wrong? There was always
something wrong with him.”

“Okay, he’s worse now. He picks fights with
everyone, he....”

“I know. Maria told me that Peppe’s worried
about him. But he was always out of control. Anyway, who isn’t a
little bonkers nowadays with the end so close?

"Don’t look so worried,” Lena said. “What
will be, will be. But I love you for your concern for me. You're
all I have, you know."

We're all each other has, Sara reflected,
undressing. The families had known one another for generations.
Their fathers had been at University together in Milan many years
ago, Lena’s father studying economics, Sara’s literature. Both men
had been part of the small but elite Jewish community in Milan. As
little girls, Lena and Sara saw one another once or twice a year;
either when Sara came with her parents to Milan to visit Great Aunt
and Uncle, or Lena came for part of the summer to Sara’s
'mysterious, faraway island.' Sometimes the two girls would go back
to Milan together to spend July at Lena's country estate. And of
course Lena had saved Sara’s life not too long ago. But Sara didn’t
want to remember that just now.

When they were under the covers, lights out,
Lena said huskily, "Now, if you were a man, Sara...."

"Stop it, stop teasing." Sara was wriggling
her freezing toes under the hot water bottle.

Lena plumped her pillow. "God, aren't you at
least curious? Don't you ever think about it? Love, sex….”

"Not really.” What she really thought was
that when life was good and ready to shove you towards love, death,
or any of the in-between, it would, and you couldn’t force it. Or
wish for something that wasn't ready to happen.

"Well,” Lena said, "think about this:
There'll be a man with you tomorrow night in your flat, Sara.
That’s a first. Maybe," she intoned in throaty growl, "there's an
americano in your destiny"

"Honestly.” Sara rolled over so her back was
to her friend. "Haven't you made enough trouble for one night?”

* * * *

In the study of 23 Herrengasse, a large log
on the fireplace rack gave a last splutter and crashed in sizzling
bits to the hot tiles below.

"Wha...?" Allen Dulles, slumped in the
chair, his aching left foot on the hassock, opened his eyes and
blinked. Gero was seated in the opposite armchair, stern as the
fireplace poker, glued to his book, the sharp widow's peak on his
forehead in perfect alignment with the book's center binding.

Dulles closed his eyes and ran his tongue
over his fuzzy-feeling teeth. Ah yes; he had dined with the
stunning Wally earlier tonight. Enough to induce a hangover without
even drinking—though tonight, he had drunk as well. Too much wine,
too much brandy afterward, and no smooching. That was the worst
part. No wonder his leg ached. But ever since the beautiful Wally
had rearranged their friendship, all Dulles was permitted was the
pleasure of sitting opposite her at table and listening to her
charming accent: 'Allen, you are so dear a fren to me, I nevehr
forget. You think you succeed? I see him soon?"

He twisted his torso in the chair and let
his hand root the glutted end table for his glasses. He couldn’t
tell her yet, but thanks to Allen Dulles Wally’s new love was safe
and sound. Though he couldn’t imagine what she saw in the scrawny
fellow. Well, not really. She saw...youth. Hot-blooded Italian
passion. Neither of which Allen Dulles could offer her. Her new
love was her hero now. But she might never know that Allen Dulles
was a better fren to the lovely Wally Toscanini, Maestro Arturo’s
daughter, than she could imagine.

Dammit, where were his glasses?

The brandies afterward, here in the living
room with Gero, had been the coup de grace. Lucky he'd only nodded
off; with boring Gero for company, he could've gone into
irreversible coma.

He hacked a few sleeping bullfrogs from his
throat. "What time's it, Gero? And where the hell are my
glasses?”

"On your head.” The lenses gleamed in
Dulles’s white hair like patches of ice in thick snow. "It's nearly
three-thirty,” Gero said. “He must be down by now.”

Dulles, thinking of Wally—so cool in black
silk with stark white collar and cuffs, white pearls, and bright
red lipstick, her jutting jaw seductively belligerent; a feminine
version of her father—was rotating his head on its axis like an
ancient tortoise. "It's hot as hell in here," he mumbled.

"I said,” Gero repeated, “he must be down by
now."

Down? Who? Down where?

"Right you are," Dulles said. The reflex
response gave him time to go from Wally's crimson lips on a
wineglass—and, in the old days, on locations of the anatomy that
seemed hardier but required as much delicacy as fine crystal—to the
'he' whom Gero said must be down. Then he remembered.

"Fingers crossed," the Chief said, with what
he hoped was appropriate earnestness for the hours they had spent
waiting for news. "A man's life could be at stake here, couldn’t
it?”

Gero sniffed. "Whose life, exactly? SS
Obergruppenfuhrer Karl Wolff's?”

"Sarcasm's unbecoming, Gero.”

Gero neatly placed a bookmark.
Whippersnapper Gero always made Dulles feel he had to keep his hand
in. He said, "Simon's no fan of yours either, Gero. To him you're
just another upper-crust German." He chuckled richly. "What would
he say if he knew your mother is Jewish?"

The half-Jew altar boy folded his hands
primly. "What’s most important, Allen, is that Simon trusts
you.”

Pronouncing 'what' vhat. Wally had been more
fun; women always were. Feeling naughty, Dulles said, "You think we
should have told Simon the real story, Gero? That we’ve been
carrying on in secret for weeks now with German SS General Karl
Wolff, the man in charge of all of occupied Italy, so that we can
make a separate peace with the Germans—against Roosevelt and
Hitler’s express orders?"

“I am not so foolish to think that,” Gero
said.

“’Course you’re not. This secret surrender
of the Germans depends on complete secrecy. I know you know
that.”

"Of course I know that. And if Simon were
captured,” Gero said, “and he knew about the plans, he could talk.
Under torture, I mean. And ruin everything.”

Dulles smoothed his moustache. Gero had that
German piousness. "Deep dooty if Simon were caught—by the
Germans—and he knew what we’re planning with Wolff and he spilled
it."

"Sure. you bet. Wolff sneaks up here to meet
with us and work out a deal, and if the Germans find this out,
Obergruppenfuhrer Wolff is finished. And our deal with him also is
finished.” Gero’s manicured hands were folded lightly over the
closed book in his lap. His composure was sublime. “But of course,
if the partisans Simon is with find out, this is also bad: for
Simon and for us and for the Germans.”

“Precisely why we had to send Simon in on a
false brief.” Dulles rubbed his eyes. “But you and I have been
through this, Gero. Enough.”

“But...Allen, what about what Wolff told us?
Do you believe that this man Flavio, this partisan, is really
following Wolff?”

"’Course I do. I don’t doubt it for a
second. Wolff knew Flavio Conti in Florence. Netted Conti in a
roundup, and the maniac slipped through his fingers and came north.
Wolff’s not the forgetting kind, and I betcha this Flavio character
is pretty unforgettable. Maybe Wolff’s a little paranoid at this
stage; we all are. But he needs our secret deal, it’ll make him the
hero who saves Italy from scorched earth. Everyone will thank
him.”

“And thank you, too” Gero added.

“Yes, thank me,too.” Dulles yawned. At this
late hour SS General Karl Wolff's capacity for truth wasn’t a big
concern. Wolff’s signature on a German secret surrender engineered
by none other than Allen Dulles himself was all that was required.
Maybe the renegade group Simon was going to work with already knew
about the secret surrender negotiations Dulles and Wolff were
carrying on— or maybe they didn’t. It didn’t much matter either
way, as long as Simon was in place with the group. If Conti, the
mad partisan, was indeed tailing Obergruppenfuhrer Karl Wolff, so
much the better that Simon was there. And if Conti wasn’t following
Wolff, it was still better to have Simon in there in case that
group did find out about the negotiations at some point and try to
sabotage them. Bottom line was that the group needed babysitting.
“This group’s the only one who could really put the kibosh on our
deal with Wolff, Gero,” Dulles said. “So we can’t lose if Simon is
there in their midst. Okay, okay; so we sent him in on a false
brief, but…"

"Yes, I think he believed the Mussolini
business,” Gero said. “And I think you are right that if Simon
comes to learn about our negotiations, he will protect the plan
against anyone who tries to ruin it.” With that, Gero raised his
hands lazily from the book and made a house of his fingers. As in,
Here's the church, Dulles thought. "You know the expression,
Allen,” Gero continued. "'God giffs you lemons, you make lemonade.'
I think Simon always will land on his feet.”

Dulles chuckled; it wasn’t like Gero to make
puns. Suddenly bored with it all, Dulles lifted his left leg, gave
the mangy cur of a hassock a kick with his right foot, and grimaced
at a stab of pain. “Well, I think you're right, Gero.” He frowned.
“But you know, I am concerned about Simon. I do worry about my men
out there in the field."

"Well, of course; someone must,” Gero
said.

But the sarcasm was lost on his exhausted
boss.


**************************************************************************


Chapter IV

Necessary Illusions

Nunzia Grimaldi and
her cat were rudely awakened from their afternoon snooze by three
loud knocks on the door. As Cat leapt from the concierge’s lap and
shot towards the knocks, Grimaldi snapped her graying head upright
and cricked her neck. "Porca miseria," she muttered, her
stockinged feet seeking her slippers.

She rose from the rocking chair, massaging
her neck as lunch’s barely digested soup greens came back in a sour
burp. Foul wartime food, she thought, vexed, smoothing her apron as
she skirted the littered lunch table on her way to the teller
window where, with Cat weaving between her ankles, she peered
through the slit cut at eye-level into the heavy cardboard that
patched the upper part of the door to her flat, the original glass
having been shattered in the last bombing. Well, it’ll all be over
soon, thank God, Grimaldi thought.

"Signora?" Grimaldi recognized the male
voice. Ugh, she thought, as Cat jumped up onto the counter under
the window that gave out onto the inner courtyard. “Signora!
It’s...”

“Va, bene, va bene!" Grimaldi slipped the
bolt on the door as Cat dove to the floor.

It was grimy-faced Silvio Roncalli, the evil
eye himself. Only because he claimed to be the redhead’s cousin,
and the red-head was one of Grimaldi’s favorite tenants—paid her
rent promptly, minded her own business, never complained—Grimaldi
was nice to him. But she didn’t believe for a second that this
urchin-man was Sara Levi’s cousin. If he’s her cousin, I'm the
Virgin Mary, Grimaldi thought, but she accepted the situation as
one of the many mysteries she had known these last few years, when
the less one knew, the better off one was.

Two years before, Grimaldi’s brother Mario
had come to see her in the dead of night with yet another problem—a
girl he'd left waiting outside, and please, “Can’t you take her in,
Nunzietta? Find her a flat in the building? She’s from Sardinia
originally, but she’s been clandestine, she...”

“Sardinia??” had been Grimaldi’s reaction.
What next?

But it had been a different war then. The
glass in the concierge’s door was still unbroken, La Scala was
still whole, and so, for the most part, were Italy's Jews, even
those as delicate as the girl, who, brother Mario offered, hadn't
been shrewd enough or rich enough to get out of Italy while the
getting was good. So the concierge took her in—it was, to the day,
the moment when another stray, little tiger Cat, had come her way,
an only kitten whose mother had been run over by a German jeep just
as Grimaldi had been sweeping the narrow sidewalk in front of the
building’s heavy oak gates.

In the two years since then, Grimaldi
thought of both Cat and the redhead as her wards—and not just
because both were orphans. The redhead was obviously well-bred:
from a good family and a student—a thinker. What touched Grimaldi
was that unlike Cat, the girl seemed so helpless. Vulnerable. A
decent, civilized, good girl without a clue how to live. According
to Mario, she had come from Sardinia to Milan for university some
years ago, and had been boarding with a rich, elderly great-aunt
and uncle who were tenants in the luxury building where Mario had
been concierge for twenty-five years. Then before the Germans came,
the professor uncle and his wife left for England, or some such
place where Jews were still safe, Grimaldi didn't remember
exactly. Why the girl stayed on in the Aunt and Uncle’s big luxury
flat all alone was another mystery, but she did, and everything had
been fine for Sara Levi and a good number of others as well until
'43 when the Germans came and requisitioned the big apartment
where she was living all alone, just as the Krauts requisitioned
the whole country, yelling over loudspeakers in the worst
Italian, bossing people about, shuffling the poor Jews from pillar
to post.

No matter, thought Grimaldi, studying the
antipatico Silvio Roncalli person before her now as Cat, who liked
the fellow—go figure cats —stuck himself to Roncalli’s leg. The
runt was clutching the handlebars of his bicycle so you couldn’t
tell if he was holding the bike up or vice-versa. Ah, but then
Grimaldi glimpsed, towering above Roncalli, a tall stranger with
light brown hair, and he was looking down at her from warm, milk
chocolate eyes.

"Bongiorno...." the concierge stammered,
her hand fluttering to her hair. Then, swiftly remembering it must
be nearly four, she corrected herself. "Buona sera, that is.” The
long-faced fellow nodded pleasantly , and his thin, wide mouth
opened in such a nice smile.

“La bicicletta?" Roncalli asked.

Grimaldi jerked her head backwards. "You
know where." The stranger was clearly a person of quality, and
Grimaldi was regretting not having tidied the table before her nap
or combed her hair before opening the door. Who could he be? Cat,
equally curious, was sidling towards him. “Shoo!” the concierge
chided, and Cat leapt back onto the counter for a better view.

By height and coloring, Grimaldi decided
instantly, the newcomer wasn’t a southerner. But she would have
to hear him speak to be sure, she thought as, pushing his bike,
Roncalli slithered past her and the stranger stepped forward.
Grimaldi wrinkled her nose. Where the newcomer was from was one
thing; where these two grungy males had been was another. They
wanted shaving and bathing. But was there a tub in the world big
enough to house that leggy frame—or the long neck stretching
through her doorway for a better look? Grimaldi herself peered
around him and out the open door and caught sight of the redhead
stepping out of her second floor flat onto the balcony that gave
onto the inner courtyard. The girl had spent the night elsewhere,
as she often did. But Grimaldi had seen her return around noon this
morning. So Sara Levi must have been expecting her ‘cousin.’

"Your cousin just came out onto the
landing," Grimaldi said over her shoulder to Roncalli, who was
propping his junk heap on the far wall—one junk heap piled against
another, it seemed to Grimaldi. This little man was a total loss.
She turned to the handsome stranger before her. "And I suppose you
are also a cousin,” she remarked sweetly.

He opened a mouth full of excellent teeth
and his straight, soft eyebrows rose in one continuous arch, but
before he could get a word in edgewise, Roncalli, worming his way
between them, jerked his head in a 'let's go' signal, and was
out.

"Grazie, Signora, molto gentile," the
stranger said with a hasty, last look around, and scooted off
behind the weasel.

Those four words in that lovely Parmesan
lilt were enough to sustain Nunzia Grimaldi—and Cat—for the next
two hours, during which Cat sat on the counter and supervised the
courtyard from the front window while Grimaldi, after preparing a
pot of chicory in case the stranger might want some refreshment,
sat at the spic-and-span table but kept her eyes on both Cat and
the sink window overlooking the courtyard. All the while, her
fingers knit and purled nimbly across fine, powder blue wool,
counting by touch the stitches on the sweater she was knitting for
the baby that Signora Fialla from the third floor was about to
deliver any day now. Thus occupied, time flew for Grimaldi and Cat
until it was dusk--and still there was no sign of anyone: the
stranger, Roncalli, the redhead, or anyone else. Cat fell asleep
sitting up on the counter and still the courtyard stayed virtually
deserted-- except for that fat busybody Signora Meanzi, big as
Goering, propped at the window of her flat next to Sara Levi’s. It
was almost time to close the big oak doors, Grimaldi was thinking
when the door to Sara Levi’s flat opened, and out came the weasel.
Alone.

Grimaldi set the needles in her lap, checked
the little tray on which she had set two espresso cups on a good
doily, and went to the window, where she and Cat watched Roncalli
close the door to the redhead’s flat and walk down the landing. On
his way to the latrine, no doubt. He passed Meanzi in her window
and as he approached the corner stairwell, Grimaldi squinted.
Would he continue to the latrine at the end— or take the stairs
down, leaving the young couple alone?

To Cat’s and Grimaldi's disappointment, he
went on to the latrine.

Grimaldi stayed at the window, the knitting
needles held in place tightly, one under each arm as she rolled
slack wool up onto the ball. Maybe the tall, handsome one really
was the redhead’s cousin. More likely him than Roncalli,
who....

...reappeared now on the landing. And began
descending the stairwell! So he was leaving. And the redhead was
alone with Mr. Handsome. As Roncalli started across the courtyard,
Grimaldi saw a hand draw the curtain at redhead’s window . Cat,
after a good stretch, jumped down and went to the door, and
Grimaldi quickly went back to her chair. Cat was at the door when
Roncalli entered, but the concierge, busy with a tiny, intricate
shoulder, pretended she didn't see—or smell—him. She would drink
the chicory herself later if a certain person who was still in the
redhead’s flat didn’t come down. Nor did she waste one single word
on Roncalli. Certainly she didn't ask about the tall stranger.
"Arrivederla," the runt mumbled, pushing that shambles of a bike
out the door. The concierge dipped her head in acknowledgement. As
the door closed behind him, Cat jumped into her lap.

Well, Grimaldi thought, stroking Cat. Time
to close the main gate. She put her knitting aside, took Cat under
one arm, and went to the sink window, picturing the fine young
couple alone behind those drawn curtains. The thought made her
completely forget the waste of fresh chicory. Reaching beyond the
sink, she closed the curtains and nudged away Cat, who was pushing
his whiskers against her hand.

Oh, but they did make a handsome couple,
those two! God willing, perhaps the redhead had found love,
Grimaldi mused, and crossed herself while giving Cat’s ear a good
scratch, which he acknowledged with a deep purr. There: a little
love never hurt a body. Chicory you could have anytime. But real
happiness these days was as rare as real coffee.

****

Before Simon went down the dark landing to
the latrine to wash up, the girl—Sara; her name was Sara, she’d
told him as soon as Roncalli had left-- warned him. “There’s hardly
ever running water after curfew,” she said. “So use the reserve
water from the demijohn in the bathroom, which is identical to the
one over there, by the sink.”

He had done as she suggested. When he
re-entered the flat, she was standing at the sink, her back to
him. She was quite small and serious, he thought. But he liked the
way the back of her apron framed her wool-skirt, showing off a
perfect, heart-shaped behind. Water was trickling from the single
brass spigot as she washed the heavy white dinner crockery.

He shut the door and approached her. Bending
forward, he turned the faucet on and off, on and off, purposely
brushing her shoulder blades with his chest. "Liar," he commented,
speaking into her ear. "There is water.” Her hands stopped in
mid-air and he felt her smile. He went to the table, and Sara Levi,
thrilled to hear him speak English—thrilled to hear him speak
Italian; thrilled altogether and shaken, too, by his body brushing
hers, his breath in her ear—let the fine stream of water spatter
off her wrists and onto the plates and granite counter. She heard
his chair scrape the floor as she scrubbed the last dish and she
could sense him watching her, his eyes like hands stroking her.
She placed the dish on the drain board, a solid gesture in a
suddenly and increasingly confusing world.

It had been like this from the moment he and
Silvio had walked in five hours ago. Everything about him
delighted her, and everything about the situation worried her—not
just big worries like thoughts of Peppe and Flavio, poised and
waiting out there somewhere, but details too: the lack of war in
his too clean hands and too bright eyes; the foreign cigarettes.
What if something happens to him? she thought, turning to face
him, dishtowel in hand. Her concern for a stranger she had known
just a few hours threw her off. How was this possible?

He gestured at the chair opposite his. "Take
a load off." The light in her eyes was like the war-weary bulb
overhead, experiencing occasional power failures so brief they
might have been optical illusions. "Oh," he said, "I forgot: you
have no slang, as they say. ‘Take a load off’ means sit down.
Relax. Finish telling me how a nice Jewish girl from Sardinia wound
up in a place like this.” She sat. "Have a banana," he said,
pushing her way a soup plate with three puny, brown apples that
looked older than the war. The lights went on again in her eyes,
and he congratulated himself. What was he, he wondered, if not a
fucking wizard put on this earth only to brighten her eyes and make
her laugh? Must be in his blood—part of the genes. He felt like a
Mozart who’d just found his keyboard. Of course, it was
information he needed, not romance. But whatever the reason--his
nervous state or hers, him being in Italy for the first time ever,
and here in her apartment and all—almost from the second Roncalli
the undertaker had left, they'd found themselves sliding into
banter, interrupted only by the fleeting dimmings of her light.

"Okay," Simon said, "how about a pineapple,
then?" He did realize that he was showing off like a pigeon-toed
kid walking the edge of a curb to impress his girl—who snickered
daintily. Damn; he’d never heard a dainty snicker before. Her hair
was like a fuzzy golden halo under the single bulb. "Seriously,
though," he said, lest she take him for an utter fool, "what's your
story?”

"It is a lengthy one." Her English was
schoolbook foreign; fluent but quaint.

"We’ve got a lengthy night ahead.”

Blushing, she reached for one of the apples.
Her hands were doll-like; the short , fan-shaped fingernails
reminded him of the baby oyster shells he and Georgie used to pick
on Pequot Bay beach; translucent half-moons. And unlike the vampy
women he'd known in Switzerland, only her hair was red. "You said
you lived with your great aunt and uncle here in Milan?" he
said.

"At first.”

Was her hair red there as well? And was she
naturally shy, slightly mad, or a little of both? After all, war
did strange things to vamps and saints alike. Averting his eyes,
Simon smashed out the cigarette in the saucer.

In Italian, she said, "Don't ever smoke
those outside," all in a rush, because inwardly she was shivering
and her hands were cold, but her cheeks burned. Watching him nod
gravely at her advice, she thought, I am an idiot, he knows not to
smoke those outside. But his eyes were reaching deep into her head,
tickling the back of her neck from the inside. She reached for the
dull kitchen knife and began peeling a wizened apple.

"Tell me about Sardinia," he said in
Italian, following her lead to make it easier for her. In the hands
of Master Listener Allen Dulles, Simon had learned about informers.
You had to watch carefully; make them comfortable, wait until they
realized they were free to talk and didn't have to observe silently
anymore. You had to wait until they got restless and couldn’t wait
to talk ; wait until they started firing one seeming non-sequitur
after another, rat-a-tat-a-tat until their arsenal of pent-up
secrets was empty.

He watched her working the knife diligently
on the apple. "While Roncalli was here,” Sara Levi said, “you
spoke so slowly and clearly. I thought you weren't sure of your
Italian. But it’s perfect."

"I spoke slowly for the beccamorto."

She grinned. "What's beccamorto in
English?”

"Undertaker. See, unless you speak slow and
clear with short people like Roncalli....”

"...the words don't travel!” She
giggled.

He watched her efforts with the apple. The
fruit or the knife or both were hard going. "You think that was an
apple in another life, or what?" he asked, reaching into his jacket
pocket for his knife. With a smile, she declined his offer and went
on using the blunt one. She’s stubborn, he thought. Delicate but
stubborn.

"At first," she said, "a lot of Italian Jews
supported Mussolini. Three original signers of the Fascist
constitution were Jews.”

He raised his hand, smoothing his hair.
Italians in the States, too--Catholics, however, not Jews; he'd
never heard of an Italian Jew until he came to Europe-- had
been—maybe still were—Fascists. Mussolini had restored the nation’s
self-esteem, and that meant a lot to the poorer immigrants. Even
Pop had flirted with it, but only at the very start. There had been
a magazine--La Difesa della Razza, it was called. Pop used to read
it in the armchair in the evening. Until one day—Simon must have
been around 12 or 13 at the time--he and Georgie realized the
magazine was no more. Pop was reading the Echo, his usual
Providence paper for Italians. “What’s goin’ on, Pop?” Georgie had
teased. “No more Duce?”

“Wrong notes,” Pop said tersely. Ma used to
kid that the last time she heard her husband speak a full sentence
was in 1918.

“What?”

“Mussolini. False notes, like a bad singer.
The man is not honest here.” The baker patted his breastbone to
indicate his heart, or soul. That was the end of Mussolini and
Fascism in their home. After that, when either subject came up, Pop
would “tsk” disapprovingly and shake his head.

“I didn't know there were Jews in
Sardinia," Simon said. He had lowered his hand from his hair and
was looking at his palm, which was slick with oil and dirt. And
down the hall just a cracked sink with a faucet green with mildew
and neglect and a so-called toilet: a ceramic plate in the ground
with two footplates and a hole in the middle. "Not that I ever
gave much thought to Sardinia until just now." Nor had her given
much thought to women. They had come easily to him, like his
intellect. But never a problem or a priority. His head had always
ruled his heart. "Is the island far off the mainland?”

"No, but it's another world. Although
there've been Jews on Sardinia for centuries—since the Norman
invasion.”

"All as Irish-looking as you?”

She went red again, and dropped her eyes. He
dropped his too, but only as far as her breasts, where they
lingered while he remembered his first glimpse of her standing at
the balcony rail. So appealing. Such a surprise. "Was your family
religious?" he asked.

"No. We were like most Sardinian
Jews—totally assimilated into Sardinian life. Or so we
thought.”

"Your mother and father are still
there?"

She looked to her left at the closed
shutters, old wooden slats chipping drab green paint, and he knew
the answer. It was then that he began to feel his safe American
life coming to sit squarely between them on the oilcloth like a
mined no-man's land.

"My mother died of influenza in '39," she
said finally. "My father...died later. I was already here in Milan
when they died.”

Tragedy, grief, loss—common denominators
in war, he reminded himself in some obscure rebellion. Her story
was just one more travesty, one more reason for his being here.

"Actually," she said, as the apple peel
coiled in spirals toward the oilcloth, "my father disappeared in
'41. But his health had been failing for some time.” He was dying
of humiliation and failure, Sara thought, recalling the letters he
had written her before he disappeared.

"What did your father...?” He cleared his
throat. "What did he do for a living?”

"He was a professor—Chairman of the
department of English language and literature at the university.”
She couldn't look at Simon at all now. "He was well-known in our
tight little world. That's why it was so odd when he disappeared
without a trace about a year after my mother died. No one could get
any information about him. Even through the network."

The network?

She was cutting wedges of apple, the blue
and white checked skirt of the sink behind her a backdrop.
"Sometimes," she said, "I feel as if Sardinia never happened. The
war's erased so much; it's taken on a life of its own, like the
weather, or the earth spinning on its axis.” He thought of the
drop—the magic trajectory; his mission. And his luck. The photo
and trinket in his pocket, his vivid, sunny past. The present. And
future. He said helplessly, "But it's nearly over now."

Her green eyes looked steadily into his. "I
can't imagine it.”

With no real comfort to offer, he settled
for a happy fantasy and imagined taking her out, seeing her dolled
up and smiling, the two of them sipping good wine across fine
china. That's how it was in Switzerland; there was time for
courtship, the war was elsewhere. And in that timeless setting,
unfettered by past, present, or future, there were no
responsibilities, no conscience, no memories. Only conquest
mattered, in love and war. Every man for himself, and what an
aphrodisiac that was. Love was a free-for-all: another head on the
pillow, another victory. A joyride. Winner take all, and plenty of
spoils to go around. But this wasn't Switzerland. It was Italy. And
in Italy, the war was all that mattered.

He accepted the piece of apple she was
offering. "My brother,” he said, “was killed in the Pacific.” She
winced. He chewed the tasteless apple slowly. And before he knew
it, he was the one confessing.

At first, she listened closely, head on her
palm, elbow on the table. Egged on by her attentiveness, he began
spewing a hearty tale— a success story of Mamma and Papa and little
Georgie and Robert, and of course he didn’t mention real names or
identify his hometown, but he did lay the rest on pretty thick—
with a trowel, you could say. He seemed driven by a greedy urge to
assuage her sorrow with his own tale of his town’s hard-working
Italian American immigrant community; good people who lived lives
filled with hope in modest, clapboard two-family houses set
closely side-by-side on hilly streets that led to the sea. As he
spoke, he stacked the deck. He told of baseball games, Sunday
dinners, church, newspaper routes. Much later, but only much later,
he realized that in the telling he was reliving his childhood,
recreating his happy past, offering it to her like a life raft;
like something she could grip onto as she struggled in her sea of
sorrow. As though he wanted her to climb aboard and float safely
until a new life rescued her. On some level, he did realize that
his panegyric to his town and American meritocracy and American
optimism was going against her grain. Her pretty mouth had set like
rock candy. Yet he couldn't stop listing the rewards America
offered simple souls toiling in good faith. Even when her gaze,
direct as a lie-detector, narrowed and cooled, he kept lying by
omission--skimming the truth, selecting memories, adding insult to
injury by skipping the frustrations and trials of a poor Wop
family squeaking by in a cold, new world. But he seemed incapable
of shutting up. In fact, he didn't stop, didn't get the message,
until the cold green eyes freezing him out closed completely.

When they opened again, Simon recognized her
look. It was disappointment, like a child swindled with a
disappointing bedtime story. Or was that a look of disdain in the
green eyes? He got annoyed then. Just who the hell did this girl
think she was? The anointed guardian of some truth that he, a mere
philistine, had failed to appreciate? Finally, he said, "I guess
if you've never been to America, it's hard to understand."

Sara, in turn, wondered what she'd been
expecting. And why did she feel disappointed in him? Chances were
she'd never see him again, she reminded herself. He was nothing to
her. She didn’t even know who he really was or really came from,
not that it mattered. What Lena had said last night was perfectly
true: he was here to do a job, that was it. So let him find out for
himself, not from her, what the situation here was really like.
If he honestly believed life was an innocent affair with carefree
children riding bicycles down sunny, car-lined streets, was it
her place to disabuse him of that notion?

"It all sounds very...foreign," she
commented.

"I bet it does.” His hurt was vague, but
real. He had only wanted to cheer her up. "And this is better, I
suppose?” His arm reached out to encompass the room, the building,
the city, Italy, the war.

“I didn’t say...”

"Europe has plenty to answer for," he
countered, peeved. "I wouldn't act so superior about others'
lives if I were you.”

"Well you're not me," Sara Levi said,
miserable. "And I'm not superior.” But she did wonder what kind of
match she and Lena and Peppe—even Flavio—were against such
invincible American optimism.

"Look," Simon said, back-pedaling gently,
"all I meant was.... This war...."

"You're going to put an end to it anyway,
though, aren’t you? You Americans, I mean. Men and women like
you.”

"Damn right," he said, peeved anew and
completely misunderstanding her. "I'm sure as hell not in Italy now
to eat stale apples.”

They stared at one another.

"Please," she said. At the very least, she
owed it to him to tell him what he was up against—Flavio, Peppe....
But how? "Why are you so angry suddenly?”

"Am I angry?”

She shook her head, confused. He was making
it very difficult. "You know, I met many Americans before the war.
Students, professors, visitors.”

So now, he thought, he was just like all the
other Americans she knew. He rubbed his forehead.

"What I mean is, you Americans have this
idea that anything is possible—and maybe you are right. But to
solve our problems will take more than guns and money and jumps
from the sky.”

"More? What more? What problems are there
now besides winning? Isn’t winning the only issue?”

Sara Levi consulted the ceiling, thinking of
last night in the attic and the anger this man had dropped into
with his parachute. This ugly situation where everyone was pulling
their own carts. And him so unsuspecting.

"Go on,” he urged. “Tell me."

But the moment had passed. She had
reconsidered. Maybe, after all, he was right, and winning was the
only issue. Let him work things out for himself. She said lamely,
"I don’t like groups. They think they have the right to decide
people's lives according to their own ideas. Or make people live
like they want them to live. Why is that?"

Mostly, he agreed with her, but wasn’t about
to concede. "Maybe it’s human nature?" he ventured.

“Everyone wants power,” she said. “Everyone
wants to control people’s lives.”

“Who wants that? Groups? Your group? The
government? Who?”

"Why can’t people just let others be?”

“Well, they can—until others won’t let them
be.”

“Okay, but winning’s just a start. People's
hearts....”

“You’ve lost me,” he said.

Of course she had, she thought. He was a
man, and they didn’t want theory, they wanted concrete action.
“Winning's just a start," she said.

"Okay, but in this war, it'll do,” Simon
said. “Let’s win a few lives first. We’ll worry about the hearts
later.” On what he thought was an inspired hunch, he added, "But
you intellectuals are all the same, you'd rather think than do."
She blinked in surprise, and looked away. Wounded. How easily she
gave up, he thought. But he also saw that he'd been cruel. "Maybe
it's just 'Le parole sono femmine, i fatti maschi'," he
offered.

“'Words are feminine, deeds masculine?'”
She looked into his eyes; they were saying, Forgive me, and she
wondered if their differences were a male-female thing. She felt
unsure of everything.

Silently, they agreed on a truce, neither
one sure exactly what had happened—what was still happening. They
finished the apple in silence. Later, or tomorrow, was soon enough,
Sara Levi decided, for her to tell him what he had to know about
his situation. Simon, for his part, felt that later, or tomorrow,
was soon enough to hear what she had to say. There was still time
before Silvio Roncalli returned to take him to the men. For now,
worn out, he stifled a yawn.

She looked up. "I'll sleep there," she said,
pointing to the cot under the shutters. "You sleep in my room."

"No, no....”

"I insist. You need the rest more than
I."

****

What a mess she'd made of things, Sara Levi
thought later, dabbing cold water on her face, arms and chest while
she eyed the peeling walls and dingy light in the latrine. Poverty,
resignation, loss—lives scrimping along—had been her frame of
reference for so long that beauty and love no longer figured into
life as she’d come to know it. But maybe squalor provided just
another incentive for do-good Americans; maybe it inspired
simple folk from wherever he came from with a hankering for
victory. And who knew? Neat American lives might straighten the
world out after all.

Earlier, while he was taking his turn in the
bathroom, she had turned down the bed, set out a carafe of water
and a glass on the night table, heated water on the stove for them
to wash, pulled out the bidet basin from under the sink. So when he
reappeared at last, she was waiting, nightgown, robe, towel,
toothbrush, and hairbrush in hand, and made a grateful escape to
the bathroom. But she'd give anything for a proper wash tonight,
she thought, patting herself dry with one of the linen towels
salvaged from Uncle's house.

Covered in goose bumps and little else, her
insides chattering excitedly, jockeying joy and dread, hot and
cold, she reached for her nightgown from the hook on the back of
the door, imagining a wallow in the tub at home after a day at the
shore—the way life used to be on her island. The nightgown, white
and cool, slithered over her naked body, covering the clumps of
red hair under her arms, between her legs. Was her body was too
chunky to please? She hadn’t Lena's mannequin slimness. Lena must
be like the women he'd known in Switzerland, who had the time and
inclination to use makeup, crave new clothes, dance, joke, flirt,
and never take too much too seriously—or at least, not let on if
they did. A charmer like him would want better defenses, defter
thrusts and parries in the male-female duel than she had to offer.
Well, by now he was probably already asleep anyway. Or lying in her
bed thinking about fairy tale small-town America.

But she must have sounded like a shrew—or
worse. He’d called her an intellectual—anathema, she imagined, for
a man of action like him. How transparent she'd been. But why did
it always have to be another who pulled us out of ourselves like a
rabbit from a hat? She washed her face again, in case some of his
optimism had rubbed off on her. But as she tied the sash on the
forest-green wool robe, another treasured piece from her student
trousseau, her mind's eye saw his face across the table—the
tawny-brown line of eyebrow, the way he'd rubbed his forehead at
the end of their talk. Her carrying-on had exhausted him, she
thought, looking into the spidery mirror. But what exactly had they
been bickering about? She dipped her head and set about brushing
her hair as vigorously as possible, but each stroke commanded a new
thought and every thought led to the same conclusion: If reality
was what you thought it was, then you were in love if you thought
you were.

Intellectually, she knew all about necessary
illusions. People surrounded themselves with convictions strongly
held, feelings deeply felt—necessary illusions that re-routed human
consciousness from the basic meaninglessness of life. She believed
that the universe was essentially Pirandellian —things were what
you thought they were. "Thus it is if you think it is." The nature
of reality was relative, ephemeral, conditioned by individual need.
But the idea had never been put so strongly to the test as it was
now. It was shocking to find herself finally face-to-face with the
real prospect of love—not in theory, but very much in flesh and
blood. But suppose love turned out to be the strongest illusion of
all? Could that be? Was love the ultimate, absolutely necessary
illusion? Or was it the only reality?

"All as Irish-looking as you?"

She set the brush down on the sink and
tossed her head so the red mane flew around her until she felt
dizzy and had to lean on the sink to steady herself.

She cleaned the hairbrush over the hole in
the floor, then pulled the chain. Nothing happened. She had to use
water from the jug to make the dead hairs disappear. She rinsed
the sink, gathered her paraphernalia, and opened the bathroom
door. With a yank on the light cord, the loo faded into darkness.
Leaving necessary illusions undisturbed.

*****

The damn mattress seemed to be stuffed with
more rocks than the field he'd landed in last night. Every time he
got his thoughts together, he felt another lump. But it was better
than the floor of that farmhouse. And she was damn better company
than Roncalli.

He pictured her sitting across from him at
the table. Those eyes.

She was certainly taking her sweet time in
that cesspool of a bathroom.

Okay. This was ridiculous.

He turned his head on the pillowcase to
reach for a cigarette and caught a woodsy scent of cologne, too
fresh to be French perfume, too innocent to be coy, too real to be
seductive. Just like her.

Office romances were a no-no, he thought,
feeling himself stir.

He lit the cigarette and was dropping the
match into the saucer when the front door opened. What was she
wearing? A nightgown? Just a robe? Neither? Nothing? Sure; he
wished.

He heard her place two objects on the
kitchen table, one heavy, one light. The hairbrushes. In the quiet,
he imagined her hanging her clothes on the back of a chair. Now she
was padding softly across the cracked terracotta , every footstep a
mysterious, female rite. Water poured into the metal basin; she
must be at the sink, using what was left of the water she had
heated earlier. This mission would be numbered by bath-less,
cold-water days, he thought in disgust, closing his eyes, trying
not to listen to the quiet splashings in the other room. He stroked
the three-day growth on his chin, hoping that as soon as she
settled down on the daybed, he'd fall sound asleep and that'd be
that. Tomorrow he'd be with the men, and an end to these
overwrought, inappropriate fantasies.

He heard a big splash—water emptied down the
drain?—then the sound of enameled metal set on granite. He drew on
the cigarette. Not a sound out there now. What was she doing?
Pulling down the sheet on the cot she'd made up for herself?

"Simon?”

His heart jumped. He opened his eyes. She
was in the bedroom doorway, a form behind the curtain. "Come in,"
he said.

She pulled the fabric and he saw the
forest-green wrap robe and a touch of white nightgown at its
neckline. "I saw the light,” she said. “May I have a
cigarette?"

"Be my guest.” He picked up the pack from
the marble top. "Sit down. I can't sleep.”

She sat facing him, her back to the armoire.
Cupping the flaring match, he leaned towards the cigarette tucked
in her plump lips. "I didn't know you smoked," he said, fighting
the urge to take her hand and lick each fingertip. He leaned back
again against the pillows and, suddenly conscious of his bare
chest, pulled the sheet and coverlet up. As she exhaled a funnel of
smoke against the light, he told himself she couldn't be as
innocent as she seemed. No one in this war was innocent.

"You're so quiet," she said. His eyes were
so quiet. Deep brown now, serene. "You were very...animated—is that
how you say it?—before."

"Yes. Animated.” Right; he was pretty
goddamn animated now, under the covers. Change the subject. "I like
your English," he said.

"My father insisted I speak it also, not
only read and write it."

"I'm not always animated," he said.

"Maybe animated is your Italian side,” she
said. “Maybe in English you are a different personality. My father
used to say that if you have a second language, you have a second
life. So maybe in English you are restrained and dignified."

He smiled. "No, that's how the British are.”
He could take her face in his hands. Kiss her long and slowly. "We
Americans aren't restrained, we're enthusiastic."

"I see. People have many
preconceptions."

"Mmm. But my mother always says, 'All the
world is one country.'“

"Yes.
‘Tutto il mondo è paese'. It’s an old proverb.” She stubbed
her cigarette out in the ashtray. "Why can you not sleep?"

He shrugged. "Sore from the drop, I guess.
My shoulders.”

"I could massage them for you.”

Happily—if gingerly, given his swollen
member—he rolled over onto his stomach.

The little freckled hands sensed every
muscle, every tendon. He was enjoying the massage as much as the
anticipation of how it would end, but he was in no hurry to get to
the destination he now sensed was inevitable. He'd know when to
turn around slowly, take her hand, draw her to him. But not yet,
not even when her hands withdrew and he felt the bed move. She put
her hands on his shoulders again, but they were still. Then he felt
her cheek on his back, between his shoulder blades. She was
kissing his neck. He turned lazily.

She had opened the robe. He slid his hands
inside, around her, feeling the nightgown and her warmth underneath
it and her satiny neck against his stubbly chin. His mouth found
hers a moment before she switched off the light.

******

"Don't move," he said, reaching for the lamp
cord without moving his torso. Her hair was on his shoulder, her
breath steady on his chest as he fumbled for the switch. A click
brought some light—25 watts? Enough so when he turned his head, he
could see the cigarettes on the streaky gray granite of the night
table.

The tobacco calmed him a bit. She didn't
speak, but he knew she wasn't asleep. Her piney scent was
everywhere, mixed with his own stale odor.

"You should have told me," he said
quietly.

She raised her head, turned, and studied
him, leaning on her arm. And she seemed absolutely serene. No power
failure now in those perfectly assured green eyes. She was quite
beautiful; and no deceit in her face, in her poised, solemn lips.
He wanted to kiss her again. But then he remembered, and
didn’t.

"You are angry," she said, and lay down.

He bent his left leg at the knee; she curled
her own into the hollow of the 'V' that his had formed. He chose
his words carefully. "You see, I thought you had done this
before."

"Making lahv, you mean?”

Making lahv. Listen to her.

"No,” she said, “I never did it before," and
she laughed softly.

"This is not funny," he said.

But she seemed to be having an attack of
what was commonly known in the good old U.S. of A as the giggles.
The laughter built, roiling in her chest and belly. The more she
tried suppressing it, the harder she laughed.

"Please stop laughing," he said.

Her face was wrinkled with mirth. She
swabbed at the tears in her eyes. She was nutty as a fruitcake, he
decided. "Making love is a serious thing," he said.

"You think so?"

"I know so.”

"Me too. A man and woman so intimate, doing
such secret things to one another." She smiled. "It's very
wonderful, isn't it?”

"Yes.”

"What is it, then? Why are you angry? It was
wonderful. You were wonderful—to me. I hope it was wonderful for
you too. You know, I never saw a man here.” Her hand moved to him,
and recalling the expertise of what he'd never have suspected were
such innocent fingers, he almost blushed.

He moved her hand to his chest, keeping a
hold on her fingers as he slid an arm around her shoulders and
pulled her back down to his shoulder.

He'd been churlish. He’d just let go, let it
happen, taking for granted that she too knew how to let go. And so
she did—but by instinct, not by experience. In fact, they had been
in perfect unison until she'd cried out, and before he understood
what was happening.... "Tell me what this is about," he said.

He sensed, rather than heard, her sigh.

"You want an explanation," she said. "But
I have none. When I saw you today—just a few hours ago—I felt
immediately that I loved you. That's all. You can tell me that is
impossible—that I am crazy because of the war or because I am just
a crazy person. But it was not a decision for me. I did not say to
myself, 'I love him so I will seduce him,' or, 'Now I will tell him
that I am a virgin and see what he says,' or, 'Sara, be patient.'
There was no plan. I just knew something new about myself."

"Which was?"

"That this was right for me. That I could
feel this way. That my life could be imbellita. What is that in
English?"

"Made beautiful. Embellished. Enhanced,
maybe."

"Yes. Imbellita. So I let it happen. But not
to trick you," she added quickly. "Believe me, I will always tell
you the truth, I will not trick you. And you need not love me.
Don't feel you have to. Although I think you do love me. Or I hope
you will."

Love? He stroked her hair absently, not so
much wary of love as aware of how much there was to do. And how
nothing about her made sense except her sense of the true—a clarity
of soul that reached deep inside him like an epiphany. Like his
moment on the drop. Like Pop’s infallible sense of ‘true’ notes and
‘true’ people.

"I don't know what I have to give you,” he
said. “Everything's...."

"I wanted this to happen," she
interrupted.

He tightened his arm around her, loving the
sweet, round breasts, the nipples tightening under his hand again.
He reached for her tender moistness. "Did I hurt you?" he asked,
resting his palm on the thick bush of hair as he stroked her rich
folds lightly. Her response was a wriggle and a low sound of
pleasure; her hand had found him and was stroking, holding,
feeling, squeezing. Exploring. Manifestly ready, he wanted her
mouth before he kissed it, wanted to be inside her again. But he
made himself slow down. Pazienza. This time was all for her. That
much he could give her.

 



**************************************************************************


Chapter V

Major Butler Strikes

Pavia to Genoa, a
two-hour chug in the blacked-out night, and Flavio Conti, Miss
Wade’s golden boy, was nearly there. Riding the rails upright,
splayed like a squashed beetle flat against the iron ladder, pasted
between the cars. If he looked down, his soot-raw eyes saw one
long, gray, blurred line instead of stones inside the strips of
rail below, but what mattered was that Flavio Conti wasn’t going
where his ‘leader’ Peppe thought he was going. No, Flavio Conti
wasn’t following Herr General Wolff tonight. In fact, he had
decided never again. Never again would he follow Peppe’s orders. He
had a plan of his own now. He had taken matters into his own
hands.

The rungs bore hard on the soles of his feet
through the cardboard soles of his moccasins. Raising a numb foot
from the ladder, he flexed his toes to get the blood going again;
found the rung, raised the other foot, and flexed it. He should've
been more practical. More like Peppe. Should have plucked boots off
dead Krauts like Peppe did. The moccasins had suited him fine when
he had first fled his parent’s feathered Florentine nest. The shoes
had kept him fleet-footed in his best escapes, like the slip
through the Wolff's dragnet in Florence a few years ago. But now
they were worn out, repaired once too often. Just like Peppe,
Conti thought. Repaired once too often. The more proof Peppe had of
just what General Wolff was plotting, the more the farmer’s boy
from that God forsaken province of the Marches sat around the barn
wondering if the group should play footsie with an American
agent—or risk everything in grand style, like they used to when
they still had fire in their bellies.

He lifted his cheek from the rough wood,
rolled his head to relieve his neck, and rested the other cheek
against the splintery wood inside the ladder rungs. He was turning
the other cheek, he thought; ha-ha. Speaking of cheeks, how about
last night? Slitting Lena’s cheek with the card? He savored the
memory of the crimson blood in the paper cut against that white
skin and only wished he had used a knife instead of a playing card.
The he could have maimed her good.

Peppe, limp-dick leader that he’d become,
had been pissed off. “You got it wrong,” Peppe said. “Lena has no
idea you’ve been following Wolff all month. You think the Americans
would tell her they’re negotiating a secret surrender with Wolff?
To them she’s just a radio contact, they’d never give anything away
to her, especially something as big as their secret negotiations.
But you keep it up and believe me, it’ll be you who gives our game
away.”

"Lena agreed to the American,” he’d
objected. Maybe a bit petulantly, but he was pissed.

"Doesn’t mean shit. You’re so fucking hot
under the collar, you miss the point. Okay, maybe she requested the
American; the request jibed with their plans—which she couldn’t
have known about. The timing was lucky for both sides. The
Americans said, Fine, we’ll send you the agent you requested.
Probably thinking to themselves that worst comes to worst, the
agent will keep an eye on us. That’s all there is to it.”

He should have broken with chicken-shit
Peppe and the Tuscan group while they were still in Florence. He’d
suspected even then that Peppe was going mushy. So what made him
stick with the Marchigiano? Misguided loyalty, he thought now. Came
all the way north with Peppe. But it wasn’t too late. His plan now
didn’t include Peppe Bellesi anymore.

He looked down and a wedge of air flew up
between the cars and filled his mouth with grit. Dirt was stuck in
his teeth, his gums, his chapped lips, his nose, his wind-burnt
eyes. Spitting, he looked out sideways but glimpsed only humps of
farmhouses stuck on a flat landscape. No big buildings yet, too
early for that. He’d calculate his jump as soon as the train
started slowing down. It was tricky. If he jumped off the train too
soon, he'd be too far from town. If he jumped too late, he'd be in
the Genoa freight yard—where he definitely didn’t want to be. He’d
been in a freight yard when Wolff had caught him years before—in
Florence, not Genoa, but a freight yard nevertheless. Not that he
was superstitious.

He changed the subject.

They—he--had been following Herr General
Wolff for a month now. It had been Peppe’s idea, but he remembered
the conversation. They were at camp, where they always were these
last months, waiting for the next job, the next move, the next
idea, the next orders. Looking back, Conti remembered that at
first, he had thought trailing Wolff was a dumb idea.

“What for?” he asked. “At this late stage,
why?” It was night time. He and Peppe were outside walking, getting
some privacy from the other men, dumb shits one and all,
low-lifers, rejects who spent their time bickering like cunts and
getting on each other’s nerves because they had nothing to do while
waiting for the next little fart in their asshole of the war but
walk the fields, clean guns, and pick each other's lice. “Why
follow Wolff now?” asked Flavio Conti, playing devil’s advocate,
testing Peppe.

“Why not? It’s better than mooning around
here.”

Clever man. Slow, but clever. Managing him,
because The Great Leader knew that no action was bad for Flavio
Conti. Knew what a good time Conti would have tracking Herr General
Wolff, formerly headman of Florence, now Head SS Obergruppenprick
of all Italy. And yes, clever, lumpen Peppe had been right: Flavio
Conti did cotton to the idea of turning the tables on the same
Wolff who had once hunted him—and caught him. If only for a couple
hours. He’d slipped that net. So he’d fallen in with Peppe’s plan.
Anyway, all it took was time and a little effort to keep an eye on
the Wolff and stick around him until they found something—and they
would find something. Men like Wolff always had something to
hide.

****

His first reconnoiter of SS
Obergruppenfuhrer Wolff’s new headquarters had been a great
success. Since Wolff’s promotion to Super Prick of All Italy (which
had come on the heels, literally, of the Allied advance up the
peninsula, which had shoved the General and his troops northward in
hasty retreat), Herr General had been holed up in a village called
Fasano on nearby Lake Garda—Wolff with his guards and his azaleas,
waiting for the war to end while he figured out how to save his own
hide. Conti had taken to Fasano right off. There was the lake, the
thick greenery, the lacy, do-dadded Victorian heap of an old hotel
that the General had grabbed for his combination home/office.
Skulking around appealed to Conti. He knew, too, that if it got
boring watching Wolff's azaleas grow, he could pedal the shore road
round to nearby Salò and check out the Duce’s puppet retreat. He
could sidle up to Villa Feltrinelli, maybe catch an eyeful of the
doddering Benito in his own pile of gingerbread glamour. Why,
having both Wolff and Mussolini so near one another was downright
cozy—like the old days when the Nazis and the fascisti had been
buddies. Who knew, maybe Wolff had chosen Fasano just to be near
the potty old Duce the way the Duce had chosen Salò to be near
D'Annunzio's ghost.

Now there was another Italian loony for you.
Gabrielle D'Annunzio, poet-aviator-adventurer-hero... . But Conti
figured that the Italians’ hero-worship of D’Annunzio was part of
the problem with Italians. They thrived on sentimental mush. Fire
and passion, rhetoric. Garbage. From the shore road above Wolff’s
villa, Conti had a good view of the fruitcake poet's hideout, the
Vittoriale, perched on a peak over Lake Garda. D'Annunzio; the
poet had been very dead for a few years now, but in death as in
life he was one of Mussolini’s more incompetent inspirations.

So it went like this: Conti following Wolff,
Wolff following the Duce, the Duce following D'Annunzio. Ghosts
following ghosts. More than once, it occurred to Conti to pop off
the two surviving assholes. But as it turned out, there was
barely enough time for a plucky Florentine like him to do any
sightseeing at all. Because after just three days of watching
Wolff— casing the shiny-faced General’s cracker box from behind the
garden bushes—Conti’s vigilance paid off big time.

On the break-though day, the lake was a
round slab of slippery granite, the sky seeping drizzle onto the
jungle-like vegetation that curtained the water's edge. It was
spa weather; the kind everyone said made lake area residents live
longer. It was the kind of air that his mother’s rich Florentine
lady friends traveled north to take for their delicate
constitutions. At the edge of the garden, hidden like a lizard in a
thicket at the edge of the lawn at the side of the house, Conti
watched the folds of early fog, drab and melancholy as a nun's
habit, lift over the lake. He relished the profile of the stone
veranda at the back of the house, and the backdrop of hillsides
sagging with bougainvillea, wild chestnut trees, oleander. The
place was pregnant with green, bursting with it, rotten with it.
Nature here at the lake was too rich for the blood or the cement;
roots and branches had to push desperately through cracks in stone
walls to get breathing space. The grand villas stuck onto the
slopes around the shore looked like crumbs of rotting stucco.

Herr General’s front door faced the water.
From his lookout at the side of the garden, Conti could see every
approach to the Wolff’s den from the shore road above, and hear
every car before it descended to the house. It was near ten that
morning when the General's transport arrived. The driver did half
the turnaround, parked at the front door, got out, and waited. Not
two minutes later, the SS kid at the door clicked his heels and out
strode a tall gent, pink and polished in a hand-tailored Italian
suit, his bearing stiffer than the shoes on his feet. On his head
he wore a felt panama.

It was strawberry-blond Wolff in the ruddy
flesh: the chin receded and the nose, curved like an owl's beak,
stuck out from under the panama's brim. Crunching gravel underfoot,
Herr General climbed into the back seat. Wenner, his adjunct, also
in mufti, nipped at his heels like a Pomeranian as off they
went.

In no time, Conti was out of the soggy
ground, out of the trees, on his bike, and pedaling a good
distance behind the black Mercedes as it made its lugubrious way
around the steamy, grieving lake, then headed westward. After a
good forty-five minutes on the straight road, the car stopped
perpendicular to the railroad track. Conti stashed the bike and
waited. Finally, from the south, along came a regular passenger
train. All Aboard. It churned to stop at the siding, pausing just
long enough for Herr General to step aboard Car Six with young
Wenner, who was toting an ordinary carpetbag. The train pulled out;
Conti sprinted down the track behind it, in hot pursuit. When he
caught up, he jumped aboard.

*****

It had been a cushiony ride, a very
different train from this one, Conti remembered, lifting his feet
off the rungs one after another, marching them in place on the iron
ladder to keep up his circulation. During the entire ride on the
General’s train, Conti had thought only about getting back to camp
to report to Peppe about what he’d seen. But when he did get back
and finally had the chance, he realized from Peppe’s reactions that
he had taken the wrong approach.

"Fucking Switzerland! The prick went to
Switzerland, Peppino!" he’d chanted.



Peppe’s face was unreadable. That was how
Conti knew he had blown the punchline. Shot his wad too early.

They were at camp, sitting outside on a log
at the end of the field. Just like old times. Peppe was looking
ahead into the late dusk— maybe listening to his friend Flavio
Conti and maybe not. Hard to tell, because the leader was playing
the strong, silent type: smoking slowly, blowing tight puffs of
white against the chill air. He looked like his thoughts were
anywhere but on Flavio Conti’s amazing news. Maybe, Conti thought,
Peppe was thinking about what crops would be good here. Once a
peasant....

“Didn’t you hear what I said?” he asked.
“Wolff breezed across that border, Peppino.” The fag in his hand
had become one long ember, burning his fingers. He dropped the
butt, stepped on it, shook his hand out. "A car was waiting for
him. What'd you make of it? Who was Wolffie meeting?”

"The Americans,” Peppe said. “Bet on it.
Dulles must have sent the car.”

That response infuriated Conti every time he
thought of it, because it told him that Peppe must have already
known about the secret negotiations going on between the Americans
and the Krauts.

He’d said, "So, if you knew that the rumors
going around about a secret deal between the Americans and the
Germans weren’t just rumors, how come you didn’t tell me? Fuck you,
you knew what I was supposed to be looking for and never told me.”
He, Flavio Conti, was always the last to know. And what did that
make him, always the last to know? Someone's wife? “Did you know
about the surrender?” he insisted.

"No, not for sure,” Peppe said. “But we both
know the Germans have been making feeble overtures to the Americans
and the British for a separate peace for a long time. Wolff’s not
alone there. There’ve been rumors about Himmler, too. That he wants
to distance himself from Hitler and do a little future planning.
Sooner or later Wolff was bound to make a move for his own future.
And the most logical move was for a secret surrender.”

He could feel his cheeks burning. With
shame. And anger. “And now what?” he said.

"Nothing. For the time being,” Peppe said,
“just follow him, let the thing play itself out till we know the
whole story.”

So Flavio Conti, Sucker Number One, instead
of acting for himself the minute he learned about Wolff’s little
Swiss jaunts—instead of telling Peppe to fuck off, if only
mentally—had sat tight in the garden by the lake and watched,
spellbound, as the General crossed the Swiss border again and
again, too many times to leave room for doubt about what he was up
to. Herr General was trysting with the Americans.

But every time Conti reported back to Peppe,
the great leader said, Pazienza—sitting on a log like a bump on a
log while Wolff’s secret deal with the Americans solidified and
Italy got pushed ever farther from its own destiny. Even last week,
when Wolff flew off in his own plane right out of Italy to
Berlin—had to be Berlin, had to be Himmler whistling for his pet
Wolff, summoning him home—Peppe had said, “Pazienza; our time will
come.”

Right. The time when the Americans and Wolff
concluded their deal right out from under the Italians.

******

Screw it, he thought, flapping his feet on
the ladder again, one after the other, shaking them good. Fuck the
Marchigiano. Peppe or no Peppe, the time was now. Nor was it only
Lena’s little announcement in the attic that told him he had to
make his move. Peppe couldn’t know, because Conti hadn’t told
him—but Conti had come to another golden moment of realization last
week. It happened while he was at Wolff’s villa. And after Lena’s
little announcement in the attic, Conti knew for sure that the
arrival of the American agent had to be tied to the secret
surrender.

******

It went like this:

Wolffie had been taking the morning air in
his Bordeaux silk housecoat, standing on his veranda like the bald
eagle, sipping morning espresso from a cup small as a hazelnut
under his beak, when he spotted Flavio Conti in the garden. And
recognized him. Knew exactly who he was looking at. Course he
did—because the General knew Conti had traveled north after the
Florence escape. Knew it because the Krauts had a great spy
network, not like the ditzy Italians. You couldn’t trust Italians,
everyone knew that.

So Wolff had recognized Flavio Conti, his
former prisoner. The General had gotten a good look at Conti’s
familiar face in the bushes—the lizard in the bushes—and had even
blinked. More like a wink, if Conti looked back at the moment. For
his part, he’d had stayed right where he was, right there in the
bushes taking a good long look while the General’s bald pate glazed
over with morning dew. Hold that frame, he’d thought right then and
there: the General and the renegade Florentine making silent
promises, eyes locked across the lawn like they'd locked two years
ago at headquarters in Florence. Only back then in Florence, two
guys had to hold Flavio Conti up, he couldn't stand on his own two
feet after the beating Wolff’s men had administered. But through
the blood running into his eyes, Conti had watched the Wolff pace
back and forth, his blue eyes stuck on Conti's bloody face.

He said not a word to Peppe, however, about
Wolff recognizing him out there in the bushes on that damp morning
in Fasano. Something had made him hold back; call it instinct, or
disdain for what Peppe had become. Whatever. He’d said nothing to
Peppe, he’d kept his counsel. And now, in light of the news about
the American agent, he was so very pleased with himself. Because
after Lena’s announcement last night in the attic about the
American’s arrival, he immediately remembered that meaningful
moment in the garden, Wolff and he staring into one another’s eyes
like long-lost lovers. And it all made sense. One and one makes
two. Obviously Wolff had not only recognized his old enemy
crouching in the hedges, but had also alerted the Americans in
Switzerland that he was being followed. It must have scared the
Yanks. If the wrong people—people who didn’t want the surrender,
people like Flavio Conti himself—twigged to their plans, the
surrender might be sabotaged. The Americans had to protect their
Quisling General Wolff, or there’d would be no surrender because
there'd be no Wolff to sign for it . It made sense that they would
send in their heavy. The American. The dread AGENT.

The first step in developing a new plan was
to count Lena superfluous--for the time being, anyway. Whether she
really knew nothing of the negotiations and had, with her perfect
sense of timing, coincidentally requested the agent just at the
right time—or whether the Americans had contacted Lena on their own
and she still knew nothing of the ongoing deal but had agreed
anyway that maybe it was good to send in an agent—was of no
consequence. His loathing of the bitch stayed high either way. She
was way out of line, a meddler who thought she could run things,
insult him, belittle him.... But he set all that hate aside for
now. There would be time for her later. Other elements of the plan
were more pressing.

Before even leaving the attic last night, he
had begun reviewing his options. Figuring other ways to skin
foreign Wolff cats. All he had to do was concentrate. The answer
would come. All he had to do was concentrate, and his imagination
would provide a plan. And so it did, rather quickly. By the time he
and Peppe got back to camp late last night, he knew what he had to
do.

The solution came to him while he was
outside taking a late constitutional around the field with Miccio.
It didn’t come directly from Miccio—a.k.a. Nose. You didn’t talk
openly to Miccio. The dopey ex-smuggler, ex-sailor, a Genoese with
a head like rock salt, getting on to sixty now, had no gift for
ideas, never mind the give-and-take art of real conversation. With
his pitted, doughy cheeks and flat, squat nose, Nose was more like
a prizefighter K.O'd once too often than an escaped con, and if he
buttonholed you, you had to relax into his burbly routine, let him
carry on about how when the post-war amnesty came he'd go back to
his Rita, to his Genoa, to his cafe by the port and his
black-marketeering and make a fortune for his old age, better than
any chicken-shit government pension. When Miccio’s lump jaw moved,
it was like listening to the radio. Half the time you got just the
music, not the words. But Miccio’s Genoese accent supplied the
background music for Conti’s thinking. While the man’s dialect
was a song of the sea, ringing of the docks and loosening the
imagination.

Hearing the lilt last night, Conti felt
something click his head. The key word was Genoa, he thought as
Miccio warbled on while in Conti’s head the complete plan began to
take shape. Key word: Genoa. Genoa. Wide-open, corrupt, chaotic; a
seaport where anything could happen. The city was still Fascist
held (this was important), and it was a hive of intrigue because it
was close to Milan, but smaller than Milan and not so provincial as
Turin, say, where everyone knew everyone's business. Perfect. He
would get to Genoa and follow his nose to the sea. At the docks,
he’d find the bar, Il Marinaio, and Miccio's Rita. He’d fill her in
on her man, reassure her, and let her put him up for the night in
the apartment above the café....

The train was slowing.

He looked out. Black lumps of buildings.
Good. While Peppe pictured his faithful, obedient lieutenant
Flavio Conti in Fasano, following Wolff, being patient, respecting
timing, Conti was doing his thing, his Genoa caper which, if it
went as planned, would get him back to Fasano tomorrow night and
Wolff on the way to joining the ranks of the living dead. Wolff:
Subverted. Sabotaged. Ruined. More dead than if Flavio Conti had
murdered him in cold blood.

He leaned out, craned his neck. The train
had slowed, the wind was softer sang more sweetly, and he could see
freight shacks taking shape to his right. Spring out to the left,
roll to a stop, lay low till the train passed. One Genoa, coming
up.


******

Clean-shaven, natty, outfit by Rita: pants
and jacket pressed and clean, and Flavio Conti bright as a button.
Not bad. He was rehearsing, thinking British as he walked briskly
down bomb-wrecked Viale Indipendenza in the salty morning breeze.
He fancied himself rolling like the scrawny cypresses lining the
boulevard. Half a mile and he'd be at the black iron gates in front
of the white villa. His brain felt good, swollen with
possibilities. Walking did that to him—motion of any kind, train,
feet, bicycle. Motion opened his head. When his business at the
Ligurian Corps was done, maybe he’d visit a certain pleasure
establishment in Via Mazzini. For now, more rehearsing.

He turned the memory clock back to
afternoons in the shop off the Ponte Vecchio, the hours when
British clients, under Papà's greedy eyes, would buy the best gold
work in the world for their London shops while their wives took tea
with Mamà in the drawing room at home. He’d been the only kid in
Florence whose mother observed teatime as religiously as she did
Sunday Mass. Teatime was show time for her idiotic stories, in
English, about the Catholic school she’d gone to in England. She
always complained about England, but still managed to make
England’s cold weather, stiff, polite people, bad food, and
constant rain seem more fun than Italy's sun and gold and heat.
Maybe in England you learned to enjoy suffering; learned to enjoy
being warped like she was. It made no sense that an Italian
Catholic girl of excellent family had been sent to school in
England in the first place. The grand tour was supposed to be the
other way round: The British coming to Italy for a taste of real
life. Starting with the Renaissance—maybe with the Roman Empire—it
was always the Italians teaching Europe how to live, not the other
way around. Anyway, his silly cow of a mother loved the British,
and never had a clue that the British didn't love the Italians or
the Catholics, they just loved themselves. Once, Mamà got really
nuts. He had been stealing again in the shops, pocketing candy
whenever he could and not caring, really, whether he got away with
it or not. He’d always been a thief.

Well, that time Mamà told little Flavio that
she would send him to England unless he was a good boy. So he kept
stealing, but understood he must never get caught. And he wasn’t
sent to England to boarding school. Mamà hired Miss Wade
instead.

Inside the mansion on the Via Tornabuoni,
indoors with the Contis, the bony Miss Wade had no trouble,
although her ‘dear little boy’ Flavio hated her from the start—the
spidery fingers, the sickly, rotting smell of lavender on her and
her clothes. She and Mamà got along, though. Both mistook frigidity
for refinement. Miss Wade would read little Flavio "Wind in the
Willows," help him step into his Wellingtons before he went out
into the garden, bring him a tin of ginger biscuits when she came
back from her 'hols'. "Another, Master Flavio?” "Yes please, Miss
Wade, thank you very much.” He couldn't even feed them to the dog;
the spaniel preferred Cook's luscious Italian leftovers, until
little Flavio mixed lots of black pepper in those.

No, Miss Wade was fine when they were at
home. It was when she and her ‘dear little boy’ were out in the
city on walks or shopping or seeing the churches or museums that
his governess was as lost as a dead twig in a rich Italian garden.
He saw to it. Her ‘dear little chap’ would translate for her (her
stiff British tongue couldn’t curl around Italian vowels), and on
purpose he'd give the wrong directions and make sure every shop
cheated her. It was absolute joy to watch her confounded, polite,
squirming, lost in the gorgeous no-man’s land of the Italian
language. Flummoxed. Her confusion suited his sweet tooth for
cunning and subtlety. It was especially gratifying that Wade, the
cretin, never knew she was being duped. The poor woman never
understood how beauty and corruption went hand-in-hand, making
deception as rich as whipped cream compared to the ginger biscuit
dullness of truthfulness, sincerity, goodness.

Though come to think of it, Wade hadn’t been
a total loss. When she left and he started the British school, he
had an easy time of it. He knew the code and could do the school
song, the assemblies in the morning, the two-faced prayers. His
Italian soul learned from Miss Wade and from his parents’ pathetic
anglofilismo to smother any passion with reason. So, Tutt'i mali
non vengono per nuocere. No, Conti chided himself; in English: Not
all evils do harm. Or better still, It's an ill wind....
Practically total recall. Everything she’d taught him. And not a
moment too soon.

For here he was at the white villa with the
black gates. At the end of the marble path, atop the steps, stood
an armed, uniformed guard. Curtain going up, he said to himself;
Quite a risk, what? Good. English was in his head now. It struck
him that his life might be hanging on an accent. What a
concept.

He turned left into the gate, mindful that
if he failed to convince them that he definitely was what he
definitely was not, he might never walk out of it again. Did they
shot traitors in the backyard?

The guard's leg and rifle swung left, and
with a smart smack of steel on a leather glove, the entrance to the
front door was blocked.

You're on, Major Butler.

"Buon giorno," said Flavio Conti in stilted
Italian, his vowels flat, dull, and British, "Major Butler here to
see your intelligence chief, Major....” He fumbled his hand around
in his breast pocket, deliberately awkward. "Major... Where
is...?”

"Desidera il Maggior Seriani?”

Candy from a baby. Butler/Conti beamed
foolishly, a true Brit sacrificing respect for civility. "Major
Seriani! Esattamente!"

"Avanti!” The guard sharp now, returning the
rifle to his shoulder, clicking his heels.

Inside, bogus Butler stood on the black and
white marble checkerboard floor feigning confusion while getting
his bearings under the high ceiling and white walls. The round,
steep staircase had a black iron banister with gold leaf and a
chandelier that hung down into the spiral of the well, its chain a
plumb line under which, behind a fake Empire reception desk, sat a
pretty, ripe little blonde. Flapping her eyelids at him.

Eyes on her sweatered blue breasts, ample,
wooly, round, and begging to be plucked, he explained himself.
Highly confidential business, he said, a jot exasperated, a bit
uppity. Had to see Major Seriani in person. No, no appointment,
and Yyyess, he could wait, but not too long. He flashed her the
forged papers, waited as she read, Born: Modena. Profession:
Farmer. What'd she expect, the bloody stupid girl: "Profession:
Spy"? No wonder Italy had lost the war. Her eyes, meeting his,
said, this bloke's raving mad—Espionage! Sabotage! Fear! Alarmi!
But the exotic, foreign madman was the thrill of a lifetime for
her. Better than some farmer from Modena any day.

Fat-calved, intimidated, she stumbled off
down the corridor to the right, leaving her post, the naughty,
bungling little thing. He waited, legs crossed, on the velvet chair
alongside the desk. Butler/Conti tapping his fingertips on his
brown trousers. So far, so good. A yokel guard, a simpering blonde.
And Seriani?

Ah. Little big-tits was back, all a-twitter,
newly bold, female willing, impressed. Squeaking, "The Major will
see you!", she gestured down the corridor.

Ogling her tits, Butler considered an extra
night in Genoa.

"Last office on your right," she said, her
face bright red. "A destra.”

Major Seriani, short, fifty-ish, porky, was
standing behind his desk, buttons on his Fascist uniform popping, a
skinny moustache slicing the moon face. But the eyes were
intelligently brisk, if understandably wary.

Butler saluted smartly. "Major, I'm Major
Butler, British intelligence,” he said, in English. “May I speak
English?"

Seriani, waving a chunky hand at an
available chair, seemed to have ingested a fish head. Needed time,
no doubt, to get a grip; figure out what had dropped into his
office—spy, counterspy, lunatic. To put him at ease, Butler/Conti
hiked his trousers at the knee, settled into his seat, crossed his
leg, and when he was ready, looked up with a grin of nutty
civility. Above Seriani's piggy eyes and brilliantined coif hung a
cheap, hand-colored photo of Italy's latest savior. The gaudy
colors had faded—dark blues to baby blue, red to pinkish coral,
Benito's brown pupils to a bizarre piss-yellow. The print reminded
Butler of the washed-out prints of Jesus that hung over peasants'
beds throughout this great nation. Meanwhile, Seriani was stroking
his moustache, planning what to say. There: he opened his
snout.

"Please, who you are?”

"Well quite," said Butler. "Who indeed? You
may well ask. And as I am reluctant to waste your time, you shall
have your answer immediately, Major. However...."

"Excuse please. How you gotted here,
Maggior...?"

"Butler. George Butler."

"Bahdlehr. How you gotted here?"

"With the sanction of my command. Walked,
actually. Viale Indipendenza. Shame, those cypresses. Completely
denuded. Bloody business, these bombings."

A beat behind the alliteration, Seriani
scowled. "You speak also Italian, Bahd... Maggiore?”

"I do, old chap, but it's a bit of a muddle;
never got the accent, quite, if you take my meaning."

"Please. You speak now Italian a
little."

"Delighted.” Conti-Butler slipped easily
into Wade's massacre of Dante’s noble tongue. "I'm here on a highly
confidential, estremamente importante matter, Maggiore. In fact,
Seriani—may I call you that?—I cannot exaggerate precisely how
important. Or how confidential.”

"Sì, sì. Va bene, va bene.” Seriani was
wincing; at the slaughtered vowels? “But how did you gotted
here?”

"Infiltrated in, Maggiore, from Allied
headquarters at Caserta.” He paused; then added, "Unbeknownst to
the Americans, of course. I represent only the British."

Seriani settled back, folded his fleshy arms
across his chest, and looked like he didn't believe a word. But
even a hint of Allied bickering was hard to resist. Above him,
Benito's jaguar eyes followed the shenanigans of these two Italian
buffoni, knowing two fools when he saw them. "Tell me more about
yourself,” Seriani said. “In English now. How you know
Italian?"

"Born in Oxted. Surrey; p'raps you know it?
Lovely country. School at Charterhouse, then Oxford. Summers
abroad: France, Italy, Germany, Switzerland. The Mater loved Italy;
Father bought her a villa in Tuscany when I was nine. Fiesole.”

"Ah. So this is why your excellent Tuscan
accent.”

"Hah, hah! Jolly generous of you, old man!”
Mmmm. "At the start of the war, they put me in intelligence.
Because of the languages. Italian's the best of the lot, of course.
You want to hum with it. Spot-on for opera, I say. Only people in
the world could have invented the stuff." Seriani looked
astonished. "Right!" Butler reprimanded himself, dotty. "Back to
the subject." He swallowed, earnest. "After the Allied invasion,
they transferred me to the Italian theater. Alexander's office.
Now I've been infiltrated into the north for this special
mission. You see..."

Seriani's hand up. "Please. Enough English.
Now Italian. Tell me why you come to me? Were you sent
particularly to me?"

"Well old chap, this is an important, most
delicate matter...."

"But I am not so important,” Seriani
demurred. “Not at all." One could believe it; perhaps a genuinely
simple man, our Major Seriani. Telling it straight. Dashed
likeable. "I am," Seriani said, "how you say—a little piece in the
machine."

"A cog, we say, Major; a cog in the wheel.
But you see....”

The hand again. Seriani leaned forward. "How
you write your name in English, Major...?"

"Butler."

"Written how?” Pen in hand, ready to jot. As
if any self-respecting agent would give a real name. Butler said it
for him phonetically, in Italian. "Boot-lehr."

"Ahh. Boot-lehr. Non, Bahd.... Va bene, va
bene. Continue to explain yourself, please. In Italian."

Devilish business, playing the foreigner in
one's own tongue.

Boot-lehr said, "I came to you, Maggior
Seriani, because—and you will pardon my frankness—my superiors
wanted certain information leaked upward into German and Fascist
ears. The information concerns some...how shall I say?...
differences between we British and our American allies. Possibly
slight differences, possibly not so slight, I couldn't say,
actually. In any case, we are not seeing eye-to- eye on a few
matters.” The English idiom resounded. An old trick: command of a
foreign language conferred authority. "Do I make myself clear,
Maggiore?"

"You are telling me there is a disagreement
between the Allies. This is not a revelation."

"No indeed, common knowledge, in fact; pity
though it is. But bear with me. We British want to leak word to
you—the enemy—at—and do forgive this, no offense to you
personally, you understand—at a middle level.”

Seriani's brows rose, lids stretched, eyes
bugged. "Information?"

Butler, solemn, leaned in. "We are entirely
alone?”

"Assolutamente."

"Well then. British intelligence—and, we
believe, Fascist intelligence—have known for some time that the
Americans in Switzerland, working under Mr. Allen Dulles, are
negotiating a secret surrender with the Germans here in the
north.”

Seriani, fat little devil, didn't blink. So
the Fascists already knew. Everyone knew, even the poorest
relatives of the master race.

Butler kept his Italian limping as it snuck
up for the kill.

"Of course,” he said, “the Americans and the
German officers here in northern Italy who are negotiating this
secret surrender are not only betraying your Fascist cause but
also committing treason. Yes,” he confirmed to Seriani’s now
bugging eyes-- the word treason did it every time—“it’s true.
Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin agreed even before Yalta: no
surrender whatsoever for the Germans. And Hitler's orders are
clear: defend Fascism and the Reich to the bitter end. Be that as
it may. We will come back to the illegality—to the treason of it
all."

Seriani's fingers tapped the desk.

Butler cleared his throat discreetly. "Our
people tell us General Wolff is heavily involved in the Bern
negotiating. And that General Vietinghoff may soon be. Because
obviously, SS Obergruppenfuhrer Wolff's surrender will mean
nothing unless the commander of the German armies in Italy also
cooperates. It must be a joint SS and Wehrmacht surrender.”

Butler allowed Seriani a moment to consider
the multiple treasons: Dulles, Wolff. The infinite number of
Italians sold out by leaders foreign and native. Then he
continued.

"Now, don't you agree, Maggiore, that it
would be a pity to let the Americans and the Germans continue
along this path?”

Seriani stared hard at him.

“We may agree that a surrender, any
surrender, is desirable. Lives and property could be saved, and all
that.” He smoothed the cloth on his thigh. “But. And this is the
crux. If a surrender, legal or illegal, is to happen, why let the
Germans and Americans take credit for it? My point is, Why should
our British generals in Caserta be cheated of credit by the
Americans, of all people? Who, as you know, sat out most of the war
anyway.”

Seriani's hand went to his moustache. "But
the Fascists have lost in any case.”

"True. But you Fascists could still play a
part in a surrender."

"Why should we want to?” Not, How could we,
Butler noticed, but, Why would we want to?

"For posterity,” Conti/Butler said solemnly.
“For history."

Seriani blew air through his teeth. "Major,
let me also be frank. The Fascist cause is finished; there is no
honorable way out for us, and if there were, the Germans would not
allow us to participate in any case. We Italians had little say
from the start with the Nazis, but now....” Seriani's arm was in
the air, pushing backward at the picture. Butler looked into the
yellow dots. “The Duce is a ruined man,” Seriani said sadly. “Our
units in the north dissipate daily. Men desert, they are
captured, murdered. For the Italians it is over.”

"Nearly over." Butler felt the bloke's
despair. "Nearly. But ... what if the Fascists were to get to
Vietinghoff before Wolff does? What if they play him against
Wolff—whisper in his ear, persuade him it's best to negotiate a
secret surrender with the British, not with the Americans? What if
they succeed in convincing Vietinghoff that it's in his
own—Vietinghoff's—best interests to take the initiative in any
treasonous peace talks?”

And in the process, thought Conti/Butler,
cut Wolff's legs out from under him.

"But why?” Seriani said finally.

Butler shrugged, thinking, For the fun of
fucking the Wolff, and Lena, and... But he said, “Per l’Italia! To
give Italy a part in the last act of the war and in the making of
its own future in postwar Europe, by God!”

Seriani's mouth was a sneer; what was a
bloke to opt for at this late stage? Fair play? Good deeds? That
would be a first.

"Major, hear me out," Butler said. "We
British are Europeans too. Do we want an American-dominated Europe
when this is over? If we give the Americans the power to treat
secretly with the enemy now, it will be worse later. Believe me,
potentially, the Americans are as formidable an enemy as our
uneasy allies the Russians.”

Hands on the arms of his chair, Seriani
sighed grimly; bowed his head in thought; shook that head. And
finally said, feelingly, "Mah!"

That throwing up of one's hands at life's
defeats! That onomatopoeic sound of realism, of acceptance of
all one was powerless to change! That Italian Mah!—which translates
into
"What-can-you-do-in-the-face-of-fate,-this-is-the-human-condition!
Or, What the fuck is a person supposed to do?

Butler felt he’d won.

"So I am to save Italy from the Americans,”
Seriani said, “and get the British and the Fascists credit for the
secret surrender. A big plan for a little cog like me.”

Maybe the man wasn’t as dumb as he
looked.

Butler said, “Maggiore, you need only bear a
message. The point is that once Vietinghoff learns that we British
and you Fascists have linked him, however remotely, with
treasonous dealings—if he hears advertised that he is involved in
open disobedience of the Fuhrer’s orders—Vietinghoff will disown
Wolff’s plan. He is too loyal a Nazi to commit treason in anything
but utter secrecy. And once Vietinghoff disowns Wolff’s surrender,
the Americans will be revealed to all as the treacherous allies
they are.”

And Wolff, exposed as a traitor, would be
mincemeat.

“Very subtle,” said Seriani. “But...”

“And you see, Maggiore, you personally must
be the liaison, the conduit for this flood of information. Need I
remind you that your participation would also be to your personal
advantage? Very soon there will be a post-war Italy. Presumably,
you will have some sort of life in it." Seriani nodded slowly.
"Maggiore,” Butler urged, “your intervention will serve both
Fascist and British interests.”

"Hmmm.” Seriani was catching up fast. "How
exactly do you suggest I proceed?"

Butler flicked non-existent crumbs off a
dark brown knee. "You report to German intelligence here in Genoa
daily?”

"Information of a military nature goes to
Vietinghoff's office as well."

"There you are, Maggiore! Report my visit
today in your normal daily log report to your head office and
copy-in Vietinghoff's office; specifically mention that the
British want to negotiate with General Vietinghoff himself. Refer
specifically to Vietinghoff by name."

"Very subtle,” Seriani repeated. “And
suppose Vietinghoff requests more information about these British
efforts toward surrender?”

Sweet Jesus! Come on, man!

"A possibility, but hardly a problem,” said
Butler. “We will tell Vietinghoff more when I return here to your
office the day after tomorrow."

Seriani, his gaze steady on Butler’s face,
took a moment. Then, “I think not,” he said. “Definitely not.”

Butler’s hands went numb. Was the game
up?

“Not the day after tomorrow,” Seriani said.
“Not on Good Friday.”

Ah. “No, of course, bloody silly of me. On
Easter Monday then.”

Seriani nodded gravely. "The Tuesday. But
might it not be better, Major, if I detain you here now? As
insurance. Just in case. I could...."

"That would not be wise,” said Butler.
Seriani had to be bluffing. "I am here on orders, Maggiore, one
being that if my people learn you are holding me, they will disown
me completely. You will have cut off your nose to spite your
face."

Seriani studied him. "You are a brave man,
Major Butler.”

"And you, my friend."

"No, no. I am not your friend, Major. Be
clear on that. But you are brave. Or mad. You know that if I decide
not to believe you, I can have you shot here and now? Or take
measures, short of your death but perhaps worse, to have the truth
from you?"

Time to go. "Of course. But why kill the
fatted calf, Maggiore?" Butler asked, uncrossing his legs, rising
to his feet. Exeunt Butler. "You have my word: I shall be back on
Tuesday. ” Seriani likewise rose to his feet, a short man but
feisty.

Butler extended his hand. "Will you give me
your hand on it?”

Seriani lifted his right arm, bent down
slightly, and reached below the desk. Butler's arm returned to his
side. Had he lost? Would Seriani come back with a pistol? The
Italian pushed...a buzzer. " Maggiore Boot-lehr,” he said, “or
whoever you may be, the receptionist will show you out.”

"Quite. Until Tuesday, then.”

Walking down the corridor, he could feel
Seriani's eyes on his back. Approaching the lobby, he heard a buzz
at the deserted reception desk and the pit of his stomach tingled;
did Piggy Seriani have something up his sleeve; would Butler make
it out the black gates?

The blonde, rushing towards her desk from
the opposite corridor, reached the phone as Flavio Conti reached
her. As she moved back behind her desk, her eyes on Butler’s face,
she raised the receiver to her ear and said, "Sì?" into the
intercom phone. "I was in the washroom, Maggiore Seriani. No, he's
here in front of me.”

Butler winked at her.

"He’s just leaving, I think.” Butler pursed
his lips in a silent kiss. She
smirked. “Yes, Maggiore,” she said. "Molto bene. Sì, ho capito
perfettamente.” She replaced the receiver.

He was going to make it. But mustn't
rush.

"Mille grazie," Conti said, staring
ostentatiously at the girl’s breasts. "Grazie infinite.”

Foremost in his mind was the door behind
him; the rest was frenzy. Like the manic thought of reaching out
and cupping a mound of flesh and nipple in his hand, the hand that
Fatty Seriani had refused to shake. He could squeeze and squeeze
ever so gently, affectionately. Provide caresses of farewell and
rejoicing till she squealed with delight.

No; that would hardly be the gesture of a
British officer, not a't'all. The British weren't buffoni like the
Italians. Get a grip, Butler.

"My dear girl," Major George Flavio Conti
Butler said, aiming his most correct, upperclass British diction
wistfully into her coy, vacant eyes. "You are so very, very
beautiful. If there were but time....” And it was true: she was
there for the taking—not getting his English, but getting his
drift. Appreciating him. No agenda in that face. He took her
hand. She drew back, but he held on until his steady, passionately
sincere gaze got to her. Raising the hand to his mouth, he kissed
it with restrained ardor and released it with reluctance. “A Happy
Easter to you, dear girl,” said Major Butler before he about-faced
abruptly and strode out the door.


**************************************************************************


Chapter VI

The Wolff

Easter Sunday,
eight-thirty in the morning. SS Obergruppenfuhrer General Karl
Frederick Albertus Wolff, responsible for all SS and Gestapo troops
in northern Italy, sat at the desk in his study in Fasano waiting
for a telephone call from General von Vietinghoff, head of all
German Army troops and presently in the thick of the fighting at
the Italian front.

Wolff, who had returned from a ten-day trip
to Berlin well after midnight, was edgy this morning, his frayed
state of mind further aggravated by a nerve, or whatever it was,
hopping about in the upper corner of his right eye like a trapped
tadpole. He stared at the squat black object hunkered-down on the
fine mahogany like a baby bull ready to charge at the delicate
objects arrayed around it: the bronze and crystal ink stand, the
weathered Florentine leather blotter piled with vellum sheets,
the pewter lamp with its creamy linen shade, the exquisite photo
portrait of Katrine in its silver frame, the silver breakfast tray
with the pot-bellied silver espresso pot, its teak handle stiff as
a fat samurai's prick. An antique phone would have suited the
polished fine wood surface better than industrial Bakelite. As the
Italians said, "L'occhio vuole la sua parte"— ‘The eye claims its
due.’ The Italians appreciated beauty and harmony. But the
General’s technicians had insisted that only this phone was right
for field communications. So it was with the world, Wolff mused,
pouring more coffee. Beauty was ever prey to men's whims. The
balance between violence and grace was as fragile as the demitasse
spoon perched on the porcelain saucer.

And still von Vietinghoff didn’t phone.

He closed his eyes, pressing his thumb on
the eye socket to still the twitch. At this moment, Vietinghoff,
the Wehrmacht’s new Commander in Italy, was in battle on the
Adriatic front, staving off the latest British-American attack and
no doubt juggling several phones like this one as he strained to
hear over background artillery fire. But ultimately, Wolff knew,
Vietinghoff must phone. Everything depended on it, and everyone was
in a hurry. Not least the peripatetic Baron Parilli.

Last night upon his return from Berlin,
Wolff had found the little Baron waiting for him here in the study.
The chain-smoking Sunrise liaison, go-between for Wolff and Dulles,
was barely coherent with relief at seeing Wolff again alive and
well and back in Fasano, and flitted, puffing away, between the
armchairs in front of the desk. His first words were, “So we go to
Switzerland now, yes? This minute! My car is waiting!”

Immediate re-departure; Easter in Bern—on
the heels of Easter eve in Berlin. Wolff could barely cope. He
urged patience on the redoubtable Baron—insisted, in fact, until
the Baron finally left, albeit with his nose somewhat out of joint.
Then Wolff had phoned Katrine in Berlin and Kesselring at the
German front and, once reasonably satisfied that everything with
his wife and his old friend was proceeding as planned, he had at
last gone to bed.

But his sleep was fretful. Worries jutted
into his consciousness like hard stones, vying with the Reich's
death rattle resounding in his brain and producing nightmares that
blended fear and reality. After a nearly sleepless night, he had
surrendered at six a.m., got up, shaved, and came downstairs. And
here he sat in his dressing gown, waiting for the Bakelite bull to
snort, listening to the silent lake outside, watching the mist
disappear over the azalea pots on the veranda outside the French
doors to his right. And asking himself why, at forty-five years of
age, he was still plagued by nervous ticks, insomnia, and other
humiliating signs of damage. He had succeeded, after all, in
accomplishing what he had set out to do on this trip to Berlin—from
which he had at times feared he might never have returned alive.
Yet his apprehension was as great on this fine morning as it had
been ten days ago when Himmler had phoned to summon him back to the
Reich’s capital.

****

He’d known long before Himmler’s call that
Heinrich’s men were watching him. But spying on one another was
part of the Reich’s rules of the game. No one trusted anyone:
Hitler spied on Himmler, Himmler—Wolff’s boss—spied on Hitler, and
Kaltenbrunner (especially Kaltenbrunner, Wolff’s arch-rival,
Wolff’s equal under Himmler) spied on Himmler and certainly on
Wolff. The higher-ups watched one another like hawks, and never
more so than now, when the survival stakes were higher in defeat
than they had been years before in the initial scramble for power.
Now, it was natural that Himmler, knowing full well that Wolff had
established channels to the Allies (it had been Himmler’s express
wish that he do so) should order him to Berlin to report first-hand
on the initial meeting with Dulles in Zurich. But when the call
came, Wolff could only pray that Himmler didn’t yet know of the
second meeting with Dulles in Ascona. Of Wolff’s double game.

Wolff knew, of course, that he had to obey
Himmler’s summons, there was no getting out of this trip to Berlin.
Trying to take the best of his anxiety, he told himself that this
had been the risk he took when he approached Dulles in the first
place. He reminded himself that every problem was opportunity, and
consoled himself with the thought that once in Berlin, he would see
Katrine and the children, and would make proper provisions his
family regardless of what lay in store for him personally. For was
he not still the 'Highest SS and Police Leader', the highest rank
ever conferred upon an SS officer and a title had been expressly
created by the Fuhrer himself for his pet, his Wolffchen Karl
Frederick Albertus Wolff? He had always been aware of the lengths
his rivals would go to try and undermine him. But until further
notice, he was still the same Karl Wolff who had started years
before as Himmler’s favorite and who, by dint of his personal
talents, had tiptoed deftly amongst the envious vipers to become
Himmler’s Chief of Staff and finally Hitler’s own best boy.

It hadn’t been easy. Unlike the others,
whose background was the Army or the gutter, Karl Wolff, before the
Reich, had been a successful senior account executive in
advertising—another ‘problem’ Wolff had turned into an
opportunity. As an ad man, he’d handled clients smoothly,
cultivated them judiciously and successfully. Applying the same
sophisticated techniques to his uncouth Nazi superiors, he had
managed to become Himmler’s favorite, Himmler’s 'Wolffchen', the
man Himmler could take anywhere. Wolffchen knew the finer things;
Wolffchen reassured with supreme, soft-spoken confidence;
Wolffchen’s tall, handsome, God-like Aryan presence was
irresistible to the stoop-shouldered, race-obsessed Himmler. It
hadn’t been long before Heinrich Himmler, Bavarian to soles of his
flat feet, became fond of showing off his Wolffchen, his protégé,
like a trophy.

The Himmlers, Heinrich and his wife Marga, a
wide, blonde Frau older and (however incredible) uglier than her
husband, were soon taking Wolff and his wife Frieda out on
double-dating limousine junkets through the thriving new Reich.
Wolff and Freida deferred to and flattered the upstart Himmlers, no
great sacrifice for Wolff in those good old days when Himmler and
the Fuhrer were accomplishing miracles for Germany.

Stronger bonds between the couples developed
when Frieda gave birth to Wolff’s first son. Himmler, in one of
the stern, solemn, Teutonic folk ceremonies he had revived for
the Reich’s greater prestige, had stood godfather. By then, Katrine
was already in the picture, but that didn’t seem to be a problem.
Everyone in the Nazi hierarchy had ‘second’ wives. Himmler himself
had Häshen, his former secretary. No, the trouble was not that
Wolff had taken Katrine as his mistress. The problem was who
Katrine was.

Blonde-haired, blue-eyed, she was the best
of Weimar, a work of art in her own right, not some gauche Fraulein
from the sticks but an eminently desirable lady, beautiful inside
and out, every delectable inch of her a daughter of the old guard.
Married, of course; the child-bride of an old nobleman. She was the
Gräfin von Bernstorff, the ideal Aryan wife. At the time, Wolff,
though intrigued by her, had had no intention of truly falling in
love with Katrine. Initially she had seemed a prize, a delicate
trophy. But the unthinkable happened: he fell truly in love with
her and she with him.

Katrine made him feel young again, desired
again, needed again, and his love for her ransacked his control in
a rout that made the Bulge look tame. But he hadn’t imagined how
truly obsessed he was—how he absolutely had to have Katrine for his
very own—until Widukind, their love child, was born in secret. In
Budapest.

Himmler, increasingly nervous and anxious,
personally oversaw the arrangements, even insisting on standing
godfather to the baby boy in yet another blue ribbon ceremony, and
offering every support in hopes that Wolffie wouldn’t make a fuss.
Mistresses and illegitimate offspring were taboo issues within the
Fuhrer’s circle. It was considered bad form—and maybe worse—to lose
one’s head for one’s mistress, even when the lady in question was
the Baroness von Bernstorff—or, perhaps, especially when the lady
was the Baroness von Bernstorff. Divorce was not permitted in the
Nazi hierarchy, it set a poor example for the Volk. Ironically,
just a short time before Katrine became pregnant, Himmler himself
had personally hand-picked Karl Wolff oversee management of the
Lebensborns, those peculiar institutions of the Reich that were
actually subsidized bordellos, abortion clinics, nurseries and
orphanages all in one. Party houses for the Party, was how Wolff
thought of them. How would it look, Himmler must have fretted, if
it turned out that Wolff, the administrator of illicit love and its
consequences within the Reich, couldn’t control his own desires?
One of Wolff’s functions as director of Lebensborns throughout
Germany had been to screen potential ‘mistress candidates’ for
suitable Aryan-ness, and he had always carried out this duty with
utmost discretion. Each successful assignation was considered a
victory for the Reich, because even the illegitimate issues of
‘pure’ bloodlines were worthy additions to nation.

So shortly after Widukind’s birth, when
Wolff began conniving in earnest to divorce Frieda and marry
Katrine, Himmler put his foot down. In endless, harangues about
family life and traditional Aryan values, Heinrich made it clear
to Wolff that divorce was not only out of the question, but
unheard of and absolutely unmentionable within hearing distance of
Hitler. Wolff would remain with his Frieda, his lawful wife; there
would be no divorce, no remarriage. The subtext was clear: Wolff’s
request for divorce would make Himmler look bad given Katrine’s
high position.

But by then Wolff had to have Katrine. He
loved her to the point of obsession. So he bided his time and
nurtured his resolve to make her his wife. He would make his case
again when the right opportunity presented itself. But—how
completely absurd this life was!!—who would ever have expected the
right opportunity to present itself in the guise of a kidney
stone?

When it happened, Wolff, immobile in his
bed, every movement agony, had understandably failed to appreciate
the irony. To this day the mere memory of the pain could make him
writhe—much as, to this day, the doctors’ prognosis made him
wonder. Oh, the diagnosis was accurate enough. But why had the
finest physicians in the Reich, Himmler’s own personal cranks, been
so adamant, so certain that Wolff wouldn't survive the operation
that they insisted was his only hope?

At the time it had seemed to him that the
doctors derived a certain satisfaction from the prognosis. Their
important patient would be legitimately killed by a fortuitous
kidney stone. With death imminent, Wolff made his deathbed request
known to Himmler. He wanted permission to divorce Frieda so he
might marry Katrine before he died. Himmler flat out refused him.
At which point Wolff—having nothing to lose; after all, wasn’t he
dying?—went over Himmler's head.

And the Fuhrer gave his immediate
consent.

"Such a romantic, our Fuhrer!" the toadies
twittered, thrilled by Himmler’s embarrassment, by the imminent
death of a popular officer, and by a happily tragic end to a juicy
love affair. "A miracle!" the toadies added when Wolff confounded
matters even more by recovering from the operation and the kidney
stone.

In hindsight, he considered his survival of
the operation less a miracle than his survival after disobeying
Himmler.

There were consequences to his survival,
however. Wolff had to pay the piper, Himmler had to save face
somehow. But Wolff readily accepted his punishment for
insubordination: exile to Italy. With his custom-designed title, SS
Obergruppenfuhrer Wolff, the newly appointed head of the most
important SS and Gestapo command in Italy, married his Katrine and
set off on his new assignment.

But Italy had proved a double-edged sword.
The assignment removed Wolff from the geographic power center,
where, he knew only too well, there was no one to look after his
interests in Berlin’s vipers’ nest. In addition, he wasn't at all
sure whether he—or anyone, for that matter—could deliver what
Berlin wanted from Italy: coordination, unity, concerted effort.
The Italians simply didn’t have it in them. On the other hand, as
the war soured for the Germans, Wolff sensed that Italy, so far
removed from the Nazi power center, might prove a vantage point
from which to look ahead to a life after the Reich.

His first good deed as Gestapo and SS Chief
on the peninsula was to transfer the art treasures of Florence en
masse to safekeeping in the north. Posterity would remember that.
Then he had made a point of negotiating prisoner exchanges with the
partisans. No one knew better than the Italians that one hand
washed the other, and favors would not be forgotten. He had even
tried reasoning with Harster, head of the SS prison in Verona, over
excesses—tortures, murders, disappearances. And although one
couldn’t really reason with Harster, who was Kaltenbrunner’s man,
the victors, writing history, would appreciate the effort. Also
for the record, Wolff sent peace feelers to the Pope via the
Cardinals of Milan and Turin, and even met personally with His
Holiness, an historic moment.

But once the Allies moved in and began
slowly squeezing the Germans northward, Wolff knew there would be
no more meetings with the Pope. He would have to look elsewhere to
ensure his future. By January of '44 the war in Italy was lost.
Mussolini was finished, the partisan coalition was
strengthening, rail and road access to Germany from northern Italy
was severed by the Allies as they moved through the Balkans and
held Bologna even when troops were diverted from the Italian
campaign to concentrate on liberating France. In that first, bitter
cold month of ’44, Wolff had had 15,000 Germans, 100,000 Italians,
20,000 Russians, 10,000 Serbs, 10,000 Slovenes, and 5,000 Czechs
at his Italian command—every last one of them trapped, a suicide
force with no hope of victory or escape, their swan song a chorus
of Berlin big-wigs jabbering about fanciful secret weapons and
last-stands in some Alpine redoubt.

Wolff had thought of surrender then, and
again the following July, when von Stauffenberg's plot to kill the
Fuhrer failed. Hitler, high on survival and amphetamines, eager to
consolidate military and police functions in Italy, named Wolff
military plenipotentiary on the peninsula. With the nomination
came 10,000 more German soldiers and 55,000 more German supply
troops to swell Wolff’s doomed legions. Had the Fuhrer any sense of
humor, it might have been a bad joke.

Wolff’s personal agenda stalled. The
mushrooming Italian partisan coalition, disorganized but hardly
stupid, would have nothing more to do with the Reich—and after
Casablanca and Yalta, neither would the Allies, who had decided,
unilaterally, that the only German surrender was to be
unconditional surrender. For partisans and Allies alike, Berlin and
the Nazi hierarchy had become untouchable. But then, through the
highly efficient homosexual underground—Wolff ignored the gossip;
these men got results, and he didn’t care who they fucked to do
it—he made contact with the frenetic little chain-smoking Baron
Parilli, an industrialist and a wealthy businessman with interests
in the north who was more afraid of communism in post-war Italy
than he was of the Reich. Parilli led Wolff straight to Allen
Dulles.

At the first meeting in Zurich, the
white-haired, pipe-smoking American was ultra-formal. But Wolff
sensed that Dulles was reasonable: a kindred spirit, a
businessman, and a realist. So after Zurich, when Dulles had
insisted on a gesture from Wolff of good faith as peacemaker,
Wolff returned Ferruccio Parri and Antonio Usmiani—two important
partisan prisoners the Nazis were holding—to Dulles. The two were a
small price to pay for Sunrise, which, if it did rise, would save
Wolff's life and bleach the admittedly ugly smudges on his Italian
record: the Rome massacre, the deportee trains, and other
earlier, necessary transgressions. In the end, history might not
simply forgive Karl Frederick Albertus Wolff his transgressions but
praise him for his amends. Americans, a young people, remember the
good. "The good that men do lives after them." Wasn't that how it
went?

****

The General shot the cuff of his burgundy
silk dressing gown and looked at his watch. A quarter to nine.
Katrine, the boys, and her parents must be on the road a good two
hours by now. The road. Memory blinked, and the tick in Wolff's eye
leapt again, berserk at the remembered sight of the road into
Berlin from the airport ten days ago: one long, obscene highway of
destruction, violence, and shame, of continuous strafing, of
buildings and houses eviscerated. Convoys of maimed, mangled,
distraught, desperate people in bandages and rags, a tattered
infantry of the Aryan fallen, terror and madness in every face, a
mob displaced and half-demented by death and pain and grief, bereft
of a past, the future unimaginable. They straggled on while the
flunkies of the Nazi high command didn't see, wouldn't see, or
wouldn't credit what they saw. The Nazi Ubermenchen played
extravagant games of make believe, as adroit in the art of
self-deception as they were clumsy in style. When not devoid of it
entirely.

****

“We must never surrender, Karl,” was how
Himmler had put it when they dined, alone, on Wolff’s first evening
in the capitol. "The Fuhrer doesn’t want it,” Heinrich said, his
myopic eyes enlarged behind the spectacles. "And we must abide by
his wishes.” Abide? Wolff had watched, wordless, as Himmler, bound
with cramps, clutched at his midriff. The man was always ill with
one lie or another, devilish ailments only Wolff and a privileged
few knew about. "And to the death we must fight,” Himmler added.
“No surrender.” No surrender; it was the lie on everyone's lips
these days, Heinrich no different from the others—though possibly
weaker, for all his tirades. He schemed endlessly to save his sick
skin and was scared to death of his Fuhrer. No surrender, thought
Wolff. Just horror, defeat, anarchy.

The black bull on the desk snorted at last.
He picked up on the first ring. "General Wolff here."

"Bongiorno, Generale!” The breathless Baron.
So much passion, so little judgment. “Buona Pasqua!"

"Bongiorno, Barone." Wolff looked into
Katrine’s soft eyes. "And a Happy Easter to you.”

"To hear you again in Fasano," Parilli
trilled, “on this holy Easter day, and know that you are safe....
It is a great relief." He was smoking audibly, inhaling sharply,
exhaling quickly. "What news, then? General Vietinghoff has
phoned? May I contact...?"

Wolff's jaw set. "Barone, I explained last
night: when it is appropriate, I will call you."

"Sì, Sì, but my every hope resides in you,
Generale. Our friends also. Our friends...."

"... will simply have to wait."

"Certo; certo, Generale. We must all wait."
But the go-between’s voice trembled; an entire fortune in land and
factories hung in the balance. A Nazi scorched earth retreat would
ruin him. "No call yet this morning, I gather?"

"Not yet.” Wolff straightened the stiff
phone wire, sheathed in woven black fabric. Was it silk? "So I must
keep the line free."

"By all means, General. But you
will...."

"The instant I know something." Wolff’s eye
jumped. "Be calm, Parilli. Enjoy Easter with your family.
Arrivederci.”

He pushed at the eye until it settled. If
Parilli, with that volatile nature of his, knew what the past week
in Berlin had really been like, he would truly despair.

****

 


A poor dinner companion, Himmler. He picked
at his food with little click-clicks of tines on porcelain that
reminded Wolff of chickens rooting in gravel. Yet it seemed that
Heinrich had put on weight. The index finger fooling with the base
of the snifter looked almost chunky. "So good to see you looking so
well, Wolffchen!" Himmler remarked. The Reichsfuhrer was a horror
of a man, poorly put together and hardly an example of a superior
race: tall, but hunched and scrawny, the body sloping downward
from a balding, cone-shaped head. And those ridiculous shoulders.
" Such rosy cheeks you have!” Himmler said. “The high color! Must
be the healthy air on the Italian lakes, ha-ha!” He coughed and
sipped at his water. “I gather the trip across the border to Zurich
was a success?”

Wolff felt hope. Could it be that
Kaltenbrunner, Himmler's eyes, didn’t know about Ascona--the second
trip?

"Tell me, Karl!" Himmler was , smiling
broadly, the blue shadow of beard spread thin across the receding
chin and sallow lower face. "Tell me! Zurich agreed with you?”

Wolff waved the question aside
extravagantly. "A preliminary run, nothing more." A belch warbled
in his gullet; he covered his mouth. "Pardon." Reaching for the
Remy, he refilled their glasses. "I wanted a feel for the thing.”
He lifted his snifter and drank.

"You saw Dulles?"

"I did, yes. A handsome and engaging man.
Quite proper." He lit a cigarette. "He had a bit to say about
American aid to the partisans. And I dined well.”

Himmler grinned, a hideous spectacle. "You
dined with Dulles?"

"Hardly.”

"Ah. Well, dining has always been important
to you, Wolffchen. Alone or in company. You live to eat, I eat to
live.” Himmler folded his hands fastidiously. "But tell me: you
opened the discussions with the Americans?”

Wolff shrugged. "After a fashion. These
things take time."

"Yet Kaltenbrunner tells me two prisoners
were returned.”

A warning sounded in Wolff’s head. Parri and
Usmiani had been returned after Ascona—the second trip. Did that
mean Kaltenbrunner knew about the second trip? "I had to give the
Americans something,” Wolff said, meeting Heinrich's eyes, cold
and perpetually astonished all at once, head on. “A token of good
faith.”

"I understand. Do the Americans know you are
here now?"

"I think so,” said Wolff. “This
Baron...."

"You told Baron Parilli that I recalled you
to Berlin?"

"I thought it best. If the Americans learn
from Parilli that I am here now in Berlin, they will believe even
more that I am acting alone and in secret, behind your back, and
therefore I am more credible for them."

"Very sensible." Heinrich’s puny shoulders
relaxed against the chair's tapestry back. "Until you succeed, let
them think that. And what will you tell the Americans when you
return?"

"About this trip?" Wolff too sat back,
easing into the lie closest to the truth. "I will say that you and
Kaltenbrunner learned of my visit to Zurich and grilled me—warned
me not to treat with the Americans. I will say that you kept me
guessing whether I would leave Germany alive."

"Good. Good work, Wolffchen.” Heinrich
folded his napkin.

"And what about the Fuhrer?" Wolff asked.
He'd seen nothing of Hitler, and heard even less.

"What about him, Karl?"

So everyone was too busy jockeying for
leverage with the Allies, looking for an out, to be too concerned
with Adolf. Hitler had become the abandoned cuckold, still
believing he was the one-and-only while the others opened their
legs like whores in heat for a fuck from the next great man. Wolff
said, "Shall we be meeting with our Fuhrer?”

Heinrich pursed his lips, as if the question
had a sour taste. "I will report to the Fuhrer on your behalf.
Unfortunately, I must leave for the Hungarian front the day after
tomorrow—a routine visit, but it means we will not be able to see
Hitler together, you and I. I'm sure he will be pleased with what
you are accomplishing. But as you know, he will say nothing until
there is something to be said. If your efforts with the Americans
succeed, he will speak. Otherwise...." Himmler extracted a
cigarette from the lizard case on the table. When Wolff had lit it
for him, Himmler continued.

`"You said you stopped at Bad Nauheim on
your way into Berlin today.” The German front. Himmler shuddered.
“A horror. I assume you saw Kesselring there?"

Wolff nodded. "I stopped to see him on my
way from the airfield.”

****

It had been a ghastly visit.

" Naturlich, Karl. I will speak to von
Vietinghoff myself," Kesselring had said. In the tidy Operations
Room, Germany was reduced to the dog-eared map spread out on the
table. "Normally, Vietinghoff would never entertain the proposal,
he would never negotiate with the enemy, he would see it as one
thing only: treason. But under the circumstances...."

"How close are the Americans to you?" Wolff
asked.

Kesselring pointed to a flag on the map.
"Fifteen kilometers." Sadness sat like a cape on the powerful
build. "They’re at the Rhine. But it's not the Americans’ proximity
that would persuade Vietinghoff to join your Italian scheme." He
sat heavily. Wolff looked at the map, and for a moment saw a
mortally wounded Germany, the roads like broken veins, the
topography torn muscle. "I'd join you if I could, Karl," Kesselring
said tonelessly. °I would willingly surrender all of Italy if it
were up to me. But I am no longer in charge there. Now, I’m in
charge of the German front, and as I think you know, I would
surrender Germany itself to stop the slaughter of our people. But
it's out of the question." He faced Wolff bravely. "Secretly
surrendering Italy to the Allies is one thing. Surrendering the
Fatherland is quite another.”

Wolff said, "Will Vietinghoff support the
Italian plan?"

Kesselring shrugged. "He may be my
replacement in Italy, but he's very much his own man.”

"You think he'll see the surrender as
treason," said Wolff.

The two men stared at the map on the
table.

"Speaking of treason," Kesselring said,
"what are you doing here in Germany?"

"Himmler wants a report."

Kesselring, pragmatist and soldier, nodded
in appreciation of the obscure danger in situations where it was
every man for himself. He said, "And Katrine? Is she at
Tragen?”

"No, at her parents' outside Berlin. With
the boys. I will see them in a day or so, after I’ve met with
Himmler. I have made plans for the family, of course. Whatever the
outcome of this trip."

"Guarantees?"

"More or less.”

"More, I hope, than less,” Kesselring said,
rising. “I hope Berlin goes well for you, Karl. Call me as soon as
you return to Italy and I'll get in touch with Vietinghoff."

****

Drawing his glance from the black phone,
Wolff looked out the French doors at the peaceful, undisturbed
garden. When his eyes came to rest at the hedge near the patio’s
stone wall, he remembered the Italian's long, thin face, peering
out at him like a gecko. That had been weeks ago, the morning
before the Ascona meeting. Wolff had been dumbstruck, but there was
no mistaking that face, the face from Florence, the face he’d seen
after the beating, when the man's left eye was so bloodied it
seemed it would be lost. The eye had healed, but the face in the
hedge was that of the man who escaped: Flavio Conti, yes, out there
in Wolff’s own back yard. On the heels of that recognition, Wolff
came to another: this wasn’t the first time he had seen Conti in
Fasano. But the first time, he hadn’t identified him, only thought
that he looked familiar. It was the day Wolff has sent out for
Zurich for the first meeting with Dulles. A man had been bicycling
behind the staff car on its way around the lake to the railway
siding. Conti had been that man.

Wolff had immediately connected the two
appearances of Flavio Conti. They were not coincidental. He had, in
fact, mentioned the matter to Dulles. The last thing he or the
American needed was a fanatic partisan group sabotaging their
plans. There were too many variables to this Sunrise as it was:
Roosevelt, Himmler, the Russians, von Vietinghoff. Too much was
in jeopardy—not least Wolff’s very life, which he thought might be
forfeit in any case. But the safety of Katrine and the children....
He desperately needed the secret plans with Dulles to succeed, he
absolutely had to safeguard his family’s wellbeing.

****

He explained a bit of the plan to Katrine
three days after his dinner with Himmler, after he had seen the
children and he and Katrine stole time from the war and went,
alone, to the cabin in Tragen where Berlin, the boys, Bern—the rest
of the world—seemed to have disappeared into remote shadows beyond
the trees. At the cabin they were back where their love had begun,
a place where time wasn't mentioned because it did not exist.
Walking outside in the piney air, bundled against the chill, they
talked small talk: the details of living, the practicalities of
Wolff’s having moved the mattress from the cabin's master bedroom
to the hearth in the big room; the availability of wild mushrooms
to garnish the tinned food and sausages Katrine had brought for
their meals. At night when the fire died in the grate, they
burrowed deeper into the comforter and one another and ignored the
distant blast of artillery. On their last night together, cuddling
in the warmth of one another’s satisfied bodies, insulated by the
goose down comforter, Wolff explained the plan.

"I've arranged a holiday for you and the
children,” he said lightly. Katrine’s hair on his shoulder
glittered silver in the firelight, fragrant with fresh air and wood
smoke. "In the Tyrol, towards Bolzano."

Even before she nodded, he knew she'd
understood. "With my parents?" she asked.

"Of course." Her parents were part of the
deal.

Katrine looked at the fire. "How shall we
travel there? And when?"

"By car. When I return to Fasano, I will
call you. That same night. You leave the next day for the Tyrol.”
He stroked her hair. "I've arranged for the petrol.”

For long moments, she said nothing. Then,
"And you will join us there? In the Tyrol?”

He turned his head from her towards the
hearth. "Yes. Just as I said."

"When it's time?”

His tongue was thick in his mouth. He turned
to her again and nodded. She was blinking tears from her eyes; his
shoulder was wet with them. He kissed her forehead. "How can you be
so certain?" she said.

"Of what, my dearest?"

"That you will join us? Survive....?"

He swallowed. "There is a plan."

"May I know it?"

"No, Liebchen. Best not. Not more than I
have told you.”

But she must have imagined. Because
presently, she said, "I will be glad when it's over."

"Shhh."

"Why? There's no one here, only us."

"That's not it."

"You think if we don't speak of such
terrible things they’ve done, it will all be forgotten sooner?”

"And so it will."

She shook her head. "No. Not the atrocities.
The whispers will go on. They'll never be stilled. It will be like
a haunting."

"Nonsense." He put a teasing note into his
voice. "What a fanciful, woman's idea!” 

"No, my darling. They say...."

"Lies," he interrupted. The fire hissed back
at him. "They say untruths. In any case, it was never me,” he
said. "I helped our friends, remember? Steiner, and Brenner's wife
and her family...."

Katrine raised herself, leaning on her
elbow. "Others too,” she added, her voice loving. She believed in
his goodness. The timbers on the cabin's roof glowed tawny behind
her. "I know you did,” she said. “But so many are gone,
disappeared...."

"It couldn't be helped, Katrine. It wasn't
possible. As you well know. Try and remember that."

"Yes. I know. But in Italy....”

"I've taken care of it.” He had been—still
was—ultra-careful. He made sure that his signature rarely appeared,
he left direct involvement to others. Kappler, commandant of Rome,
would answer for the Rasella massacre, the horrors of the
Ardeatine Caves. Harster for....

"Beauty is so important to you," Katrine
remarked, her eyes a fuzzy, perplexed gray in the shadowy light. "I
can't imagine you could ever...."

"Never. I never could and never did." He
pulled her towards him. But as her warm body settled again next to
his he imagined that he saw, where Katrine's eyes had been a moment
before, the gecko’s face; the lizard’s eyes gleaming from the
hedge.

"What is it, Karl?"

"Nothing.”

"But you shivered."

He rested his hand on her hair. "I don't
want you to worry about me. Think only of yourself, the boys, and
your parents—and how we shall soon be together once more.”

"And then?" she whispered.

He ran his hand along her upper arm.
"Remember how at first I didn't want Italy?"

"I remember. You said Italy...."

"Well, the other day, walking by the lake, I
started thinking that when all this is over, we might live
there.”

"It means that much to you now?"

"Yes." The air itself was sweeter in Italy.
Freshest along the lake shore, and perfumed like Katrine's hair,
her body. Nothing like the splintered road to the front at Bad
Nauheim. Or the bitter, broken streets of Berlin. "Life is easier
in Italy," Wolff said. Even the colors were different—the green of
Fasano so much softer than the green in Tragen. And that was when
he glimpsed, again, the lean face looking out at him from the
garden's gentle jungle.

****

 


At his desk, Wolff sipped the last of the
coffee.

Ever since that moment with Katrine when the
vision of Conti in the garden had come to him unbidden--could it
have been only days ago?—fear and the possibility of failure had
never left him. The idea that he might never see Katrine again had
become one of those signs of damage, haunting him as she had said
other ghosts would forever haunt Germany. The idea had been with
him last night, while he tried soothing the Baron. And it was with
him now. He knew Katrine was on her way to safety. And he had
Dulles' guarantee for his own safety. And yet.

The phone rang. It had to be
Vietinghoff.

"Wolff speaking." Would Vietinghoff come to
Garda to talk, or should he himself could go personally to...?

"Colonel Zeitzer here, Commander of the
German 162nd. Is this General Wolff directly?"

"It is." What did Zeitzer want?

"General, I call to inform you...."

"Speak up, Colonel. There is static on the
line."

"I CALL TO SAY THE ALLIES HAVE BROKEN
THROUGH AT COMACCHIO.”

Wolff stared at Katrine's photograph. This
was very bad news.

"DID YOU HEAR WHAT I SAID, GENERAL?”

"Yes, Colonel. Please do not shout.”

"Nine-hundred Wehrmacht troops have been
taken prisoner, General. It seems....”

Wolff said, "Did General von Vietinghoff ask
you to call me?”

"Yes, General. I have been with him all
morning."

Wolff shoved the cup and saucer out of the
way and leaned forward. "Colonel, are you telling me that the
Italian spring offensive has begun?"

"We believe so, General," said Zietzer as
Wolff sought comfort in Katrine’s image," although we have no
further information. But we will keep you informed, General! Heil
Hitler!"

Wolff replaced the receiver and sat back.
The spring offensive. War set its own agenda; victory took
precedence over negotiation. The end would snowball now. Men
would be less willing to accommodate, to compromise, to listen.
Before this, Sunrise had been possible. Surrender could be
negotiated on stilled battlefields. But now?

The phone rang again. He let it squeal
twice.

"Wolff speaking." The connection was worse
than the last. He was talking into a vacuum—or a field phone.
Vietinghoff? "GENERAL WOLFF SPEAKING," he shouted.

"Eine moment, Reichsfuhrer Himmler
calling."

Himmler!? Himmler was in Hungary,
inspecting troops. He'd said so at dinner in Berlin—that he was
leaving for Hungary....

Wolff looked at Katrine, then out the doors.
It was sunny, a clear morning on the lake—though not quite spring.
Despite Easter there was a chill in the air. At the back of his
neck, Wolff felt a clammy, damp film begin to spread.

“Is that you, Wolffchen?”

"Yes, Heinrich! It is I!" Maybe there was
good news. Maybe Hitler was dead; maybe others had succeeded where
von Stauffenberg had failed. "Where are you?” asked Wolff. “In
Hungary?"

"No, in Berlin. I was called back.”
Himmler's voice was normal, too stiff and officious for drama or
tragedy. "I returned yesterday morning. I must have just missed
you."

"Everything is all right?"

"Fine, Wolffchen, fine.”

He closed his eyes in relief.

"In fact," Himmler said, "I called to
commend you. I have been going over Kaltenbrunner’s report of your
Berlin trip. He prepared it for me while I was in Hungary.”

A Kaltenbrunner report was a sure prelude to
disaster. "Thank you, Heinrich," Wolff said, trying to remember
whether this photo of Katrine had been taken in Berlin or Budapest.
Such a radiant likeness of her. Nothing to mar her loveliness. One
day he'd bring her here.

"However,” Himmler said, “I have not
discussed the report with the Fuhrer yet. I wanted to go over
several points with you first." Wolff realized that his right hand
was soaked with perspiration; he switched the receiver to his left.
"Kaltenbrunner feels," Himmler continued, "and I must agree with
him, that we must alter our plans with our new friends."

"In what way?”

"We must move more quickly, for one
thing.”

The man was a fool. Wolff could not move
more quickly—or move at all—with the new Allied ‘friends’ without
von Vietinghoff's stamp of approval. But, "Absolutely," Wolff said
heartily. "More quickly." He knew that the new urgency had to be
Kaltenbrunner's doing; Kaltenbrunner meddling to undermine Wolff
with Himmler. "Yes, quickly," Wolff repeated, knowing that it
didn’t matter how he responded. In light of the news of Comacchio
and the beginning of the Spring offensive, Sunrise was probably
moot anyway. But perhaps Heinrich didn't yet know the offensive had
begun—the Nazis’ last stand in Italy. And the less said of defeat,
the better.

"Then you appreciate the need for haste,
Wolffchen."

"Perfectly. Although as I said when we
dined, the rest of the equation...."

"...must be in place,” Himmler finished.
“Naturlich. You are seeing to that, am I correct?"

"Yes,” said Wolff, “I'm waiting to hear from
von Vietinghoff any moment."

"Then I must free the line for you."

Wolff smiled at Katrine.

"Oh—there is one more thing," Himmler said.
"Kaltenbrunner tells me that Katrine, the children, and her
parents left early this morning for the Tyrol."

Watching; Kaltenbrunner was watching every
move. Kaltenbrunner was worse than any Italian gecko in a
garden.

"Yes, " Wolff said. "I sent them for their
safety. I wanted them away from the fighting in case
Berlin....”

"I see. Closer to Italy."

Wolff’s heart stopped.

"But the Tyrol is not safe, Wolffchen,” said
Himmler. “They are safer in my personal care. You know Katrine and
the boys are very dear to me, like my own family.”

And then Wolff knew what was coming.
Katrine! he shouted silently.

"So,” Himmler continued, “I have taken the
liberty of sending an escort to bring them back to Germany. They
are returning at this moment, under my special guard and
protection. Kaltenbrunner will take them to the cabin at Tragen;
they'll be fine there. And you will be able to get on with our...
work, shall we call it?, and not worry.”

So Kaltenbrunner had figured out the plan
Wolff had made with Dulles: Safe conduct from the Americans for
Katrine and the children, and then Wolff himself would slip across
the Italian border into Austria, join the family, and an Allied
guard would take them to safety.

"I am sure you understand," Himmler said,
“don’t you, Karl?”

Oh, he understood, all right; only too well.
Katrine and the boys were hostages. He had been mocked in the worst
way imaginable. But, "Yes, Heinrich, I understand,” Wolff said.
“And how grateful I am! How thoughtful of you to take a personal
interest! I know now my family is in good hands."

"Good! Good luck then, Karl, in your efforts
with our friends! Heil Hitler!”

The General sat long and silently at the
desk after the phone call, staring at the beautiful objects before
him, and he was oblivious of the phone, von Vietinghoff, and all
else. Himmler’s last, swift demolition of hope and harmony had
rendered all efforts with Dulles meaningless. For General Karl
Wolff knew that Vietinghoff or not, the gecko or not, Sunrise or
not, his efforts had placed Katrine and the children in great
danger. They were hostages. Their lives were forfeit.


**********************************************************************

 



Chapter VII

Watermelons and Guards

"Shit," Simon
muttered, poking a finger through the straw to scratch behind his
ear. Even the fleas loved him tonight. He was king of the barn, man
of the hour, hero of the group. But mustn’t complain. He could be
dead, and dead men didn’t itch—didn’t have insomnia from memories
of the night’s gore; couldn’t drink themselves stupid to celebrate
survival.

He listened to the field mice foraging on
the stone floor with a soothing swish-swish, easy as a Miller swing
backup, and thought of the redhead. What would he give for a night
on the town with her now? A little big-band sound, a whirl with her
in his arms, making her smile, making love to her later. In a
mental P.S., he noted that dead men didn’t get hard-ons either.

He’d been at camp with the men nine days,
with hardly a thought of Sara. She might have been just a one-night
stand—until tonight. As soon as his head had hit the pillow, she’d
jumped into his consciousness and stayed there, and all he could
think of was her hair on the pillow, her face below his. Images of
their lovemaking filling his mind like the blood gorging his
swollen organ. Maybe thoughts of sex were healthy, he mused. A
renewal of the life force after the earlier bloodletting of the
night. I need to get to Milan, he thought, pinching a critter that
was biting him in the thin hair bridge between his eyebrows.

“Most people have two eyebrows,” Maggie
Bancroft used to say. “You’ve got one long, continuous one.” He
liked the thought of Maggie just now. He’d think clean, platonic
thoughts about her and about Bern. She was a fellow New Englander
in the office. Dulles’s mistress---one of them, at any rate—but
Simon’s friend. Maggie called the boss “110", his code name, and
she was a cool number, like Dulles. No Mediterranean chaos for
Maggie, no unwieldy passions. Her sex appeal was the cerebral sort.
Like the Chief, Maggie liked knowing the reasons for betrayal and
duplicity and making clear plans for handling both. She and Dulles
should spend a few weeks in this barn, he thought. Battle plan
Mayhem. Two had died tonight. Conti, Bellesi, Nose, Fanfa, and
Simon had survived, but that was pure luck. This barn was a bloody
far cry from the high-class hoodwinking of 23 Herrengasse,
Bern.

Mirror, mirror on the wall, who was quietest
in Peppe's stall?

Having polished off the rescued stash of
Fanfa’s homemade wine, the men were louder than usual this night,
snoring, belching, and farting their way towards dawn like a Sousa
band. Flat on his back, the loudest, Miccio, a.k.a, Nose, the large
Genoese, snorting and gobbling air through flapping lips, was
against the adjacent wall because he'd let the rescued Fanfa take
his usual bed in the next-door stall. Conti, the ropey Florentine,
back yesterday from his latest secret foray, slept against the
opposite wall, snore-less as a cat. Purring, rather. Smug and
feline and secretive even in sleep. Peppe, blocking the threshold,
wasn’t sleeping at all, but Simon wasn’t surprised because Peppe
slept very little. Drink or no drink, he chain smoked the nights
away. After tonight, Simon understood why.

He lay his arm across his eyes to quash the
memory of the stuff on Fanfa's doorjamb, glowing in the moonlight
like slick egg white. No way around it, he was still shaken by the
evening’s events.

The others had been full of questions when
Simon, Miccio, Flavio, and Peppe got back a few hours ago with
Fanfa in tow. What happened to Enzo and the doctor? Were the
guards alive? Drinking steadily, Peppe and Flavio offered a
prettified version of events and would have skipped Simon's part
altogether, but Nose, once he’d slid the unconscious Fanfa off his
shoulder and got some fire in his bottomless gut, wouldn’t have
it. The garrulous big lug had taken a shine to Simon from day one,
and now he wanted the whole barn to know about Roberto Simone's
prowess before everyone got too drunk to appreciate it. He
dubbed Simon ‘Deadeye’, unaware, as all the men were, that tonight
had been Simon's debut as killer. And a killer debut it had been,
he thought. If dumb luck hadn’t been with him, they'd be calling
him Deadman, not Deadeye.

"Smoke?" said Peppe Bellesi.

"Not now." Simon didn't lower his arm.

"Don't you ever sleep?"

"Takes one to know one.”

"Fucking fleas, is why I don’t sleep."

"Right.” The mice swished; Nose
trumpeted.

"The first night I slept in a barn," Peppe
said, "my father was birthing a calf. I was seven or eight. He let
me stay with him. He was overseer on a big estate."

"So you like this life." Simon himself
didn’t think it was too bad—except for the dirt and the constant
danger. And the mad Flavio Conti, although the Florentine was
rarely around. Always off somewhere on what Simon thought must be
some special mission, although his gut told him it had nothing to
do with Mussolini.

"Do I like this life?” Peppe said. “You
kidding? This isn't my barn.”

Simon took the plunge. "You know, at one
point tonight, I thought you'd set me up.”

"On the raid? Me?"

Yes, you.

Couldn't be.

Then who?

Number Two....

In a mastery of understatement, Simon said,
"It was pretty close.”

"Yeah. I owe you."

Nothing, thought Simon—but nothing—in this
camp was what it seemed.

****

It had begun just after nine, with what
sounded like an owl's hoot. The fire was spluttering, some men
were asleep. Except for Conti being around, it was the usual
evening scene that Simon had grown used to the week and a half
since his arrival at the barn. Eyes itching from wood smoke and the
kerosene lantern's burn-off, he was losing a last hand of
tresette to Bellesi and Flavio Conti. Nose was shoemaking on
overturned keg between the dying fire and barn door, making random
tap-tappings like soft hiccoughs. At the first low hoot, Bellesi
and the Florentine looked up from the cards and Miccio's hands
stopped in midair. At the second, more a cooing than a hoot, more
human than owl-like, Nose reached for the rifle resting against the
wall behind him, went to the window, and opened the shutters.
Bellesi stood, Conti dimmed the lamp. For Simon, visitors to the
barn after dark was a first. He picked up from the table the luger
they'd assigned him from the woodshed arsenal out back.

At the barn window, all four men saw the
third and last hoot. Outside, the taller and heftier of two men
just clearing the rise in the field lowered his hands from his
mouth, and Simon recognized Enzo, the innkeeper of the village of
Fiano, panting as he lurched across the moonlit stretch of land.
Alongside him, terrier-like, scurried a slight, older man in a
tweed jacket, knee britches, and Tyrol hat, carrying what looked
like a satchel. The innkeeper stumbled, reached out for the
stranger's shoulder, and righted himself.

Conti, returning to the table, said, "Enzo’s
got Redi with him.”

"Dottor Redi to you," Nose corrected as he
pulled the door’s wooden bar through two bolts. It screeched like
chalk on a blackboard. "Respect, please.”

"Respect? They fuck up, we clean up," said
Flavio Conti.

The barn door opened and Enzo lumbered in,
the slight doctor behind him, ready to catch him if he fell, which
seemed likely as the innkeeper shambled to the keg by the fire,
sank down, pulled open the top buttons of his shirt, lowered his
head, and struggled for breath. "It's his heart," the doctor said
in a voice as clipped as the goatee on his chin. He set his black
bag and hat, which had a debonair feather in the hatband, on the
table and took Enzo's wrist. As he sought a pulse, his small, dark
eyes, shiny as garnets, flicked from Bellesi to Nose to Conti and
stopped with a quizzical look on Simon.

"He's new,” Peppe said. “Roberto
Simone.”

The doctor nodded, preoccupied. Enzo’s
breathing was labored, his face liverish. "Give me some light,”
Dr. Redi said. Bellesi gestured and Conti turned the lantern key.
In the spurt of amber, pairs of sleepy eyes appeared over the tops
of the stalls and squinted at the doctor who, head bent,
concentrated on his count. After a minute, his goatee moved
slowly left to right, disapproving. "Head back," he ordered Enzo,
whose clay-colored neck arched backward, smoothing out like a
tight sausage. "Breathe slowly through the mouth.”

You could hear every rasp.

The doctor took his spectacles from his
breast pocket. "He needs wine,” he said, and Nose produced a
bottle. As Enzo chugged, the doctor donned his glasses. "That’s
enough,” he said.

Enzo wiped his mouth and face, crimson and
sweaty from the wine, with his handkerchief. "Better," he managed.
His eyes found Peppe. "We need men..." But the effort was too
great. He closed his eyes. The doctor rummaged in the open satchel,
Nose chewed his lower lip, Flavio yawned. Peppe, at the window next
to Simon, finally said, "What’s going on, Doc?”

Redi had produced a small, blue-glass
bottle. "I was at home asleep when Enzo sent for me.” He shook two
tablets out. "I went straight to the inn.” He tapped Enzo's
shoulder. The innkeeper opened his eyes and looked at the doctor's
outstretched hand. "These go under your tongue," Redi said.
"Breathe deeply while they dissolve, and keep your mouth shut.” To
Bellesi he said, "He's in no condition for this. I...."

"It's Fanfa," Enzo said.

"I told you to be quiet.”

The innkeeper opened his mouth, lifted a
tongue as meaty as a cow's, and put the pills under it. While the
doctor drank wine, Conti started a casual solitaire and Bellesi
leaned back against the wall, arms folded across his chest.
Feigning patience, Simon tucked the Lugar into his belt and
ruminated on how the nickname Miccio was a nickname itself.
Meaning "kitten." Something that Miccio the Nose, the big Palooka,
definitely wasn’t, despite his gentle ways.

"There was trouble at the inn,” the doctor
said, smoothing stray droplets of wine from his moustache with
forefinger and thumb. "An hour or so ago. Two fascisti came in for
a drink—federali on their way back to the barracks in Parma. Fanfa
was there, some others....”

"They took Fanfa," Enzo said. "They had
motorcycles...."

The doctor glared at him.

"Gone, Doc. Look." Enzo’s mouth opened, the
bovine tongue flapped. "The wife calls this yap ‘the whale.’ Doc,
believe me,” he said with a twinkle, “if you knew where this
tongue's been, you'd be soooo jealous...."

Nose guffawed.

"Was there a fight?" Peppe asked.

Enzo shook his head. "No, but they took
Fanfa. Goddamned fool. Bragging about his pamphlet again."

"Ancient history," Flavio Conti scoffed.

"Why's that, Conti?" the doctor snapped.
"Because you weren't part of it?”

"They tucked Fanfa into one of the cycles'
sidecars," Enzo said. “He was drunk as a skunk. Waving goodbye at
us like Victor Emmanuele.”

"And just as skinny and dumb," Conti
muttered.

"My father,” said Enzo, crossing himself,
“used to say Fanfa was born senile.”

Peppe said, "Did they take him to
Parma?"

Enzo's palms went up. "They said they were
going to Fanfa’s first to get the pamphlet. So maybe there’s
time.”

"Maybe,” the doctor said.

"The wine, you mean?” Peppe was putting on
his cap, Nose was pulling on boots.

"Exactly.”

"There were two federali?”

Head wagging, Enzo clamped a cigarette in
his mouth and lit up the second the doctor bent over the satchel to
put the blue bottle away. "Young," he said. "Piss-drunk when they
came in, even drunker when they left with Fanfa.”

“Let’s go,” Peppe said. “Take rifles as well
as pistols. We could need both.” Conti joined Nose at the door as
the doctor picked up his hat and bag. Men moved out from behind the
stalls, but as they—and Simon—moved to the door, Bellesi raised his
hand to stop them. "It’s me, Conti, and Nose.”

Simon glared at him.

"Hey: Pretty please, Peppino? Can the
americano come too?” Conti cajoled. "He’s dying for a few thrills
and chills.”

“Okay,” Peppe said. “It’s us four, the Doc,
and Enzo. You others stay here.” The doctor plucked the cigarette
from Enzo’s hand and tossed it into the fireplace. "Button your
shirt," he said.

****

In the close dark, the six ambled toward
the rise, Bellesi leading, Conti behind him, Simon, Nose, Enzo, and
the doctor bringing up the rear in a side-by-side phalanx of four.
It was deep country, not a road or railroad in sight. Beautiful
country. Simon already knew it well. Under a chubby moon the fields
slipped into one another like lazy, luminous waves, each tree a
tall mast.

"Fog on the road below could slow them
down," Miccio said. "In Genoa, the fog...."

"Nose?” Up ahead of them on the hill, Conti
half-turned and pointed up at a clear sky clogged with stars.

"Whatever saves Fanfa," the doctor said, "it
won't be fog.”

"It’ll be vino," said Nose, and feigned a
konk-out, head down, eyes closed.

"Your ass," Conti said. "Fanfa's already
dead—if he's lucky. I bet they beat the shit out of him.”

"Gesù," Enzo murmured.

"He’s a fucking drunk who nearly got the
whole village killed once already," Flavio snapped.

"He's my responsibility," the innkeeper
panted.

"The hell he is."

"Ancient history," said the doctor. He stuck
out his arm and stopped Enzo. "You need to rest." He cupped his
hands to his mouth like a megaphone and yelled, "Hold it!" to
Peppe, who was at the top of the rise.

While they rested, Nose said to Simon, “You
know anything about Fanfa and Enzo?”

“Nothing about Fanfa,” Simon said. “I know
Enzo’s family’s had the inn for generations.” The one-room roadside
stop was less an inn than four cement walls, plain wood tables,
unmatched chairs, a makeshift bar. Simon might've seen Fanfa
there once or twice; the village character. But he didn't know the
story the doctor started telling as Peppe, doubling back, trotted
down to them.

“Enzo's father—Federico--was born in the
winter of '75," Redi said. “My uncle, Dottor Tino, delivered him
like he delivered both Enzo’s parents and most of that generation
in the village.”

"Yeah, it’s not so different in the big city
either," Nose said. "In my neighborhood in Genoa, the same
doctor...."

"Enzo’s father Federico was a big baby,”
Redi said. “He nearly killed his mother. She couldn't have any more
children after him." So the following summer, when an infant was
found asleep in a basket on the doorstep of the inn, Enzo’s
grandparents kept it, named it Francesco, and raised it with their
baby son Federico. People said the foundling came from another
town, maybe another province, but not from Fiano because in those
days all births in Fiano were accounted for. But no one really
knew, or ever found out.

Francesco and Federico grew up as close as
brothers, but as different as chalk and cheese. Fanfa, as
Francesco was called, was harmlessly dotty, hopelessly scatty,
while Federico was serious, responsible and reliable. “Like his
parents,” the doctor commented. In time, Federico took over the inn
from his father, married his childhood sweetheart, and had his own
son.

"Enzo here," Nose said.

"Fanfa never married," Redi said. The six
men had resumed their trek and were well over the rise. "He’d
always been a loner, and finally he went to live alone in a shack
outside town. If he'd stayed in the village, he might’ve been
different.”

"I always called him ‘Uncle’,” Enzo said,
"but he never noticed me. He only cared about Pop. He adored
Pop.”

"And his worthless piece of land."

"Yeah. He loved that field,” Enzo said,
“like it was a woman. He used to drive us nuts about it. But my dad
always helped him out, he loved Fanfa like a brother."

"It was mutual,” the doctor said. “When
Federico died in '35 of pneumonia, it sent Fanfa over the edge."
He shifted his bag to the other hand. Nose motioned he'd carry it,
but the doctor shook his head.

"The pamphlet was the next year," Enzo said.
"By then, we were glad Fanfa lived outside town. The inn’s on the
main road to Parma, where the garrison's big, so I get all kinds
comin’ in. Fanfa wrote this anti-Fascist protest thing and...."

"...someone snitched on him," the doctor
said.

“The black shirts came,” said Enzo. “Made
him drink castor oil to teach him a lesson. He got off easy, but I
felt bad. When Pop was dying I promised I'd take care of
Fanfa."

"You inherited him, kind’uv," Nose said.

Enzo shrugged. "A promise is a promise. He's
got his table at my place, a meal every day. He works his plot,
hammers at the hut, whatever odds and ends. Makes his own wine.
Used to, anyhow. The orchard's rack and ruin now."

Nose tapped his temple. "Fanfa's mental,” he
confided to Simon. “He goes like this: 'CORRAGGIO!'“ His arm
sliced a wide arc in the moonlight. "All the time:
'CORRAGGIO!'"

Enzo said, "Tonight...well, wine and
uniforms in the same room, talk gets around to politics. And you
can't not talk, it's not natural. Even when the war was goin’ good
for the fascisti it wasn’t natural. And the two federali tonight
were young, show-offs, spoiling for a little action. Pietro--the
grocer--was next to Fanfa, and Fanfa was talking real low and
watching these two funny-like. Too quiet, you know? You just knew
the poor asshole was gonna explode. Sure enoug, outta nowhere
Fanfa yells, 'PORCI! ASSASSINI!'“ Nose giggled. Enzo said, "And
Fanfa goes, 'If I had my pamphlet, I'd show you something, you
betcha! It's signed and everything. With THIS hand’.“ The
innkeeper's fist shot up.

"Easy," the doctor cautioned.

"Fanfa's so close, he's practically spitting
in their faces. He goes, 'Nine years ago it was castor oil. What'll
it be now? Eh? EH?!,' and he’s dancing around like a rooster and
yellin' how he's the only one in Fiano with CORRAGGIO. 'And I got
more copies at home,’ he lets ‘em know, stupid old bum.”

"Amen,” Conti intoned. They’d arrived at a
fork in the path.

"One of the snot-nose little pricks says,
'Maybe we should go get a copy so you can take it with you for the
Magistrate in Parma.'“

"And the rest, as they say, is history,"
Conti concluded. "Come on--is this jerk worth saving?” His answer
was silence. “Okay, okay. Let's get it over with.”

Nose said, "I was to Fanfa's just last
Sunday. He was out back in the orchard swearing like a Turk,
runnin' in and out of them dried up vines. Chasing a rabbit with a
shovel. I guess these days, if you see a rabbit....”

"He's got no gun?" Simon asked. If they
found anything at Fanfa’s, it was going to be trouble.

"No gun." The doctor looked haggard. "We
took it away when he shot out the pharmacy windows the night
Federico died.”

Bellesi halted the party. "Go straight home,
Dottor Redi," he advised. "Now. And take Enzo with you. You two
stay there till morning or until you hear from us. Don't either of
you leave the house.”

****

"If we're too late," Conti said as the four
walked on, "do we get to bury Fanfa?"

"What're you?" Nose asked, touching his
balls against bad luck, "the fucking evil eye?”

They stopped at the next knoll and Nose
pointed downhill. "That's Fanfa's orchard.” Beyond the derelict
patch was a yard with a pump, an outhouse, and a hut whose front
windows were lit from inside by a fuzzy yellowish light. Two cycles
were parked outside. In the metallic moon glow bouncing off their
mirrors and handlebars, they looked like big black bugs with warped
antenna.

"Shit," Conti muttered.

"Yeah, they’re still here.” Nose rubbed his
hands. "Great. Do we get to keep the bikes?"

They shouldered their rifles. Novantunos.
Carcanos.

“Nose, you come with us as far as the
orchard,” Peppe said, “and stay there to cover us. Wait for our
signal.”

Miccio squinted down the Carcano’s barrel,
sighting the hut. "Even from mid-orchard, this don't have the
range.”

"It'll do," Bellesi said.

Simon objected. "You can't...."

"Shut up," Conti ordered, already moving
forward.

Simon looked quizzically at Nose, who merely
shrugged.

The meadow between hillock and hut smelled
sweetly of clear night. But the untended orchard was a disaster.
Midway through it, Nose shouldered his rifle, sighting again. "No
good, Peppino. No range."

"You just stay here,” Bellesi said. “Let’s
go," he ordered Simon and Conti.

Past the outhouse, the three stopped. Seen
close-up, the cycles weren't in great shape, but neither was the
hut. It was more like a big doghouse or a playhouse, measuring
about ten-by-ten, hobbled together. The ground along the outside
wall was a junkyard of broken animal cages, slabs of splintered
wood, rusty bits of iron, garden tools, a littered wheelbarrow, a
broken bench. They wouldn't be able to get too close to the open
windows. The door, which opened from the right, was ajar. You could
hear snoring from inside. "Sleep tight,” Conti whispered.

"Fan out,” Bellesi said. "Conti left, Simon
right, I take the middle. Meet at the door.” A foot from the
eye-level windows, Simon could almost reach out and touch the three
men at the table in the center of the room. There was no blood or
sign of scuffle, so he assumed all three were alive but passed out
cold. Fanfa’s cheek was on the table, arms hanging vertical. The
guards' heads rested on their folded arms. Simon guessed they
couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. In the center of the
table, two candles set in melted wax burned low near two upright
bottles, one empty, one nearly. On the floor near Fanfa's feet lay
more empty bottles. The cluttered room was a rag picker's wine
cellar: floor-to-ceiling shelves packed with bottles, and empties
stacked on the floor and under the camp bed against the wall.

"In," Bellesi whispered. "Get behind them.
I take Fanfa, you two knock the guards out."

Why not kill them right off? Simon wondered.
Surely they’d have to be killed sooner or later.

Drawing pistols from their belts, they
entered the hut. Once in position—Bellesi behind Fanfa, Simon
behind one guard, Conti behind the other—Peppe raised his arm high.
Flavio and Simon did likewise, and in one coordinated swoop brought
their gun butts down on the napes of the guards' necks. With reflex
jerks, the federali slipped into deeper unconsciousness. Fanfa
snored on. Simon took aim at the guard's temple.

"No!" Bellesi was pulling Fanfa off his
chair. "Get Fanfa out first.”

"No, we've got to kill them now. If
they....”

Conti moved and Simon heard a pistol cock at
his temple. The quiet, sinister sound woke Fanfa, who opened his
eyes, looked up, and registered terror at the sight of four men
opposite him, two slumped in their chairs, probably dead, and two
standing, one pointing a pistol at a seated guard, the other aiming
at the head of the man standing beside him. "ASSASSINI!" Fanfa
screamed, struggling to rise, wobbling. "AIUTO!"

Bellesi reached around, clamped his hand
over Fanfa's mouth, forced him back into the chair, and held him
there. Conti pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and moved on
Fanfa. Simon helped him stuff the cloth into the man's mouth,
plugging the grunts and growls while Fanfa's eyes rolled like gray
marbles. "Knock him out," Bellesi ordered. Conti chopped Fanfa's
neck, he went limp, and the three men hoisted him like a rag doll,
arms and legs swinging, onto Conti's shoulder. "Get him out,” Peppe
growled, jerking his head towards the door.

"What about these two?” Simon asked.

"Get Fanfa out first, we’ll come back," said
Bellesi.

"Conti's got him out, goddammit. These
two...."

Bellesi stalked out. Simon followed, but it
made no sense—unless there was a hidden agenda. Like killing him.
Was that the plan? Was that why Peppe and Flavio left Nose behind
and took Simon with them into the hut? Was he as much quarry as the
guards? If so, Peppe and Flavio could have killed him and the
guards inside, no problem.

He didn’t get it, not even when they were
already five or six meters from the house, Conti striding in the
lead with Fanfa over his shoulder, Bellesi in the middle, Simon
trailing third. He felt dopey; he had his rifle loosely in his
grip, but his arm was slack, pointed downward while he thought
about the muzzle of Conti's gun against his temple and remembered
the thick swat of steel mashing flesh when he'd knocked the guard
cold. Then he looked up. And what he saw really didn't make
sense.

In the distance, facing them, rifle raised,
was Nose, a giant dug in against the inky horizon. His feet were
wide apart and he was aiming his rifle—but why was he aiming at
them: at Simon, Conti, and Bellesi? Was Nose gunning for Simon too?
What was he aiming at? He had no range for the hut....

No range.

Later Simon realized his reaction had been
pure reflex: raising his arm, aiming his rifle. He certainly
couldn’t recall having done it consciously. All he did remember was
his high-speed pivot, and seeing the shadow of the guard move into
the hut’s doorway. He couldn’t be sure, because it happened so
fast, but he did know that one second the guard was in the
doorway, rifle waving unsteadily at them, a figure with a head on
his shoulders. And the next moment, he—Simon—fired, fired blind,
and was surprised, even, by the sound of his own rifle. The
following second the kid in the doorway was headless and what had
been atop that young neck was disintegrating, exploding like a
bursting watermelon, squirting dark blood and pinkish fluid into
the doorway against the mellow inside light. Simon had picked his
head clean off.

Miccio's follow-up shot, a second too late,
delivered on the run, fell short. just as he’d said it would. No
range. But by then Peppe was sprinting in a crouch back to the hut.
Behind him, Simon, keeping aim, heard Conti dump Fanfa onto the
ground and yell, "TAKE HIM!" to Miccio, before he too was racing
toward Peppe and the hut, heading for the side Peppe didn't take so
they'd be one to either side.

Bent double, Simon advanced slowly. Cover,
yes; but his way, this time. He wasn't about to die for their bad
judgment. These men weren't cunning, they were dumb. One guard was
down, but the one left in the hut—the live one—was alone and, if
conscious at all, armed and panicked and potentially lethal. A
murderous animal in a tinder box, awakened by gunfire, opening
woozy eyes to the sight of the remains of his friend's head sliding
down a door jamb.

Conti and Bellesi crept up under the
windows, straightening only when they finally flanked the door,
backs flat against either outside wall. Blocking the doorway was
the headless corpse. Pale fragments of brain smeared the door
frame, skidding down in rivulets shiny as giant snails' tracks.
Telling it later back in the barn, Conti said that just as Peppe
was about to enter the hut, he—Conti—looked inside, saw a snatch of
flesh that might or might not have been a man's hand, and fired.
The next two explosions—the guard firing at Peppe and Flavio
firing at the guard—were virtually simultaneous. Or so Conti
said. But that wasn't how it was. Simon, a few feet from the hut
door, clearly heard four pistol shots: first, the guard's, off a
fraction of a second; second, Conti's, which hit the man's hand as
it was squeezing the trigger and deflected the guard's bullet so
it caught the wood, missing Peppe's groin by a fraction. Shots
three and four really were simultaneous: Flavio firing again and
Peppe firing for the first time. One bullet got the guard's head,
the other his neck. In the darness the gurgling, deep-throated
death rattle rang louder than any scream.

They spent the next three hours cleaning up,
covering their traces—pumping water, washing the hut down. Simon,
shrouded in shock, numb with relief at being alive, moved with
meticulous, exaggerated purpose but was not out of place because
no one talked much. Instructions were gestures, comments were
grunts as, drinking Fanfa’s wine steadily and working barehanded,
they collected the two dead bodies of the guards, the fragments
of skull and flesh and bone, the broken glass, in the wheelbarrow
while Fanfa, a heap of rags out cold on the ground near the pump,
snored on. But even with the drink a clear film of the raid, from
the beginning through the murders—especially the murders—ran over
and over through Simon’s mind. Finally, watching Peppe drop two
shovels and a rake in the barrow alongside the bodies—they were
about to head into the orchard for the burial—Simon concluded there
had been no plot against him. Peppe had simply grossly misjudged
everything and Conti was too proud or stubborn or ghoulish to
gainsay Bellesi in front of an outsider like Simon. Yet in some
subtle pay-back, some bizarre irony, it had been he--Simon the
americano--who had saved their lives. The real irony, which they
couldn’t have known, was that his poor aim had been the joke of his
Campione training group.

At a chosen spot in the orchard, they parked
the barrow.

"You two dig," Bellesi said, giving the
tools to Simon and Nose. Conti was stripping the cadavers. "We need
the uniforms," Nose explained in answer to Simon's look. "For
disguises.”

Digging a grave for the second time in a
dozen days — this one a proper one, not for a silk parachute but
for real men—Simon initially retained his detachment and patient
purpose, relentlessly throwing his weight behind his foot as it
drove the shovel into the unforgiving, hardscrabble topsoil. But
as the moist, yielding earth beneath rewarded him with easier if
not lighter results, he began putting muscle into it. Forgetting
all but the physical labor, in no time he’d worked up to a frenzied
speed, icy sweat forming under his shirt and his arm muscles,
stretched with every hoist of the shovel, aching. Nor could he slow
down. His arms were searing, but the pain was cleansing and egged
on his demonic pace. He and Nose were inside the pit by then,
hitting pay dirt. Fucking the humid earth with their shovels. He
was gulping in the mossy brown aroma, a good chaser to death's
fetid stink, and plunging the shovel madly into the secretive,
beautiful dark sod over and over, tossing shovelfuls over his
shoulder, feeling like one smooth line of motion driven to go
deeper and deeper, down and down—to China, he'd thought as a boy,
and maybe it was so; anything to get away from where he was and
what he'd seen and done this night. Deeper and deeper he went into
this profound resting place, and Lord, what a sweat he was in, how
he was panting, starved for air, only vaguely aware on a deep level
inside his own senses that he was excavating for dear life, digging
to be healed, to do penance for the life he had taken, digging to
be revived, to be resurrected from the valley of murderous death,
to be reclaimed into the world of THOU SHALT NOT KILL. In a last
frenzy, he struck the shovel with a vengeance, it pierced to the
hilt, and then and there, his convulsion ended. In one split
second, he saw both the redhead's face and the torn bodies soon to
abide here forever. And with a sharp, loud groan, he came.

The sudden release took his breath away. For
a moment, weakened and astonished, he thought he'd black out and
stopped and might have collapsed if it weren't for the shovel,
embedded like a pike in the ground. Clinging to it for support,
doubled over, legs crossed, he felt warm semen seep down his leg.
Nose, at the other end of the grave, was hurling soil sideways over
his shoulder like a stevedore. He hadn’t realized what had
happened. Just then, from outside the pit, behind and above Simon,
Bellesi and Conti dumped the first naked body into the hole. The
headless corpse landed in a messy sprawl at Simon's feet. And his
stomach gave out.

Not to further desecrate death or its bed,
he turned, hauled himself up out of the grave with a last, mighty,
muscle-ripping effort, and continued puking. Peppe tipped the
barrow and the other body dropped. But in a sort of spontaneous
combustion, relief and horror and drink conspired against Simon.
His sweat turned hot as the pressure of his own body's reversal
pushed tears from his eyes and mucus from his nose. He heaved and
heaved, Nose by then beside him, holding his forehead while Bellesi
and Conti took up the shovels and put the wholesome earth back
where it belonged.

Later, it was Nose who led him to the pump
and made him wash under freezing water. It was Nose who may—or may
not—have seen Simon intentionally splash his pants to hide what
was probably, in the dark, an invisible stain anyway. And it was
Nose who made Simon drink a good pint of ice water from the spout,
then made him drink more from one of Fanfa's bottles. And Nose
alone who crossed himself over the double tomb and, while Bellesi
and Conti distributed the uniforms and weapons between the
motorcycles' sidecars, went and got the ratty blanket from Fanfa's
camp bed, relined the barrow, lifted Fanfa into it, covered him,
and tucked full bottles from the shelves around the snoozing
winemaker.

Conti and Bellesi were at the pump. Simon
was smoking shakily. Nose said, "Who's taking the cycles back?"

"Peppe and me.” Flavio was drying his hands
and face. "You two take Fanfa in the barrow. We'll hide the bikes
and stuff in the woodshed and meet you at the barn. Don't go in
without us.”

To make sure the stories jibe, Simon
thought.

"Jesus, Simone, that was real Far West,"
said Nose, full of admiration. He was pushing the barrow as
effortlessly as if it were a pram. Inside it, Baby Fanfa, out cold,
sawed on. "How you shot that guard? Boofalo Beel. But how come you
guys didn't kill 'em before? Inside? That’s what you should’a done,
saved a lot of trouble.” Simon shrugged. "Oh, I get it,” Nose said.
“Bellesi said not to, huh?" He shook his head. "Peppe’s no good no
more, he’s used up. I seen it coming, 'cause I seen it before. It’s
why I left the last group. You get used up. That shit about me
covering you? My range? You ask me, he can’t concentrate no more.
He wants out, he’s had it. Wants to settle down with Maria, Maria’s
all he wants now. I remember when we found her. Little bit of a
thing, like a piece 'a rag. I want my Rita too, but Rita can wait,
we're not so young us two. What about you, Simon? You got somethin'
with the redhead?"

"Like what?" Mention of her had Simon
swelling again. Loe and death, death and love. Who’d have
thought?

"You stayed at her place, right? What's she
like? Funny kid.”

"Yeah, real funny.” He could almost feel her
little freckled hands around his prick. What was happening to
him?

Nose looked up at the sky. "Never mind my
big mouth, okay?" he said. "The redhead’s your business. But
listen, you’re some shot. Deadeye aim, that's what you got. Did
Peppe know that?” He didn't wait for an answer. "Better'n anything
I seen in Genoa. Who taught you to shoot?”

"My dad," Simon lied, thinking what a lucky
man he was—thinking of Pop and his white apron and powdery white
flour and delicious warm bread. Of the goodness and simplicity and
silence. And then thinking of Dulles: the Chief’s white hair and
white pipe smoke and white lies. And the puffs of white gun powder
at the shooting range at Campione and tonight in the field. “My
Pop’s always right on target,” Simon said.

****

In the dark, he said to Peppe, "What'll you
do when this is over, Bellesi?"

"Take Maria home with me to Tolentino.”

The red hair again—red above and red below.
"Gimme a cigarette,” Simon said, longing for Sara. “That where your
folks are? Tolentino?” he asked.

"In the campo santo."

Simon wondered if the Tolentino cemetery was
anything like Fanfa's orchard. Then he got an idea, but before he
could say anything, Bellesi said, apropos of nothing, "This barn’s
a shit hole. The barn at home? My dad made sure those tenant
farmers kept it right. That night the calf was born, he put new
straw down for a bed for me and him. There was this steamy sweet,
turdy smell—hides and sour milk and fresh hay.” The smell of the
earth inside the grave tonight came back to Simon. "Once in a while
the mamma cow lowed," Bellesi said. "First birth I ever saw.”

"Male or female?"

"Stillborn. My father cried like a baby. He
loved those animals."

Simon came back to his idea. "Bellesi,” he
said, “before, you said that you owe me.”

"Yeah. Name it."

"I need to get into Milan."

"The redhead, or other business?"

Simon didn't answer.

"Okay. This week,” Peppe Bellesi said. “Me
and you. After Conti leaves. Don't say anything to the
others."

 



**************************************************************************


PART II
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Chapter VIII

Dinner by the Lake

The lake's surface
shimmered like a young stallion's hide ripply with sweat. Over the
glossy water, snowy mountain peaks disappeared into the new,
blackish-purple night. Not another car on the winding road. It was
the night after Dulles's rowdy fiftieth birthday party and the
eve of their trip to Paris tomorrow. Gero would have preferred to
dine in. But Dulles needed to get out.

"What's on your mind, Allen?"

Dulles looked left. Gero handled the wheel
with finesse. "The road ahead.”

"Paris tomorrow?"

"No, no metaphor. The real here and
now."

Gero, downshifting, recognized in his boss
the onset of a gloomy spell -- dark intensity and pessimism.
Usually followed by gouty leg pain. "And what do you see through
your window, Allen?"

"A lake road Swiss as the Swiss. Well paved,
no surprises. Boring as only the Swiss could make it, bless 'em.
They have a knack. Even their mountain roads are boring.”

"But exciting if you do not follow the
rules."

"Now who's being metaphorical? Are you
talking about the roads in coo-coo-clock land, Gero? Or
neutrality?”

"Roads, Allen. Neutrality is not for
discussion. When have we ever violated Swiss neutrality?”

"Never." When the Teutonic in Gero relaxed,
there was good irony. "Stretched it a little, maybe. Violated,
never.”

The car took the swaying curves smoothly.
Gero, who when not skiing was happiest driving, felt a surge of
affection for his boss.

"Switzerland is God playing geographer,"
Dulles said. "A natural fortress next door to heaven and clean as a
whistle. The old testament Jehovah made this land in his own image
-- craggy, handsome, potent, protective. You feel safe here."

Gero had heard it all before. "You felt that
way in '17 when you were stationed here.”

"So I did. How about that? Stationed in the
very same city the last time the noble continent shat itself. Makes
you think the psychiatrists are right: Coincidence doesn't
exist.” Yes, Gero was a pleasure -- a listener. Dulles reflected
that if his own stick-in-the-mud older brother Foster heard kid
brother Allen carrying on like this he'd call it nonsense. All
work and no play, John Foster; never a droll moment, all dour,
Presbyterian probity. But who could play, with a wife like Janet?
Who'd want to? And Foster adored her.

Gero said, "You think Donovan has
twigged?"

"Twigged, Gero. You pronounce it ‘tvigged’,
but its ‘twigged. With a ‘w’. You must do something about those
'th's' and 'w's.' Mind you, if I had as much French as you have
English, I'd be ruling the world. But your accent."

"My mozzer says alzo," Gero said, thinking,
Look who's talking. The Chief in French was incomprehensible.

"Yes, well your mozzer's an American, she'd
know.”

"But like you, she prefers Europe."

"Wrong, Gero. Your father had that idea
about me, is that where you got it? I'm as American as apple pie.”
It was adventure Dulles loved; the exotic. The
greener-grass-in-the-other-yard syndrome. Not Europe over America.
Never that.

Gero said, "You think Donovan has
twigged?"

"Good, Gero, very good. No, I wouldn't say
that. Not completely.” He looked right and saw his Dulles profile
reflected in the closed window: the willful chin; hair as white in
relief against the night and the lake as the albino mountain peaks
in the high background. Of five Dulles siblings, only he, John
Foster, and Eleanor really counted. And all three white-haired
now. All starting to look just like Father. Not a bad way to look.
The car had warmed up. Dulles pulled off the pigskin gloves.

"You are too warm?"

"No. Don't fuss, Gero.” Over his jacket
Dulles wore a raincoat. Gero the sportsman, so unlike his egghead
father Gerhart, liberal economist, philosopher, mentor of the
young Allen Dulles, wore a tweed suit, a turtleneck sweater, no
coat, and driving gloves that exposed his upper fingers and a
veined semi-circle of upper hand. Fate had reversed the roles;
Allen Dulles was now mentor to his mentor's son. Gero was his
protégée, steady confidant, and right hand. Unto the next
generation. As if Gerhart, rest in peace, had willed it.

"You are worried about Paris and Donovan,"
Gero ventured.

"And Sunrise.” And even his body knew it.
Damned gout. Attacks started with a tingle around the knee or the
big toe, stress and anxiety firing excess uric acid into the system
like surprise cannon fire. Within ten minutes the joint would
swell, infernal pain escalating until only morphine could quell
it. Dulles supposed that if he paid attention like Foster, took
his medicine regularly.... But he wasn't Foster.

"We will talk about Sunrise," Gero said.

"'Course we will.” Some wine, a man-to-man
with Gero, and he'd be better. It was something Clover had never
understood. Even when Allen Dulles wasn't trying, he intimidated
his ethereal, other-worldly wife. Yet Clover had her moments, she
could surprise. During the two years he was isolated in Bern
setting up operations and she was in the States, she'd begun to
come into her own, shocking Foster and other snooties of their
circle by playing Rosie the Riveter, getting herself blue collar
war work in New York -- where she should've stayed instead of
turning up on the doorstep of 23 Herrengasse as soon as Normandy
opened Europe up again. Clover didn't fit in here. Nor had Dulles
the time or the inclination to fit her in.

Gero cleared his throat. "I think Parilli
tried to be positive this afternoon."

"No doubt."

He'd have done better with a son like Gero.
His namesake, Allen Dulles Junior, a vague, fourteen-year-old at
Exeter, only made his father uncomfortable. Too much like Clover
-- whom Dulles had put into Maggie Bancroft's care here in Bern,
killing two birds with one stone, so to speak. Neither woman was
small-minded, so they got on famously, Maggie introducing Clover
to the great Jung, whose mumbo-jumbo analysis kept her busy. Though
Dulles doubted it would do her much good. Clover was who she was,
they all were. Somewhere at mid-point in life, you suddenly
realized you were stuck with being you. Not a bad thing for
some.

"Parilli," Gero said, "is -- how you said
the other night, Allen? So light around the ankles."

"The fairy Baron. You know, Gero, I asked
Maggie once what fairies do together.”

Gero beamed. "You mean how do they do
it."

Dulles swallowed. "Yes."

"This is funny. What did Maggie say?”

"Well, she's got Herr Doktor Jung to explain
these things."

"And did she then explain to you?”

"She did. Still beats me," Dulles said.

"She explained that too?" Gero exclaimed in
mock horror.

"Now, now. Sober up, Gero. You know I'm a
prig.”

"They have an excellent network, the
fairies. You see how they travel always together? One comes to us
with another to escort him across the border. Dollman,
Zimmer...."

"...Parilli. A regular club. Not exactly
the Metropolitan, but...."

"Pardon?"

"Never mind. Yes, I admire their loyalty,
but mustn't get too involved with the pack. Parilli's enough for my
taste.”

"He brought us to Wolff," Gero said.

"You think Wolff's one of them?" Dulles
asked. For Wolff's first meeting with Dulles, at Gero's
brother-in-law's villa in Ascona, the General had brought a
portfolio -- photos, news clippings. A regular c.v. The SS big-wig
applying for a job, showing off his bona fides as peacemaker. This
war was as nuts as it was sinful. God had lost His mind. Dulles
thought of how the first concrete intelligence of plans for the
Final Solution had come to his then brand-new Bern network from
deep within the Nazi apparatus. The agent who brought that bit of
intelligence, Herr Schulte, was one of the best: a proud, rich
German who'd never joined the Nazi party, considering them all
riff-raff -- which, of course, they were. Shulte had a factory in a
backwoods village called Kattowitz. One day, Reichsfuhrer Himmler
himself came, with due pomp and ceremony, to visit the one-horse
town and nearby Auschwitz. Trains came too--box cars carrying
passengers. Schulte made it his business to find out what was
going on. What he learned so horrified him that he got the news to
Bern post-haste. Washington, back then, deemed the entire
intelligence disinformation -- too incredible to be true -- and
buried it until it sprang from its grave with a deathly rattle that
shocked the world. Not two years later, Wolff, Himmler's
second-in-charge, was sitting in an easy chair in Ascona, suing for
peace.

"Do you think Wolff is a homosexual?" Gero
asked.

"Dunno. He seems to be a man's man.”
Although the movie star-handsome Wolff was but a bit too
fastidious for Dulles's taste; too many rings on his fingers.
"Married twice, a father what, six times? But the world's changing.
Or so I’m told.”

There was a smirk on Gero’s face. "I think
Wolff likes it both ways.”

"There's a thought."

"Ask Maggie how they do that," Gero
said.

Dulles snorted.

They rode a bit. In contrast to Wolff's
stiff demeanor, Dulles, the most enthusiastic of the siblings --
neither a puritan like Foster or a do-gooder goody-goody like
Eleanor -- had come into his element these two and a half years. As
Bern spymaster, he stuffed the best of both his old lives – New
York fat-cat corporate attorney and state department diplomat --
into looser tweed jackets, crumpled raincoats, and soft felt
slouch hats that added up to a happier, more productive man. And
if he could pull Sunrise off....

"General von Vietinghoff is the real
mystery," Gero said. "He finally delivers and the consignment’s
worthless. Why send Parilli to us with conditions he knows are
unacceptable? Poor Luigi, he was smoking like a chimney this
afternoon."

"You didn't do so bad yourself.” The Chief
cracked his knuckles.

"But Allen! Points of honor? Vietinghoff
will surrender the German army if we concede certain 'points of
honor'?”

"Three, to be exact.” Dulles ticked them on
his fingers. "One: 'No Germans interned in England or America
after surrender;' Two: 're-entry of the surrendered troops into
Germany with belts and bayonets intact.' Bring the cannons too,
while you’re at it,” he muttered. "And stockpiled ammunition. I
ask you. And last -- this is rich -- 'Maintenance of a modest
contingent of Group C as a future instrument of order within
Germany'."

"Vietinghoff's group," Gero clarified.
"Group C.”

"'A modest contingent. How about we let a
'modest contingent' of Group C escort Commander Vietinghoff
straight to the brig?”

Gero checked the rear-view mirror. "Poor
Wolff. He can’t deliver Vietinghoff, and if he leaves Italy
again....”

"... his family's forfeit. Our safe conduct
guarantee means nothing." Dulles patted his coat pocket. The pipe
was there, but he'd wait. Families, he thought; Clover. Suppose
he'd had a marriage like Foster and Janet's? A Swiss marriage--two
people always in boring agreement on how to turn life into a
sensible, secure dirge. Did they climax in unison? Ugh; Janet in
bed. A reach for the best of imaginations. But love was too
demanding, it ate you up like a starved jackal. It wasn’t in him to
be a faithful and loyal husband like Foster. In the end, true love
was incompatible with adventure and high life and fun and
flirting and women. You had to be steadfast and monogamous to
make a woman who loved you happy, you had to give up other women
and, what was more grievous, give up being left alone -- which was
what Allen Dulles needed, most of the time. Only the fair Wally
Toscanini Castelbarco had never given Dulles a serious day's—or
night's—problem. But Wally had never been in love with him. And now
that Wolff had returned Ferruccio Parri to her bed....

"Wolff has been quite decent,” Gero
remarked.

"Gero, never mistake manners or good taste
for morals. Wolff loves art, and I'm sure his claims of saving
Italy's treasures are all true. But you can love great art and
despise human life. Beauty's not always good, or ugliness
evil.”

"Allen, you sound so...."

"Presbyterian. Well, Father was a pastor,
Gero. First Presbyterian Church, Watertown, New York.”

"When the Baron told us they took Wolff's
wife and children, I thought Wolff would back out of our deal."

"Out of Sunrise? It's all he's got. He’s an
opportunist, like most ambitious people, myself included.” Gero
looked at him sharply; Dulles pretended not to notice. "In a few
months a lot of, quote, former, unquote, Nazis are going to find
themselves up against it unless they’ve got a Sunrise to hang on
to."

"Then why did Vietinghoff make such poor
conditions? He must know we can’t accept them. Does he have
something beside Sunrise?"

"No, he's just a fool.” But Dulles's
thoughts were already elsewhere. "Gero, when we’re in Paris
meeting with Donovan.... Well, Donovan's on our side, but he's got
to watch it too. The more he knows, the more he's duty-bound to
report to FDR."

"And you think...."

"No, I know FDR could quash Sunrise with one
word. Unconditional surrender is a damned idiotic notion, and the
President should never have agreed to it. Because if unconditional
surrender is your only, non-negotiable term, why should any enemy
talk to you?” Dulles put his head back against the seat.
"Casablanca, Yalta—FDR wants Stalin's help to finish the war,
that’s why he agreed to unconditional surrender or nothing. And
now, we mustn't go behind Russia's back. Mustn't be naughty,
mustn’t negotiate with the enemy.”

"And the Soviets want Trieste,” Gero
said.

"Sure. And Germany. Throw in California,
while you’re at it. As far west as they can get would suit them.
And like most Germans, Wolff will do anything to keep the commies
out of his country."

"You think Washington is right to be
suspicious of Sunrise?"

"There are imponderables, Gero. Wolff
could be in with Himmler and the others on Sunrise as a German plot
to split the alliance—get us away from the Russians. But if it
saves lives, so what? Should we stay out of negotiations just to
appease the Russians? That little fiasco in Genoa last week—Major
Butler?"

"The supposed British secret agent.”

"British my ass. A Red caper, if you ask me.
A Russki impersonating a British officer so Stalin can accuse us
of dealing with the enemy behind his back and poke a stick in the
Allied spokes. Divide and conquer; increase his bargaining power.
In fact, the second the Russians got wind of Sunrise, they started
agitating. Dealing with the enemy? Damn right we are."

It had gone so well at first: Wolff's prompt
responses, Wolff’s good faith return of Parri and Usmiani. Allied
headquarters in Caserta, excitedly smelling blood, smuggled
Generals Lemnitzer and Airey into Switzerland faster than you
could say, "Mussolini,” all ready for surrender. Prematurely, as
it turned out.

Dulles said, "Gero, timing is all. For a
while everything's hot, everyone's ready: Donovan, FDR, the Allied
command, Wolff. Next thing you know, there’s a legitimate delay and
you’re out of steam. Timing.”

"You are losing faith, Allen.”

"The deal's taking too long.” Dulles winced
as pain shot into his knee.

Gaevernitz said, "What about Wolff's
idea?"

"Later, Gero; later.” He closed his eyes.
Gout was a dirty old man's disease—depending on who you talked to,
of course. Like every value judgment. A Park Avenue doctor once
told him gout was a Class A disease that gets a better class of
men: the intelligent ones, the sophisticates. Because the 'better'
class fed on gout-inducing steaks, caviars, high protein, the best
booze. Pampered themselves. Lower class sufferers, Dulles
supposed, probably called it arthritis, and that was that. A good
sleep would help. But sleep these days came to Allen Dulles only
when physical exhaustion overtook Operation Sunrise. Or should he
say, Obsession Sunrise? More and more often, he'd wander downstairs
to the living room in the middle of the night and just stare out
the back window at the sloping vineyard, waiting for Sunrise,
hah-hah. Nostalgic for the days before Normandy, when couriers,
informants, cut-outs, came stealthily up the hill from the river
and stalked through the lacy trellis that, intricate and contorted
in the fuzzy moonlight, often struck Dulles as a symbol of
intelligence work itself.

Bern! In '42 Allen Dulles, Esq., partner
(with brother John Foster) and pillar of the hard-line Republican
stronghold law firm of Sullivan & Cromwell, major contributor
to the GOP and supporter of Roosevelt's opposition in the last
four elections, thought he'd died and gone to heaven the day
Donovan, over lunch at the Metropolitan, offered him the Bern
station.

"You're a generous man, Bill," he said,
meaning it. "Your non-partisanship is admirable.” Of course,
what he had really wanted was London—but as Chief of Station, not
as Bruce's second. Allen Dulles went second to no one.

The first hurdle was getting into
Switzerland before the Allied invasion of North Africa, planned for
early November, began and the Nazis clamped down on Vichy France's
borders. Thanks to a sympathetic border guard at Annemasse, Dulles
made it—but just. Within weeks of his arrival, he was hustling
intelligence with the help of his pal Max Waibel, his Swiss
contact, head of the 'neutral' Swiss intelligence service. They
put down a welcome mat at 23 Herrengasse in the form of an article
Max helped him plant in a Swiss paper announcing the arrival of
Allen Welsh Dulles, "personal representative of President
Roosevelt with a special assignment.” The open door policy, a
brilliant stroke, pried from the woodwork the troubled, the spies,
the counterspies, the rag-tag of Europe exiled to the protective
hotbed of intelligence that was Bern.

And unlike Allen Dulles's first stint in the
city, when he was junior member of the consular service and green
as a cucumber, everything this time around was hunky-dory—at
least until last June. Before Normandy, with France sealed up
tight, the isolated Bern station operated virtually
independently. Dulles made the decisions, reported as he chose.
Phone and wireless links with Washington were hell, but otherwise
there was no bureaucracy. He was hardly accountable to anyone,
and made use of whatever manpower was already in place: Bancroft,
Gaevernitz, Wally, Simon.

Simon. A disturbing thought.

The car swerved. He opened his eyes. Gero,
revving the engine, double-shifted, putting the last curve behind
them. Up ahead were the pale lights and blurred outline of the
lakeside restaurant.

****

Not far from the cobbled Herrengasse and its
arcades, in a second-floor room of a darkened townhouse in the old
medieval section of Bern, a small orange message light on a telex
console blinked into life. Two seconds later, the machine switched
to receival mode. The print-out's unnerving rat-a-tat punctured the
silence as, in a manic tap dance, the paper roll on the carriage
jerked upward six or seven times. Then, as abruptly as it had
begun, the communication ended. The noise stopped, the telex was
still, and the dark quiet returned, softened now by a smooth, round
orange button burning on steady and wary as a cat's eye.

****

"Gero, the way you're staring at me I should
be reading your thoughts instead of this poor excuse for a wine
list."

"Allen, you look ill.” The Chief ‘s skin was
ashen, his eyes bloodshot. "Is it an attack?"

Dulles shook his head. "No. Just the state
of the so-called civilized world." Sidestepping the question, he
indicated the inside of the open list before him. "Not a wine worth
ordering. We'll go with the house white," he said to the waiter.
"Smoked trout for me, chicken breast for him, no appetizers or
soup.” He sat back to ease the ache in his knee induced by thoughts
of Simon.

"So.” Gero opened a slim, gold cigarette
case. "Wolff proposes a direct radio link line between Bern and
Milan. What do you think?”

"Ingenious."

"The Baron loves it.”

"Sure. It ‘ll save him footwork. Might even
save his life." Dulles wanted to massage the knee, smoke his pipe,
drink himself drunk. "The border's a mess and getting worse. Our
nimble Baron won't be able to scamper across with Wolff's messages
much longer.”

"Wolff would hide our chosen operator at
Gestapo headquarters in the center of Milan, and we have our
link.”

"Three-way. Nazi Italy, us in Bern, the
Allied command in Caserta. That's the plan."

"Would the man will be safe? Wolff will
protect him? He will be in a Nazi hive."

"His safety's to Wolff's advantage."

"Of course. You have someone in mind?"

Dulles said, "You're smirking again,
Gero."

"Who have you in mind?"

"Whom. As if you didn't know. Houdini.”

"The Czech? Little Wally?"

Dulles nodded. "Little Wally. He
volunteered.” Arrested in Prague as a student, Vaclav Hradecky had
miraculously escaped from airtight Dachau. He was multilingual, had
flying fingers, knew all the codes. The Bern station had
nicknamed him after Wally Toscanini, for luck. "We set him up in
Milan on a new frequency,” Dulles said. "Who's to know?”

"Simon?”

Simon again. "Come on, Gero. I keep telling
you, we won't hear from Simon. There's no need. Wolff was just
being paranoid, he hasn't mentioned this Conti fellow again—the
Florentine he thought was trailing him—because no one’s trailing
him.”

"Or the General has too much else on his
mind," Gero said.

"Maybe. Anyway, for the time being nothing's
moving on Sunrise—nothing Simon could do anything about.
Everything's stuck.” He grit his teeth against the stabbing in his
leg. "I think the Florentine's given up. Simon will sail through.
Come out smelling like a rose.”

The waiter appeared with the wine, which
Dulles tasted and grudgingly approved. When the man was out of
earshot he said, "In any case, Simon and Little Wally mustn't know
of one another's presence in Milan. Do you agree? Or maybe you
think Simon and our new operator should be in touch?"

Gero knew when he was being picked on. "What
are you getting to, Allen?"

"Getting at. Just want your opinion,
Gero."

"Then I think you are right.” Gero decided
he’d better just listen. NO sense arguing with a troubled boss in
pain. "Simon and Wally should not be in touch.”

"Good, well that's settled. You know, Gero,
you remind me a bit of your father. He used to say Americans were
good people, but naive. Ever wonder if that might be a reversal? A
sign of how naive Europeans are? They don't recognize the will
under our forthrightness."

"This is true,” Gero agreed, hearing the
'us-against-them' undertone—the Chief's pissy 'praise America'
voice.

"Glad you agree.” Dulles finished his glass
of wine. He shouldn't be drinking; it aggravated the gout. "See,
American pragmatism combined with our 'naiveté' makes us more than
a bit determined. To win, I mean.” Was he making his point? He
couldn't tell. Didn't matter. "Americans get a bee in their
bonnets, and nothing stands in the way. Is that healthy?"

Gero considered. "It's an obsession I
share."

So Gero saw him as obsessed. Dulles let it
go. The waiter refilled their glasses. "Winning is all that
matters at this point, Gero," the Chief said. "Frankly, if Sunrise
does materialize it could cost us both Simon and Little
Wally.”

So that was the Chief's fear. "I see," Gero
said.

"I knew you would.” Idiot.

To Gero's relief, their food arrived.

While the waiter served, Dulles said, "We
have to speed things up, Gero. What I was saying in the car about
Sunrise losing momentum? I'm dead worried about it." He turned his
full concentration to boning the trout.

Gero, munching, assessed the situation. His
Chief's worries were not unwarranted. Simon and Little Wally might
not make it; worse, they might die in vain. The more time passed,
the more ground the Allies gained in the north and the more
unlikely a popular uprising in Milan or a Nazi scorched earth
campaign became. Increasing the likelihood that Sunrise would wind
up looking like the vain machinations of an opportunistic Allen
Dulles consorting with the enemy against orders. Based on what Gero
knew from his own father and from personal experience, such a
perception of Allen Welsh Dulles could not be farther from
reality—or more lethal to Dulles's ambitions.

Granted, few were so fortunate as to have
background and aptitude dovetail with the times in a conspiracy
for success. The Chief was a maternal grandson of John Watson
Foster, Secretary of State in President Harrison's
administration; his uncle by marriage to his mother's sister was
Robert Lansing, Secretary of State under Woodrow Wilson. He had
authored, at age eight, a treatise on the Boer War, which grand dad
had privately printed. Yet he felt himself always in his older
brother's shadow. Both Allen and Foster had attended Princeton,
both graduated with honors. The Chief used his scholastic award
money towards a trip to India while John Foster, having obtained a
law degree, went to work in international law at Sullivan &
Cromwell, making managing partner at thirty. After World War I, by
which time Allen had already served in the diplomatic corps, Allen,
John Foster and their sister Eleanor, who had graduated Bryn Mawr,
attended the Paris Peace Conference of 1919 with Uncle Bert.

By his own admission, Allen had been
enamored of intelligence work as far back as childhood, but saw no
future in it because the U.S. back then had no intelligence service
of its own. So after the Great War, he married Clover, did a
foreign service stint in Turkey, came back and took a law degree at
Princeton, and at his brother's urging, joined Sullivan &
Cromwell, where he put his foreign service experience to good use,
becoming the expert in German business and industrial markets. By
the time Donovan tapped him for the new OSS, Dulles was an upper
crust Manhattanite living the clubby life one might have
predicted for him. But he was a man of principle. Well before his
OSS appointment, he'd forced the staid, conservative partners of
Sullivan to a showdown vote over the Nazis, resulting in the firm
having no more business with the Nazi regime. However. Such a past
record and the brilliant achievements in Bern could wind up
meaningless if time turned Sunrise into a red herring. History
didn't care about good intentions.

"What's got your tongue, Gero?” Tiny bones
were heaped at the edge of Dulles's plate near the trout's bare
skeleton. "This isn't the best table in the war, but it could be
worse.”

"Thinking about Sunrise."

"We think of little else. Sorry you didn't
choose the front? A real fight, an active underground?"

"No. I wanted to fight the war with my
brains."

“You’re like me; you love the game. Winning
from armchairs on the Herrengasse.”

"Or on the ski slopes.”

"You've got your own winning hand.” German
born and raised, Gero had contacts inside the Reich, links to the
Army high command and the Hitler opposition. Dulles lay knife and
fork parallel, wiped his mouth with his napkin, and looked
meaningfully across the table at his dinner companion. "Contacts
in business and industry are important. Money and war go
hand-in-hand, never forget it. Switzerland needs to avoid a
scorched northern Italy for reasons not solely humanitarian. She
needs the seaports. As for Germany— well, one day when Nazism's
gone, banking, shipping, heavy industrial research, development
and production—things that made Germany great in the past—will be
back to normal in your country, and the ones who're doing what
you're doing now will be running things. Not the Communists. Mark
my words."

The Chief, pausing for a sip of wine, seemed
better. Relaxed in his chair.

"Next on the agenda," Dulles said. "Paris. I
brief Donovan on Sunrise, but not a word about Little Wally or
anything else about Sunrise, good or bad. It's called a no-brief
brief.” He motioned for the waiter. "When or if the time comes,
we'll need FDR's approval, but let's stay mum till we've got more
to work with. Two espressos," Dulles ordered as the waiter cleared
the table. His knee ached wickedly; the fish had been middling.
"And two brandies," he added, peevish again. "Let's finish and get
going," he said to Gero. "It's a long drive back."

But, as it happened, a smooth one, with the
lake glistening like a shallow pond under the starry sky.

"Weather's been with us this season," the
Chief commented. "Maybe God's on our side for the last
offensive.”

"If the Allies had not taken troops from
Italy to France, the peninsula would be ours already," Gero said,
reaching towards the radio.

"No, no music, please, Gero. What time is
it?"

"Nearly eleven."

Dulles put his head back and in seconds was
dozing, snoring softly with the hum of the car's engine. But the
ride was too quick for Gero who, driving or skiing in Switzerland,
could almost pretend that the rest of the extraordinary
continent he had known as a boy was still intact: the lakes,
forests, cathedrals, hamlets—worlds—that were in fact gone
forever. Switzerland provided moments when it seemed as if the
deterioration begun with the Great War of a way of life were
reversible. He slowed down. "Allen? We're coming into Bern.”

Dulles opened his eyes and shook his leg,
rubbing it just above the knee. "I was dreaming."

"Of what?” The nighttime emptiness of Bern's
hilly, quaint streets accentuated the old city's dollhouse
charm.

"A Dulles family skeleton.”

The Chief’s sister Eleanor’s mixed marriage,
Gero thought, changing gears. Dulles never spoke of it, but it was
somehow common knowledge at 23 Herrengasse that in '32 Eleanor
Dulles—Ph.D. in economics from Radcliffe who'd written an
authoritative thesis on the French franc (later published as a
book), lived in Europe, and championed the working classes—had
married a formerly orthodox Jew, a respected scholar of the Talmud
by the name of David Blondheim, in a civil ceremony. In '34,
increasingly depressed by the growing Nazi persecution of the Jews,
Blondheim committed suicide. Eleanor was six months pregnant.
Although the couple had been together since 1927, Allen had never
met his sister's husband.

Dulles said, "You know the biggest secret of
my childhood, Gero?”

Childhood? That discounted the sister. Gero
shook his head.

"I was born with a club foot -- born a
cripple."

Gero, surprised, turned to his Chief.
"But....”

"My parents had the foot straightened
surgically when I was a month or so old. I wasn't baptized until
the deformity was corrected. This was a family secret until I was
six, when Father decided Foster should be the one to tell me about
it. When I found out, I started walking with a limp.” The Chief
grinned. "I really put it on thick."

"You never told me," Gero said, taking a
left onto the Herrengasse. "Which foot? You think the gout has to
do with...."

"Hold it, take a left here, I want to stop
at the office before we go home."

"At this hour? What for?”

Dulles was pulling on his gloves. "Maybe
there's a last-minute message from Donovan about tomorrow.”

Dutifully, Gero pulled up in front of the
office. By the time he slammed his car door and walked around the
vehicle, the Chief was already unlocking the front door of the
townhouse. Inside, Gero turned the hall lights on and locked the
front door from the inside. The Chief went ahead up the staircase,
stopped briefly on the landing, caught his breath, and went to the
telex room across the hall. He opened the door, peered inside, and
called, over his shoulder, "There's a message, Gero."

Catching up, Gero saw the orange message
light from the doorway.

"Get the lights," Dulles said, already
halfway to the console.

The room lit up. Gaevernitz stayed where he
was while Dulles, hunched over the machine, read. Then Gero saw
the Chief's shoulders cringe slightly, as if he'd been wounded.
Dulles said softly, motioning with his hand behind him, "Gero?
Come here.”

"What is it?" He was at the Chief's
side.

"Read.”

The message wasn't coded, just a routine
all-points bulletin. Of course later, when he recovered from the
first shock, Gero realized there would have been no reason to use
code. It was no secret, the U.S. government was simply informing
them—Dulles, him, the Bern station, and other employees and members
of the U.S. armed forces worldwide of what, in a matter of hours,
would be common knowledge everywhere—might already be. In fact,
had the Chief allowed him to turn on the car radio, they might have
heard it earlier; might have heard the news the way the rest of the
world was no doubt hearing it this very moment.

REGRET TO COMMUNICATE PRESIDENT FRANKLIN
DELANO ROOSEVELT DECEASED APRIL 12 1945 STOP REPEAT PRESIDENT
ROOSEVELT DECEASED APRIL 12 15:15 EASTERN STANDARD TIME AT WARM
SPRINGS GEORGIA STOP CAUSE OF DEATH CONGESTIVE HEART FAILURE STOP
HARRY S. TRUMAN SWORN IN AS PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES OF
AMERICA AT 16 HOURS EASTERN STANDARD TIME, WASHINGTON D.C.

Gero read it over and over. Only the day
before, he'd seen some silly statistic about half the population
of the U.S. remembering no other president in their lifetime.
Fifteen years of a presence, an energy, so large it carried people
through the Depression, the recovery, the war.... A presence most
conspicuous now in its absence, like the silence in a powerful car
when the engine stops. He said, "How cruel. He didn’t live to see
the end of the war he won. Such a loss."

Dulles remained bent, immobile, over the
machine.

"I'm sorry, Allen.” There were practical
implications, but Gero felt it inappropriate to voice them just
now.

Standing up straight, Dulles reached forward
and savagely ripped the message from the roll. Holding it in both
hands, he read it once more. "Fuck," he murmured.

"It's.... He was a great man.”

“Let’s go.” The Chief headed for the door.
"Turn the lights out," he over his shoulder, already on the
landing.

Gaevernitz looked back briefly on the
darkened room before closing the door. To catch up to his boss, he
had to bound down the landing. Dulles, on the staircase now, was
speaking.

"Allen, what are you saying?"

"I'm saying," Dulles shouted over his
shoulder, "'We're FUCKED. FUCKED," he repeated, at the bottom of
the stairwell. "You, me, Parilli, Wolff, Sunrise—fucked. Finished.
Finito. Caput.”

"No, no, Allen. If we give it a
little...."

"DON'T CONTRADICT ME, GODDAMIT."

Gero's face brought Dulles to his
senses.

"Gero," Dulles said, "let me tell you
something: Truman may turn out okay; the bumpkin might make a
decent President. But what can he do now -- immediately, today,
April 12, 1945—for Sunrise? Right now, when we need immediate
decisions?"

"He might....."

"Nothing, Gero. That's your answer. Nada,
Rien, Niente. He's got too much on his plate—Japan, the end in
Europe. He'd have to re-invent the fucking wheel to understand
Sunrise, the Russians.... There's no time. Ergo, Gero, Sunrise is
fucked. Kiss it goodbye, lad."


**************************************************************************


Chapter IX

I’ll Be Seeing You....

Eyes closed, head
resting against the back of the armchair she'd moved into the sun
that was streaming into the open doorway of the balcony, Sara was
thinking of Simon when the bedroom door behind her opened.

"Good God!” Lena, in a pink chenille robe,
head toweled turban-style, went to the dressing table. "Where do
you think you are?"

"Sardinia." It was hardly spring yet, but
the morning sun was warm on her face, damp hair, and bare legs and
feet where the floor-length terrycloth robe opened at the bottom. A
hairbrush dangled from her hand. In the mild breeze, the long
black-out curtains inside the balcony doors billowed.

"You're mad." Lena took one of the two bowls
from the breakfast tray. "Penny for your thoughts, girlfriend. Oh.
Sorry, how silly of me." She drank from the bowl, put the dish on
the tray, and wiped her mouth with the napkin. "Mmmm. You almost
forget it's not real coffee. Talk to me, Sara."

"What can I say?” They hadn't been getting
along lately.

"Anything.” Lena sat down at the dressing
table. In the large oval mirror, she saw the back of the cretonne
armchair, a reddish frizz crowning its top. “Talk about breakfast.
We can still agree on bread in our caffelatte in the morning."

"But I like it hot, you like it cool." She
didn’t want to conciliate. Lena was always carping lately. Baiting
her, provoking her.

"I like it warm. And you eat before your
bath, I eat after. Is this a serious difference? By the way, I
haven't seen you eat with such appetite in a long time.” 

"So you’re happy for me," Sara said.

Lena picked up the tweezers from the marble
surface. "I'm delighted you’re here so often. Nearly every other
day since G.I. Joe landed.”

"His name's Roberto Simone."

“As far as you know,” Lena said. “Who knows
what his real name is. The way you carry on, you’d thin it was
Clark Gable.” She made a face into the mirror. "Anyway, I know you
only come here lately for bathroom privileges.” She plucked at the
lush black lines over her eyes. “But what makes you think he'll
show up again ever?”

"He will.” But why defend an inner
certainty against an outsider? Sara drew the lapels of the robe
closed against a sudden chill. Through the bare treetops she could
see the windows of the building across the street, some open, some
blacked out.

"I suppose you have to believe he'll come
back. But he's only a man, you know."

"It’s called trust.” But what would Lena
know about it?

"Sara, you only saw him—slept with him—once.
How can you possibly...?”

"It was more than once."

"But it was one night! You of all people, a
one-night stand! And for the next...what? almost two weeks?...you
moon around like a lovesick cat."

"I am a lovesick cat."

Shaking her head, Lena opened a jar of face
creme, dabbed spots of it on her face, and spread the dabs with
both hands in long strokes from the top of her high cheekbones to
the base of her neck. "I hope you creamed your face before parking
yourself in the open air," she said.

"I did." In one of the open terraces across
the street, a maid was setting house plants out in the sun.

"Ah. So you'll be soft and silken when G.I.
whatever-his-real-name-is shows up.” She closed the creme jar,
wiped her hands on the towel, bent over sideways, loosened the
turban and briskly towel-dried her hair. "What do you think about
what I told you last night?”

Sara made a face. " About the radio? The old
frequency?” Lena had been unable to contact Switzerland for some
days now. “What do you think of it?"

"I’m positive they've shut the signal
down.”

"Okay, but I don’t see what it has to do
with Simon,” Sara said. “I don’t think he’s meant to be in touch
with Switzerland.” As the maid on the balcony across the way
straightened up, a breeze caught her white apron and nearly took
her lace cap, which she battened with one hand. "He's operating
solo.”

"So you surmise. You’re sure he said nothing
to you?"

Sara sighed. "Lena, we didn't talk about
work. It was one night, remember?”

"I think I should meet him. You did tell him
he might be in danger?"

"Of course I did.”

"Does he know I'm the radio operator?"

"I didn’t tell him. Maybe one of the men has
told him by now."

"I want to meet him."

Sara peered around the side of the chair and
caught Lena's eyes in the big mirror. "Can’t you just be happy for
me and leave it at that?”

Lena blinked. "It’s not that simple. You've
no idea what you're doing. Number one, you've never been in love.”
She was combing her hair, working outward from the cowlick at the
crown, bringing the front forward over her forehead and the back
backward until the slick, damp hair looked like glossy black
lacquer on her skull. "Number two, even if the guy is the best of
the best—and how can you know that?—he's in a dangerous situation.”
With the tip of the rat tail comb, she traced a part on the left
and combed sideways. "You don't why he's here, or what he's like—or
if he'll come out of this alive. Don't turn away again, Sara," she
said, exasperated.

But Sara did turn away. A big pot of
geraniums had appeared on the opposite terrace. God, she hated
geraniums. Foul-smelling flower. Like rotten vegetation. "Lena,”
she said, “you never stop. Let me be, will you? You're such a worry
wart. Two days before the American president's death, you pick up
a new signal, and since you can’t raise the old frequency, you
decide the new one has to do with Simon. I don’t get it: what’s the
connection? No pun intended,” she added. 

Lena rose, crossed the room, and walked out
onto the balcony. Leaning on the rail, facing the street, shoulders
tall and proud under the fluffy pink chenille, she said over her
shoulder to Sara, "Are you still hungry?"

"Stick to the subject, please. You always
tell me how many agents there must be here in the north.” Lena
turned back to the street. "Simon’s just another one of them. It’s
only coincidence that he arrives, the old signal disappears, and a
new one comes on.”

"Look at this, will you?" Lena said,
gesturing outward to the street. "Spring fever. People have windows
open, they're putting plants out. It’s too early for the
plants."

"The new frequency could be anyone," Sara
insisted. "Why assume it's Simon?"

Lena turned to face her and leaned back
against the rail. "You never liked geraniums, did you?" Sara said
nothing. "You know, Sara, you look very beautiful lately. As
serious as ever, but there's a glow about you.”

Whereas Lena, thought Sara, looked unusually
harsh.

"Are you still hungry?” Lena asked.

"Famished," Sara said, giving up.

"Come on, then. Maybe there are pastries
left from last night."

****

"Girls! Bongiorno!” Sofia, in a worn,
full-length morning coat of midnight-blue velvet whose rubbed spots
made her look like a patchy old seal was at the kitchen table
jotting menu notes. Opposite her sat Rosa, shelling peas into a
bowl and heaping the empty pods on a piece of newspaper. "You're
both early. Maria didn't bring your tray?"

"We finished it," Lena said, sitting down.
Sara stopped at the back window.

"Another coffee, then? Some pastries?”

"Yes, please,” Sara said. In the yard,
Generale was sunbathing on the grass near the garden shed after
his morning constitutional.

"Sara's got new appetite." Lena reached for
a string bean.

"Well, she’s in love. When....” But the dog
had started barking fiercely. Madame came to Sara's side. Generale
was on his feet, facing the gate. "Whoever it is," Sofia said,
"it's all right; look at his tail." The stubby appendage snapped
back and forth. "But it can't be a delivery," Sofia said,
squinting. "Not yet.”

"It's Peppe," Sara murmured. Holding her
breath, she tried to see if anyone was behind the scraggle-bearded
giant as he reached over the iron grille gate to open it.

"Peppe," Madam repeated. "And he's alone."
He came through into the yard, closing the gate behind him. "Dear,
dear; better have Maria run a bath." Sofia was always concerned
about the house. When Peppe looked particularly bad, she made him
strip on the porch. "Were you expecting him, Lena?”

"No.” Lena cracked another crisp bean.

"Maybe he's looking for Silvio.”

Generale was yipping and raising a rumpus.
Peppe scooped the squirming dog up in one arm and stroked its head
with the other while the terrier licked Peppe's beard in abject
devotion. There was commotion in the kitchen stairwell. Maria came
in. "I saw him from the upstairs window," she explained,
breathless, rushing past them, and was at the door when it opened.
The great big man put Generale down and drew Maria to him, holding
her against his chest with one hand at the nape of her neck.
"Bongiorno," he said to them over her shoulder, while Generale
wriggled and Rosa got coffee and Lena kept busy with the peas and
Madam put a plate of pastries in the center of the table. Peppe and
Maria, face-to-face, stared at one another with more love than Sara
could ever remember seeing pass between a man and a woman. Unless
she'd been unable, before Simon, to recognize what she was looking
at.

"Surprise, surprise!" Madam was all smiles.
"Look how happy our General is!” The dog, growling merrily, dashed
back and forth under the table, batting a string bean pod.

"If it's Silvio you came to see, he's not
around," Lena said. "He won't be here until...."

"Cheer up, Lena.” Peppe released Maria.
"It's not business.”

"Pleasure, I take it?"

Sara said, "Is...? Did you come alone?”

"Help yourself," Madam urged, indicating the
pastry. "Girls? Eat."

Peppe, gobbling a cake, pulled out a chair.
"Grazie, Micetta," he said as Maria put coffee before him. "What's
with you?" he asked Lena, who was glaring at him. "Swallow a
lemon?” To Sara he said, "Did I come alone, you ask?” He took
another pastry and, chewing, loaded two heaping spoonfuls of
sugar from the sugar bowl into his coffee. "Not exactly.”

"With Flavio.” Lena had gone back to the
peas.

Peppe looked up at her. "No.”

"With....?” Sara couldn't say it.

He nodded, a smile in his eyes. "He's at the
baths in Via Cavour—I left him there, oh, ten minutes ago. He
should be at your house in about an hour."

Sara headed for the stairs. "Eat something
first!" Madam called.

"Put two cakes aside, I'll take them with
me!"

“Rosa,” Madam said, “make a package for Sara
to take. She has no food at home.”

"Little fool," Lena mumbled. Madam looked at
her in surprise.

"Sara?" Peppe asked.

"Certainly not, not Sara,” said Madam,
disapproval in her eyes as she studied Lena. "The only fools are
those who envy happiness.”

****

The diurnal, the largest in the city, had
been Peppe’s recommendation. It was near Sara's house and had
escaped bombing (said the Milanese) because cleanliness was next
to godliness. Simon would see about that once he'd got a shave and
haircut. Meanwhile, after a de-lousing shower, shampoo, and hot
soak, he sat on the stadium-like tier in the steamy fog, a towel
around his middle, head in his hands, elbows on his knees, and
inhaled the white heat. He did feel better—probably well enough to
see Sara, although he wasn't absolutely sure whether FDR’s death
had put some kind of kibosh on his libido. You had to be in the
mood for love.

He lifted his eyes to the mist. A bent,
emaciated man was shuffling the perimeter of the shallow hot
pool in the center of the room, a bath sheet toga-like over one
pointy shoulder. Stick a scythe in his hand, he'd be Death himself.
But if the steam room was Hell—or even limbo—it was damn cozy. And
equalizing. Would these dozen or so naked, shiny-limbed men have
anything in common when dressed and out in the real world? Smooth,
fat, thin; sleeping, sitting, naked, toweled. Most were middle-aged
or older, leftovers on the human male spectrum, the younger ones
away fighting the war or dead in it or prisoners of it or
partisans somewhere. In the pool a stocky hulk of a man lolled,
shoulders, chest, and outstretched arms covered in a
gorilla-like carpet of black hair. On an opposite tier an obese
bald man lay prone, gently twisting his inert sex and chuckling so
his blubbery stomach slid from side to side, chatting in a basso
profondo with another guy. Some men picked noses or toenails. Or
scratched their balls. Simon felt his wide-open pores breathing the
heat that weakened him but purified too. He could sweat his sorrow
and disengage, finding comfort in the company of anonymous men,
and time to ponder on how life could turn on a dime.

He got the news yesterday while he was
outside chopping wood, thinking about this upcoming trip to Milan,
feeling frisky, energized by every frosty breath. When he saw
Pietro the grocer walking over the rise, he stuck the ax into the
block and waved heartily, but Pietro’s face remained grim, and
Simon’s first thought was that the authorities were on to the
guards’ deaths. But Pietro’s news was much, much worse. Had Simon
ever thought about it before—ever really looked at the face in
every photograph since Yalta—it might not have hit him so hard. As
it was, the news was so upsetting, so unbelievable, that Simon
stopped listening before the grocer stopped speaking. He could
think only of the vigorous portrait of FDR that Pop had hanging
over the counter in the shop. And in the pit of his stomach a
tingle began that wasn't fear, exactly. More like the most acute
awareness of his own isolation that he'd ever experienced. He
could only compare it to his feelings when he'd learned of
Georgie’s death— the sensation that he had to get home, the
compulsion to be with family. But although he'd been on foreign
soil when he heard about Georgie’s death, he'd had Maggie, Dulles,
and other Americans around him. Surrogate family to talk to,
commiserate with. Now he was undercover. Twice a foreigner, twice
alone.

In the barn, the men too had had trouble
with the grocer's message. There was regret, and there was respect,
too—awe, you might say, though Simon couldn't tell if it was awe
of death, of FDR, of power, or of all those things. He knew Peppe
was watching him -- Flavio too. Pack on his back, the Florentine,
at the door, was about to leave camp again. "Ding, dong, the
cripple's dead," he said with a mean grin. "Be seein' you,
gentleman.” And left for points unknown to all but Peppe.

Simon kept seeing the president’s face. The
FDR in Pop’s bakery was younger than the FDR in the better,
autographed photo in Dulles's office, but both stayed with Simon
as, on Bellesi's suggestion, he and the grocer and Peppe walked
over the fields to Enzo's to hear for themselves, as Bellesi put
it. Silently, Simon wondered what effect the death would have on
the war. When they got to Enzo’s poky cafe, men were crowded
around the radio on the bar. No fireside chat, this. No Pop and
Mamma huddled around the console eager for the news, reassurance,
enlightenment and inspiration that FDR had so effortlessly provided
the entire country. All that was known was that the exhausted,
worn-out presidente had died the day before, at sixty-two,
probably of a stroke. Someone few of the men at Enzo’s had heard
of, a nonentity —a haberdasher from somewhere in the American
heartland who wasn't a cripple—had already stepped into shoes it
had seemed only Roosevelt could ever walk in. Official Fascist
radio rejoiced, but in the unusually silent cafe, the men's sense
of loss was a palpable, if subdued, throb. And FDR hadn't even
been their president. They hadn't grown up with that smile, that
confidence, that voice that spoke right to you, not at you, and
convinced you bad times would end, America would be made right
again, the war would be won. Nor were the men listening at Enzo’s
fighting the President’s war far from home. Until two years ago,
in fact, it might have been said that the American President was
the Italians’ arch-enemy. But for or against the dead president,
understanding or not of the man, his politics, or his country,
the men at Enzo’s seemed to be in collective shock.

On the way back to the barn that day, Simon
and Peppe were silent. In other circumstances, drink might have
loosened Simon’s tongue instead rather then numbed it. But that day
he had no voice for his grief. It was too general and too specific
at once. One very childish image stuck in his head: America as a
big wedding cake, with FDR and Eleanor at the top, and then
suddenly whole thing, the whole country, smashed to bits, bombed
into fragments, caved-in upon itself the way everything, it now
seemed to Simon, had been caving in on him lately. Everything was
up for grabs. Preoccupied by the thought, he’d barely heard Peppe
say, "Listen, tomorrow, we go to Milan.”
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