By Riccardo Maffey
Smashwords Edition
~* *~
Copyright Riccardo Maffey
License Notes:
This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashowords.com and purchase your own copy. Thanks for respecting the hard work of this author.
Cover by Joleene Naylor
~* *~
Wednesday, April 10, 1940
The dinner dance at the Rome Golf Club was good fun but Carlo could not help thinking that yesterday the Wehrmacht had invaded Denmark and Norway. No doubt British troops would soon land in Norway, where also, no doubt, they would be defeated.
Trying to put this thought out of his mind, he sat at the table next to Mirta, his cousin Leo della Rovere's wife, and glanced around. Leo was dancing with a charming Hungarian lady in a blue gown topped off with an emerald choker. Christina, Carlo's lover, was chatting with Eugen Dollmann, Himmler's representative in Italy. For the occasion he was wearing full evening dress, rather than the black uniform of an SS senior officer. Christina's husband, a Swedish diplomat, was with the Italian ambassador to the Holy See.
A sommelier was serving a champagne punch. Mirta shook her head, with a smile. Carlo turned to her.
"I, too, don't care much for curaçao. Curaçao is the second ingredient of this punch. The third is cognac."
Her smile widened. "Don't you have anything more interesting to say to me?"
He blew her a kiss.
"How's Bobo?" he asked after a moment.
"He's OK. Doesn't speak, but eats spaghetti. Loves it, like his father."
"Incidentally, Leo was saying he isn't going to be in the Nations Cup team."
"Are you surprised? It'll be a bloody two-nation cup this year, didn't you know? Just Italy and Germany. Our team will be drawn from the bloody Blackshirt mounted units. We can only hope the public will show their displeasure." She paused." By the way, are you still in love with Christina?"
"That's quite a blunt question. Why do you want to know? To find out if I'm free."
"Idiot."
He blew her another kiss, wondering if she wore a bra. It occurred to him that this was what he wanted to ask the night they first met four years ago. Well, now was the moment to raise the point. "You've got a beautiful neck and a seductive décolleté."
"And timeless, classic breasts like the Venus de Milo," she put in, straight-faced.
Their host, the foreign secretary Galeazzo Ciano, Mussolini's son-in-law, laughed out loudly from the other side of the table. "Thank you Mirta. At last a reassuring line."
"Don't you get your share of reassuring lines from the Duce every morning?" said Mirta, joining in the laughter.
"Reassuring lines from the Duce?" roared out Galeazzo, as though he wanted to be heard by everybody. "The Duce's lines don't dispel your fears; they only confirm your suspicions. Like his genius, they cannot be expressed in words. They are... unspeakable."
All those around burst out laughing. Even Galeazzo's latest conquest, a girl from Java, wearing a fuchsia dress that left her back uncovered down to the sacrum. Even the minister of information, the most faithful to Mussolini among the Ciano's clan.
Galeazzo moved over to Carlo and Mirta. "Let's dance American tonight," he invited her. "Shall we do this slow Boston waltz together?"
When they got back to the table, the orchestra's pianist began to ape Jimmy Yancey of Chicago. Carlo was reminded that Christina liked the great Jimmy and his wife, Mama, the singer, and checked whether Christina and Eugen Dollmann were still together. She seemed to have disappeared. Every time he thought of her, it was of her lying naked in bed, enveloped in the smoke of a Camel.
A remark in Mirta's well-modulated tones interrupted his reflections. "A good job they found such a pianist. Otherwise we'd be listening to bloody Lili Marlene."
Carlo stood up, taking her by the hand. "Which explains why, after waltzing with Galeazzo, you have to make do with a boogie-woogie. Would you care to find out if I still know how to do it?'
They danced in silence. The next rhythm was much slower. They did it cheek to cheek. She placed her left hand on the nape of his neck. The first time they danced together came back to him; the old desire flared up again. Then the orchestra stopped for a brief interval.
He said, "Would you fancy a cocktail? May I suggest a new one, grappa and crème de menthe. It's very good."
As they headed for the bar, she told him that the week before she had played his dead father's last composition. "It was a piano concerto, the overture to a new play based on the life of Giovanni Acuto, but somehow on a par with Liszt's symphonic poems."
Carlo cast his mind back to Giovanni Acuto's portrait by Paolo Uccello, in the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, Florence. Giovanni Acuto, that was what the Italians called John Hawkwood. Sir John, an Englishman, more Italian in spirit than most Italians, who was knighted by Edward III during the Hundred Years' War and then became a captain of fortune in the pay of the Florentines.
As the barman was stirring the cocktails, Carlo looked Mirta in the eyes. "Do you remember our argument in the gig before both of us got married?"
She smiled
He carried on, "Do you remember what you said when you were already a half-Communist revolutionary and I was still a half-Fascist reactionary like the Duke of Windsor?"
"Oh come on, I've never been Communist, or half-Communist for that matter."
"Oh yeah! I can tell that." He pointed at the diamond necklace that she sported with her low-necked violet gown.
"Idiot!"
"Giovanni Acuto used to affirm that the Italians should fight for life, not for death. You were right. Since the Abyssinian Campaign Italian politics have been a statement of death."
Her face grew grave. "It's turning bad for us; I know without you telling me. This is what Galeazzo meant with his crack about Mussolini, isn't it?"
"Yeah. It's war for us, Mirta. The success of the German action in northern Europe clinched it for Mussolini. He made it clear to Galeazzo this morning."
"And the people? Save for a few extremists, nobody is for war, still less on the side of the Nazis."
Carlo gave a heavy sigh. "Want to know what he told Galeazzo? The Italians are bitches. They will go with the strongest."
"If Hitler the pervert and his Nazis are the strongest, it's Mussolini the bitch who goes with them!"
Carlo paused. "I'm helping Galeazzo. We'll keep the British informed about any new German aggressions. Next time they're going to violate the neutrality of Belgium."
"Oh dear! Be careful. There's the firing squad for leaking information in Fascist Italy."
"Who cares? I promise that if we go to war on the Nazi side, I'll work for a separate peace initiative with London at the risk of being shot in the back."
"Oh dear!"
"Well, it was you who once said that my stance too was a statement of death."
Mirta raised her pianist's agile hand to stop him speaking, and kissed him on the lips. A kiss a little longer than it should be.
Tuesday, September 7, 1943
Carlo Rufus Williams could distinguish the Italian flag with the cross of Savoy flying over the seashore but nothing else. At three in the morning it looked as though the Bay of Gaeta and the Tyrrhenian Sea had decided to conceal themselves from prying eyes.
It occurred to him that he'd been slapping his open hands against the outside of his breeches for quite a while. Was it impatience? Or was he mocking the army by assuming an attitude of attention like a marionette?
Well, he'd been upset when they called him up a few months ago. Thanks to Galeazzo, he'd spent the war years in his office at the Ministry of Information. Three years that were likely to change the history of the world but saw him as an idle spectator. And yet, because of his anti-war stance, the Nazis asked the Italian Government to remove him, an Anglo-Italian whom they'd never trusted, from his post as soon as Galeazzo got the sack as foreign secretary early this year. And here he was, in uniform, on active service seconded to the Comando Supremo.
What happened to him caused Carlo to reflect on the fortunes of his friend Galeazzo Ciano. Mussolini had been overthrown forty-four days ago after a motion by the Fascist Grand Council. Galeazzo too signed it, risking more than any other member of the Council because he was the dictator's son-in-law. But the new prime minister refused him a passport all the same. And since there were also rumours of a plan to have him murdered, his wife, Edda, turned to the Germans for help. The outcome was that they tricked her into believing that they would fly her, Galeazzo and their children to Spain, only to make him a prisoner in Munich.
Carlo faced round. Now, in the background, there appeared the outlines of the headland with the walls that surrounded the ancient town of Gaeta. For a couple of minutes he mused on the legend of the Trojan hero Aeneas, son of Aphrodite, who, according to the poet Virgil, named the bay after his wet nurse, Caieta. Then the scream of a Stukas diverted his attention from mythology. It was a good thing. He must concentrate on his job.
His leg muscles were all knotted up. How long had he been standing here, by this tiny tenth-century church lying on the seafront, perhaps the only one built on the shoreline in the Mezzogiorno? Well, the moment to go was here, at last. The Ibis, a corvette of the Italian Royal Navy, had just docked.
He left the place and walked to the harbour. An ambulance of the Italian Royal Army was parking just off the pier. Good, very good! He'd told the driver not to come before, so as not to arouse suspicion.
As he approached the ambulance, he looked across the pier at the Ibis, and saw two flyers in wet flying suits disembark and then, escorted by a squad of Italian seamen armed with sub-machine guns, make their way towards him. There was nobody around, apart from the crew of an anti-aircraft battery and a few guards of the militarized port authority.
When they all reached the ambulance two carabinieri jumped off it. Carlo shouted to the squad commander, a petty officer, "Hand the prisoners over to the carabinieri."
No, contrary to the official version, they weren't prisoners of war, they weren't flyers, they hadn't been rescued somewhere around the Bay of Gaeta, they weren't being taken to a med centre and then to the nearest barracks for questioning. They were two American senior officers coming from Sicily, which was already in Anglo-American hands; they'd left Palermo by a British patrol boat, and boarded the Ibis off a small offshore island; they were on a secret mission to the Comando Supremo.
Yeah, after three years of Italian defeats, the war against the Anglo-Americans was coming to an end. Unbeknown to the Nazis, the Italians had surrendered to General Eisenhower, commander-in-chief of the Allied Forces in the Mediterranean, by signing a secret armistice last Friday. But it was not going to be peace for the Italians. The Nazis certainly wouldn't give them a sympathetic smile upon learning about their volte-face.
The warlords of the Comando Supremo kept repeating that Eisenhower would announce the event to the world next week. Carlo had been to Sicily, as an interpreter for the signing of the armistice. He knew better. He knew that the Italian warlords were inveterate liars.
Eisenhower would broadcast the news over Radio Algiers tomorrow evening, and tomorrow, also, two main operations would take off. One was Avalanche, the seaborne landings of the US Fifth Army at Salerno, in southern Italy, which would be carried out at dawn the following morning. The other was Giant II, the parachute and air landings near Rome of the US 82nd Airborne Division.
The Italians were supposed to play an active role in both of them. In Rome, it was for the Italian units, upon the announcement of the armistice, to hold out against the Germans: the American paratroops, to whom the Italians would provide logistic support, were needed to help them fight through to the German withdrawal.
Once inside the ambulance, Carlo observed the two Americans. He'd already met the younger one in Sicily. He was the deputy commander of the 82nd Division, forty-two-year-old Brigadier General Maxwell Taylor; the older one must be Colonel William Gardiner, of the US Troop Carrier Command, a hardy man about six foot two tall, a former governor of Maine. Their task in Rome was to liaise between American paratroops and Italian units.
Presently, Carlo said, in English, "Everything seems to be going according to plan. We should be in Rome in little more than two hours."
"Shall we meet Marshal Badoglio this morning?" asked Taylor.
"Don't mention anybody's name." Carlo spoke deliberately in an impersonal, monotonous way: Badoglio was the new prime minister. "The crew don't understand any foreign languages. But we'd better pretend even here that you are prisoners of war, so no more talk, please."
No, Taylor and Gardiner weren't likely to meet the prime minister. Carlo could only hope that an over-promoted twit he knew very well, Lieutenant General Carboni, the commander of the Italian Motorized Corps, would at least welcome them on their arrival: for the Comando Supremo had entrusted the defence of Rome and the cooperation with the Americans to the three divisions of his corps.
~*~
Carlo's housekeeper was serving him a late brunch consisting of scrambled eggs, tomato salad, rye bread, Parma ham with figs, white grapes, and acqua acetosa, a mineral water found in a spring next to the polo fields. This morning General Carboni, the two Americans' official host, was nowhere to be seen. So Carlo had left them resting at the Palazzo Caprara, the guest-rooms of the Comando Supremo in Via Firenze, and gone to his flat in Viale Parioli for a cold shower, a shave, and a three-hour sleep.
The general's disappearance reminded Carlo of a message that one of the King's aides-de-camp, had left for him early this morning for a meeting at half two at the bar of the Grand Hotel. Was it in connection with coming events? Maybe the King himself was worried about the whole thing. After all, Carboni was to be doubly involved with Taylor and Gardiner. For he was not only commander of the Motorized Corps but also head of the SIM, Italy's Military Intelligence Service, and so should organize the defence of Rome on the one hand and guarantee its preparation in full secrecy on the other.
Carlo decided to set aside his doubts and, sipping a double espresso and smoking a Macedonia, dialled his lover's number. It was her husband, Oscar Branting, the Swedish chargé d'affaires to the Vatican, who answered the telephone.
Carlo said, "I didn't imagine you were at home; I'm so sorry to interfere with your schedule. I just wondered if Christina is back from Sweden."
"No, she is not." Branting cut in.
"Oh, I thought she was. I just wanted to say hello to her."
"She hasn't come back," repeated Branting, tersely.
To hell with it. Carlo realized he shouldn't have made the call. For one thing, the man was growing suspicious of everything and everyone; secondly, if Christina had got to Rome yesterday night, she would have already rung him. For a moment, Carlo considered his relationship with her, a married woman. He'd had an unlucky experience with Anna, his dead wife. And now... now, what would his future be like?
After drinking another espresso, he rushed out without saying a word to the housekeeper. He didn't like her; neither could he bear his flat. It was fifty days since Anna's death, killed in the first air raid on Rome. Anna had kept the flat when they separated four years ago; he had now taken it back. But the flat, with its modern furniture, plus the housekeeper raked up all the past, tormenting him with unhappy memories.
~*~
The foyer of the Grand Hotel appeared to him more crowded with people than ever. Crossing it as he passed by the reception, Carlo noticed German and Japanese officers, some foreign bimbos, a couple of well-known homosexuals, a group of civilians among whom he recognized a member of the underground Communist Party, and further on in the lounge, his friend heading towards him. Well, six-foot-tall Lieutenant Colonel Count Ciro Caetani, of the 1 Sardinia Grenadier Regiment, was the most handsome man among the King's aides in spite of his false left arm, a legacy of the unfortunate Greek Campaign.
The bar too was crowded, although at this time many people were still at lunch in the restaurant. Carlo and Ciro sat down on a sofa at one end of the room. They ordered two cocktails made with two-thirds Fernet Branca, one-third Italian brandy, and a dash of Angostura Bitters.
"I'll come straight to the point," Ciro said. "I know that tomorrow Eisenhower will announce the armistice."
Carlo nodded.
Ciro went on, "And d'you know that tomorrow we are going to disclaim it?"
"What are you saying? Who do you mean by we?"
"Not me, not you. I mean our top brass, Carboni first of all. They will persuade Badoglio and then the King into disclaiming the armistice. The idea of the American airdrop being carried out with their help scares the shit out of them."
"Jesus. And what will they do? Leave the American paratroops to themselves?"
Ciro said nothing.
For a few seconds Carlo held his breath, then muttered, "Rome will be blown to bits by the Anglo-Americans."
"The top brass fear the Germans more than the Anglo-Americans. They are physically afraid of the Germans."
"The King too?"
"No, not physically. He fears a street-to-street fight in Rome, with the possibility of civilians getting involved and, in the end, turning against the monarchy. Mind you, our top brass will tell him that the Anglo-Americans have cheated, that the armistice was to be announced no sooner than Sunday the twelfth, and that instead the Anglo-Americans are going to announce it tomorrow, four days earlier."
"Jesus." exclaimed Carlo once more.
He knew they said that, but it was crap. The Anglo-Americans had reserved the right to decide when the armistice should be announced. It was he himself, the interpreter, who translated to the Italian negotiator that the announcement would be broadcast from Algiers at half six in the evening on an unspecified date coded X-day. Even so, the Anglo-Americans were playing fair. It was unspoken in Sicily during the negotiations, but he could bring the meaning out. The armistice would be announced several hours before the airdrop. The airdrop would take place the day after the arrival of the two American officers, and the Salerno landings at dawn of the following morning, as had also been confirmed by Carboni's secret intelligence. Yes, the Italian warlords had all the elements with which to work out that tomorrow was X-day.
Carlo realized that Ciro was studying him. "Why have you chosen to tell me all this?"
Ciro ordered another two cocktails, then said, "Our chief of combined staffs left for Turin yesterday. By train. A sleeper."
"You haven't answered my question."
"Tomorrow our army chief of staff will tell the German High Command in Italy that we will never surrender, and tomorrow the King will tell Hitler's chargé d'affaires the same thing."
"Once again, why are you talking to me?"
Ciro reached for a cigarette. Carlo lit it.
"Speak up, Ciro, why don't you say why you wanted to talk to me?"
"There's something you could do."
"You must be joking."
"Has Carboni spoken to the two Americans you picked up at Gaeta this morning?"
"I don't think so."
"You know Carboni's lover. It's true, is it not?"
"And if it was, what has this to do with the situation?"
"She's an actress."
Yes, thought Carlo, the actress who posed in the nude in Luchino Visconti's Obsession. "Go on."
"Carlo, I can tell you that tonight she will attend a dinner offered by her producer in a restaurant. I don't know either the name or the address of the restaurant, but I know that Carboni will be there."
"So?"
Ciro leaned his hand on the table, bent towards Carlo, and whispered, "I want you to catch him. I want him to meet the two Americans, and I want the two Americans to tell him that they must have an interview with Badoglio."
~*~
They didn't want to be seen together outside the Grand Hotel,. Carlo, therefore, stayed at the bar a little longer, meditating on his conversation with Ciro. Yeah, no doubt the Italian warlords were petrified at the thought of Hitler's reaction to their passage to the other side. No doubt, also, they'd made no preparations for the battle, lest a wrong move should provoke the Germans, who already suspected the Italian defection and were reinforcing their units in the Rome area.
But where could he find General Carboni? Carlo murmured to himself as he headed towards the revolving door of the hotel. They needed Carboni by tonight. It was imperative for Carboni to speak to the two Americans. But more than this, it was imperative that the prime minister stuck to the armistice. There were roughly twenty-four hours to get ready for the fight against the Nazis.
When Carlo stepped outside he saw a sergeant standing at the salute who, at the same time, addressed him in familiar terms.
"How should I call my old mate the Inglese? Sir, or by his name, even though he is dressed like a cavalry major?"
Carlo grinned. It was an old mate. They used to play soccer for the same team as youngsters, and later were to shoot together at Monterotondo, in the Roman countryside. Carlo spent a couple of months there every year in a house, an ancient building, that his parents had bought.
"Please yourself, but don't make me appear to be a spy by calling me the Inglese in the street," he said. "Incidentally, what are you doing in that uniform, Bruno? A good shot like you should at least be a company commander."
"You know that, but the Italian Royal Army does not. Apparently, not even me shooting with you at Monterotondo made me a gentleman. They said that with his lower-secondary school certificate Bruno could only become a non-com, even if Bruno was a friend of a patrician bloke like you."
"Still you must be grateful to them. They posted you by the Grand Hotel. Not bad at all."
"Yes, posted, that's the word. Shall I tell you what I'm doing here? Waiting, waiting I haven't the faintest idea how long for until Captain di Sant'Elia comes out of the Grand."
"Sassone di Sant'Elia?" He was Carboni's aide: Carlo felt relieved. "Could you please call him for me? I'd like a quick word with him."
"No way. I told you as a friend, Carlo. I'd never tell any other officer. He warned me it's secret. He's also in mufti."
"Oh, don't give me that. Come on; tell me who he's with at least. Is he with Lily Broussard, the ballerina?"
"Nobody so sexy, nobody with such divine tits, Carlo. I'm only saying this, but please don't talk about it. The captain is with a few civilians. All males. Anyway, one of them, I think, is somehow related to the fancy name you mentioned. So your guess is wrong, but not too far out."
"How do you know one of the people with Captain di Sant'Elia is related to Lily Broussard?"
"Not by spying on her, that's for sure. She'd never go out with your friend Bruno. It's only that last Saturday I was with him and the ballerina, and they met that bloke, and she introduced him as her cousin."
~*~
Carlo went to the Palazzo Caprara, got in a service Lancia Augusta, and told the driver to take him to Corso Trieste, a middle-class area off Via Nomentana. Once there, he had the driver pull in beside the Giulio Cesare high school, got out, and walked four hundred yards or so to number twenty-five. It was a large block of flats with residents who were quite prosperous; he'd rather they didn't see a service car with the flag of the Comando Supremo parked round the corner. He hurried directly to the door of Lily Broussard's first floor flat. An Albanian manservant ushered him into her vast sitting room.
While waiting, Carlo noted an English mid-nineteenth-century cottage harmonium carved in mahogany, and looked around at the rich colours of the decor. Foliaged curtains, floral tapestry, and friezes decorated with floral patterns covered much of the wall. There were two Edwardian silver candle brackets on either side of a late Victorian wall mirror with a wood frame painted white. On a side table was an Art Nouveau pewter candlestick, on another a portable early nineteenth-century gramophone, on the floor a chessboard carved by a Bulgarian sculptor who was gaining a hold upon the critics.
Carlo thought of the people in the block. Would they survive this upheaval? They were a representative sample of those who had done well in the cut-throat world of Fascism: the poets, literati and film directors, the architects of public works and agricultural engineers of reclamation projects, the bulk of the almost three thousand university professors who took the oath of allegiance to Fascism.
How many of them would still be in the saddle under a post-war parliamentary regime? Would the screenwriter next door, the bard of the Fascist "conquests"? Also the gentleman in the penthouse of this building, a former dental surgeon to the Pope, the King and Mussolini as well? And the well-dressed fool upstairs, one of Mussolini's Musketeers in the thirties? After all, he, too, had done many things. He volunteered for the war in 1940, was wounded in Russia in 1942, and the following year, on Sunday, July the twenty-fifth, a few hours after the King had Mussolini arrested, applauded Marshal Badoglio, the dictator's successor.
Needless to say, the well-dressed fool, who became a musketeer since he could only count on his height of six foot two to satisfy the entrance requirements for a job, would end up among the misfits. But the others were nobody's fools. For example, the professor of physiology on the second floor was a damn brilliant scientist, although he'd used his pen to justify the racial laws from a biological point of view. After the war, either he would not resist the next bandwagon, or the new ideologues would talk him into accepting newer values.
As for him, so for the others. Including Carlo himself? He'd been in on the act, too, during the Fascist years, which, however, would not prevent him from following the gang of the misfits along with the well-dressed fool. All right, he could tell where he might go. But what about Lily Broussard, an outstanding ballerina, a snob and a self-styled marquise, renowned for the court of actresses who surrounded her?
Well, she didn't have to switch to another party. She was a radical at heart. As an artiste, she moved in the circles of the pink musicians, painters and sculptors, intellectuals, revolutionaries, and anti-Fascist democrats, although as a woman, a love-hungry twenty-six-year-old woman, she was prone to a weakness for handsome sportsmen, provided they were not of the thick neck, brawny shoulders variety. And if her sportsman was Sassone di Sant'Elia, her mentor was her cousin, the Marxist Tony Lollis, who was often seen in the company of a well-known male prostitute. And if Sassone was a sabreur with flair and energy, Tony Lollis was a revolutionary who controlled a battle-untrained Communist underground cell.
Lily Broussard's raunchy voice interrupted Carlo's reverie. "How thoughtful of you to look me up today, my dear. I was so sad, lonely and sad."
"I knew Sassone was busy. Shall I stand a chance this time?" Carlo kissed both her hands.
She chuckled with delight and sank onto a sofa, tucking her left leg under the other and digging her fingers into her dark hair.
"Maybe some other occasion, but not now. Didn't I tell you my rule? Only one at a time. But sit down. What would you like? Russian tea, coffee, Scotch, cognac, or a tomato juice?"
"Nothing, cara. Have to run."
Her new style caught his eye. Usually, she had too much make-up on. Not today. Today she appeared barefaced, and wore her dark hair in a chignon. Perhaps she had just toned her make-up down, to make it look both natural and deliberate. Carlo examined her grey-pearl blouse and simple Prussian-blue skirt down to her ecru silk stockings, and glimpsed the inside of her thigh.
He sat on an ottoman. "I'm running short of time and badly need some information from you."
Her face darkened; she moved a little. He sensed she was aware. He gazed at her in a conciliatory fashion.
"Lily, I know that Sassone is at the Grand Hotel with your cousin, Tony Lollis, and other Communists. I won't report him if you don't help me. I am not a carabiniere. Whatever you do, you have nothing to fear from me."
Carlo waited to let her take in his words and after a moment added, "If, on the other hand, you let me know why Sassone is there, I can promise you that I won't speak to anybody who could either harm or tell him. But believe me, it's important for me to know."
Her face relaxed; her great blue eyes were clearing now. "Will you be fighting the Germans?"
"You know more than you should, don't you."
"But will you be fighting the Germans?" she repeated.
Would he? He hadn't been willing to fight against Britain, his country of birth. Fair enough, he didn't go to war in 1940. On a question of principle..."If you want my answer, it's personally, yes."
She threw back her head. "After my question you, too, must know more than you should about Sassone's meeting with Tony. He's anxious for there to be plenty of civilians as well for the fight."
General Carboni had sent him to make arrangements for arming them; this was the implication, or so Carlo understood. Why arm the Communists, though? Carboni was capable of having planned it as a sort of insurance. If Carboni had to fight the Germans, the Communists might help him; if he hadn't, he might have them all arrested.
Carlo said, "Tell Tony Lollis not to attack the Germans before we've started fighting. By 'we' I mean the army units. It's by no means sure the army will be fighting. The civilians are going to be slaughtered if they are isolated."
A pair of male ballet shoes hung on the wall. It came to him in a flash that her husband, a ballerino, drowned in a boat accident when Lily was twenty-one years old. Carlo hugged her, and planted a kiss on her forehead.
He gazed at her for a while. "Could you do me another favour?" he said, eventually.
She gave him a sultry look. "Shoot."
"It's about General Carboni's lover, the actress. Her producer is entertaining a few people tonight at a restaurant. The general is among them. Am I right?"
She nodded.
He continued, "And you... are you and Sassone going too?"
"No. Sassone will have supper here with me tonight. I must get up very early tomorrow morning. I'm starring in a two-day ballet session for a film production."
"But you know the place they're going to, don't you?"
"Why do you need to know?"
"I doubt we shall be able to fight the Germans if I don't find the general by tonight."
~*~
Carlo was all hot and sweaty, and regretted having found General Carboni. The general had ordered him to eavesdrop on the two American officers' conversation, but tonight, the Rome westerly breeze was taking time off: it was ten o'clock and the air was still sticky. Everywhere. Even inside the Palazzo Caprara.
They had just had dinner. Soon, the general would take them to Badoglio in his villa; he was on the telephone at his desk telling Badoglio's aide that the Americans were adamant. They wanted to see the marshal.
The Americans were alone and for a while had talked sotto voce, but now the sound of their voices became more vibrant. Carlo could pick up each word quite easily.
"Marshal of Italy Pietro Badoglio, the conqueror of Ethiopia, responsible for all kinds of atrocities. He must be quite old now, mustn't he?" It was Colonel Gardiner who was speaking.
General Maxwell Taylor replied, "Early seventies I should think. Looks like a peasant."
"Incidentally, would you say Carboni told us the truth?"
"No. I'm sure he did not. I have an uneasy feeling about him. Carboni and the Italian top generals... they've made no plans. Carboni says they are unable to fight, but let's make it plain: they don't want to."
They fell silent. One of them lit a cigarette. Carlo could smell the fragrance of American tobacco. Was it Taylor, the deputy commander of the 82nd Airborne Division? He must be pacing up and down the room.
Carlo thought of the young general's job. It was for him to check that the airdrop could be executed, on the assumption that what the Italian negotiator for the armistice said in Sicily a few days ago was true. Now, Taylor seemed to realize that the Italian generals didn't contemplate the idea of turning on the Germans as soon as the armistice was announced, and that they were also pretty nippy at dodging what they did not want to get involved with; they did not even want to speak to him. The chief of the combined staffs and the army chief of staff were unavailable, and Carboni, the key man in operation Giant II, had shown up only a few minutes ago to bullshit them.
General Carboni had also lied. He would only stress, again and again, that the Motorized Corps lacked fuel, trucks and ammunition, that the Germans were busy reinforcing their arsenal and divisions in central Italy, particularly around Rome, and that the airfields were in German hands. But it was the Italians who were in control of all airfields. The American paratroops might safely land wherever they chose. And the divisions of Carboni's Motorized Corps were far from inefficient.
Carlo heard Maxwell Taylor getting back to what he was saying a bit earlier.
"I'm positive that they won't fight. They're double-crossing us."
Carlo heard Carboni's footsteps. The Americans, too, he guessed, heard something, since they stopped talking. He didn't move until Carboni reached him. Then he knocked at the door, and opened it.
The general smiled at the two American officers. "His Excellency Marshal Badoglio will be pleased to see you, gentlemen," he said in French. "We shall motor to his residence. Will you please follow me. This way."
~*~
They left Badoglio's villa; the luxurious villa that was given him, together with the title of Duke of Addis Ababa, for the invasion of Abyssinia. Carlo opened the car door. Taylor and Gardiner got in. General Carboni took the wheel. The seventh was about to slip into the eighth.
Carlo said, "We'll be back at the Palazzo Caprara in ten minutes."
There were few army patrols in the streets and they were Italian, not German. They hadn't stopped them on their way to the villa and wouldn't now: the car was an army vehicle with the three-golden-star flag of a lieutenant general.
The silence was broken only once by Gardiner. "It's quiet over here, isn't it. Rome doesn't seem to be occupied by the Germans as the marshal said."
Carlo didn't translate; it would be to no avail.
The car halted inside the courtyard of the palazzo. They got out, hurrying up the stairs to the second floor. Carboni's chief of staff was waiting for them.
Carboni handed him two handwritten sheets of squared paper.
"These two messages must be coded and transmitted to the Allied Headquarters, Algiers. Highest priority. Marshal Badoglio explains to General Eisenhower why we cannot announce the armistice now since, as is written here, 'this could provoke the occupation of Rome and the violent assumption of power by the Germans.' The Marshal also explains why operation Giant II must be cancelled. We cannot guarantee the airfields."
The general hesitated, then said, "The second message is from General Taylor. He will return to the Allied Headquarters and present our views. He asks for permission to go back together with Colonel Gardiner. Make the necessary arrangements for them to leave tomorrow with an air force aircraft."
Carboni turned to Taylor and Gardiner, smiling broadly. "Well gentlemen, have a good rest; you need it. I'll see you tomorrow morning. By then we should already have General Eisenhower's reply decoded."
Carlo descended the stairs to the courtyard, where he pushed his Guzzi 500 motorbike off its stand and rode away. He was on the point of having a word with Taylor and Gardiner, but his mind was soon made up. It was no use speaking to them. What could he tell them? That Carboni wouldn't have been with them tonight, and they would not have spoken to Badoglio, if he hadn't caught Carboni at that bountiful table?
Under discussion with Taylor and Gardiner were the American airdrop, the cooperation with the Anglo-Americans, the defence of Rome, and the possibility of the Anglo-American forces quickly making contact from Salerno with the US 82nd Division and the Italian units in Rome. Carboni had no time for that. He had time instead for his mistress, and for the dinner offered in her honour by a producer dressed in a bottle-green suit.
And Marshal Badoglio? The marshal was only capable of repeating Carboni's lies. The same tales about the lack of matériel. Jesus, Badoglio had pinned his hopes on the chance that the seaborne landings, operation Avalanche, would be north of Rome. Learning that they would land at Salerno, he must have concluded that the Germans would not withdraw after the announcement of the armistice. So he reckoned that an American airdrop would make a battle for Rome inevitable. Which was precisely what both he and the King did not want.
And now... what was going to happen now, if Eisenhower ignored Badoglio's request for a postponement and the armistice was announced tomorrow night? Would Carboni and Badoglio suggest the King should disown the armistice? The Anglo-Americans would destroy Rome. The remainder of Rome would be just the Tiber, for the few still in good shape to want a swim in its waters.
Wednesday, September 8, 1943
At last the air was crisp, and yet Leo was pouring with sweat. It was rage, not fear, Carlo said to himself. Knowing his cousin, he'd expected him not to take kindly to Badoglio and Carboni's cowardice.
"Mop your face," he said, handing him a white linen embroidered handkerchief.
"It's far too late now, Carlo."
"Not if I am admitted to the crown council."
"OK, let's assume that you succeed in talking that frigging council round and they go along with the armistice. The Nazis won't withdraw, we won't be ordered to attack, and the battle for Rome will be lost before it starts. The Nazis, they'll think out the best way of roasting us. Something like the Popes did to brigands and rebels. The frigging Nazis will club us all to death in Piazza del Popolo."
Carlo checked the time: seven in the morning. They stopped pacing up and down a narrow street adjacent to Leo's office, the Army Monitoring Service, next to the War Office and the Palazzo Caprara. Two cats were eating the food that an early riser had left for them. One was a tabby, the other, to Carlo's surprise, an exotic blue, a rare breed brought to Europe by the crusaders in the Middle Ages. Wasn't it unusual for it to end up strayed?
A big dog appeared. For some reason, it was more interested in the tabby than in the blue exotic. The two cats fled in opposite directions.
Carlo fidgeted, then gazed at Leo's uniform. Close-fitting tunic, perfectly cut breeches, and highly polished, handmade black cavalry boots with silver spurs. Didn't they look even more alike now that Carlo too was in the Italian Royal Army?
Well, everybody said they did. After all, Leo's father and Carlo's mother were brother and sister, and they were both half-Italians, although he, Carlo Rufus Williams, was born in London, the son of a cockney, and Leo della Rovere in Rome, the son of a prince and an American cutie, the daughter of a millionaire.
After a while, Carlo muttered, "They'll do it to me, but they won't do it to you."
"Do what?" asked Leo, who seemed to have relapsed into a pensive mood.
"The clubbing to death. They'd never do it to you."
"Why? Explain to me."
Because he had an Iron Cross, thought Carlo, because there had been a Pope in his family, Julius II, the Pope of the triumvirate. Bramante, Michelangelo, Raphael.
"Because of that," he said, pointing at the German decoration on Leo's tunic.
"What's wrong with you today? Can't you talk reality? The Nazis don't give a shit."
Carlo grinned. "How can you say that of our Nazi friends? The true Aryans. Don't you know that Aryan means noble and noble means having lofty ideals? No less than the German commander in Italy loves Italy and her treasures."
"Look, Carlo... Speaking of this or that cross, has it ever crossed your mind that dear Field Marshal Kesselring loves Italy but hates the Italians and Hitler hates both? He will have Rome set on fire, like Nero."
"How tragically simple! Hitler going down in history as the emulator of Nero. So in the end he too may die crying, 'What an artist will be gone with me!' Wasn't he a painter?"
"It's serious, Carlo. Don't you understand? This is our show. Morally more than anything else."
Carlo lit a cigarette, pulling on it. He too couldn't help thinking about this mess. To him, to Leo, today used only to be the Nativity of the Virgin Mary. Now, they were discovering that it would also remind them of the way fear plays tricks with history.
Leo carried on, "It's omega, Carlo. I don't enjoy the moment, but let's live it with dignity. In plain words, let's die defending our dignity. Not everybody is a coward in Italy."
"That's why I want you to lend me a hand. We've got to do our bit for the armistice."
"I've already told you I'll come along with you. It won't make any difference but I will... But you-you can't know everything first hand, can you?"
"I got wise to them playing their tricks. A few words here and there. Also from Lily Broussard."
Leo gaped at him, open-mouthed.
Carlo said, "The ballerina. You must know about that, surely? That is, about her affair with Sassone di Sant'Elia."
"No, I didn't know. But... no, repeat it, very clearly and very slowly."
"Repeat what?"
"What's happened. The whole story. Not Lily Broussard's love affairs."
~*~
Carlo lit a cigarette and started dressing. The Turkish bath at the health centre of the firemen's barracks had done him good, but the air raid reminded him of Anna. The same American long-range bombers, the flying fortresses. Like that bloody Monday, like that bloody Friday. On Monday, July the nineteenth, died Anna; on Friday, August the thirteenth, died his old German tutor, a priest.
He was saying Mass in the ancient Church of Santa Maria dell'Orto. The church was destroyed; he lay buried under the debris. Anna, Carlo's wife, was killed while walking out of St Laurence's: a bomb fell on the basilica, destroying the façade. What was she doing at the Basilica of St Laurence Outside the Walls? To its right was the Campo Verano, the municipal cemetery. Had she gone there?
Carlo remembered seeing her maimed body at the Umberto I Hospital, and hoping she wouldn't live. Not like that; not blind and with both legs amputated.
"I confessed." She had been stupefied with morphine and her voice was very weak. "I'm sorry, Carlo. Forgive me."
"What for pupa?" He called her pupa, as when they were on their honeymoon. "It was my fault if we weren't always at one."
It was his fault, and he had been even unable to mourn her. True, they'd both cheated on each other; on that score they were even. He did not love her, she did not love him; at least not enough for a life together. At first they were attracted to each other, sexually; that was all. But when they married he knew better than she did that his philosophy of life would cause them to drift apart, and this made him the guilty partner.
His philosophy of life, he could only define it negatively. It didn't coincide with the philosophy of capital. He didn't give a damn for the aviation industry of Anna's family. She was proud of it. She was proud of her father and his showy life style. Like him, she was happy with the most obvious symbols of prestige, and wanted Carlo to be likewise. To Carlo, however, her father was a vulgarian, a profiteer who had emerged from the Great War as one of the biggest Italian industrialists. No wonder the old man could take over other interests and see all the regulations he asked for lobbied through.
But was there one, only one positive aspect to his own philosophy? Carlo had no answer to this. As a young man, unlike so many people abroad as well as in Italy, he hadn't succumbed to Mussolini's charisma. At the time he simply sensed, wrongly, that the Italians were united, and gave Mussolini credit for that. He believed in the unity of the Italians.
Yet, when he took Italian citizenship, he did a lot of things that had nothing to do with the unity of the Italians. He applied for a place in the army training course for reserve officers, got a commission in the cavalry, fought in Cyrenaica in 1931 against the Senussis of Omar Mukhtar.
For an experience? To prove himself? No, for some other nebulous reason, although it was an experience, and so shocking a one, that he would never forget it. He saw Italian acts of brutality: summary executions ordered by the Italian commander. But he also saw many Italian soldiers and Eritrean askaris castrated or disembowelled by the Senussis.
Carlo also recalled why that minor colonial campaign became so important to him. The Arabs were kicking up a fuss about Italian cruelty. English and French correspondents based in Egypt reported their accusations verbatim, ignoring Senussi barbarities. The Fleet Street and Paris press both condemned and derided the Italians. So, thinking that the Italians were discriminated against, he started writing for newspapers and magazines about the Italians in Africa as soon as Omar Mukhtar was captured and executed and he demobilized.
What philosophy of life was this? It was that of a shallow young man incensed to find out that the Italians were being given a bad press. That of a fool who welcomed Galeazzo Ciano's offer to head the radio division at the Ministry of Information. A fool who believed this to be his opportunity to help redress the balance, to help make Italy known in many languages for what he reckoned she was. And so, after many years, the moment had come for him to show if he was capable of action.
Carlo rung up the Comando Supremo. The Anglo-Americans had bombed Frascati, ten miles away from Rome. He understood. Badoglio's request for a postponement of the armistice was rejected. Otherwise there would have been no air raid today. The raid had been agreed upon in Sicily during the negotiations for the armistice. It was fixed for the morning of X-day, to strike at the German Command and break down its machinery on the day of the armistice.
But the German Command wasn't in the town. It was at the Villa Aldobrandini, between Frascati and Grottaferrata. So the Anglo-Americans had missed the target. The whole of Frascati was flattened: the German High Command South was still intact. Among the casualties were children and women; Field Marshal Albert Konrad Kesselring and his staff and machinery couldn't be better.
But Carlo had a plan. Earlier, at half six, he'd learned from a memo sent to the Comando Supremo that the King would summon a crown council to discuss the armistice at the Quirinale, the royal palace, this evening. The leading authorities were going to be there as well as Carboni. Ciro would be in waiting as assistant to the first aide-de-camp general. If Ciro could have Carlo allowed in, saying that, since the Italian negotiator was still in Sicily, he was the only one who had had a hand in the conclusion of the armistice, he would have a go at persuading the King not to disown it.
Needless to say, because of his junior rank, Carlo needed a pretext to take the floor. That was why he'd told Leo about Badoglio and Carboni, to get him to do an extra duty shift and intercept all radio messages to the Comando Supremo in the late afternoon and early evening. If Eisenhower announced the armistice as expected, Leo, who was quite well known in court circles, would rush to Ciro. Ciro, for urgent matters, had access to the crown council. So he would call Carlo out of the salon to give him the news. Once back, Carlo would address the council and let them know that the Anglo-Americans meant business.
Well, it was good to have spoken to Leo. He was quite willing to help in spite of his doubts about the success of the plan. And so was Ciro...
"You can count on me, all right. But think of this... I'll get you in and you will do the job. And then?"
"The armistice won't be disowned," Carlo replied.
"All right, and after that they won't lift a finger. Kesselring will assume the initiative. It will be hell for us, and for the Anglo-Americans at Salerno."
"Christ!" exclaimed Carlo. "You didn't talk like that yesterday. You seemed obsessed by the thought that the armistice might be disowned."
Ciro took Carlo to the Quirinale gardens. Several cuirassiers of the King's Guards were passing by. When they were gone, he sighed deeply.
"Yesterday I hoped that Maxwell Taylor's determination might have an impact on Badoglio. Today we've learned that it hasn't. It's true, is it not?"
It was. But at least Ciro was ready to make every possible attempt to prevent the whole thing from turning into the usual Italian ruse. The outcome was unpredictable. Still, they had to try.
It was one o'clock. Since Monday Carlo had slept only three hours yesterday morning and even less last night. He jumped on his Guzzi and left the barracks. He had told his housekeeper he would be home for a quick lunch. Well, at least there was still time for a kip.
~*~
"Oh boy!" Carlo held, caressed, kissed her. He couldn't believe it was Christina. But here she was, in his arms, in his flat. She had got to Rome by car the night before.
"Please have your meal," she said, stroking his chin, beaming at him.
"Why, aren't you having a bite with me?"
"Had a late breakfast at home. I'll keep you company."
He glanced at the table for two that the housekeeper had laid in his study, and decided on just some oysters, a bunch of grapes, and iced white wine.
"You see, I wasn't hungry," he said after he finished eating. "I only hunger for you."
She came easily into his arms and he kissed her, his tongue thrusting deep into her mouth. They broke apart and he watched her as she took off the jacket of the amaranth suit she wore. Her breasts, covered by a white top, inflamed him.
"I want to see you naked."
"That's up to you," she said.
In the bedroom he undressed her, fondling her breasts, thighs, back, and bottom. After that, it took him ten minutes to pull off his boots with his old walnut bootjack. When she saw him in breeches and socks, they both laughed out loud. Then she helped him to get undressed. He felt as though he was drowsy with sun; maybe, he thought fleetingly, the Turkish bath hadn't done him any good.
He lay down in bed, with her body covering him. "Amore," he murmured.
"Amore, my love," she repeated.
'You... you make love to me."
He had an orgasm as soon as she started. As he realized that she hadn't finished, a stabbing pain struck across the back of his neck. It was unbearable; nevertheless, he had the impression that it wouldn't last. It did not, but he could make no sense of what she was saying. He couldn't keep his eyes open, yet he saw or believed he saw her patting his cheek.
Time seemed to be moving slowly. One moment he was sure that he wasn't sleeping, the next that he was dreaming. At a certain point he convinced himself that he was awake; he wanted to sleep again in order to resume his interrupted dream.
The dream, if it was a dream, was a kaleidoscope of changing, unrelated scenes. Carlo at the wedding of his cousin Leo with Mirta. Mirta at Carlo and Anna's wedding. Anna in Via Margutta, the street of the artists, with her lover, an architect wearing beige chamois shoes. Christina and Mirta at the Rome Golf Club's swimming pool, both in two-piece swimsuits. Christina telling him that he was unable to achieve an erection. Carlo giving Christina oral sex. Oscar Branting, dressed up as a bishop, sniggering and whispering. Carlo making love to Mirta in a dirty room in a small country hotel. Leo calling him a rogue. Leo telling him that death was like birth: their common heritage.
Then he was with Badoglio and Carboni, surrounded by Germans. The Germans were laughing at him. One of them, an SS, drank a beer, and shouted a few words. Two Germans gave him two injections. His arm ached. He was certain that they were going to amputate it. Then they shaved his moustache off. Then Christina gave him a glass of iced white wine. Then all sensations left him.
Christina had already got dressed when Carlo woke up at four. "Wasn't I right?" she said, after kissing him on the eyelids. "You are stressed out, but you are still alive."
"Did I say I was going to die?"
"That sums it up."
"Christ! Amore, I must attend a crown council at the Quirinale. Listen to me. I'll tell you what it's about while I get ready."
When he was through with all the facts, she said, "You've already put your health at risk, but I don't want to argue. I'll put a simple question to you. If I asked you to call off this crazy, deadly game, would you for your sake and mine?"
"Oh Jesus! Leo and Ciro too said it's crazy but they are taking their share in the plan. Want to know why? There is no alternative."
"Why are you such a fool! Put your imagination to work."
"Are you spoiling for a fight?"
She raised her voice. "For goodness' sake, if those bastards reject the armistice, if Eisenhower announces it all the same, they will have to justify themselves to the Germans. Who do you think they will throw to the lions? That fool of a Williams, a minor figure, a reserve major, half-English and half-Italian, a 'traitor' who made the case for peace from the beginning of this dirty war until today."
"Well, I am now making the case for the armistice and they wanted it," replied Carlo.
"You only see the logical side of this dirty business. It's childish to believe that human behaviour is dictated by rational thoughts. Especially the behaviour of such chickens as the Italian leaders."
"Oh shut up!"
"You shut up!"
"Let's leave it there."
She carried on, "They will say they knew nothing. That dwarf, your King, that colonial criminal, your prime minister, that little fop of a Carboni, and all the gang of villains that govern your sunny country. They will put the blame on you and the negotiator. Since the negotiator is in Sicily, it is you, the fool, they will hand to the Germans."
"Bullshit!"
"You are a fool, and you've also begun looking like a fool. Answer my question. Are you calling this game off or not?"
Wasn't she right after all? Shouldn't he turn to something else? He was still too young to keep harking back to his memories. The outbreak of the war; everything that went wrong with it; his humble work for Galeazzo, for their useless peace initiatives. All too often, he'd tried to put all those memories behind him. But he couldn't help it. He was obsessed with them, with his outlook, with his promises. And now that they were at a turning point...
"I can't." he shouted.
"Bastard."
She picked up her bag and stormed away. He tailed after her, as she strode through the corridor. He noticed that the damn bag was white like her shoes. As she stepped outside, he held the door open.
"Don't be cross with me," he said loudly.
"Bastard."
"Oh Jesus! I have to take the risk."
~*~
Nobody could tell for sure the height of King Victor Emmanuel III. A reasonable guess was five foot. But to Carlo, the King seemed even shorter. Shorter than, according to history, the beheaded Charles Stuart, and more sibylline than, according to mythology, Sibyl of Cumae.
Thanks to Ciro, he'd been admitted to crown council, and as he and the authorities were waiting in the salon for the King's opening address, he wondered if the plan might succeed. Far too many members of government were in the dark about not only the negotiations with the Anglo-Americans, but the armistice itself. How would they react?
When the King and Marshal Badoglio came down into the salon, Carlo had the feeling that they'd been discussing the situation behind closed doors. He heard Badoglio murmuring to the minister of the royal household, "I am finished." Did they already know that the armistice had been announced? If they did, had the King decided to sack Badoglio, disclaim the armistice, and tell the Germans that Badoglio had acted on his own?
Carlo hoped to be able not to show any hesitation. His voice should be relaxed and firm, as it was when he broadcast. It would be very sad, almost tragicomic, if he were to be at a loss for words. Certainly, the row with Christina did not help. He tried not to think about it.
The King was seated at the head of the table, with Badoglio at his right and next to him the chief of combined staffs, who was just back from Turin, and then the minister of the royal household, the aide-de-camp general, and General Carboni. The foreign secretary was at the King's left. After him, in succession, were the war minister, the air force minister, the navy minister, and Carlo.
"Now, gentlemen, to the purpose of this meeting," said the King. "The Anglo-Americans are going to anticipate the announcement of our armistice with them."
"The armistice with the Anglo-Americans, sire? I haven't been kept informed of any armistice," said the navy minister.
"Sire, I, too, know nothing. I wonder if it might please your majesty to bring us up to date," requested the war minister.
"If I may, sire, I shall give a brief résumé of recent events," said the chief of combined staffs, General Ambrosio.
"Please do, general."
Ambrosio explained, "My special aide negotiated and signed an armistice with the Anglo-Americans. It goes without saying that the whole thing had to stay under wraps. We had to get ready for a battle, as the Germans would inevitably strike for Rome. There is no time to go into details. Suffice it to say that..." He paused as if to give his next sentence a dramatic effect. " Suffice it to say that the armistice should not be declared before next Sunday, the twelfth. General Eisenhower wants to declare it today. Today we are not prepared to meet a German attack. We need another few days."
Nobody uttered a word.
Then the strong voice of the war minister, a general, exploded the silence. "It's a blow below the belt."
The navy minister, an admiral, said, "The Germans will say, not without rhyme, that we stabbed them in the back."
"We must repudiate the armistice." It was the air minister, an air chief marshal.
The King said, "Gentlemen, let's go through the alternatives."
The war minister argued, "In the circumstances, his majesty has every right to claim that the armistice was negotiated by General Ambrosio's special aide without royal authority."
General Carboni leapt in with his proposal. "I agree. Let's make this plain to the Anglo-Americans." He carried on, "We should give the Germans all assurances of loyalty and at the same time negotiate a new agreement with the Anglo-Americans to be implemented only when we are ready to drive the Germans off. We may tell General Eisenhower and his staff that we repudiated the armistice to gain in military efficiency, in our and their interests."
Now it was the foreign secretary's turn. For the first time Carlo noticed that the foreign secretary was the only civilian in the council except for the minister of the royal household. In a midnight-blue gabardine suit, he appeared a well-dressed gentleman with a fat face and a pleasant, upper-class Neapolitan accent.
"Our position is a very difficult one," he affirmed. "New negotiations with the Anglo-Americans? How? I don't like the way this business has been dealt with. I'd have preferred political to military talks. But now we can only put on a brave face about it."
"I beg leave to dissent from the foreign secretary-" the navy minister began.
The door opened and Ciro came in. Major Williams's presence was urgently required for five minutes. Outside was an army staff officer with a highly classified war dispatch for his immediate attention. Would his majesty excuse him?
In the anteroom Carlo found Leo.
"And so?"
"Yes, Carlo. A quarter of an hour ago. From Radio Algiers."
"OK. I'm going back inside."
"There's something else." Leo handed him two pieces of paper. "I found these messages from Eisenhower to Badoglio, the last decoded at five past five. Badoglio and Carboni should already have seen them. Anyway, they may help."
Back in the salon, Carlo interrupted the navy minister, who was supporting Carboni's proposal.
"I do apologize, sire, but your majesty may wish to know that General Eisenhower announced the armistice from Radio Algiers at half past six p.m. Algiers time."
General Carboni was still adamant. "It makes no difference. Eisenhower is trying to trap us into accepting his terms by laying us wide open to Hitler's fury. But we shouldn't let them force us into a corner and..."
"And?" prompted the King.
"And there's still room for smoothing things over with the Germans, sire."
Breaking all rules of protocol and official politeness, Carlo stood up and said, "May I bring to your majesty's attention the content of two messages from General Eisenhower. In both General Eisenhower reiterated his decision to announce the armistice, and in one he threatened the dissolution of the Italian nation if we didn't do the same. General Eisenhower also warned that in this event he would reveal to the world all the details of the negotiations for the armistice."
General Carboni shrugged. "And so what?"
Carlo's impression was that he had so far been speaking in a strong, vibrant voice, without pauses. Sure that he would go on like that, he stared at General Carboni. "The German reprisals are nothing in comparison with what the Anglo-Americans will do. They will destroy Rome. We think that we can mess with the Anglo-Americans and patch up with the Germans, now? We think we can then mess with the Germans again and patch up with the Anglo-Americans later? No, we won't get away with it, and will lose for good our credibility with the Anglo-Americans. True, we got the result of what we started. It's also true that, in the interest of the country, we have no choice but to comply with the terms of the armistice."
The foreign secretary was the first to agree.
Soon Ambrosio and the service ministers joined him.
"The armistice could not, after all, be disowned," stated Ambrosio on behalf of them all.
The minister of the royal household and the aide-de-camp general, who hadn't expressed their opinions, gave them friendly smiles.
General Carboni had a go at refuting Carlo's argument.
The King cut in, "We know what we have to do. Thank you, gentlemen. That will be all."
Thursday, September 9, 1943
As Carlo, Leo, and Ciro plunged out of the War Office and crossed the road, Carlo noticed that non-commissioned officers and privates, who were no longer saluting their superiors, made an exception for Ciro. Presumably, it was out of respect for his artificial arm.
"Let's see where we stand now and decide what we'll tell him," Carlo suggested, as they reached the pavement opposite, and stopped by the entrance to the premises which, that night, had become the new office of the army chief of staff.
"I'm going to rejoin my regiment," said Leo. "I'm not going to clear my position with anybody, not even with the army chief of staff."
"I don't need to," said Ciro. "The King himself has OK'd me rejoining the grenadiers. Some of them are engaged with the Germans south of Rome."
Carlo reflected on his own position. Leo, a career officer, felt free to return to his unit. He, Carlo Rufus Williams, was a naturalized Italian serving as a reserve major. He'd better clear it with the army chief of staff before rejoining his division, the Piave.
As Leo and Ciro strode off, he looked across at the War Office. It was such an ugly building that he almost found some glamour about it. Shouldn't it be called the office of blue funk? True, Marshal Badoglio had announced the armistice, but then the marshal, the King and Queen, the chief of combined staffs, and the service ministers barricaded themselves in the War Office, garrisoning it with troops. And now, at half five a.m., a convoy of limousines carrying them, escorted by armoured cars, headed for Via Tiburtina en route to the Abruzzi... for a rendezvous with a cruiser and two corvettes of the Italian Royal Navy at Pescara, one hundred and seventy miles east of Rome on the Adriatic Sea. From there, one of the ships would take these pillars of the State to a port in Apulia which they expected would be free from Germans and occupied by the Anglo-Americans.
There was a plan for offensive action against the Germans, but Badoglio had refused to activate it. He and the Comando Supremo shared the hope that the Germans, if not attacked, would pull their forces out of southern and central Italy. So, the orders issued to the troops were to the effect that any German units withdrawing without firing could be allowed to get through; the Italians should never be the first to strike. General Carboni even instructed the divisional commanders of his Corps not to attack the Germans when it was obvious that their withdrawing was a device for turning on the Italians from the rear. As a consequence, some units were being overpowered. Others, though, were striking back, with resolve.
All right, but who was going to synchronize the defence? Well, the army chief of staff, General Roatta, had come to Rome, slinking out of the Army Headquarters at Monterotondo upon hearing that German paratroopers would storm it to get him dead or alive. He was supposed to be out of the neck and neck race to Pescara. Ciro, in his capacity as aide to the King, had informed Carlo that, at five o'clock, Roatta was directed to take command himself of all the forces defending Rome.
Carlo was still wondering if Roatta was willing and able to do the job when he saw the general coming up to him. Strangely enough, he wasn't in uniform. He wore a grey suit with a sub-machine gun over his shoulder.
"What are you doing here?" he demanded as he adjusted his gold pince-nez. "You are attached to the Comando Supremo. Why aren't you with the others? There'll be a lot of interpreting to do when we meet with the Anglo-Americans."
Carlo looked him up and down. Roatta, an excellent linguist and a well-read man who used to hobnob with the aristocracy, had good manners and poor strategic ability. A little man, with a round face, and smooth cheeks, it was he who gave Fascism its first defeat, at Guadalajara, in the Spanish Civil War, in January 1937.
"General, if I may, I will explain," said Carlo. He hadn't addressed him as Your Excellency as protocol required. He and the general moved in the same circles and in private, were on friendly terms.
Roatta forced a smile. "Yes?"
"I am not properly attached to the Comando Supremo. I..."
"It doesn't matter."
Carlo recalled how the general was famous for cutting everybody short.
"You can come with me to Pescara," added Roatta.
"To Pescara? I wish to be with my unit again, and should be grateful if you could allow this. I was told that you took over the defence of Rome."
"Twenty minutes ago I handed it over to General Carboni again. As head of the army, I must be with his majesty, the prime minister, and the Comando Supremo."
"Could I then talk to General Carboni?"
"If you're sure you don't want to leave. Mind you, my instructions to General Carboni are that all the troops defending Rome should stop resisting and withdraw to the East around Tivoli."
"May I wish Your Excellency a pleasant trip?" Carlo stood at the salute and hopped off. Roatta's order meant what everybody twigged: a safety net for the royal convoy, since Tivoli was on the Tiburtina. And it was also an order not to defend Rome. And this could be aimed at keeping either an escape line in case the fleeing warlords were caught by the Germans, or an open door for making a deal with them to ward off a left-wing insurrection, or most probably both.
Carlo didn't find Carboni in his office. At the Palazzo Caprara, nobody had a clue where he'd gone. Carlo checked at the SIM, the Military Intelligence Service. An orderly clerk on night shift had seen General Carboni shut himself in his room for a quarter of an hour or so and then go off in a navy blue Lancia Astura with diplomatic plates. He was in mufti.
For a moment Carlo examined the possibility of getting in touch with Christina. It hadn't been their only quarrel, but save for one that kept them apart for several months they would always make each of them up the following morning. But it was too early for a telephone call, and there wasn't anybody around with whom he could leave her a message. So he got on his Guzzi, and rode to the headquarters of his division.
~*~
Three hours later Carlo was at Monterotondo, between Via Salaria and Via Nomentana, seventeen miles north-east of Rome. German paratroops had been dropped near by, and were moving towards the Army Staff Headquarters in town. The Piave division sent an infantry battalion and an artillery battery to drive them off. Since the civilians were mixed up in the fight, Carlo was to act as a liaison officer between the army staff, the battalion, and the civilians.
Carlo knew they were all used to shooting, and were good at it. They and their friends, the entire male population of Monterotondo, faced the crack German paratroops with their double-barrelled guns as soon as they touched the ground. Together with the local troops stationed at the Army Staff Headquarters, the people of Monterotondo held out against the "Thousand Paratroopers", a task force of the German XI Fliegerkorps, firing from tractors, paddocks, fences, and dilapidated walls.
Then came the 58th Infantry Battalion and an artillery battery of the Piave. The Germans found themselves caught in the heavy crossfire of the Italians, flanked on the left by two companies of the 58th and on the right by the civilians, with the artillery battery and the 58th's other company in the rear. As they moved ahead through the main road to the town, the civilians stopped them once again, this time picking them off, one by one, from house windows and shop doors. The German commanding officer gave orders to retreat and counter-attack the 58th, in an attempt at breaking through on one flank. The 58th drove them back in hand-to-hand combat.
The paratroopers had been launched on Monterotondo to occupy the Army Staff Headquarters and capture General Roatta, possibly because at the German High Command South they were unaware that the Italian warlords had run away. But no matter where Roatta was, the blitz was turning into a fiasco: more than one third of the Germans were dead. Carlo realized that they were trapped. It was no fun for Huns when they regrouped and the Piave's artillery started shelling them from the rear; and in fact their commanding officer rallied them round an old grape-treading house and asked for a ceasefire.
Carlo was chosen for the negotiations, as he had been liaising between the civilians and the army, also he was fluent in German and knew the area. "You are free to withdraw," he shouted, on the megaphone, to the German commanding officer. "You can have three-quarters of an hour to give first aid to the wounded."
At this point, a few boys became excited. Followed by their friends, including some little girls, they defied their parents' warning and rushed towards the grape-treading house. The Germans seized them, and started marching to town with the first rank shielded by the boys' and girls' bodies.
~*~
Carlo was ready to remind the Germans to be as good as their word, and waited for them in a cottage, every so often climbing to the attic to watch from the window their approach with the hostages at the front. He'd agreed with the German commanding officer that the Italians would not attack and would not garrison with troops the area around the local Palazzo Orsini if he set the hostages free upon the Germans entering it.
Carlo turned to the boy who kept tagging along with him. "Dario, don't lean out of the window; you're driving me crazy."
"Why don't you give me a gun?" begged the lad. "You know that I'm a better shot than everybody else here except you."
It was true. Carlo used his house here as a hunting lodge, and had trained Dario every autumn for five years. He was delighted with the boy's prowess at shooting, both with a pistol and with a gun. Dario was only sixteen and already a first-class marksman, the best around, better than his father, Rocco, the gamekeeper. Carlo looked at him and smiled.
"I'll give you my gun collection when the war is over. But now, be quiet. Do what you're told. You've helped me a great deal, and I'm going to use you again."
As a young man, Carlo had been very fond of Dario's mother, Elena. She bore a resemblance to Francesca da Rimini in Gustave Doré's illustrations of the Divina Commedia. It was here, at Monterotondo, just off the grape-treading house, that Elena had risked her life for Carlo more than twenty years ago.
It was in 1924. Mussolini had been in power for two years. Carlo was fifteen, Elena sixteen. She was stroking his hair. A bully set a vicious sheepdog onto him. She pulled it by the collar. The sheepdog turned on her, knocking her to the ground for the kill. Rocco shot the sheepdog. Then in January 1926, exactly one year after Mussolini had deprived the opposition of their parliamentary seats, Elena and Rocco got married.
Elena... she was the daughter of a peasant. It occurred to him that when she was younger, she was very much like Leo's wife, Mirta, whose father was a prince of the Holy Roman Empire. Maybe Mirta was taller-yes, Mirta was tall and willowy.
Pushing the memories to the back of his mind, Carlo went downstairs to the front door of the cottage and looked out across the road leading to the Palazzo Orsini. "There they are," he told the men inside.
"Of course they've made it. With the hostages," said the biggest of them, Duncan, a Scotsman, a former soldier with the British forces in Italy during the Great War, who had stayed here in this country and become a well-known poacher.
"Duncan, I'm going out. Are you sure you want to be with me?"
"It's neck or nothing."
Carlo made a movement of assent. He showed Duncan a Colt 45 and a Luger 9 mm, a Mauser-made P08 of 1942.
"Which one do you want?"
Duncan shook his head. "I stick to the 'syringe'." It covers a broader target, if I need it."
"Good." Carlo grinned. The syringe was the nickname of the 9 mm Glisenti semiautomatic carbine with the folded bayonet.
Carlo put the Colt on a chair, took a Model 1934 380 Beretta out of the holster on his uniform belt, released the safety catch, and slipped it in the right-hand pocket of his tunic leaving its flap unbuttoned, keeping the P08 in his left hand. He could shoot equally well with either hand.
"Let's go. I like the reliability of the Colt, but find the P08 more accurate."
Carlo went out with his head held high and his arms dangling. He was ready for a fight. His finger was on the trigger of the Luger.
Duncan tailed after him, keeping his syringe pointed down.
The Germans were by the palazzo. A lieutenant holding a little girl with one hand and a pistol with the other, flanked by a sergeant and a private, stared at Carlo and Duncan.
He shouted in German, "Now the men will go into the palazzo. You two stay put. I don't want anybody else here."
Carlo halted about fifteen yards from them, with his head erect, his weight well balanced between each foot, his Luger still held down, and his right hand placed in the tunic pocket.
"You won't leave Monterotondo alive if you don't set the boys and girls free at once," he called.
The lieutenant yelled out, "Anybody inside. Let the hostages go."
The boys and girls hurried off. The Germans took shelter in the palazzo. The lieutenant, escorted by the sergeant and the private, stayed outside with the girl.
"Only one small change. The girl comes with us."
The child was whimpering. The lieutenant caught her by the collar and started drawing back with the other two.
Carlo sensed that Dario had come out of the cottage and was heading towards him and Duncan. "Dario, hurry off. Now."
Duncan said, "Don't worry Carlo. He's a man. He has your Colt in his hand."
The private pointed his machine pistol at Duncan, the sergeant at Dario; the lieutenant's pistol, a Walther PPK, was levelled at Carlo.
The lieutenant said, "Tell him to get away."
"You release the girl?" Carlo roared, without turning round.
Every nerve told him that Dario was advancing, that the boy was now a yard from him, on his left. He was always on his guard, but this time the lad had caught him on the hop, and it troubled him. Didn't it occur to Dario to be afraid? It crossed Carlo's mind then that the young knew no fear. He wasn't much of a drinker. Yet at this moment he regretted not having downed a half-bottle of Scotch, or a flask of the God-awful local red if there was no Scotch in the cottage. Maybe...
He didn't finish his thought. The sergeant shot a volley towards Dario, then stumbled over a stone. Whether he did it intentionally or not, he fired another volley, almost hitting the girl. The child cried helplessly.
In a split second, Dario moved forward, rose up ninety degrees, his hand holding the Colt, and fired horizontally at the sergeant's belly.
Without losing his grip on the girl's collar, the lieutenant took aim at Dario.
As quick as a flash, Carlo stretched out his left arm and put a bullet through the lieutenant's head.
At the same time, Duncan shot the private in the chest. While falling to the ground, the private fired a volley in Carlo's direction.
The girl was no longer crying. She was speechless, in a state of shock. Carlo walked towards her, his arms dangling once again.
Duncan asked loudly, "He didn't hit you, did he?"
Carlo did not reply. He stopped, dropped his P08 down, crossed his arms over his chest, tried to take one more step forwards, and fell first to his knees, then flat on his face.
~*~
At first Carlo thought it wasn't so bad. He'd been wounded in the chest, below the right clavicle, and was bleeding, but felt he was weathering the situation.
Dario said, "The shooting was so sudden that the German paratroopers inside the palazzo were taken by surprise."
"True," whispered Carlo.
"They tried to shoot out through the windows, but it was too late. Two friends you don't know helped Duncan and me to carry you and the little girl here. We were covered by army patrols that moved in."
Carlo heard an Italian officer's voice from the megaphone outside announcing that the surrounding area had been garrisoned with mortar and machine-gun nests.
Dario continued, "The German commander and his men must know by now that the Palazzo is more uncomfortable than a prison camp. There's no food, no power, and no water."
Carlo smiled. "War is full of tragic ironies. General Roatta fled from Monterotondo to avoid being captured by the Germans and we..." He coughed up blood, and could not finish the sentence.
Duncan helped him into a half-sitting position. "Don't talk." He cleared Carlo's mouth of blood, then undid his tie, and unbuttoned his tunic and shirt. After that, he pinched the edges of the wound together, using a thumb and finger of his right hand. Bleeding stopped. "I think the bullet is stuck in the wound."
Carlo could no longer see, but recognized Duncan's voice by his accent.
"Let me check," suggested somebody, perhaps one of the medics who should have just arrived with an army ambulance.
"Yes," he confirmed. "We mustn't remove it here. It plugs the wound preventing bleeding."
"Isn't there a doctor with you?" asked Dario.
"No. They are all at the med centre. It's become a dressing station. Your local doctor's there as well. We had many wounded and one hundred and fifty dead, including thirty civilians."
Carlo realized that it was now the medic who was keeping his wound closed, with the palm of his hand. After a few minutes, he applied a thick pad in place of his hand and bandaged it securely. Then he and somebody else lifted Carlo on a stretcher, folding a blanket around him.
"Will he have surgery?" It was Dario.
"Certainly," replied the medic. "But he'll first be treated to enable him to be evacuated to the Celio, the Military General Hospital in Rome. There is no field hospital around."
Dario broke down in tears. "Carlo, you are not only a friend."
Carlo was about to say, "Yes, I am more than a friend," but lost consciousness again.
Saturday, September 11, 1943
Mirta could tell that something had happened as soon as her butler announced Count Ciro Caetani accompanied by a gentleman. The gentleman was one of Leo's subalterns, Dino Dini, a middle-aged lieutenant risen from the ranks.
Ciro stroked her arm. "I met him outside Porta San Paolo. Leo had rejoined his regiment. He gave me an account of the ordeal they'd gone through."
"How did it happen?" she said, staring at the floor.
"Leo was in a jeep; the jeep was blown up. Off Piazza di Porta San Paolo, by the Ostiense station. As he said, it was our final attempt at defending Rome."
"Yes, but how did it happen?"
"He was organizing a joint counter-attack by a dismounted troop of Genoa Dragoons and an armoured troop of Montebello Lancers, to help the Sardinia Grenadiers who were holding up the advance of the Germans. Leo was in a jeep."
"Go on, don't worry about me."
Ciro pointed at the lieutenant. "He saw the action."
The lieutenant put in, "The driver was killed by a volley of automatic weapons. Major della Rovere was hit in the shoulder. He kept firing with his sub-machine gun."
"With his sub-machine gun..."
"He killed quite a few Germans, until in the end a launch of..."
He broke off. Mirta sensed he was unsure how much detail to give. Did she seem so calm? Perhaps too calm?
Ciro and the lieutenant stayed more than an hour. Ciro told her about the events since the armistice, also as much as he knew, he said, about Leo's last twenty-four hours.
"Be careful," he concluded, writing down a telephone number on his visiting card. "The Germans are marching through Via Veneto. Ring me up if you need me. But don't give anybody this number. I'll be at this address for a few days. I'll let you know my new place when I move out. I'm going underground; I'll be in on the Resistance."
Mirta uttered no word. He simply touched her hair with his hand. She whispered, "And d'you know what happened to Carlo?"
Ciro shook his head. "He didn't leave with the Comando Supremo, that I can say. But then I heard nothing about him."
Mirta looked away from him, glancing at Dino Dini. "You were with Leo for such a long time."
"Since October 1935, princess."
Mirta nodded.
"I was a warrant officer at the time, and was attached to the Libyan Spahis for some special operations. Actually, the fighting with the Germans reminded the major of that experience. He told me, 'We were like the Abyssinians today. This is what I felt; also, for the first time, I think I can tell what they felt when we invaded Abyssinia.' He recalled when the Blackshirts would use captured Abyssinian leaders as shields. The Huns did the same with Italian officers."
"Come and see me now and then, Dini, if you can spare the time. And take care. Don't show yourself hatless."
"Why?"
She pointed at his head; his haircut was only one step short of a shave. "Everybody'd guess you're a soldier."
~*~
She was alone. Tragically alone. Three days ago she was with him, telling him not to do anything silly. It was the eighth, when the bloody armistice became official. The day before he'd said he would come home straightaway after his night shift at the War Office. Instead he rang her up at eight in the morning.
"Mirta, would you have a walk with me through the city centre? Why don't you pop in at the Caffè Aragno in two hours from now?"
"Anything wrong?"
"No... Yes... You see, I'll go to the office again after lunch. I'd like a quick one after our walk. You and me. OK?"
"Of course it's OK. But why don't you take your day off?"
"We are in such a mess. But Carlo had an idea that I've taken on board. Don't worry. I'll let you know what it's about."
She called the butler before going out. "We will have a cold lunch any time after twelve. We'd rather be alone. So it shouldn't be served. Just leave everything in my sitting room. We shall see to it ourselves. And please, prepare everything for Don Leo. He'll be in uniform again in the afternoon."
"Yes Donna Mirta."
She noticed the butler's caring smile. He'd been a footman at her parents' house, and had known her as a young girl.
~*~
Leo was standing by the entrance when she stepped into the Aragno. He took his cap off before kissing her hand, in the fashion of Italian cavalrymen and naval officers.
"What would you like?" he said as soon as they reached the counter.
"Nothing. Just a cigarette."
He gave her an Egyptian. The barman promptly lit it.
She said, "Where have you been since you left the War Office?"
"Biancifiori. The barber's. Remember? When I'm faced with a dilemma, for a start I go to the barber's. On the other hand, it was too early for you, and for them, wasn't it?"
"And it is." She looked about. Her friends, the habitués of the Aragno, must be still sleeping: the journalists, intellectuals, and aristocratic frondeurs who would spend their time in the café, discussing how Italy should make peace with the Anglo-Americans and get rid of the Germans.
Leo asked for a grappa and a double espresso without sugar. The barman gave a grin. Sugar was on short rations, and coffee illegal in public places. But this was no substitute. It was real coffee.
Once outside, he recounted the story of the armistice, explaining the step Carlo wanted to take along with him and Ciro. They walked through Corso Umberto to Piazza del Popolo and back, but turned to Via Frattina rather than going towards the Aragno again. Here two SS non-commissioned officers saluted. Leo took his Iron Cross off his tunic and threw it in a litter bin.
Mirta said, "What are you doing!"
"They only salute Italian officers who wear German decorations."
"Don't be bloody stupid! These are empty gestures."
"You think I'm tending to get up to all sort of things simply because I can't take the situation in my stride?"
She was silent. They loafed about the centre. Rome was quiet, everyday life going on as though the war was being fought on another planet. A group of three or more people was considered an illegal assembly, and an anti-demonstration order instructed the army to fire at them. "You shall not fire in the air; you shall shoot to kill." But that applied to people in the street. In shops and bars, young and older women, children, mature men, Italian and German officers chatted so noisily that the hubbub could be heard outside.
The boutiques caught Mirta's attention. In the window of a hatter was a silk top hat; in that of a shoemaker a pair of beaded satin shoes. Who would wear anything like that with the night curfew imposed by Badoglio?
The Badoglio Government. It was proving itself even more repressive than Mussolini's. The King had sacked the dictator, but refused to lift the ban on the pre-Fascist parties. So Marshal Badoglio, the greatest profiteer of the Fascist regime, was free to turn against both Fascists and anti-Fascists.
As Mirta and Leo passed by the ancient Caffè Greco in Via Condotti, a few acquaintances saluted them. They looked like an endangered species struggling to remain in that environment. Still, with their old, well-cut clothes, often unfashionable and yet worn with panache, they belonged to the scenery. The Knights of Malta's office, the Spanish Steps, the Spanish Embassy to the Holy See, and the Keats Memorial Stone.
Leo hailed a botticella, the local hackney carriage. "Palazzo Montoro, off Piazza Farnese." The cabby knew the place, nodded, and set off.
Leo had already bathed and was having a shave when the air raid siren sounded. Mirta was keeping him company. They never went down to the underground shelter.
He asked, "Where's Bobo?"
She replied, "In good hands. The new nanny took him to your mother's. They shouldn't drop their bombs nearVatican City."
After a quarter of a minute she added, "Nini, have I ever told you I fancy you?"
He smiled. "Only when you see me shaving. That's why I had a haircut and manicure but not a shave at the barber's this morning. But you see, Mirta, I'm now finished. Do you still fancy me?"
She unfastened her shoulder-length hair and let it fall around her.
"Nini, do you think I screw around?"
"No, only that you've had a few affairs."
"And you... have you ever cheated on me?"
"Not recently."
"Have I ever told you I never screwed with the only man I really fancy besides you?"
"No. But I know."
They made love on the floor of the bathroom. He with less impetus and more tenderness than usual; she with her natural frenzy.
The air raid lasted for an hour and a quarter. By now they, both wearing chenille bathrobes, were helping themselves to their cold lunch in her sitting room, a twenty by twenty with a ten-foot inlaid walnut ceiling, parquet, and two large windows.
The butler had put on a side table a rice salad in a ring mould with a tomato and mayonnaise sauce and the centre filled with prawns; a galantine of veal on a serving-dish; a simple green salad with French dressing; grapes and figs; and Roman white from Mirta's vineyard. Food was rationed, but Mirta knew the butler would get everything at the black market.
"It's the veal cook had roasted for tonight. I feel guilty to have such things. I've lost my appetite," she murmured, and took a cigarette out of a tortoiseshell case.
Leo put his plate on a coffee table and stood up.
"So have I. Look, I shifted the veal around the plate like those ill-bred Nazis. They think it's a mark of elegance."
"Nini, don't be bloody snobbish. Not now."
"Quite the contrary. It's time we all became snobs. When the canaille runs off, it's for the well-bred to die. It's what the commanding officer of the 2 Cavalry Brigade said after the enemy broke through in November 1917. The others were taking to their heels, but the 4 Genoa Dragoons and 5 Novara Lancers charged the Austrians at Pozzuolo del Friuli."
"Wait and see how our most well-bred Victor Emmanuel of Savoy will charge the Nazis."
"You're right. Actually, I regretted the story the moment I started it. Very few among the so-called well-bred will die to save their honour and that of the country."
She shot him a glance. "Nini, I hope you won't do anything silly."
"No question of that. I have a desk job. So don't be afraid. Even if I don't come back for a few days, it won't mean anything. I may be busy somewhere for some liaison duties. But I'll be all right."
"You often make rash decisions. That's what makes me anxious about you."
"Don't be such a compulsive worrier. One way or the other, this war will be over. Do you know I adore you, Mirta?"
"Yes I do, Nini."
"So take it easy. I'll soon be back. "
Instead he wouldn't be back. She could not even relive his last hours, at least not directly. His agony, as he related it, only lived in Ciro's memory. She had to make do with it.
~*~
Units of the 1 Sardinia Grenadiers and the 8 Montebello Lancers had been holding out against the Germans for thirty-six hours. Now the Germans were on the point of overcoming them at Porta San Paolo, the city gate from Via Ostiense. From Porta San Paolo, the German 2nd Parachute Division, one of the XI Fliegerkorps's units, could march straight into Rome.
Naturally, there were bound to be some ups and downs in any fight; but in this one, it was the locals, the Italians, who were isolated in their own country. They had no logistic support, whereas the German parachutists managed to replace the front line with fresh troops at an alarming rate. What was more, the parachutists were reinforced by artillery and engineers, they had better-equipped mortar units, and their anti-tank battalions could inflict considerable damage on the Italian light tanks, the "sardine tins."
The German attack south-west of Rome had begun immediately after the announcement of the armistice on the 8th, with the 2nd Parachute Division advancing from the sea roads, the Ostiense, the Portuense, and the Laurentina. The Italians fought back. At dawn of the 9th, aided by the local population, they also retook some strongholds that the parachutists had overcome the night before.
Then the parachutists turned on the nearby EU 42, the Universal Exposition that, according to Mussolini's pre-war plans, was supposed to open in 1942 and bring a huge inflow of foreign currency. Later in the morning, it seemed that nothing could stop the carnage. The parachutists occupied the area; the grenadiers counter-attacked, retaking it; the parachutists retreated to the borgata of La Magliana.
La Magliana... Leo was used to the Roman countryside, but around Tor di Quinto, or off the Appian Way and Via Tuscolana. On the Tuscolana, Mirta's mother had a large villa. At Tor di Quinto, there was the Military School of Cavalry, where, forty years before, Captain Federico Caprilli developed his sistema, revolutionizing the technique of showjumping worldwide. La Magliana was different. It wasn't a poor village in the countryside. It was a district by a wasteland, lacking in general amenities and utilities. But it was here that Leo had joined in the battle.
"At command, sir," he said to the commanding officer of the Montebello Lancers, and so was ordered to go to La Magliana on supervising duties.
The key position, the Magliana Bridge over the Tiber, was in German hands. The grenadiers were meant to regain it, advancing behind Montebello Lancers' armoured cars. Leo took responsibility for the lancers, for two troops: one mounted on light tanks and the other on self-propelling artillery vehicles. They almost made it. Grenadiers and lancers struck for the bridge at midnight. By day, they controlled it. At half seven in the morning, though, Leo and the grenadier commander were told to move out of the bridge. Why?
"There is a truce," a colonel replied. "In Rome they've negotiated an agreement with the Germans."
But there was no agreement. They'd been tricked by some pro-German officers. And indeed, far from withdrawing, the German parachutists made for Rome. They first reoccupied the EU 42 area, entered the building, and from there sniped at the Italians. Then they moved up to La Montagnola and La Garbatella, two derelict areas, meeting with heavy Italian resistance. The civilians fought alongside grenadiers and carabinieri cadets. But in the end the Germans reached the Basilica of St Paul Outside the Walls.
Leo concentrated his two troops around the basilica. The light tanks charged the parachutists once; after that, they regrouped, and started advancing again, with the grenadiers behind. Leo's deputy was wounded.
"Carry on," he told his men. "I was Christened Romolo because I was born in Rome; I don't mind dying by St Paul's."
Romolo, the lowest heels of the Italian cavalry, his brother officers used to say of him. He was younger than Leo. Still, they were close friends.
Leo had expected to be reinforced by other units of the Motorized Army Corps. At this point he realized nobody would come to their aid. He and his troops were forced to retreat to the Pyramid of Caius Cestius, in Piazza di Porta San Paolo. Once there, he ordered the driver to pull in beside a bar.
"I'd like to make a telephone call to my wife," he said. But as soon as the jeep stopped, he decided against it. "I'd better not alarm her."
The piazza was sultry; there wasn't a breath of wind. He turned round. A 4 Genoa Dragoons lieutenant was talking to a group of civilians who were erecting some barricades. Among the civilians he saw a tall officer with an artificial arm. It was Ciro.
"Let's have a word with those people there," he said. "This is our last line of defence. Perhaps we may do something together."
~*~
Mirta went to her own sitting room and undid her hair. Tears now rolling down her cheeks, she sat at the piano, and played Gounod's Ave Maria. This was what he had said he wanted her to do, bloody romantic. He didn't have to die. Not this time, Nini. Not in Rome. Not in a dirty fight like this. It was for the bella morte, the "beautiful death." Like the Genoa Dragoons at Pozzuolo del Friuli. Like Pietro Toselli before the Italian defeat at Adowa.
Major Toselli: Amba Alaji 1895. The Italian colonial army hadn't come to Toselli's rescue. Toselli looked up to the sky, sang Gounod's Ave Maria, then for six hours held on against thirty thousand Abyssinians with two thousand Eritrean askaris. Ras Maconnen paid military honours to the gallant adversary. He buried him in his own chapel.
Leo had told her the story the first time they met; she took him for a fool. It wasn't the way to flirt with a girl. Neither was it the place for talking about death and heroes. They were at the reception for Carlo and Anna's wedding.
A vision of Leo, seven years younger, came into Mirta's mind. He was a cavalry lieutenant, a gifted horseman competing in both showjumping and three-day events; she, a nineteen-year-old girl, who had just passed the examination for the Diploma in Piano from the Conservatory of Rome. Mirta lived those moments again: October 1936, the year of the Italian empire and the Olympic Games in Berlin.
"Last year, weren't you selected for the team training for the eventing in the Olympics?"
It was then that he spoke about Toselli and Adowa. "I couldn't be in the team. I had to go to Abyssinia, to avenge our humiliating defeat at Adowa as well as Toselli."
"Nonsense. I know, nobody agrees with me in Italy."
He had a broad grin on his face. "The Fascist regime doesn't call our glories nonsense."
"And what about you? Do you think it's all right to call our aggression of Abyssinia a glory?"
He mimicked Mussolini's speech from Piazza Venezia's balcony. "The empire is back over the fateful hills of Rome. It's a Fascist empire, because it bears the indestructible sign of the will and power of Rome. It's peace at last. But it will be a Fascist peace. Which means that Abyssinia will remain Italian."
They burst out laughing.
He said unexpectedly, "You've such a tall, graceful body, and that turquoise-green dress matches your eyes and contrasts with that glorious auburn hair of yours. Why are you so beautiful?"
"I'm not beautiful. I'm an ordinary girl who, sometimes, might look pretty."
"Can I see you tomorrow? My thoughts about you are innocent. They don't go beyond the hope of a kiss."
One year later they were married. In that year, Leo was also in the Nations Cup winning team in Piazza di Siena, with a score of four faults for the second round, having jumped a clear round in the first. And as well as that, he finished runner-up to the European champion in the Rome Grand Prix.
Mirta stood up and looked at a photograph of Leo's partner in those competitions, Don Mimì, a handsome bay gelding who was foaled at Persano, Salerno in 1926. Leo was five years older than Mirta; Mirta, nine years older than Don Mimì. Leo and Don Mimì had died. Don Mimì's death was caused by intestinal trouble, a few months ago, when Leo, after the Russian Campaign and a couple of months with the Montebello Lancers in Rome, was already with the Army Monitoring Service. Instead, Leo's death...
She looked out some other photographs in an album. One was taken in 1940: Leo on horseback holding Bobo. Bobo was two; he was born in 1938. The horse was an Italian-bred grey mare, Nanà. Leo, riding Nanà, won the three-day event in Turin in 1939, beating the gold medallist in the Berlin Olympics of 1936. Nanà was still in good form. She was born in 1930, eight years before Bobo. Perhaps, in three years' time, Bobo would be able to ride her. Nanà wouldn't be sixteen even.
Mirta looked at another photograph. 1940, she and Leo before going to an audience with the Pope. Pius XII had been elected less than a year before. Italy, too, was soon to be at war. Shortly, Mussolini would declare it on France and Britain, and then even join Hitler in the Russian adventure in his bloody "crusade against materialism."
The Russian adventure: another photograph of Leo. This time with a friend, the individual bronze in the modern pentathlon in the Olympics of 1936. He always looked for an opportunity to chat her up. He died at Izbushensky, Russia. She recalled Leo, an Iron Cross on his tunic, when he came back from the Russian front last year.
"How come the Germans gave it to you when taking the mickey out of them is your favourite pastime?"
He broke into a smile at the thought. "They gave it to all officers of the regiment. Needless to say, they made the usual gaffe, adding over dinner that our charge was the swansong of mounted warfare. I replied that the Russian Campaign would be the swansong of Nazism."
Mirta now reflected on those words. Yes of course, Nini, they'd given it to him for the charge on horseback of his regiment at Izbushensky, as they'd blown him up in a jeep. For his romanticism about wrong causes. She covered her face with her hands, and started to sob uncontrollably. Blown up in front of the Ostiense railway station, the damned station built by Mussolini for Hitler's visit in 1938. He died yesterday for the honour of the Italian Royal Army. He was also prepared to die at Izbushensky in August 1942. For Hitler and Mussolini, the pervy leading the goat.
Hothead, she whispered. He wanted to defend Rome with the few who didn't run off, like he wanted to be in Russia with the Cavalrymen of Savoy. He was also game for the adventure in Russia. Because the bloody Cavalrymen of Savoy were a mounted regiment commanded by the winner of over four hundred showjumping competitions, the winner of twenty-two Nation Cups, the winner of the King George V Gold Cup in London on the threshold of the war.
Soon, Mirta composed herself again. It occurred to her that there were emotions Leo could control very well. Fear was among them. He'd known this time he was going to die. He didn't want to die. But he was bloody right. The Germans wouldn't be marching through Via Veneto if everybody were like him. She loved him too much not to try to be like him. She'd carry on what he had started. Yes Nini, she would ring up the number Ciro had given her.
Thursday, September 16, 1943
Oh dear, she'd got it wrong: the menu was too Italian for the German ambassador to the Holy See. Christina looked at Eugen Dollmann. For him it was different: he knew how to help himself to the spaghetti when the dish was presented to him on his left. Dollmann's Italian was excellent, almost accentless, and thanks to his good looks, and patrician manners in spite of his rank in the SS, he moved in Italian upper-class circles, especially in the café society, where the women found him the only attractive German. The ambassador, on the other hand, was confined to the Vatican. He was used to cardinals, bishops, and other Roman Catholic prelates; they didn't entertain to informal lunches. Of course, diplomats accredited to the Holy See mixed informally with the Vatican nobility. But the ambassador was German. The Vatican nobility would rather ask the British minister than him. She threw a sidelong glance at him on her right. Was he uneasy? Was it such a daunting challenge for him to use the serving implements?
"You know, ambassador," she said, "yesterday, at a lecture at the Congregatio de Propaganda Fide, an assistant to the pro-secretary of state told me that Field Marshal Rommel will leave northern Italy in a month or two."
"You see, there is no longer need for him in the North, I believe. Kesselring has been so successful in the Centre and South that he can stay alone. But tell me, Madame Branting, what's your impression of life in Rome now?"
"For the first time Rome looks like a city of a country at war, and yet, in a way, everyday life goes on as usual. An Italian director, Roberto Rossellini, is also making a picture with two comic actors playing dramatic roles. I met him, on several occasions; he is quite an interesting chap."
With the arrival of the second course, she turned to Dollmann on her left. She didn't want to look fazed, but was apprehensive that the Germans had freed Mussolini and that the other day he'd also met Hitler.
"Eugen, what will happen in a fortnight?" she asked him while the ambassador was talking to the lady on his right.
He smirked. "When I first met you it was love at first sight. I hope you, too, by the end of September, will have fallen in love."
"I will, and will even run away with you, provided you tell me if Mussolini will head a new, republican, Fascist State."
"Why not. If this is what he wishes. The Führer is the Duce's best friend."
"Be serious!"
"Off the record?"
"Off the record."
"I think so. If Herr von Ribbentrop carries the day."
"Your foreign minister always carries the day."
He grinned. "Only the Führer has the ability to speak and not to listen. Ministers haven't. And they may have to listen to the generals, particularly Field Marshal Kesselring, who wants to treat Italy as an occupied territory."
"So, at best," she remarked, "it would be a puppet State."
He grinned again. "It'll never be a puppet State with the Duce. I should have added that the Führer listens to the Duce. He regards the Duce as one of the greatest men in the history of mankind."
It was going to be a puppet State, she reflected to herself. From Salerno to the Alps, Italy already had a military master, Field Marshal Albert Konrad Kesselring. Of course! The Anglo-Americans had landed at Salerno, but weren't making much headway. The Italian units couldn't give them any help; they had no instructions from the Comando Supremo. They were left to themselves everywhere, in France and the Balkans as well as in Italy. Without orders, many went home, a few fought back and were massacred, the others surrendered and were deported to Germany.
Half an hour later they were having coffee and liqueurs in Christina's drawing room. She didn't join in the conversation. She could not avoid thinking that the King of Italy, Badoglio, and the Italian generals were out of danger at Brindisi, south of Bari, on the Adriatic, while Carlo...
Oh God, where was he? She still loved him. She'd spoken to Mirta, and learned about Leo. But Mirta didn't know if Carlo was still alive; according to her, Ciro Caetani too had lost track of him. Apparently, all he could say was that Carlo hadn't left with the Comando Supremo.
Oscar had monopolized the conversation for the last ten minutes. She ignored him, and turned to Eugen. He was looking at her.
"Christina, could I see you tomorrow? I need to talk to you."
The SS wore field grey in wartime. Eugen was always in black uniform. She glanced at his tunic. From its drape she could tell he had a very good tailor.
Friday, September 17, 1943
A heated argument with Oscar yesterday, after their guests were gone, had shaken her. He was right. He was also wrong. She'd suspected that he might know about her and Carlo, and was ready for a confrontation sooner or later. It couldn't be avoided. But he accused her of having two affairs at the same time, one with Carlo, the other with Eugen Dollmann. At first she wondered if he was joking. He was not.
Christina was behind the wheel of her black Alfa Romeo 2900 B Coupé with diplomatic plates. As she reached Porta Pinciana, she turned left. Once driving through the Muro Torto to Piazzale Flaminio, Oscar's doubts about her fidelity crossed her mind once again. She had no time for Oscar and his jealousy. Anyway, she would dine at home tonight, so that they might patch up their quarrel. If he didn't leave for his club after dinner, she might even go as far as to play draughts with him. But now she must concentrate on what Eugen had told her and how she could save Carlo from the Nazis.
Yesterday, Eugen hadn't felt like talking over lunch. It was understandable. That was why they met today at the Ambasciatori Hotel in Via Veneto. Was Eugen sincere? At any rate she knew what she should do. A telephone call to Mirta della Rovere, to be sure, who might put her in touch with Ciro Caetani, but first she'd better reconstruct the conversation with Eugen.
~*~
"You are so beautifully dressed," Eugen had begun, after kissing her hand. "Very natty. Grey and pink look good on a Tuscan beauty. I say Tuscan because your hair is 'Italian blonde.' Italian blonde is darker than the blonde hair of northern European beauties. So you're a northern European as well as a Tuscan beauty. You know I have a liking for you, don't you?"
She was clad in a grey grisaille skirt suit, with smoked mother-of-pearl buttons. She wore it with a pink silk blouse, a charcoal-grey python handbag, matching shoes, and only one jewel, a pink diamond ring, a solitaire.
"I, too, have a liking for you," she said; "you're a handsome German, who can kiss a woman's hand with Latin grace."
"The Germans are used to kissing women's hands."
"They often overdo it. They don't bow to a woman. They bend down. They're afraid of bending the rules of etiquette, and end up bending the most elementary rules of grace."
"This is an allusion to something else. But I'll show you that I know how to bend a rule."
"Come on, you already have."
They sat in the lounge of the hotel. After a pause, she asked, "Why did you want to see me?"
He didn't reply; a waiter brought a bottle of Italian brandy.
They sipped their brandies, holding back for a while. He leaned over to light her cigarette. There was a plate with truffles on the table. Eugen asked her if she would take one. Christina shook her head. He smiled.
For another slow ten seconds they stayed silent. Then Eugen said, "I'd like you to give me some information about Carlo Williams."
"I was about to ask you if you..."
"He is one of your lovers, isn't he?"
"It hadn't entered my mind that you could be interested in my lovers."
Eugen spoke very slowly, staring at her, "Could you tell me if he's got a copy of the diaries?"
"Whose diaries?"
"Oh, be good. You know. Galeazzo Ciano's. He, too, was one of your lovers, wasn't he?"
"Let's say, for a start, that you, at the Golf Club, would boast of your friendship with the 'the son-in-law of Mussolini.' Anyway, the answer is no, he was not."
She had a vision of Galeazzo and Carlo together, in Piazza SS Apostoli, when she was leaving the Palazzo Colonna in their company a few years ago. They were both dressed in grey. Carlo's single-breasted pinstripe was by Gieves of Old Bond Street, London. Galeazzo's solid-grey double-breasted flannel suit by Caraceni of Rome, "the greatest tailors on the Continent of Europe" according to Douglas Fairbanks and his wife, Mary Pickford.
Both of them wore their suits with pale blue Egyptian cotton shirts, hand-made black Oxford shoes, and grey trilbies. This was in keeping with the canons of the Italian purists, who ruled out a brown hat with black shoes, a grey Homburg for men below forty, and a black Homburg during the daytime.
Neither sported a woven tie, as it was not considered chic in Rome before seven in the evening. Galeazzo had put on an American blue-and-burgundy tie with the stripes running from top right to bottom left. Carlo, an Italian black-and-azure patterned one from Radiconcini in Corso Umberto. But although they were clad in a similar style, they contrasted sharply with each other. Galeazzo, a dark-haired man with dark brown eyes, was a little on the plump side. As he was also round-faced, he avoided spread shirt collars and always wore topstitched straight-point ones. Carlo was taller and more slender, with a longer, narrower face; he also had blue eyes, light brown hair, and an almost blond moustache...
Christina waited another few seconds before saying, "I had sex with Galeazzo. But it was only sex, and only a few times. And it was after I quarrelled with Carlo."
"All right. Let's speak about the diaries."
"I know nothing. I didn't even know that Galeazzo kept a diary."
For half a minute they maintained eye contact over the table. There was a cold silence. Eventually, it was Eugen who spoke.
"Carlo was wounded at Monterotondo. He is now at the Celio, the Military Hospital."
She grew pale. "Oh my God! How is he? Is it serious?"
"It was a chest wound I gather. But he's recovering. What I could do for him is ensure that he won't be questioned for at least another ten days. You see, he's bound to be questioned by Kappler."
"Kappler? The head of the Gestapo in Rome?" she said. "That villain? Why?"
"Why? For spilling the beans. For helping the foreign secretary, your dear Galeazzo Ciano, in his attempt at breaking the Axis when the Italians and us were allied. For their peace moves."
"Oh, shut up," she exploded. "You should know better than that. All right. Galeazzo was against the war, so was Carlo, so were all sensible people including you. Do me a favour. Get Carlo out."
"Believe me, I would if I could. I can't. But you might. Try. He may be tortured. Tell him that Ciano is held prisoner in Munich."
"Carlo already knows."
"To be precise, Ciano is not in Munich. He is at Allmannshausen on Starnberg Lake, near Munich. Tell Carlo that Ciano will be shot. I may be able to save his life, if Carlo knows where his diaries are. I can tell Carlo what he should do."
~*~
Oscar played a move, but Christina could not keep her mind on the game. Her memory went back to Tuesday, May the fourteenth, 1940, when Mussolini hadn't yet joined Hitler in the war with France and Britain.
Carlo had just given her a microfilm with Galeazzo's diaries. It was safer that way. She was covered by diplomatic immunity, and were it necessary, she could even have the diaries delivered to Churchill, who had formed a national government in London the previous Saturday. Carlo, on the other hand, was an intimate friend of Galeazzo. The Fascist extremists and the Nazis knew that Galeazzo and his friends ran down Mussolini, Hitler, and Ribbentrop. They also knew that Galeazzo recorded in his diary all Nazi treacheries.
She and Carlo were together in the suite of Via Veneto's Flora Hotel where he'd lived since he and his wife split up. He'd bought her a gift, the only printed edition of Mata Hari, a biography of the Dutch dancer and spy written by a French journalist in 1920. She collected rare editions, and he offered her this one with a deep bow.
"For your library, Madame Branting."
"Thank you very much. But are you sure that it won't encourage me to play Mata Hari?" Christina jested. "I already sort of think," she continued, "I should smuggle Galeazzo's diaries out to Sweden before he makes up his mind and quits Fascism and Italy to get them published abroad."
"Oh Christ. But you aren't a woman of easy virtue, politically."
"Only politically?"
"I'm serious. You're politically loyal and sexually casual. Otherwise you wouldn't have slept with Galeazzo," he replied, and kissed her on the lips.
Christina ran her hand along his neck. "Don't be jealous of him, amore. You've no reason to be. Nobody's ever meant anything to me since I met you, and I would say even before. Galeazzo is a friend simply because he is a friend of yours. It was after you walked out on me, and..."
He cut her short and they embraced, for a long time. Wearing a hat, and in her two-inch-heel shoes, she was nearly his height. In spite of this, he took her in his arms and carried her to the adjacent small bedroom. Then he undressed her, slowly.
In the evening she had to put her make-up on, comb her hair, and get dressed again. She was never comfortable doing it in his bathroom. She always found she'd left something she needed at home, and tonight they were also invited to an after-dinner party. An informal one, but at a princely house.
Carlo must have found the result more than acceptable. "You don't mind if, because of you, I fancy myself special," he remarked.
"What?"
He grinned at her. "Nobody is more alluring than you. I'm so proud to be going out with you."
As a matter of fact, she reckoned her sapphire-blue crêpe dress rather graceful: the puffed sleeves and two diagonal darts across the breasts and hips broke the dress's simple line; the squared shoulders were a good match for her belted narrow waist; and the knee-length flowing skirt showed off her legs. She hoped that her small, masculine hat worn on the side of her head would give her an attractive, almost rakish touch, and that her wavy hair, drawn back and tied so that it hung from the hat down to her shoulders, would make her look sexy. She, however, wasn't satisfied with the mink stole for coming back when it might be chilly, but Carlo seemed to like it.
"It teams the useful with the elegant. I'd like to be a painter. To paint a portrait of you," he said, kissing her on the neck.
~*~
Carlo and the microfilm were still on her mind when Oscar said, pointing at the draughtboard, "You're stuck, my dear."
Christina shrugged. "I knew you'd win easily."
Of course she knew. He was a first-class draughts player. Although she'd secured black and made quite a decent opening, after that he trapped her into losing two pieces for one. Pity she'd had to give in to him. But there was no arguing. After dinner he had proposed:
"Just one game. If I win, you will answer my questions on your infidelities."
"You must be kidding."
"No, I'm serious."
"And if I win?"
"You can go on stepping out on me as you've done so far, and on top of that, I'll buy you a diamond bracelet."
"You are off your rocker."
He gave a friendly grin. "For heaven's sake, you jump in and out of other men's beds as if I didn't exist. You shall not commit adultery, the Bible tells us."
He would not have swung it with her if Carlo wasn't in Kappler's clutches. But Carlo was in Kappler's clutches, and a refusal would have reinforced Oscar's idea of her as a nymphomaniac. It was what she least wanted now that she felt she couldn't sit by and let Carlo be tortured and deported to Germany. So she'd better face her husband.
Now, however, he didn't seem too keen on claiming his "prize." After these late draughts games they would stay in Oscar's study, listening to classical music before going to their bedrooms; tonight seemed to be no exception. He'd picked up their glasses and poured an outsize whisky and soda for her and a Courvoisier for himself, and now stood by the gramophone, drawing on one of the very long cigarettes made to order by a tobacconist opposite the Church of Saints Ambrose and Charles in Corso Umberto. Soon, she reckoned, he would be messing about with his record collection, at the same time praising the freshness of the Turkish blend he'd chosen.
She slumped down onto the sofa in the study with a sense of relief, lit a Camel, and examined him. His khaki cavalry twill trousers fitted him so well that he wore them without a belt. They matched his soft-collared sports shirt with two pockets on the front. Like her, he always stuck to informal wear for dinner when they had no guests.
The khaki of Oscar's clothes led her to look him in the eyes, and their bright amber, the eye colour that appealed to her most, jogged her memory about the first years of their marriage. She enjoyed having sex with him then, she did not have fantasies of other men during their embraces. He was fifteen years her senior, and yet much less experienced than she, who had already gone to bed with many men since her spell at the finishing school in Florence, where she learned Italian and art history. But it was precisely because of his inexperience that in those years she was inclined to be protective towards him, to such a pitch that making love with him, although unedifying, gave her pleasure.
Not any longer. Perhaps because she had a crush on Carlo, but it wasn't the only reason. She examined her husband again. He was almost six-foot-tall and broad-chested, but his face covered in wrinkles, a consequence of his fair complexion, made him look older than forty-three. Strangely enough, she found him more handsome than when he was thirty-five, also more interesting, as he'd acquired the aplomb of the intellectual. Still, his performance in bed was now too mechanical for her to derive any satisfaction from it. What would her life be if she were compelled to do without lovers?
Oscar turned towards her, a self-confident smile upon his lips, just when she was reminding herself that she was born a Roman Catholic and that, according to Pius XII and his predecessors, the definition of adultery was so wide as to include even the "solitary sin." Their eyes only met for a fraction of a second. All the same she understood.
"So you're ready to cross-examine me, aren't you?" she said, resigned to the task of supplying him with an unpleasant narration.
"I haven't said a word."
"Jesuit!"
"I like your apparel."
"Hypocrite!" But she shouldn't be rude to him. She should keep her temper. A blazing row wouldn't be in her interest. And as well as that, he might be speaking the truth; she had on pyjamas consisting of a loose blouse and wide-legged trousers made of hand-embroidered black and golden silk.
They were silent. Presently, he sat next to her and nibbled her ears with his lips.
She said, "Wasn't it implied that that both of us would enjoy a certain degree of freedom?"
"I'll buy you a bracelet anyway."
"Tell me... What are you after?"
He covered her neck with kisses.
She said, "Why d'you want to know?"
"Try to guess."
"It may hurt you."
"I love everything about you. Including your sex life outside me."
He kissed her on the lips. After a moment he undid the buttons of her blouse, exposing her breasts. He fondled them with his hands and mouth for a couple of minutes. "Is this what Dollmann or Williams do to you?"
She made an attempt to stand up, but he gripped her arms and held her firmly on the sofa. "What are you doing?" she said without raising her voice.
He leaned over her. "That isn't a question you would put to Eugen Dollmann or Carlo Williams."
"You're a bastard!"
"I want to make love to you."
"This is not the place."
He kissed her on the mouth. She half-returned his kiss.
"I have a bedroom," she said.
"Do you love Dollmann?"
"Think twice about what you want to say and after that shut up."
"Have you ever slept with him."
"No."
"But do you find him attractive?"
"Yes."
"Would you sleep with him?"
"Maybe. Maybe not."
"Has he ever kissed you?"
"Once."
"When?"
"Years ago, at the Golf Club."
"One of those nights when the club looked like a rub joint?"
"Oscar," she snapped, "if I knew a warm baby I'd bring her here for you, wouldn't I?"
"Do you find Dollmann more attractive than Williams?"
"No, not more than Williams."
"But more than me?"
She made no reply to this.
He said, "How long will it be before you wake up to the fact that I'm your best friend as well as your husband?"
Once again, she said nothing.
He hugged and kissed her. Then he put his hand down her trousers, and stroked her inner thigh gently. She wasn't sure whether she would like him to carry on. He stopped, though. She saw him stand up, quickly stripping off.
"Let's go to my bedroom if you are so excited."
"Take your trousers off."
"A servant may come in."
"It's midnight."
He helped her to get up, and unlaced the string of her pyjama trousers.
She said, "Oscar, please, not here. Be good."
"You don't have these quibbles when you are with your men, do you?"
"Enough is enough!" Even so, she tore off her trousers and threw them on a chair.
He laid her on the sofa, kissing her, licking her thighs, licking all parts of her body.
"Do you sleep with Williams?"
She hesitated. "Yes."
"Do you love him?"
"Yes," she whispered. The vision of Carlo the first time they met came to her mind. She was gone on him. But it wasn't the moment for her to say where he was.
He said, "Did you also go to bed with him when he lived with his wife?"
"Yes."
"You also went to bed with Ciano, didn't you?"
She hesitated again. "A few times."
"Was he good?"
"Yes." she shouted.
After a while he began stimulating her with his hand, slowly, then faster and faster. Christina was breathing heavily.
He whispered, "D'you like to be touched by Williams?"
She closed her eyes.
He repeated the question.
"Yes," she whispered.
"I love you darling, even if you have think of other men. You're my beautiful bitch."
She petted her own thighs and breasts.
"The image of you sleeping with another man makes me horny," he said.
She moaned loudly, and had an orgasm.
Oscar kissed her in the mouth, and penetrated her. She kept on moaning. He took his weight on his arms, bent his head, and kissed her nipples with the tip of the tongue.
"Would you like to sleep with two men together, darling?"
She placed her hand on his bottom.
"Would you like Williams here too?" he whispered, kissing her on the ear.
She placed her leg against the back of his thigh.
"Be bold my love," he said.
"Yes, yes," she whispered.
"I love you darling also because you're a bitch. I love you for your sexuality."
She placed her other hand on his bottom.
He stayed still for five seconds. She was moving her hips around. When he resumed making love, his movements grew stronger.
She said, stroking his bottom furiously, "Oscar... Oscar..."
"Say it again."
"Amore," she whispered.
His movements were also much more rapid. "Say it again, my love!"
She gave him a bite on the chin.
"Christina."
"Yes..." she cried, inhumanly, sticking her nails into his back.
Tuesday, September 28, 1943
Carlo lay awake, staring into the dark. Sometimes he felt a pain in his chest, and couldn't breathe properly. But not now. Now he felt almost all right.
He was glad he was operated upon by the head of the Celio, an outstanding specialist in military surgery, who lectured on that subject in the School of Surgery at the University of Rome. The lung was not damaged. The bullet had missed his heart and spine. If everything went well, he might be discharged in a week.
But was everything going well? Physically, yes. Or rather, physically, no. The SS outside the door meant that he would be physically prevented from leaving on his own. Where would he be taken?
He tried to think of something else. Christina, what was she doing? She could not know where he was, or what had happened to him. Was she still angry with him? Would she get over it? He'd wanted to make a telephone call to her, or to leave a message for her with somebody he could trust. But the Nazis wouldn't allow him to use the telephone. They even had a row with the sister: he wasn't at the Grand Hotel, with a bedside extension.
He thought about Dario, who had risked his life for him, then wondered what had happened to Leo. He hadn't the faintest idea. He was a prisoner of war, without the protection of the Geneva Convention, in the Italian Military General Hospital of Rome.
He took heart at the vision of the women he loved. Elena in the past, the love of a youth. Christina now, the love of his prime. Anna, his wife, the pseudo-love of the young man. His mother, and Mirta, the wife of Leo, his first cousin, who was also his best friend. Yes, he did love Mirta. Like a sister, or if not like a sister, platonically. Platonically? What did that mean? Like now he was fond of Elena? But he hadn't only been fond of Elena, he had loved her. The day she got pregnant was still fresh in his mind. It happened over Easter 1926.
She'd married Rocco, the gamekeeper, the January before. Carlo was at Monterotondo with his parents. He was schooling Camillo, his Sardinian bay, when they met by chance in the neighbourhood of her cottage. It was Good Friday, which fell on the second of April that year, on his seventeenth birthday.
She had lost her virginity to him several months after the sheepdog accident, and he'd kept going to Monterotondo every weekend, ostensibly to shoot and play soccer, in reality to have sex with her. It was love, for both of them. It was also lust. Then, he'd stopped seeing her.
That Good Friday, Carlo approached her on horseback, and dismounted. "Congratulations, Rocco is such a nice guy. I like him very much. And he's also very strong. Strong and handsome."
"Bah!"
He gave a grin. "Why, don't you find Rocco strong and handsome?"
"You are handsomer than Rocco."
"You shouldn't speak like that."
"You're right. He's a good man. A good woman should be happy to be married to him."
"Elena, what's wrong with you two?"
"Let's go inside. I'll give you a glass of wine."
He pointed at the horse. "And him?"
"Over there."
Walking Camillo, he followed her into a small stable next to the cottage. When he left him in one of the two stalls, she said abruptly, "Rocco is OK. It's only that I don't feel for him the way a woman should feel for her husband."
"Oh Christ."
"You remember when you read me the poems they made you learn at school?"
"I do indeed." Her lack of education was somewhat compensated for by a natural propensity for speech rhythms. She enjoyed the sound of words. She didn't speak with the ugly rural accent of the Roman province.
"It's a duty with him. It is hell. With you, it was like a poem. It was passion." She bent her head towards him.
He kissed her. They climbed up to the hayloft, and made love on the floor without getting undressed.
Carlo recollected her legs, her black woollen stockings held up by two circular suspenders round her firm white thighs, the vermilion of her lips and the green of her eyes so similar to Mirta's, the tears rolling down her rosy cheeks, typical of the healthy country girl.
Little by little, Elena's face faded out, Christina's face faded in. He was under the impression that there was a radio in his room. A melody was playing. It was Mendelssohn's music to A Midsummer Night's Dream. The overture for piano. Now the radio station faded. He imagined Mirta at the piano; Christina, lying in bed beside him.
Somebody switched on the light. "I'm sorry for coming at this time, Williams. But I must talk to you. I take it that you know who I am."
Carlo nodded. Without addressing his visitor as colonel, he said, "Of course, Kappler, you are here as the head of Gestapo."
Kappler studied him. It was a nasty stare. For an instant, Carlo daydreamed of Mendelssohn's music once again. Only Germany could give birth both to the obscene and the sublime. There was nothing he could do, though.
Kappler took a chair. "I'd like a word with you about Count Ciano's diaries and diplomatic documents."
Carlo felt a pain in the stomach. It was a question he'd expected since May 1940, although, until a few weeks ago, he couldn't imagine that it would come from Kappler.
~*~
He recalled that 1940 was a leap year. He also recalled very well that the tenth of May fell on a Friday, and that, as Galeazzo had been kept by Mussolini longer than usual, at a quarter past three in the afternoon, he was still waiting for him in the Cianos' drawing room in Via Angelo Secchi, meditating, while a manservant was pouring him some coffee, on what Galeazzo told him in the morning.
The night before, Count Galeazzo Ciano di Cortellazzo, as Italian foreign secretary, had dined at the German embassy. He did not enjoy himself, There were too many ungainly women and humourless men, and as well as that, he was worried. He made polite conversation. Nobody mentioned the German invasion of Denmark and Norway, which had been completed the previous week with the withdrawal from Norway of the British troops.
When Galeazzo was leaving, however, the ambassador told him that he might perhaps have to speak to him overnight, since he had been warned that the Führer himself would telephone to leave a special message with him for the Duce. Galeazzo gave him his own private telephone number and went home, but did not go to sleep. He knew what was afoot.
At four in the morning the ambassador telephoned to say that he had just received the call. Would Count Ciano be good enough to take him to Villa Torlonia, the Duce's residence? As they met, Galeazzo noticed that the ambassador was carrying numerous documents tied up in bundles.
"Have those documents, too, come through the telephone?" he queried, pointing at them.
The ambassador replied, shyly, awkwardly, "A special courier was instructed not to hand them to me before the call from Berlin. I was unaware of this."
On the night of the previous Wednesday, a secret agent had already told Galeazzo what was going to happen; and in fact, the Wehrmacht was invading Belgium, Holland, and Luxembourg. The documents alleged that it was a pre-emptive measure: French and British troops were about to occupy Belgium and Holland and attack Germany from there.
Had their allegation been true, the Nazis would still have been in breach of the Pact of Steel with Italy, which provided for consultation before acting upon threats to the interests of either party. It had already happened several other times. The first was in the summer of 1939, when Hitler put forward his anti-Polish claims and in cold blood let loose upon Europe the Second World War. From then on, Galeazzo tried to get even with the Germans by taking away from them the key element of Hitler's strategy: surprise.
~*~
Galeazzo Ciano came home at last. The manservant poured some more coffee for Carlo and a freshly squeezed orange juice for Galeazzo.
In 1940 Carlo used to go to Via Angelo Secchi almost every afternoon. Edda, Galeazzo Ciano's wife and Mussolini's eldest and favourite child, was seldom at home after lunch. Her social life was quite independent of her husband's, and her afternoons were usually spent playing poker. She would gamble away huge amounts of money, which were now financed from the minister of interior's secret funds. Galeazzo, who hated gambling, was no longer prepared to help her out.
On that Friday of more than three years ago, Carlo was quite happy to miss seeing Edda, although she was bright, lively, and chic. Her unconventional but upper-class manners were a far cry from the class into which she was born in 1910. Her father was then an outcast, down-at-heel revolutionary. His diarchy with King Victor Emmanuel of Savoy and the Fascist dictatorship were not even in sight, and a famous Italian diplomat, Italian society's arbiter elegantiarum, had not yet warned him that it was rather naughty of him to wear a bowler hat with the morning coat.
Bright and unconventional though she was, Edda had taken on both her mother's and her father's attitudes to humanity. Like Mussolini the outcast, she did not follow the precept Love thy neighbour as thyself. Like her mother, a peasant from Romagna, she trusted nobody. And since she was a real Fascist, she least of all trusted Carlo Williams, the "unreliable" Anglo-Italian head of the radio division at the Ministry of Information. She knew that he helped her husband in his attempts at breaking the Axis when, to her mind, Italy had the political and moral duty to go to war on the side of Germany.
Carlo lit an American cigarette. "What does Edda say?" he asked Galeazzo.
"Nothing new. Tomorrow she's going to Florence for the 1940 Musical Festival."
"So she's still for war?"
"Yes, she is. Mind you, she isn't biased against the British. She enjoyed her visits to England. The right-wing Tories welcomed her. King George V even went so far as to offer her cigarettes and light them in the Royal Enclosure at Ascot. She noted that royal etiquette is stricter here than there. The Nazis, on the other hand, are too caddish for her to stomach. However..."
"However?"
Galeazzo explained that his wife's opinion was that Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany shared the same enemies but not the same interests.
"Besides," he carried on, "she says that we made a pact with the Germans and 'pacts must be kept'."
"Most people wouldn't disagree with that."
"Because they don't know that, before signing the Pact of Steel with Nazi Germany in Berlin last year, a dauber and a wine merchant called Hitler and Ribbentrop gave me assurances that they wouldn't endanger European stability for at least three or four years."
"Difficult to prove now. It wasn't written down in the document."
"I could prove that they made false representations. But Mussolini didn't want to avail himself of this. He could have done...he could have ripped the document to shreds in Piazza Venezia's balcony before the crowd."
"The Duce's afraid of the Führer."
"Afraid that Hitler will turn against us and claim all the Italian regions under the Habsburg empire that we liberated in the Great War. And he masks his fear by declaring that honour demands that the Italians should be sent for slaughter in Hitler's war."
~*~
It was good, Carlo thought once again, on that May the tenth, that they were alone. Sometimes a distinguished journalist would also call, one of Galeazzo's most intimate friends; and after a chat, they would all leave together. Galeazzo would tell his driver to stop by the nearest embankment along the Tiber, so that they might get out of the car for a stroll. So far, during these walks, nobody in the street had recognized the thirty-seven-year-old Italian foreign secretary loafing around and in the winter, taking a few roasted chestnuts in a brown paper cornet out of his coat pocket.
Yet, particularly in 1940, Galeazzo Ciano was the most well-known member of the Fascist regime after Mussolini. It was Galeazzo who gave a speech described as the funeral of the Rome-Berlin Axis at the Chamber of the Fasces and the Corporations, the unelected lower house. Well, the Italians wanted peace. They looked upon him as the only Fascist capable of standing up to the Germans. But they did not love him. Galeazzo thought they did. He was wrong.
His rivals in the Fascist Party and his journalist friends had joined in a tacit alliance against him. In everyday conversations, at parties, in the press clubs, at the literati's tables in fashionable café-bars, his talents were enviously soft-pedalled, his faults impudently magnified. To be sure, officially, the press played up his intelligence and military bravery, but the press wasn't free. The government controlled it. Nobody relied on propaganda. The Italians, from the middle classes down to the masses, relied on hearsay and impression. There was no way they could find out the truth in these Fascist years. About Galeazzo Ciano, Carlo felt they were right, but not dead right.
As a matter of fact Galeazzo lacked two qualities necessary in order to be liked by the crowds in a society of mass meetings and newsreels: a deep, rich voice, and a magnetic presence in public. He had a good touch with people of all walks of life, but only face-to-face. He was good-looking but not photogenic. And on the platform of the orator, his high-pitched, piercing voice added to what appeared to be a grotesque take-off of the Duce. True, Galeazzo used to square his jaw at the audience like Mussolini, but he wasn't mimicking him. Most would say he did; a few would comment that, unconsciously, he modelled himself on his own father. Because his father was a man who always showed firmness of purpose, who, as it were, set his jaw.
All the same, Galeazzo was extremely clever, and also very courageous. He was a flyer, a daring pilot. Once, during the Abyssinian Campaign, he flew low over Addis Ababa for three-quarters of an hour despite heavy anti-aircraft artillery fire, diving down steeply to a few yards from the ground of the local airstrips, and skilfully zooming up into the sky. It was an act of bravado leading nowhere. Still, twenty-five bullets hit his aircraft. Not many would have had the nerve to take such a risk.
His ability to make a synthesis of complex ideas and events was prodigious; also he was always witty and great fun to be with. He wrote well, concisely, critically; he would have made a first-class political commentator had he not been the son of a Fascist grandee, and above all, had he not been married to Edda. But he was married to Edda. And an establishment of Fascist exploiters and a bunch of hacks were unwilling to forgive him their own fault, opportunism.
Even so, Galeazzo was cordial and helpful to everybody. He was on first name terms with half Rome. And thanks to him, Jews and all sorts of political dissidents, intellectuals, artists, writers, journalists, had been released from jail.
No other foreign secretary in Europe would make a beeline for an obscure journalist friend in the hall of a hotel or press conference. No Fascist dignitary who, like him, happened to be a knight of the Annunziata, an order of knighthood that conferred the status of King's Cousin, would go directly to greet an older but anti-Fascist man of letters sitting in the reading-room of their club.
But the masses, and the middle class for that matter, didn't know that. They knew Galeazzo Ciano through his pompous, stilted public appearances. Carlo knew better. Galeazzo was no Fascist; neither was he a democrat. He had neither the hypocrisy nor the morality of the democrat. Like the Fascists, he was capable of killing, even though the rumours that he had somebody killed by secret agents were no more than rumours. But he did not have the populist love for the crowd typical of the Fascist. He feared the crowd. He squared, or set, his jaw, not to imitate Mussolini, or because he modelled himself on his father. He did it to overcome his fear.
~*~
When did they first start the habit of walking along the embankments? It was in the summer 1926, after they'd had a swim in the river. There were four of them. The crack shot, the sports fan, the brilliant writer, and Galeazzo, the Good Samaritan, who brought sandwiches and watermelon for everybody. Carlo smiled. The crack shot was himself. He could never have imagined, at the time, that Galeazzo would become foreign secretary, the sports fan a novel writer, the brilliant writer Galeazzo's chef de cabinet, and himself his unofficial aide. Fourteen years before they all got fined for swimming naked.
On that May the tenth, 1940, too, Carlo and Galeazzo walked down the Lungotevere Michelangelo for a quarter of an hour. Galeazzo smiled. "No roasted chestnuts today. They aren't seasonable." He looked at his wristwatch, a gold Omega with a black calf strap. "It's getting late. Let's go to the car."
"Yeah," Carlo agreed.
The driver had said he'd park the car at Piazza Monte Grappa, by the school, the Convitto Nazionale. They turned back and strolled towards the Convitto. Neither spoke for several minutes.
Then Galeazzo blurted out, "The Belgians and the Dutch will capitulate, falling to the terrifying stampede of blitzkrieg. The Germans will outflank the Maginot line. They will reach Calais and Boulogne. The British will leave the Continent. It will be war for us too."
All Galeazzo's efforts, some with Carlo's aid, to keep Italy out of the war had been in vain. Carlo reminded himself of what they'd done. On May the ninth, on Galeazzo's behalf, he had warned Sir Percy Loraine, the British ambassador, of the German attack on Belgium, Holland, and Luxembourg. As Mussolini's foreign secretary, Galeazzo couldn't do it himself in case, after twenty-four hours, he was instructed by Mussolini to send for the ambassadors and declare war on Britain and France.
For the same reason, in the previous months, as soon as the men of the SIM, Italy's Military Intelligence Service, heard about the German plan for the attack, Galeazzo got Carlo to let the Crown Prince's wife in on it. Princess Marie-José was the sister to King Leopold of the Belgians, and immediately informed her brother that their country would shortly be invaded.
The year before, when Hitler was unleashing the war in Europe, Galeazzo secretly informed both Loraine and the French ambassador that Italy would remain neutral. The Germans came to know this. On that occasion, Galeazzo had Mussolini's backing, but the Nazis had detested him ever since.
Actually, Galeazzo had all armament data summarized in a large print eight-page file for Mussolini, who never wore spectacles in front of anybody. The data proved that Italy lacked everything, and what she didn't lack was obsolete. Galeazzo showed the report to Mussolini and persuaded him that, since the country wasn't ready for war, he could become the great mediator for a compromise peace. Hence the necessity of playing fair with the British and the French.
Carlo and Galeazzo had reached the Convitto. Galeazzo stopped, and took his trilby off. His head bent back, he stared gloomy at the sky.
"Everything's different now," he whispered. "Mussolini will look on the Germans as invincible. Nobody can influence him any more. He couldn't be keener on joining the Nazis for his share of the booty."
There was a flight of swallows in the sky, performing all kinds of feats. They always came to Rome in the spring; they were nesting in the woodshed of the Prati area by the Tiber. Galeazzo used a herbal Chinese brilliantine on his pulled-back hair. Carlo noticed that from the back Galeazzo's head looked like that of a swallow.
Galeazzo turned towards Carlo. "Please come with me to Palazzo Chigi."
"Why?" asked Carlo. Palazzo Chigi, the Italian Foreign Office, was in the centre. Carlo had an appointment in the Parioli area.
"I spoke to you about my diaries. I'd like to give you a copy for the years 1937-39. It's on a microfilm, together with a copy of my diplomatic documents. In the future, each January I'll give you a microfilm for the previous year. Keep them in a safe place, please. The war will be a long one. I doubt I shall see the end of it."
Wednesday, September 29, 1943
Tony Lollis made his point and stood up. Ciro had an appointment shortly with his daughter. If it weren't for Mirta della Rovere and Christina Branting, he would have already left. But Tony Lollis was the only one he could think of to help them.
"All right," he said.
Tony Lollis went to a small sideboard at the end of the room. "What will you have, count? Would you care for a Carlos Primero?" he said, touching first his ear and then his lips with his forefinger.
"No thank you. Anyway, it's Ciro."
"As a matter of fact, we in the Resistance are all on first name terms. But you are a count."
"Such titles carry no weight, Tony."
Status-conscious, Ciro thought, a mezza calzetta, one of those who brought the short socks in. He managed to look like a poof in spite of his oily skin and badly-shaven cheeks. When it came to titles, the Communist Tony Lollis spoke out of turn; when he offered a drink, he mentioned the brand name. Why did Mirta want to work with him? Tony Lollis was no more than a windbag, a lawyer who had been paid for twenty years to lie in court until he became well off enough to discover the word revolution.
And the study? It resembled a fair of reproduction Renaissance furniture. A dark desk, dark side tables, dark sideboards, dark bookcases, and dark chairs with carved lions' heads and lions' legs. Ciro glanced at the piles of legal files on the tables. He couldn't stand this atmosphere of greedy litigation. He didn't like the flat, especially the long corridor with its innumerable doors to the side rooms, and he didn't like the area. Off Piazza Cavour, close to the Law Courts. The right place for a charlatan.
Tony Lollis's lips curled in a smirk.
"All right, Ciro, as you say. Well, now let's see what we can do together." The telephone rang.
No, from what he'd learned from this phoney they couldn't do much together. In the Resistance, Ciro represented the underground organization of the Italian Royal Army. Tony Lollis was a leading member of the newly established Committee for National Liberation. The Italian Royal Army ruled out armed attacks on the Germans in Rome for fear of reprisals against the civilian population. Instead, the Rome branch of the Committee, made up of all the pre-Fascist parties but operationally controlled by Communists and Socialists, aimed at acts of urban sabotage-especially now that Mussolini had announced the restoration of Fascism and the birth of the RSI, the Italian Social Republic.
Tony Lollis finished talking on the telephone and turned to Ciro. "Where were we? Ah, as I told you before, we are the true, popular representatives of Rome; the pre-Fascist parties I mean. The only legitimacy that the King, the Crown Prince, and the Italian Royal Army might enjoy is contingent upon their contribution to our armed struggle against Nazism. We are setting up a proper military organization, you know."
Of course Ciro knew. The Communists were also setting up the GAP, the patriotic action groups. Groups of several very young men led by an experience fighter working in secrecy and engaged in urban terrorism. But for two-three months they should mark time anyway. They should get organized before they attempted to strike.
Tony Lollis went on, "So, what would you suggest?"
"Nothing."
"If you and your organization back away from the armed struggle, albeit on humanitarian grounds, you will also help sever any residual link between the monarchy and the people of Rome."
It soon occurred to Ciro that he could liaise between the Rome Committee and the Anglo-Americans, since he and his organization were in contact not only with the Italian Royal Government, the so-called Kingdom of the South, but also with the Anglo-American armed forces.
"Are you planning to link your actions with those of Anglo-American undercover agents?" he asked.
"We're going to," replied Tony Lollis. "In a way, we have already. But directly, not through intermediaries. We also turned down the naval officers who went underground and are supplying the South with information.
Ciro lit a cigarette.
"Well, what have you to say?" Tony Lollis demanded.
"I'm afraid all army officers here in Rome are more in favour of doing what the navy does... Intelligence-gathering, to inform the Anglo-Americans and the Kingdom of the South about German movements."
"And you? Do you personally agree with them all, the army and the navy I mean?"
"I do. I'm not prepared to take a chance when the lives of the population are at stake. I'll go on with the others. I'll do intelligence work with them. I'm in radio contact with the Anglo-Americans as well as the Kingdom of the South. Who knows? We may be useful to you, too."
"It's quite possible."
They both smiled. Tony Lollis added, "You know my cousin, Lily Broussard, don't you?"
"I've seen her performing many times, but met her only once."
"Why don't you go and see her? She can tell you something about our intelligence unit, and also explain why we don't trust the military. Nothing personal of course. I've seen you, and many others like you, fighting at Porta San Paolo."
"All right, Tony."
"Call her today." Tony Lollis wrote down her telephone number.
"Fair enough. I'll ring her up tonight. We too can keep in touch. We can exchange information."
"Certainly. As a Communist, I welcome everybody who in one way or another fights the Germans, even if only with their intelligence."
Ciro shrugged the remark off. "As a matter of fact I'm thinking of somebody who could work with you," he said.
"Who?"
"You met her husband at Porta San Paolo before he died," said Ciro. "Do you remember the cavalry major who came when I was with you at the barricade?"
"Don Leo della Rovere?"
"She is his widow. Young. Very bright. Speaks German and English, as well as French. Wants to work for the Resistance. For personal and political reasons, she is keen on working with the partisans."
Tony Lollis nodded. "Thank you. And I hope you will understand... Sorry for the sarcasm. And if you need anything, just ask."
"You could do me a favour. You appeared for a young man, Remo Valli, in a case before the Criminal Court of Rome. Would you please tell me where I could find him now?"
~*~
Ciro could see his daughter, Evelina, walking up the rise leading to the Terrazza del Pincio, the large open terraced square on the Pincian hill overlooking Piazza del Popolo. Good! He'd asked the organizing tutor for the last two forms at the Mater Dei, the school run by American nuns off the Spanish Steps, to let the girl leave earlier. The autumn term was not up yet, but she went there for the optional English classes.
As she approached the terrazza, he bicycled towards her from the opposite direction. She was all smiles; she kissed and hugged him affectionately before he dismounted. Then she looked at the bike. It was new, with no crossbar. He'd bought it for her. She kissed him again.
"It's beautiful, Papa. Are you sure you don't want to use it yourself for a while? I mean, until Rome is under German occupation."
"Oh no. I don't feel comfortable on a bike either. I don't enjoy no hand rides." He looked at his false arm.
They strolled two hundred yards to the Casina delle Rose for tea. The few Blackshirts loafing about did not pay any attention to him, an invalid dressed in an old-fashioned, worn-out dark suit and black Basque cap. They stared at Evelina, though; and as she moved up the gentle slope to the tea garden, holding the bike by the handlebars, they looked after her, singling her out for appreciative cheers and offering to help her.
She was seventeen years old, a big, tall girl, almost five foot nine. Of medium build, with large breasts and well-shaped legs, her blonde hair combed out in a large plait, she looked like an actress playing the role of a schoolgirl.
Ciro had not seen her for three months. She lived with her mother, his estranged wife. They had left for Cortina d'Ampezzo in July, and came back just before the armistice with the Anglo-Americans. Now, for the first time, it crossed his mind that men found his daughter desirable, in spite of her monastic, penitential blue dress and her masculine black slip-on shoes.
Once at the tea garden of the Casina delle Rose, since Evelina wanted to be alfresco but it was chilly, he chose a table under a canopy, in the shelter of the building. She had a cup of a tea substitute, and petit fours; Ciro, an espresso made of roast barley.
"I hope next June you'll get your diploma," he said.
'If I'm through with Latin and Greek."
She was doing the liceo classico, the high school specialized in classical studies and conferring entrance to university. The final examination consisted of three written papers, nine oral ones, which included science subjects, and a physical education test.
"What are your plans for next session?" asked Ciro.
"What would you like me to do, Papa?"
He grinned. "You know I'd like you to read either medicine or biology at the University of Rome."
She put her left arm around his shoulders and kissed him.
"Medicine takes too long. I'll do biology. And when I get the degree, I'll get a job and come to live with you. Mamma doesn't mind. I told her. She said it'll be all right."
He and Evelina had always been very close. All the same, he was touched and at the same time amused at her promise. It wasn't very sensible. Her mother was well off, whereas his tradition of penury was second to none.
They said goodbye to each other opposite the Church of Trinità de' Monti. Evelina got on her bicycle and headed through Via Sistina to Piazza Barberini. Ciro went down the Spanish steps.
He was still fighting back tears when he shut the door of the place where he hoped no German or Fascist would find him. The memory of his daughter's words didn't leave him.
"Don't go out any more. They will recognize you even though you put that awful Basque cap on. Remember, Papa... We'll be together. I won't get married. I'll get a good job as a biologist. With my salary and yours, plus your pension as a top-class war invalid, we'll do very well."
Thursday, September 30, 1943
Ciro held out a bouquet of candied violets: a speciality of Ronzi and Singer, the café-patisserie in Piazza Colonna where he and Lily Broussard had just had schnapps and rum baba.
"For you."
"Oh how lovely!" said Lily, and took him by the arm.
"Let's go. We can walk to the booksellers in Piazza Mazzini and see if he's got anything by Garcia Lorca."
"Good Heavens!" she exclaimed, in dismayed tone.
"Why not? I know the proprietor. He's an anti-Fascist."
"But it's a long way."
"Come on! You're a dancer, I'm a grenadier. We've both got good legs."
"What cheek!" she retorted, beaming at him.
"I'm sorry to have put our legs on the same level, but I'm talking about strength. I'm not implying that mine are as stunning as yours."
"You are being impertinent." She patted her hair. "I have stronger legs than any grenadier."
"How tall are you?"
She looked at him wide-eyed.
"No ulterior motives," he added, keeping a straight face. "Just a simple question, out of curiosity. Because you've such long legs."
"Barefoot?"
"Oh yes."
She chuckled, shaking her head. "A span shorter than you?"
Their eyes met and held for a few seconds, then she looked away. Her face became pensive; she was breathing rapidly.
"No kidding, you might be recognized and arrested if we go anywhere near Piazza Mazzini," she warned. "We are bound to find a lot of Germans there. They have been quartered in the many barracks around, including the grenadiers'. Have you forgotten?"
He had not, but he wanted to chance it. Earlier, after sketching out a plan for a regular exchange of intelligence between the army officers and the Committee for National Liberation, she'd told him that General Carboni was with his mistress while soldiers and civilians were dying at Porta San Paolo. After a while, however, speaking about human conflicts, they ended up mentioning Garcia Lorca, the first among intellectuals and artists who died during the Spanish Civil War. Ciro, who had been reading his poems since he was attached to the Italian mission to General Franco six years before, recited a few lines in Spanish of the Lament for Ignacio Mejías. Lily kept repeating the refrain after him. "A las cinco de la tarde..."
Suddenly Ciro broke off to ask, "Do you know the next line here?"
"The rest was death, and death alone," she said in Italian.
~*~
About half an hour later, when they had already left Piazza del Popolo and were walking down the embankment, it dawned on Ciro that Lily was interested not so much in Federico Garcia Lorca's verses but in his musical talents, and above all in his life and death for their choreographic potential. So, as they reached Piazzale delle Belle Arti he said:
"We know quite a lot about the man and the poet but little about the circumstances leading to his death, save for the fact that he died at Granada on a night of August 1936."
"Murdered, assassinated!"
"His body was never found. It's also possible that it was a misunderstanding; his murder I mean."
"A misunderstanding? His murder?"
"Yes."
"Oh come on! Now you speak like the career officers who fought in Spain on the side of the Nationalists."
"To please you," he said affably, "I'd do much more than wear sackcloth and ashes for fighting against the Republicans."
"I'm sorry. Sometimes I speak without thinking. It is where you lost your arm, I imagine."
"No, that happened on the Greek-Albanian border, three years ago. I guess I was once again on the wrong side." He gave her an apologetic smile. At least, he mused, he wasn't dressed like a poor invalid today. That would be too much; with a wooden arm like a pirate, wearing a Basque cap like a porter, in the company of a dancer with a fantastic figure. At least, today, he was in a proper lightweight single-breasted suit, with lightly padded shoulders.
She must have read his thoughts. "I shouldn't have upset you with my questions. But believe me, your artificial arm does not detract one bit from your athletic, powerful physique."
"Of course I believe you. You wouldn't say something like that if you didn't believe it was true, since you don't like soldiers."
Her eyes widened in surprise. "Are you saying that because I told you I don't trust the military after what Carboni and your generals did?"
"No I'm not."
"Honestly?"
He giggled. "Honestly." Not honestly. He could have sworn that she lumped all in the army together.
They crossed the bridge, Ponte Risorgimento, and took Viale Mazzini. The viale was divided into two lanes by a strip with benches, flowerbeds, and cypresses at regular interval. It was not yet dusk. They were heading for Piazza Mazzini by the gravel path in the middle of the strip. As they approached the Church of Cristo Re, designed by Marcello Piacentini, the most typical representative of Fascist monumental architecture, she placed her hand on his shoulder. Ciro felt it gently stroking his stump.
"Can I tell you something?" he whispered after a couple of seconds. "You look much taller than you say you are."
"Do you like tall women?"
"I like women like you."
She stopped. He turned towards her. She touched his mouth with her fingers.
"Kiss me, stupido."
He did not have the time. They heard, in succession, a volley from a machine pistol being fired quite closed to them, a cat mewing, a siren wailing, and a voice shouting at them in German. Ciro glanced round him, and caught sight of three SS, all armed with pistols, moving towards them.
"Leave it to me, Lily," he muttered.
"What are you doing here?" enquired one of them.
"Just walking," Ciro replied in German.
"You cannot walk here."
"I didn't know Viale Mazzini was a no-go area."
"It is today. Show me your documents." The SS pointed at Lily. "Who is this young lady? Your daughter?"
She barged in, "No, I am not his daughter. I am his woman. And put your questions to me. I am not deaf and dumb." Her German was fluent.
Ciro reached for his fake identity card, and handed it to the SS. "I'm sorry, she was joking. I wish she was my woman-'
"Come with me," ordered the SS, taking the identity card out of his hand.
The three SS escorted Ciro and Lily to a patrol car and a light armoured vehicle parked a street away from Cristo Re. An officer, an old lieutenant, stood on the pavement besides the car together with another three SS. He saluted, impeccably.
Ciro began, "I was trying to accost this lady-"
"That's all right," interrupted the officer in Italian, taking the identity card out of the SS's hand.
He looked through it for a minute, then said, "I know who you are, one of the most wanted Italian officers. But don't worry. My men don't understand Italian. I'll let you go. Catch a taxi; quit the area straightaway. Don't go about the city, either today or tomorrow or any other days until we are in Rome."
Ciro looked him in the eyes.
"Thank you! Why are you doing this?"
The lieutenant gazed at Lily. "For you, madame, and in the memory of Maurice Ravel. I admired you and your late husband in Ravel's Daphnis et Chloé."
Friday, October 1, 1943
Carlo was lost in thought again, remembering when he was in London, among his English friends, in 1929. They'd been drinking in several pubs all night and when they saw Mussolini's photograph in a newspaper, they dissolved into fits of laughter.
"Why didn't you change your Christian name, too?" one of them cried. "You could call yourself Benito."
"Yes, Benito. Benito would be fitting," said another.
They kept repeating in a crescendo, "Benito Williams. Benito Mussolini. Benito Williams. Benito Mussolini."
The fattest of them, brave but superficial, who read mathematics at Cambridge, stepped forward. He exclaimed, "No, Carlo Williams is all right. How do you pronounce it, now that you are going to become Italian? Carrlo?"
Another one cackled. "Like the Italians... Carrlo.
"Carrlo. Parrmigiano."
Carlo shouted, "Carlo. Parmigiano. Not all Rs are equally rolled in Italian."
Carlo smiled now, remembering. He had to face something more serious than that. Kappler. And his questions. Lieutenant Colonel Kappler was unpredictable, but his petulant, menacing questions about Galeazzo were predictable.
The memory of Galeazzo reminded Carlo of Rome in the mid-twenties. Carlo was in his teens then.
Galeazzo had asked him, "Why don't you help me with my English?"
He was the son of Costanzo Ciano, a grandee of the Fascist Right, the minister of communications, a Great War hero, decorated with the medal for military valour in gold, together with Gabriele d'Annunzio, and by d'Annunzio called Costanzo of Cortellazzo.
"What did your father do at Cortellazzo?"
"He led two motor torpedo boats in full sunlight against two Austrian battleships, the Wien and the Budapest. Cortellazzo was the nearest place on the coast, at the mouth of the River Piave."
Carlo and Galeazzo made friends, and Costanzo became Count of Cortellazzo.
Galeazzo was older than Carlo; he was twenty-two, working for the diplomatic service examination. He got through, a few years later married Edda, and in the thirties was appointed first Mussolini's press officer, then minister of information, and finally foreign secretary.
In April 1930, Carlo came of age, and took Italian citizenship. He couldn't recollect ever having been a true Fascist. But he hadn't known anything else but Fascism. He was thirteen years old when Mussolini came to power, and later realized that even before then, the political outlook in his upper-class milieu wasn't very dissimilar from what was soon known as Fascism.
Perhaps the nobility was not Fascist, not if Fascism was civilians in uniform, hot air, mass meetings, and brutal nationalism. The nobles of old, though, were authoritarian and conservative. So they liked the Fascist Right and joined the alliance between the right-wing grandees of Fascism and the great industrial families, reckoning that the industrialists shared their own interests. They were wrong. They were not keen on the expansion of the internal market. The industrialists, on the other hand, wanted to sell their products. They'd even unite behind a latrine keeper to give birth to a new, prosperous Italy with enough money to buy them.
How could he have been so at odds with himself? If he was no Fascist, he had been head of the radio division at the Ministry of Information; in everyday parlance, Fascist propaganda. The only aspect of Fascism he could bear was its social content, the original commitment to the redistribution of income as a prerequisite for social mobility. Yet he distanced himself from the Fascist left because he couldn't stand the vulgarity of its exponents. He was born in London, was fond of France, hated Nazism, and found himself a national of Italy when Italy allied herself with the Nazis against the British and the French. And as well as that, it now sprang to his mind that he had a son to whom he had even failed to admit that he was his father.
Carlo forgot everything else and thought of Elena. He was sure that Dario didn't know. Elena couldn't have told him. Rocco wouldn't have liked that. She owed him a debt of gratitude for accepting the boy as his own.
Initially, after Elena's doctor had told her that she was going to have a baby, an abortion had seemed the only way out to her. "I couldn't even lie to Rocco," she said to Carlo. "He cannot have children."
"How do you know? You haven't been married for long."
"I know, I know. It is because of an infection he caught ten years ago."
A week later, Carlo picked her up from her cottage on his mother's cabriolet drawn by a very gentle sorrel mare, and set out for a rural neighbourhood where a mammana, an abortionist midwife, lived. Rocco was busy working on his preserve, for the owner had just imported one thousand pheasants from Yugoslavia. However, since people were already talking, Carlo decided they would pretend to go shopping on behalf of his mother to the neighbourhood foodstuff market, in case some gossips noticed them together at eight o'clock in the morning.
Once there, the mammana examined Elena perfunctorily, then said, "It can be done. I'll take care of everything."
"When?" asked Elena.
"Today week." The mammana pointed at Carlo. "You'd better accompany her again. She may feel weak and need you for the going back."
Elena gave a sad smile. "Any risk of infection."
"No patient of mine has ever had an infection."
They hadn't spoken about money. Luckily, Carlo had some savings, but the mammana struck him as being greedy. Now, on retrospection, he had no doubt he was right.
She was stocky, albeit not fat, and yet her thin legs, engaged in a forceful gait, gave an impression of agility and dynamism. Her chubby, amiable cheeks contrasted with her small piercing eyes, suggesting a generous nature that had long been lost in a multitude of concealed human experiences. Her thick hair must have been grey, but she dyed it an implausible red that denoted some reluctance to yield youth and femininity to an incipient old age.
As soon as they left the mammana's house Carlo took Elena by the hand. She avoided his eyes.
"You don't trust her, do you?" he said.
She was silent. They got in the cabriolet. He repeated the question.
"I don't trust anybody."
"Are you cross with me?" he asked.
"Oh shut up!" She had never before spoken to him in such a fashion.
He tried to kiss her, she turned her face away.
"I am sorry, Elena," he said when they were getting near to Monterotondo. "I understand how you feel. I only want to tell you I will do whatever you want me to do. I won't let you down."
"It wouldn't be the first time if you did."
"What do you mean?"
"I wouldn't have married Rocco if you hadn't gone your own way last year."
He hesitated. "Elena, sometimes we need the courage to say, No!"
"You already said no to me."
"I mean no to this abortion. I'll talk to Rocco. I'll face the situation. We'll keep the child."
"I'll keep the child. I'll talk to Rocco. You're far too young for these things."
Carlo was still meditating on those words when the deputy head of the Celio entered the room accompanied by a medic, a sergeant.
Tuesday, October 5, 1943
Christina parked her car in an alley close to Piazza di Porta Maggiore, and walked four hundred yards to a café in Via dello Scalo di San Lorenzo, the main road of an unsightly, rough, working-class area devastated by Anglo-American bombs.
As she went into the café, a knot of men at the bar whistled at her. Ciro was right, she thought to herself. It looked like a place where thieves, burglars, fences, and black marketeers met to do business. That was why she'd meant to dress down, but now she wondered whether her interpretation of the sloppy dress element matched theirs. It didn't. Their glances spoke for themselves.
She wore a brown pinafore dress over a jumper, with well-worn beige sling backs and a scarf over her hair. In her circle, women were never seen in the street without either a jacket or a coat, however light; nor would they wear sling backs in the autumn. But the sling backs were handmade; and the alpaca of which the dress was made, the mohair of the jumper, plus the silk scarf, were taken here as signs of prosperity.
When she enquired for Remo, the men grew the more curious because of her accent.
"Are you German, signora?" demanded the oldest of them, a stout square man. Square of figure and face.
"No, Swedish."
In a split second, she realized she wasn't in a friend's drawing room, where people would never introduce themselves.
"My name's Christina Branting."
"Piacere! Gustavo Vanni," said the man.
She normally wouldn't use that expression, but thought she'd better adapt to their ways, and replied, "Piacere, Signor Vanni."
"Do you have something to sell signora? Because if you do, you don't need Remo. I'm his uncle. I do this type of deal on his behalf."
"No, I have nothing to sell. Remo's lawyer told a friend of mine that I could come here and speak to him. It's private-"
A man aged about thirty cut in, "Remo's lawyer? You mean Tony Lollis?"
"Yes, Tony Lollis."
"Come with me, please. I'm Remo Valli."
~*~
He took her into the billiard saloon. Two men, who looked like bruisers, were playing cannon. Both eyed Christina suspiciously.
Remo said, "I need the room."
They broke off the game, and left.
There were a few card tables. Remo and Christina sat facing each other at one of them.
She said, "Do you also play cards here?
"Yes. We don't gamble, though; we only play draughts and legal card games."
"What card games are legal?"
"In the main, those with the Neapolitan pack of cards. What would you fancy? You can have a liqueur or a real coffee. I mean a real, strong espresso. You said you aren't German, so I take it that you don't have a cappuccino at three o'clock in the afternoon."
She grinned at him. Romans of his class were rather abrupt. Now she could see that he liked her.
"A real, strong espresso."
She took a packet of Camel cigarettes out of her handbag.
"Do you smoke?"
"Not now, thank you," he said. "I'm sorry I have no light."
Christina lit her own cigarette.
While they were waiting for the coffee, she studied him. A gold watch worn on a crocodile strap around his left wrist and a gold bracelet worn around his right one caught her eye. In his way, he was a fop, reminiscent of a curtain-raiser actor, rather than the underworld head in Rome under the Nazi occupation. His pulled-back, immobile, dark curly hair took looking after. It was combed into place with bags of brilliantine.
He dressed with a mixture of plebeian masculinity and inflated, effeminate recurrences of motifs. A polka-dotted tie matched a coordinated handkerchief in the breast pocket. Both blue and yellow. He wore them with a bold-striped shirt. The stripes were blue and white. The shirt had an oversize Windsor collar that was out of tune with an incredibly thin necktie knot, in the style common among barbers and flashy non-commissioned officers. His button-two sports jacket, however, was well tailored. He was too short-necked to look even remotely elegant. But although of middle height, thanks to his bespoke jacket, a square-shoulder cut, he appeared hunky, almost handsome.
The café owner brought two double espressos, a bottle of grappa, and a castagnaccio, a chestnut bread that had become popular during the war, as chestnuts weren't rationed. She chuckled.
"What's funny, signora?"
"Nothing. I didn't think you were German."
"I am not. My family has been Roman for seven generations."
"I thought only Germans have castagnaccio at three o'clock in the afternoon."
"I am not having any of it. It's for you. When it comes to cakes, pastries, and a stroll through the Villa Borghese gardens, all foreigners are Germans. Like the Huns, they have the wrong food and the wrong stroll at the wrong time."
"What time do Germans stroll through the Villa Borghese gardens?"
"At two o'clock in the afternoon even in July, when it's really oppressive. They are even capable of eating a bun under the sun."
She had a broad grin on her face. "And you don't eat buns?"
"Never. I am neither a child nor a Hun. Children have buns for breakfast and the Huns at any time. The Huns don't only eat, they also peck everywhere. Especially after that froscio of a Hitler told them that the world is their chicken yard."
Christina and Remo had a good laugh. She felt they could be friends. "How did you guess that I knew the Roman slang for homosexual?" she asked.
"You know Tony Lollis, don't you?"
"Is he a froscio?"
"If he is not, he poses as one."
"Actually, I don't know him personally. An army officer you know, Colonel Caetani, asked him for your address."
"Ah, Colonel Ciro Caetani. Yes, he was my brother's commanding officer in Greece. They were wounded together. In this war the colonel lost his arm, my brother his life, and I a lung."
"I'm sorry. So you, too, were in Greece?"
"No, not in Greece. In France. At the very beginning of the war. But tell me how I can help you."
She decided to be very straight with him. "I'm married. I have a lover. He is an army major, an Italian of English origin, who fought against the Germans. He was wounded, at Monterotondo. He is at the Celio, a prisoner of Kappler, the Gestapo man. I want to get him out."
"What do you mean by an Italian of English origin?"
"His father was English, his mother Italian. He was born in London, but took Italian citizenship when he came of age."
"Why?"
"He was brought up here in Rome."
"How old is he?"
"Thirty-four."
"He was wounded. Has he recovered? Is he fit?"
"Not completely, but he's recovering."
"I imagine you haven't seen him in hospital, have you?"
"That's correct."
"What do you know? Where is he kept in the hospital?"
"A neighbour of mine, an army doctor, is the deputy head of the Celio. I spoke to him. He examined him, and had him removed to his unit, the eye surgery unit, certifying that he suffers from eye trouble because of the shock."
Remo waited a moment, then asked, "What's wrong with his eyes?"
"Nothing. The deputy head only did it to help him."
Remo poured the grappa. She was holding her packet of cigarettes in her hand.
He said, "I am trying to smoke only in the evening. All the same, I'd love a Camel now."
She gave him a cigarette, took one for herself, lit hers, and then his.
He seemed to be in a pensive mood, but soon demanded, "Why hasn't Colonel Caetani accompanied you?"
"I didn't want him to come. There are too many Germans and Blackshirts around. But should we want armed men, he said he could spare an officer, an expert in special operations."
"Why does the colonel think I can help?"
"I don't know."
"Did he tell you I am Celio's coal supplier?"
"No. I can pay what you ask for."
"I don't think so."
"How do you know? Tell me the price."
"You can't pay because I'll do it for free."
"For free?"
"For free. Provided you do what I tell you, and get from the deputy head of the Celio the information I need, and give me at least a fortnight."
She goggled at him.
He asked, "You'd like to know why I'll do it for free, wouldn't you?"
"Sure."
"I had nothing against the Huns. Then I saw that they despised us Italians: poor fighters, they say, who have betrayed them. We don't fight for causes that don't touch us; what's more, we weren't even adequately armed and couldn't carry on."
"Exactly."
"Also, we Italians are not weaker than the Huns. I've got only one lung left; I get short of breath very easily, and every morning as I rise, I tell myself, 'Remo, quit smoking.' Yet, I could strangle Kappler and Kesselring at the same time. One with my right hand and the other with my left."
Sunday, October 10, 1943
It was worst on Sundays: Carlo almost regretted that Kappler wouldn't show up today. He couldn't bear the isolation of being confined to one room all day. Even so, the arrangement here, in the eye surgery unit, was much more satisfactory. There were still two SS on guard in the ante-room, but at least he could look forward to breaking free. If the deputy head of the hospital managed to keep him here for some time; if, as he'd said, Christina managed...
Christina... so it was as though they'd made up their quarrel. He wished she was here. He'd like to speak to her, explain everything. But he could only long for their good old days. Would they come back? They'd disappeared on June the tenth, 1940, when a shouting Mussolini said that "the time had come for Fascist Italy to make irrevocable decisions."
On that afternoon of more than three years ago Carlo was testing his new grey Lancia Aprilia, a car with good acceleration but poor road-holding. Like all Lancias, however, it was right-hand drive. Although this made overtaking more difficult, since in Italy traffic kept to the right, for the same reason it proved to be an asset in taking sharp bends at high speed.
Christina warned, "You are bound to grow even more tense if you drive so fast along these narrow, tortuous roads."
"On the contrary. I enjoy it. This is a good car. Unfortunately, I won't be able to drive her any more."
"Why?"
"Because of the war. Use of private cars will be restricted."
"Tell me the truth; you've something else in mind. You know you'll be called up to fight in the army?"
They'd met Galeazzo Ciano for lunch, at the restaurant on the roof garden of the Ambasciatori Hotel. Carlo knew that, while they were driving around the Roman countryside, Galeazzo would be reading the declaration of war out to the British and French ambassadors. A little later, from Piazza Venezia's balcony, Mussolini would announce to a crowd of several hundred thousand that the Italians were going to fight against the British, for the first time since the Romans, and the French, their Latin brothers.
"I won't be in this war." Carlo said. "I told you before. I shall get a dispensation from military duties. Galeazzo will help me. He also hinted at that today."
"He can't even get a dispensation for himself, and he is the foreign secretary." she said, presumably because, today, Galeazzo wore his air force uniform.
"Believe me, I shan't be in the army during the war. I won't fight against my country of birth, nor do I have the slightest intention of being its undercover agent in my country of adoption. I'll only do my job."
"Which is political," she objected.
"I'll try to play as fair as possible."
"It doesn't seem to add up."
Nothing seemed to add up. There was no disguising Carlo's edginess. He shouldn't have taken Italian nationality. His life had always lain against the backdrop of the most objectionable Italian actions. He became engaged to Anna, his wife, a month before he volunteered for active duty in the Abyssinian Campaign. They married about six months after it was over. And in 1939, when Italy and Germany signed the Pact of Steel, they separated.
Snapping out of his reverie, Carlo overtook a cart drawn by two percherons. The carter made the Fascist salute. Carlo waved to him, and glanced at Christina.
He'd met her in the summer of 1938, when Mussolini launched the anti-Jewish campaign. Now that he loved her so much, he, Carlo Rufus Williams, born in London, the son of an English composer, was supposed to go to war against the British. No, he thought, Galeazzo would see to it, he must.
The sight of a dog crossing the road jogged his memory about Smart, his Alsatian. "Would you like a puppy?" he asked Christina.
"What?"
"I arranged for Smart's marriage to a bitch, a beautiful Alsatian like him, with a chap I know. She had a litter; Smart's the father, so one of the puppies is mine. It's about forty days old now. Why don't we go to pick it up? It is at a country house near Tivoli, not far from here, only two miles from Villa d'Este."
The caretaker, a local peasant, looked after the puppies and their mother, Leila. He looked as embarrassed as Christina was delighted and Carlo disappointed when they knocked at the door. The puppies were adorable and playful, wagging their tails all the time, but they weren't Alsatians.
"I really am sorry, sir," the caretaker apologized. "Unfortunately, these things happen. Leila fell in love with the werewolf's mongrel."
"The werewolf's mongrel?"
"Yes sir. There's a werewolf at Tivoli. When he doesn't wander about overnight, he walks his big mongrel in the morning, letting him loose around here. I told them to stay away from us and flung stones at the mongrel. The dog couldn't care less. He kept coming into the garden and the stables again."
Christina was beaming. "So the werewolf's mongrel is the puppies' father. Leila cheated on Smart."
"What could I do, signora. Leila is very kind and gentle; all dog owners look up to her because she is very well behaved. Still, she's a bitch. She had a passion for that mongrel."
Carlo could see that Christina was falling in love with the puppies. It didn't matter to her that their parents weren't "married" to each other. She plumped for the bossiest of them, a pup with a chubby muzzle, chubby legs, and a white patch on his neck.
As soon as they left, Carlo said, "Shall we go to Rome straightaway or idle about a little more?"
"How do you feel?"
"I wish we could avoid Rome for at least another hour and a half. The Fascists have organized a pro-war celebration. I hate the idea of getting back in time to see them marching about with their banners, shouting nonsense and singing Giovinezza."
They chose to visit the Renaissance Villa d'Este. Once there, Carlo parked his car by the main gate. They walked to the terraced water gardens, Christina holding the puppy with her right arm.
"It's impressive, isn't it," Carlo exclaimed.
He knew she had never been there before, he knew she didn't know the Este family was of Lombard origin.
"They ruled over Ferrara, Modena, and Reggio, in the Emilia-Romagna region," he said. "There are some of the Estensi among the English royal family's ancestors."
"Really?"
Carlo nodded.
Christina stared at the puppy with a broad grin on her face.
"What shall we call the puppy?"
"Rufus."
"Your second name?"
"We're both mongrels. We both have a mother with a pedigree and a father who trifled his time away. His father with the werewolf; mine, with his music."
"Perhaps the dog loved the werewolf. And I've been told that your father loved his music."
They eyed each other.
She said, "You never told me why your father decided to live in Italy."
"Because of my mother. After a couple of years she grew sick to death of a bohemian life with a neurotic husband in Hampstead, London."
"You know Mirta has played your father's music to me. It was good. Romantic. Like you."
"Don't let me down," he pleaded, with sudden urgency. "When you find out that you still love your husband, don't give me the sack without a month's notice. I'll need it to persuade you that nobody will ever love you more than I do."
She kissed him. He held her close in his arms. Rufus, the puppy, whined.
Wednesday, October 13, 1943
"Let's start again, Williams," said Kappler. "Did Count Ciano ask you to speak to the British ambassador on May the ninth, 1940?"
"I've told you ten times already he didn't."
"I am not satisfied with your answers."
"Do you think I'm satisfied with your questions?"
"It isn't your satisfaction that matters."
"Look," Carlo said calmly, "I have answered your questions about Count Ciano because I suspect that you Germans are going either to shoot him yourselves, or to have him shot by the Fascists. But you know that I am not supposed to say anything."
"You should know better, Williams. You aren't a prisoner of war. You are a British renegade who supported Fascism, betrayed it, and murdered a German officer."
Carlo didn't argue. After all, he preferred to be questioned about his visit to Sir Percy Loraine, the British ambassador in Italy before the war, rather than Galeazzo Ciano's diaries. They proved Hitler's, and von Ribbentrop's, guilt in starting the war. No wonder the Nazis might not like the idea of the diaries being handed to the Anglo-Americans.
"All right," Carlo said. "I can only repeat that I was a friend of Count Ciano. I wasn't on his staff. He didn't need me. He was the foreign secretary; he could see the British ambassador in his own office when he liked. So my answer is, Count Ciano did not ask me to contact him."
"I know that you met Percy Loraine on May the ninth," Kappler affirmed. "You told him, as Ciano's personal representative, that the Wehrmacht was about to cross the Belgian border the following day?"
"You forget that Hitler didn't even let Mussolini know that you would invade Belgium."
"We didn't invade Belgium. We had to cross her border to protect our Reich. Ciano knew it; he got hold of our code. Percy Loraine had just come back from London; you went to see him at the British embassy. To jog your memory about it, I can tell you that it was a Thursday."
"A Thursday?"
"Yes, the ninth was a Thursday. You saw Percy Loraine in the morning."
"Why didn't you say before that it was in the morning? I thought you meant five past two in the afternoon."
"Williams, this is not the time for you to be facetious."
"I was the head of the radio division. We broadcast in English. I was in touch with the British embassy. I may have paid the ambassador a visit of courtesy but I don't recall it."
Kappler changed the subject. "You have a mistress. Who is she?"
"I've had many love affairs. Would you like to hear about them, Kappler? They make quite an interesting story."
"Once again you think you're being witty, Williams."
Carlo said nothing.
Kappler stood up, and paced the room, up and down, for several minutes. Then he stopped.
"You have a copy of Ciano's diaries. Where do you keep it?"
"I told you I have no copy of Count Ciano's diaries."
Kappler waited another minute, and after that enquired benignly, "How's it going? Here they said you still can't see very well, but it seems to me that you've rallied. Do you feel better now?"
"No, but the doctors are working fast."
"You should be more comfortable in this unit."
Carlo recalled the first visit the deputy head of the hospital paid him. Today week, if everything went well, they would get him out of here.
"I'd be more comfortable if you didn't question me every day," he said.
Kappler was silent. As Carlo turned to him again, he saw that, unusually, he was smiling at him.
"I want to be fair with you, Williams. I always have. I haven't even arranged for a German consultant's check in case you are just pretending to be poorly."
"Thank you very much. Perhaps the major operation they gave me was an unpleasant dream."
"Williams, you, too, should be fair. Listen to me. I won't come for a week. Make up your mind. Tell me what you know when I come again, and you will be a free man. Otherwise, you'll leave me no choice."
Thursday, October 14, 1943
What a pity. Christina noticed how the café had turned into a Bavarian beer hall. Here they used to supply more elegant drinks to gentler men, who wrote poems instead of clicking their heels.
She wasn't surprised. The Caffè Rosati was in Via Veneto; the Flora Hotel, the place where she and Carlo had slept together so many times, was now the German headquarters in Rome. Since the hotel was on the other side of the road, the German staff officers had only to walk a few yards to get drunk on Lagerbier.
Christina made her way to the bar through the crowd of vociferous Nazis and ordered a Carpano Punt e Mes. Then she looked round for the Nazi secret agent: Felicitas. Christina spotted her immediately. The girl sat on a stool four or five yards to her right, drinking a freshly squeezed lemon juice and speaking to an officer, Lieutenant Colonel Kappler.
Felicitas didn't strike Christina as particularly beautiful. Too small, and as the only woman apart from herself in that once fashionable place, she also didn't seem at ease. Was it true that she was in love with Galeazzo Ciano? And Galeazzo with her? Impossible. He liked different women. At best, Felicitas was a good looker, but of the provincial, rural type.
Christina sipped her Carpano, taking a salt biscuit from the small plate that the barman placed in front of her. It was at this moment that she caught another glimpse of Felicitas and Kappler. He was staring at her. Christina shot a casual glance around the room and after a moment at both of them again. Kappler looked away. Felicitas picked up a cigarette from a packet of Nazionali, the cheapest Italian brand. It was the signal Christina was expecting: Kappler didn't know her.
~*~
Christina parked her Alfa Romeo by the Palazzo di Vetro, a new department store with glass walls in Via Venti Settembre. She lit a Camel, and checked her wristwatch. It was five past seven, but the lights were not on. The Germans said that it was better not to illuminate the city, in case of Anglo-American air raids. Or was it because they feared acts of sabotage?
Another ten minutes and Felicitas should be here. Christina hoped everything would be all right. Yes, there was a niggle in her mind. What if Kappler knew who she was and merely pretended he didn't? After all, how could Felicitas have conclusive proof of his state of mind?
Everything had happened so fast. A week ago, Edda Ciano had come to Rome, begging for her help.
"Christina, it's about the microfilms, the copies of Galeazzo's diaries and diplomatic documents. Carlo Williams left the microfilms with you, didn't he? Don't keep them in your flat. Please, find someone in the Vatican who can hide them. I'll keep in touch with you through a German agent, a Frau Beetz. Anyway, call her Felicitas. We can trust her."
So Edda trusted a German spy, and so, reasoned Christina, should she? A spy of the German SD, the espionage service of the Reich Security Central Office, a spy who was also close to Kappler, a spy who, according to Edda herself, was in love with her husband.
Christina reminded herself of her own affairs with Galeazzo Ciano. It was a dear friend who first told her that the young Italian foreign secretary was attracted to her.
"You know, Christina, for Galeazzo men are divided into two categories only: those who fancy a woman for her legs and those who fancy her for her breasts. With you, he told me, he would be spoiled for choice."
Christina laughed. "He's never seen me naked. Might be disappointed if he did."
Galeazzo wasn't disappointed. He goggled at her nakedness the few times they made love. Then she ran the risk of becoming one of Galeazzo's "widows": those women who would cry their hearts out after Galeazzo Ciano turned to a new affair.
At the thought of her amoretto with Galeazzo Christina felt a sense of guilt. But things hadn't gone well with Carlo at the beginning of their relationship, so much so that he left her for a while. Her fault, sure. She would make a fuss about everything, although with some justification. For example, wasn't it true that he was fond of his wife in spite of her many infidelities? And what was there between him and Mirta, his cousin's wife?
Of course Christina too had slept with others, and regularly with Oscar, but not because she was emotionally involved. Sometimes she did not even enjoy it. Oh God, perhaps more often than not she did, as with Oscar in this period. But to start with, it was because he had changed; he now, and only now, seemed to understand her inner self.
And Galeazzo and the German girl? Christina wondered whether Felicitas was madly in love or whether it was all made up. How many people were genuinely playing along with Galeazzo?
Yesterday afternoon an SS, a lieutenant of the SD, had got in touch with Christina on the telephone. Could he see her the following morning? When she turned up at their appointment, he told her he was there on Frau Beetz's behalf. His credentials were good. He had a note from Felicitas with the password that had been agreed upon between Edda and Christina.
And yet, at least as far as she was concerned, there was something that didn't add up. The lieutenant had warned her that the Cianos needed a hand, and that Felicitas would tell her what it was about in the evening. However, he also said that it was necessary for them to make sure that Kappler did not know Christina. That was why she first had to go the Caffè Rosati. But what was she supposed to do? What might they want from her now? Certainly, much more than Edda asked for.
Felicitas interrupted Christina's thoughts. She jumped in the car. Christina put it into gear and sped away.
"Where shall we go?" said Christina, in Italian.
"Towards Piazza Venezia? Nobody will stop us if we drive around. Your car's got a diplomatic plate; you have no trouble getting petrol."
Christina peered at Felicitas, and saw her features clearly in the dark. She had been wrong. Felicitas was not only young; in black like a negative, her face looked ageless, with a perfect, smooth but ageless skin. If her face was beautiful, it was because of genuine physical sex appeal.
Felicitas seemed to realize that Christina was studying her. "I appreciate your kindness very much, Madame Branting."
"Please, tell me about Kappler. What did he say?"
"Nothing. He must have seen you somewhere. He noticed you, but who wouldn't?"
"Doesn't he associate me with Carlo Williams?"
"Not at all. He spoke at length about Major Williams. Your name never came up. Kappler's conscious that the major is in love with a non-Italian, but he thinks it's an Irishwoman connected with the International Red Cross."
Christina raised her voice, "Frankly, where do we stand now? I can't understand what your game is. I can merely tell that you're trying to get me involved in it."
She turned into Via Nazionale. Felicitas uttered no word until they reached the end of the street. Then she said, "I had to check whether or not Kappler was a dead cert to get at you."
"God."
"You see, you already stashed the microfilms of Galeazzo Ciano's papers somewhere in the Vatican," Felicitas explained. "The originals consist of seven separate diaries for the years 1937 to 1943, plus sixteen files of diplomatic documents; that is, minutes, memoranda, and records, including Galeazzo's conversation with Hitler and Ribbentrop. Countess Ciano brought them here in Rome..."
"Go on."
"The originals I mean: Countess Ciano's entrusted the originals to Galeazzo's uncle. The place is far from secure. Kappler suspects him; a coup de force against him is more than likely..."
"Go on."
"Well, as I was saying... Could you also stash the originals?"
Saturday, October 16, 1943
The gallery wasn't very large. But it was on the first floor of a palazzo in Via Margutta, accessible through a bohemian and yet imposing courtyard, and so both Fascists and anti-Fascists congregated there for the vernissage. It did not matter to the painter, a well-known Fascist, and a mediocre artist, that some of his guests took an active part in the Resistance. Nor did it matter to the anti-Fascists that he was a Fascist. Here was an opportunity to invest worthless paper money in something that, one way or another, would increase in value at the end of the war.
Christina looked around. Oscar was at the end of the room, by a semi-abstract painting of a countrywoman in an orange grove, talking to Eugen Dollmann. He beckoned her. That made her gasp. Lately, he'd come up with so many questions about her fantasies of other men; Eugen featured sometimes in her fantasies and without fail in Oscar's questions. Nevertheless, she moved towards them, her lips tightly closed.
Eugen smiled broadly. "How are you?"
"How are you?" She held out her hand.
He clasped it gently with both his own, kissing her on the wrist. "Well, when I see you."
"Does it mean that you're usually unwell, since you don't see me often?"
"Of course! I was telling Oscar that I envy him. You're the most beautiful of women."
But not the bitchiest, she thought to herself, as she saw a vamp with nearly black hair, who she could tell was Lily Broussard, browsing through the exhibition in the company of the patroness of the painter, the widow of a Bourbon Parma. Lily was dressed in carmine. Her lips were painted a nuance lighter, and she wore pearl-grey eyeshadow.
Christina wondered if Carlo had bedded with her. It was more than likely. He told her that Lily had a stable relationship with a cavalry officer, a fop. But that shouldn't have prevented him from making a pass at her, especially if it was true that she was incapable of saying no. All too often he would waffle on about her charm, and her talent as a dancer, stressing that it was matched by her seductive allure.
Oscar excused himself and went towards a middle-aged couple. Eugen and Christina faced each other. He was speaking to her, animatedly, but her gaze wandered about. She realized that she'd lost the thread of what he was saying. As she was thinking of a remark that wouldn't blow her absent-mindedness wide open, a ringing voice resounded behind her.
"Bellissima!" It was Princess Bourbon Parma.
"Oh princess!" said Christina. "It's much more than I could hope for, meeting you here. My lucky day today."
They hugged, kissing each other's cheeks.
"Do you know Marquise Broussard?" The princess nodded her head towards Lily. "This is Madame Branting," she added.
Lily gave a smile. Christina smiled back, rapidly recalling gossip about Lily Broussard's shadowy claim to a high lineage, and turned to the princess.
"May I introduce Colonel Dollmann, Herr Himmler's personal representative to the Government of the Italian Social Republic," she said, pointing at Eugen. "Her Serene Highness the Princess of Bourbon Parma," she carried on, styling the princess as though her family had not been dethroned last century. "And this is Marquise Broussard."
They soon started chatting about the Duchy of Parma, the Parma Baptistery, and the enlightened, albeit absolute, rule of the last duke, who succeeded Napoleon's wife, Marie Lousie of Austria.
"You know, colonel," said the princess, "there is a portrait of Marie Lousie as Duchess of Parma with her second husband among the works held in custody here in the gallery."
"I didn't know Marie Lousie of Austria had remarried."
"Oh don't say that." The princess grinned at Dollmann. "She remarried morganatically. An aristocrat of pure German stock."
Lily put in, "You should see the portrait, Colonel Dollmann." She touched Christina on the arm, tightening her hand round it. "It's in another room, on the second floor. It's quite good. Don't you agree, Madame Branting? You've seen it, surely?"
Christina hesitated. Was Lily's intention to give her the cue? "Oh dear. Yes, it comes back to me, the portrait of the emperor's widow with her second husband... It's good."
It was an act, Christina reflected as the princess invited Eugen to have a look at the portrait. Until five minutes ago, she didn't have the slightest clue about its existence. Now that she had to put up with a tête-à-tête with Lily, she at least hoped to find out why she'd been used. But Lily seemed interested in such topics as the importance of painting and sculpture in the modern world, every so often glancing round as if she was waiting for someone to show up or something to happen.
Enough was enough, Christina decided. "Don't you owe me an explanation?" she asked, rather abruptly.
Lily forced a smile, and took Christina by the arm, chuckling. "Let's go."
"Where?"
"To the cloakroom," whispered Lily, still chuckling.
They stopped in the central hall on the ground floor, ten-fifteen yards from the attendant standing just behind the cloakroom's open door. The evening was muggy. So, almost all men were hatless, and since the women in silk or cotton topcoats didn't take them off, very few people needed the cloakroom. The visitors leaving the exhibition headed for the exit as soon as they got downstairs. An old man with a handlebar moustache and long grey hair said hello to Lily as he passed by. An Italian politician whom Christina had met somewhere, sometime, made the Fascist salute.
"Please be straight with me: what are you up to?" she asked Lily the moment they were alone.
"Forgive my cheek... Would you work for the Resistance?"
"What makes you think I would?"
"I understand you did something with a common friend, Carlo Williams."
"What? What the hell do you have in mind about Carlo and me?" Christina snapped back, staring at her, now feeling sure that Carlo and Lily had slept together, and at the same time frightened that she might know about the plan for his escape.
Lily lowered her eyes. "I had a relationship until last month with the aide to the head of the SIM, General Carboni. They knew the things Carlo had done with your help."
"What things?"
"Passing on some information through diplomatic channels."
"I wouldn't put it that way."
"I am sorry," murmured Lily.
"All right, but why resort to subterfuge, rather than use your feelers in a more suitable place?"
"It'll be hard for you to believe me, Madame Branting, but I didn't arrange anything in advance. The idea of making overtures to you came to me when Princess Bourbon Parma referred to the portrait."
"And didn't you think our absence might arouse suspicion?"
"I was on the point of asking for an appointment when you..."
"At any rate," Christina butted in, "I'm not only unwilling to do anything, but I don't even see how I could be useful."
"Oh you could. You really could. Dollmann, you could watch Dollmann for us. He likes you."
Tuesday, October 19, 1943
Carlo went over the plan several times, and each time came to the same conclusion. As far as he was concerned, the plan was excellent; most likely tomorrow this time he would be free. However, his escape entailed many difficulties for the deputy head of the hospital, Colonel Sarnelli, and Sergeant Mariano Maraldi, the medic on duty.
He asked Maraldi, "What does the colonel say? Have you told him what I fear?
Maraldi nodded, smiling.
"The colonel doesn't run any risks. The Nazis can do nothing to him. He will leave the hospital at noon; he won't come back until the following morning. They'll put the blame on me, but I won't be here."
"They will blame him too. Kappler will hold that the colonel lied. He'll say there was nothing wrong with my eyes; otherwise I couldn't break out of a high security room."
"No, sir. It'll come out that you breaking away was organized by the Resistance with a medic, me, on the inside. This won't prove a thing about your eye condition one way or the other."
"Kappler doesn't need to substantiate his accusations."
"He does, when it comes to making them against the colonel. The colonel is an outstanding oculist consultant."
He was a top scientist as well, Carlo thought, an authority on African ethnomedicine of international repute. All the same, Kappler was capable of sending him to a concentration camp in Germany.
Maraldi apparently guessed that Carlo was still doubtful. "The colonel is a personal friend of the Wehrmacht chief medical officer in Italy. He's a dead cert to win the day if Kappler turns against him for a thing such as this."
"Let's hope he'll be all right," Carlo whispered.
But there was something else that didn't tally. The more he thought about the plan, the less he could understand Maraldi's reasons for going as far as he was prepared to. Why had he decided to help Carlo, disappear tomorrow night with him, and go into hiding?
In spite of the long conversations Carlo had with the man, he could not figure out his personality. Clearly, Sergeant Maraldi was invariably motivated by self-interest. He was a milliner in civilian life and was now attached to the Celio, thanks to his influential women customers, who wanted him in Rome to design their hats and other accessories. So, working on a rota, he managed to combine his military duties with prosperous freelance work.
What had Sergeant Maraldi to gain? Maraldi's task was helping the others assault the SS, which meant that, afterwards, he ought to flee to a place of safety, losing his salary and his work for a cause that wasn't his own. The plan was an all or nothing game. It only made sense for Carlo. If the plan failed, he would be shot; but if he didn't try, he would be shot all the same, unless he was willing to betray Galeazzo Ciano.
Maraldi's shift was over. It was time for him to leave the room. He was standing by the door. He was ready for tomorrow.
Carlo said, "Maraldi, tell me very briefly, why do you do it?"
"You understand why, don't you, sir?"
"No, I don't. It's very dangerous for you. That's why I'm asking."
"Haven't you realized it?"
As Mariano Maraldi hurried outside, Carlo saw that the man was blushing. For the first time, he felt rather uneasy about Maraldi; his movements and expression seemed to him more effeminate than on other occasions.
Wednesday, October 20, 1943
Mirta paced nervously to and fro on the pavement by the Church of St Anne, inside the Vatican, glancing every now and then through the external gate at Via di Porta Angelica. She was not wearing mourning; she didn't regard herself as a good Catholic, and when Leo was alive, she seldom went to hear Mass. Now, however, she attended the weekly Requiems that her parents-in-law had arranged with the Church of St Anne in the Vatican. On Sunday the tenth, she also went to confession and took the Holy Communion at the special memorial service for the thirtieth day after her husband's death. This morning she meant to do so again. She couldn't say why.
She thought of her work with the Resistance. She didn't want to be just a kind of liaison officer between the army underground organization and the partisans of the Rome Committee for National Liberation. So far she had merely delivered false identity cards and ration books to Jews and anti-Fascists. It was risky, but could hardly be called a gamble. Today was another matter. Today, for the first time, she would have the SS to reckon with. Without experience of hospitals and army medical services, she was supposed to pass herself off as a Red Cross nurse.
The team was ready; the plan for Carlo's escape from the military hospital was to be carried out at a quarter past seven. The army underground organization had supplied them with an expert in special operations. The deputy head of the hospital had offered to help. But the team needed a young woman to play the part of a Red Cross nurse who also spoke German in case the SS guarding the prisoner day and night demanded to know their business. Christina was fluent in German, but her Italian still had a foreign accent. Instead, she herself fitted the bill. Could she do it for Carlo? She certainly could.
What if she couldn't? What if this evening she lost her nerve, or got a fright that left her speechless? Speechless? She must be brave. She owed it to her husband. And to Carlo. She would not dither any longer. But she had to pray that everything would go well.
She looked across at Via di Porta Angelica again. What were all those Germans doing? Raiding the area? It was unusual. There, beyond the gate, it was Italian territory; even so, it was too near the Pope's domain for a raid. She had nothing to fear. The German invaders were ferocious; yet, their ferocity was predictable. Men from sixteen to sixty-five knew better than to take buses, or walk through squares and alleys where they chanced being captured and sent as slave workers to labour camps in Germany. Jews holed up in monasteries, while the Nazis raided their houses, offices, and shops, including those of their friends. But non-Jewish women and children were almost safe. At times, the Germans even smiled at them.
She had Bobo with her. It was a fine morning and she'd brought him out with her because the boy needed her; she could tell by the way he clung to her for protection since his father's death. They'd walked through Corso Vittorio Emanuele and across the bridge to Via della Conciliazione and St Peter's Square. To her, Rome had seemed quiet enough. But now it wasn't quiet any longer. Once more she gazed at the Germans. They were now surrounding both the Post Office opposite the gate in Via di Porta Angelica and a corner shop in Borgo Pio.
"Are you still angry with me, Mamma?" the boy asked.
Earlier she'd given him a mild ticking off for rushing outside the gate. "I'm not angry with you. But don't do that again."
"Are those soldiers our German enemies?"
The same question. Mirta guessed the next one... Papa died fighting against them, didn't he? He would repeat it every time they met a German. Once, in a patisserie where she bought him a cannolo alla siciliana an SS officer fondled him, asking in good Italian how old he was. The boy said, "Don't touch me. We're enemies. My father died fighting against you."
A voice interrupted her thoughts. "Get inside." It was the priest, a tall, patrician, learned, Dutch Dominican. He was saying something else to her and to the people who gathered in front of St Anne's when, abruptly, somebody screamed and the women in Via di Porta Angelica began to yell in chorus at the Germans, "Assassins, godless barbarians..."
She did not go inside St Anne's; instead, holding the boy by the hand, she went to the gate. She had to see; she wanted the boy to see. Children should be made aware of anything that affected their lives. It didn't matter if it was unpleasant. They must be told the truth.
"Look at them," she said to Bobo, pointing at a dozen men who had been rounded up by the Germans and were being pushed into a lorry. "You see, most have been beaten up. Some have their faces covered with cuts and bruises; some are bleeding. The Germans are taking them away as prisoners. All those women have grouped together in front of the lorry to bar it from setting off."
"The German enemies are taking those men away? Why? What good's that going to do them?"
"The Germans want to make the men work for them. They will force them to build roads and other things."
"Do the Germans take children too?"
"Sometimes. Anyway, children must be very careful, because either the Germans or the Italians may hurt them by mistake. But remember, not all Germans are evil. Later, at home, I'll tell you who're the good ones."
She looked up. The sky had clouded over, unexpectedly. It was going to rain. Loud cries rent the air again; they could be heard all over the area. After a few seconds, an SS non-commissioned officer roared at the women:
"You Italian whores, push off at once." He shot a couple of volleys into the air with his machine pistol.
The Italian men in the lorry called out several women's names.
"There's nothing you can do," said one.
Another said, "Go home. Don't worry about us."
At that moment, the boy shouted to her, "Mamma, the Pope's soldiers have guns."
She turned to the Swiss Guards, in their red, yellow and blue Renaissance uniforms designed by Michelangelo, stationed around the gate and at the borders of the path leading to St Anne's. Most of them had given up their halberds and armed themselves with rifles. They drew up in battle order just outside the Vatican. Meanwhile, the priest walked away from St Anne's, heading towards the SS. He spoke to a captain. From time to time the captain nodded. She got the feeling that nobody uttered another word, that the priest and the captain were just observing each other. The silence somehow seemed shocking to her. The child broke it.
"Mamma, will the Pope's soldiers shoot at the Germans?"
She inhaled deeply to fight off nausea. Sooner or later she would kill some of them. "I don't think so," she replied. "It's only a gesture. It is as though the Swiss Guards were saying to the Germans, 'We have rifles to show that we don't want any trouble here. You are near the Pope. He doesn't like these things'."
The priest had finished speaking to the captain; he joined the women, exchanging a few words with them.
"Who's the priest for? For the men and women, or the Germans?" asked the boy.
"For the men and women, but he wants the women to leave immediately."
"Why?"
"He's afraid that the Germans may kill the women as well as the men in the lorry."
"Can't the Swiss Guards fight for the men? They're strong. They can win through."
"No. The Swiss Guards could never make it. The Germans have machine-guns, also two armoured vehicles. The Swiss Guards only have a few rifles."
She was still talking to the boy as the Germans took the men away. The priest and the women started walking in procession towards St Peter's Basilica. They were praying aloud to Jesus Christ for the men. She made the sign of the cross.
~*~
From the street came a stink of dead fish. The old spinster, Tony Lollis's aunt, had left the window open. She let the room to her nephew, so that he could use it as a pied-à-terre for himself and his comrades in the Resistance. Today the pied-à-terre was for Mirta. Together with the stink.
Mirta shut the window. The stink was still overpowering but the place was all right. Nobody would take any notice of her in the street. People were coming and going all the time in Piazza Campo de' Fiori. There was a foodstuff open-air market in the morning. It was also a meeting point for petty middlemen and fixers in the afternoon and the evening.
She changed out of her skirt suit, shoes, blouse, and stockings into a full Red Cross nurse uniform. Then she took a long look at herself in the mirror. Most Red Cross nurses were like her, pretty, and upper class.
Once outside, Mirta decided to walk. Of course it was a long way to the Celio but she felt the exercise would relax her. She had plenty of time. Her appointment with Remo Valli's men was at ten past seven, inside the pavilion housing the special inmates ward.
As she reached Via delle Botteghe Oscure, she headed towards Piazza Venezia, and threw a glance at an alley to her right. It led to the Jewish ghetto, on the east bank of the Tiber.
Poor Ernesto. Mirta and Ernesto had hit it off straight away. When was it? Two years before she met Leo, in 1934, when Mussolini was looking for some pretexts to invade Abyssinia. She was seventeen; she and Ernesto were both at the conservatory. He was doing composition. They went out together. Nothing serious; just petting. Too young. And Ernesto was a Jew. Her parents would have none of it.
It had little to do with anti-Jewish feelings. It wasn't so much a question of religion as a social one. She, Mirta Spada, the daughter of an aristocrat with four quarterings of nobility, and Ernesto Tagliacozzo, the son of a pushy businessman with an inharmonious surname. The memory of Ernesto caused her to ponder on the nobility and their values. Often enough, they were contemptibly cheap and second-rate, and when they were right, they were right for the wrong reason.
Poor Jews. More than a thousand out of twelve thousand Jews living in the ghetto had been rounded up by the SS four days ago, on October the sixteenth, a Jewish sabbath, and imprisoned in the Military College of Rome at the Palazzo Salviati. The following day, last Sunday, they were locked up in cattle wagons. It was the beginning of their journey to Auschwitz.
The name Auschwitz had meant nothing to her. It was Tony Lollis who told her yesterday that it was a death trap in southern Poland. It was also he who mentioned the names of a few Roman Jews who were being taken there. Ernesto was among them. How come he was at the ghetto? He didn't live there, not as far as she could remember.
A fortnight ago, however, she'd heard at the Vatican that Ernesto was involved in the swap of September. Fifty kilograms of Jewish gold against the lives of two hundred Jews. They were about to be deported to Germany when, suddenly, Kappler proposed the swap to the Jewish community. Ernesto was with the group who handed the Nazis the gold. Was he also in the synagogue when Kappler's thugs, after the swap, nevertheless raided the whole building, stealing money, archives, rare manuscripts, and works of art?
She crossed Piazza Venezia, and strode through Via dell'Impero towards the Colosseum. That long, large street, too, was evocative of Ernesto. It was 1938. She was just here with Anna, Carlo's wife, watching the troops marching for a colonial anniversary, when she heard a man's voice with a slight Roman accent. It was he, Ernesto Tagliacozzo. Mirta hadn't seen him for several years. She was surprised that he and Anna knew each other pretty well, and that Anna apparently fitted in with him. Had Anna and Carlo's marriage begun to crack?
The following day Mirta saw Ernesto again at a garden party in Cardinal Bessarione's Villa, in honour of the colonial commanders. She was with Leo, Carlo didn't turn up, and Anna had come with Ernesto.
Leo asked Mirta, "How is it you're so familiar with that mucker in a light-coloured suit?"
"You mean that handsome young man? We were together at the conservatory."
"I'd better tell you Anna's having a true romance with him. That's why Carlo isn't here. Anyway, the chap must have given up music; he's in business with his father, and though they're Jews..."
"I know they're Jews."
"I was only saying that though they're Jews, they're on good terms with the most anti-Jewish elements of the Fascist Party. They also make all sort of shady deals with some big industrial families, including Anna's."
By now Mirta was beside the Colosseum; she looked at the time: twenty to seven. It would take her ten minutes to reach the Celio in Piazza Celimontana. Too early. Better to have a short stroll around.
Once more, she reflected on the pre-war years. Had Ernesto, a musician, turned into a wheeler-dealer because of the Fascist absurd interpretation of the word "race"? It was possible, even if he started working for his father before the anti-Jewish laws.
She also wondered whether it was true that Anna's family was involved in business at all points of the compass. Very likely. But then why had Carlo, who would do nothing for money, married into a family obsessed with money as a measure of worth? Did he love Anna so much? Impossible.
Carlo... in about half an hour she would see him. Suddenly the idea frightened her. But wasn't it what she wanted? Carlo would do what Leo would have done, wouldn't he? And she would continue Leo's fight against the Nazis, perhaps with Carlo, wouldn't she?
She had many moments of fear ahead; with those she could learn to live. She could also learn to live with the sight of people turning violent, which she hated. But there was something she would never learn to live with: loneliness, the empty days, a life without love.
~*~
They saluted. Red Cross nurses ranked like second lieutenants. Mirta smiled, deciding it should be a real smile, with symmetry and strength. Now that she was inside the Celio, the Military General Hospital in Rome, she could control herself. She could do the job.
On the other hand, there was nothing to worry about, at least so far. The Blackshirts were making jokes and laughing. The men of the PAI, the Italian Colonial Police, who were under German command to perform general police duties in Rome, looked happy and full of energy in their khaki uniforms and brown riding boots. She walked through the entrance hall with confidence.
As soon as she stepped inside the park leading to the pavilions a rich voice with a pronounced Bolognese accent asked, "Can I help you in any way, naughty girl?"
Mirta turned to her left and saw the Italian orderly officer, a good-looking surgeon lieutenant, making for her with two SS soldiers. Her legs were trembling. Even so, she looked at him over her shoulder for a few seconds. A Bolognese? A womanizer, then. She hoped that sort of long gaze would make her rather alluring.
In addition, neither the lieutenant nor the SS soldiers had any ribbons. An advantage for her, especially vis-à-vis the SS; she wore an Iron Cross, second class, and Italian ribbons indicating one cross for service in the front line, the medal for war volunteers, and two years of service in this war.
She played for time. "We've already met somewhere, haven't we? You were on the Don, 1942, weren't you?"
No, he hadn't been to Russia, or on the front line for that matter; they had never met before. It was the answer she wanted.
They all moved closer. The SS soldiers stopped apart from the Italian lieutenant; they noticed the Iron Cross on her breast and stood at the salute. She gave them a broad grin, her head tilted slightly on one side; then she tossed it to catch the lieutenant's eye. She should come across as being free and easy; that movement, she hoped, would emphasize the sensuality of her face.
"I'm sorry. Of course I was wrong, or naughty as you said. I meant to report to you, but..."
"Naughty for not guessing that such a pretty nurse as you could lift a poor orderly officer's spirits on a boring day like this. Anyway, I'm Giorgio Padani. What can I do for you? You aren't attached to this hospital, are you?"
"I'm Gisella de Divitis, Giorgio," lied Mirta. "I'll be attached to the eye surgery unit, from the day after tomorrow. Start at six in the morning. A medic's got my pass. Sergeant Mariano Maraldi. I've popped in today to pick it up in time and see the unit as well."
"Never seen the hospital before?"
"Oh yes, many times, but I'd like another look at the unit before my first shift."
"Hurry up, then. You won't find the registrar on duty tonight up there, though. Unless somebody's in need of urgent care, all surgeons are having supper at this time."
She kept eye contact. Good. It was going as it should.
He chuckled. "A bit early for supper, isn't it?"
"It is."
"Fact is that catering people have got to leave early; they've got to be home before curfew."
"Doesn't matter." She gave him a wink. "Plenty of time to fall in with the registrar."
He beamed at her. "When you're finished, send a medic for me. We can have a cup of coffee together."
~*~
Once alone, she walked through the gardens to the pavilion. The three men were already there, on the ground floor. She recognized the tall chap in his late thirties, dressed as a surgeon major. It was Dino Dini, Ciro Caetani's expert in special operations, the lieutenant who along with him had broken to her the news of Leo's death. She could name the other two from their uniforms. The sergeant was Mariano Maraldi. The cute young man in his early twenties, dressed as a Blackshirt, was a member of Remo Valli's team, Mimmo.
She whispered, "Been held up at the entrance by the orderly officer. Everything all right at the vehicle way in?"
Mimmo nodded. "The driver's by the storehouse with the car."
Mariano cut in, "Let's go upstairs. The surgeon on duty will be back in less than an hour."
They walked to the upper floor.
Mirta grew tense once again. She wouldn't be able to leave the hospital by car with Dino and Mimmo, for the same reason she couldn't come with them; at the vehicle entrance only two people, as well as the driver, were allowed in and out. So how would she quit the place?
Not according to plan. There was no going to the main door again. She couldn't run the risk of hanging on with a disgusting cup of coffee substitute in the company of Lieutenant Giorgio Padani until somebody found the SS guards posted to Carlo's ward tied to the legs of his bed, and perhaps also beaten up or chloroformed.
She was trying to drive her fears away when, on the landing of the mezzanine, they met a sister, clearly one of the nuns on duty, with a medic, a corporal, leading a patient blindfolded. Mariano Maraldi and Dino, smiling at the sister, stepped aside; Mimmo and Mirta, who were following them, drew back. The sister thanked them, the corporal saluted. Dino returned the salute and said good evening to the sister.
Mariano and Dino's presence of mind took Mirta back to her conservatory years. A well-known conductor had come for a special lecture. She couldn't remember why, all of a sudden, he warned the students, "Talk as little as possible. Don't allow the intelligent to get wise to you and the fool to misunderstand what you said."
She heaved a sigh. They were in the upper-floor corridor, from which doors opened into rooms and wards. She could hear the patients chatting; she saw an SS soldier with a machine pistol in front of a closed door at the bottom. The long wait was coming to an end. Soon it would be a daring stunt. She plucked up the courage to do her part.
While walking along the corridor, Dino kept speaking to Mariano. Mirta spotted a Lombard intonation. Was it genuine? Certainly not. Dino was making up a story, in case a door opened and somebody came into the corridor wondering what they were doing there. It was a story about an infantry colonel, a member of the Fascist Republican Party, at Salò, the seat of Mussolini's Government on Lake Garda.
They reached the end of the corridor. The SS soldier with the machine pistol, a Schmeisser MP40, stopped them. Mariano showed him a document. The SS soldier didn't pay any attention to it; gazing into the distance, he waved them through. Mariano opened the door for Dino and Mirta to go in, and followed them inside an ante-room. Mimmo stayed outside, in the corridor, facing the door to the ante-room and the SS soldier.
In the ante-room, a fifteen by ten with a large window and another door, surely the door of Carlo's room, were two other SS playing cards. On seeing Dino, a major, they stood up and saluted. The senior, a non-commissioned officer, was a giant of a man aged about forty. He threw a glance at Dino's bag. Mirta noticed that he had large, jovial blue eyes.
Mariano handed him the document he'd shown outside, saying in his poor German, "Schacht, here it is. An order by the deputy head, Colonel Sarnelli."
Schacht looked it over carefully and started laughing.
"What could I possibly do with this, Maraldi? It's in Italian."
Mirta broke in, with a smile on her face, "I'd better explain; German's my second language. It's the authorization, signed by Colonel Sarnelli, for Surgeon Major Novati, a neurologist consultant, to examine Major Williams."
Schacht stayed silent. Did he spot the fake?
"You see," She continued nevertheless, "according to Colonel Sarnelli, Williams has recovered. There's nothing wrong with his eyes. If the major can see him, he may be able to certify, as a neurologist, that even his mind is quite sound."
"But this document hasn't even been countersigned by the German authority."
"You are the German authority."
"Why doesn't the major come back tomorrow with Colonel Sarnelli or a note from my superiors?"
Mirta said a few words to Dino alias Surgeon Major Novati in Italian. He produced an army card out of his inside tunic pocket, asking her to translate that it was issued by Mussolini's War Ministry and stamped by the office of the minister himself. Schacht listened, staring in succession at the card, Mirta, and Dino with a confused expression.
She'd finished translating. What if that giant knew that the minister's office didn't stamp army cards? She held her head rigid in an effort to hide her fear. If the SS didn't give in, Dino would act by himself, without Carlo. No chance. One against two here; Mariano didn't count. And Mimmo would have to shoot the other SS there, outside, even if somebody happened to be in the corridor.
Schacht sneered. "Would it be long? The examination, I mean. If I can be present..."
She noted that he kept his hair brushed forward over the forehead, à la Napoleon. She focused on it, feigning admiration.
"The major's a neurologist; he must perform the examination alone. Neither Sergeant Maraldi nor myself will be present. It won't be more than a quarter of an hour."
~*~
Schacht and Werner, the other SS on guard in the ante-room, knew the Palazzo Barberini but not the story. Nor had they imagined that Barberini was the name of a princely family; it only reminded them of a piazza and a cinema. So Mirta told them how the Barberinis, in the seventeenth century, removed the stones from the Colosseum to build their palazzo. Hence the epigram Quod non fecerunt Bàrbari, fecerunt Barberini.
Mirta put a match to her cigarette, and added, "Which in plain language means that the Barberinis did what not even the barbarians dared to do. As usual, your Führer was right. He said, 'The Italian aristocracy did Rome more harm than three years of war'."
When there was no more laughter, she listened for the sound of any footsteps from the corridor. It was all quiet.
Mariano Maraldi burst in with, "I think I should join our friend outside. He doesn't speak any German."
She agreed. "Oh please go. The major won't be finished for another ten minutes or so. He's just gone in to Williams."
Mirta, Mariano, and the two SS were standing in a square. She and Schacht maintained a face-to-face position, just turning towards Mariano and Werner a couple of times to avoid them feeling excluded. But as Mariano left, shutting the behind him, Mirta stepped back with assumed nonchalance. She drew on her cigarette, and stubbed it out in an ashtray on a bench opposite the door of Carlo's room.
The door opened wide, noiselessly. Carlo and Dino entered the ante-room, each holding a Walther Model P38, one pointed at Schacht, the other at Werner.
Mirta issued a warning, pronouncing her words quite distinctly, in a very low voice, "Don't move or talk. The guns have silencers."
Schacht and Werner, too, were armed with pistols, each in its holster worn open on the uniform belt. Carlo moved closer to them, halting a yard and a half apart from them.
He looked them in the eyes, whispering in German, "Both of you, unfasten your belts with your left hands, let them drop on the floor, and back up two steps."
For the first time Mirta gazed at Carlo. He was very well shaved, and had cut off his moustache. He wore a white coat and a pair of tennis shoes that Dino had brought for him in his bag.
She felt the need to do something again, anything; she busied herself picking up the gun-belts from the floor.
Dino said, "Give me a gun. Stick the other in your handbag. Leave the belts and holsters on the bench."
Stepping back into Carlo's room, Dino forced the SS inside at gunpoint.
Carlo and Mirta were now alone in the ante-room.
He grinned at her. "Thank you.
"Are you ready?"
She nodded.
Carlo stood facing the door to the corridor, just two yards away from it, with his P38 held at arm's length, adopting the oblique stance as if he were on the range. "Now."
Mirta shoved the door open. The SS soldier stood with his back to the door, holding his Schmeisser down at an angle with his right hand. Mimmo and Mariano faced him. She got the impression that they were chatting sotto voce.
Swiftly, the SS soldier looked back over his shoulder: Carlo's P38 was aimed at him. The SS turned, and with a sudden movement lifted his forearm in an attempt at firing from the hip.
It was far too late.
Carlo said, in German, "Stop it,"
Mimmo was already behind the SS. Pressing a flick knife against the man's waist with one hand, with the other grabbing the Schmeisser, he urged him to move over to the ante-room.
~*~
She was about to check the time, and couldn't find her pendant watch. She'd put it on because many Red Cross nurses wore pendant watches with their uniforms. She shouldn't have worn hers today. The safety catch was faulty. The watch must have dropped onto the floor somewhere; perhaps it was smashed up.
She hoped it had smashed up. She didn't want anybody to find it; she hated the idea of anybody else having it. The watch had been given her at Christmas 1938. Leo himself handed it to her saying, "On Bobo's behalf." The inside was engraved with the inscription of the date and the words "The first gift from your first child."
"I'll keep the necklace," she whispered.
"What?" Carlo enquired.
"Nothing."
"Do you know I'd no idea you would be here? Thank you very much once again."
She stroked his back. "I'm just wondering how long it took, the whole thing."
"One hour?" he ventured.
"What's the time?"
It was Mariano Maraldi who replied. "Two past eight."
Not bad at all. They'd met at the pavilion at eleven past seven, and climbed down the wall with Carlo a couple of minutes ago. It wasn't even a fifty-minute job. Yet, it seemed as if she'd been over there for ages. Mirta remembered talking to the orderly officer, Giorgio Padani. It wasn't yesterday; it was less than an hour ago.
And now, an hour later, the three SS were lying gagged and handcuffed hand and foot, one on the floor of the ante-room and two on the floor of Carlo's room at the Celio. And she and Carlo were crammed in a van stolen from the TETI, the telephone corporation.
At least they were in good company. Quite an interesting collection of characters. Mariano, a medic, who was also a milliner. Remo Valli, a man prosecuted for major crimes, was fighting for the country's liberation. Dino, an army officer, knew how to tie people up, like a robber. And then there was Mimmo, a young Roman man with a pretty face, who turned out to be a knifer worthy of the Camorra. And there were two other fellows dressed as professional drivers, who had the stigmas of professional pimps.
She was surprised that she could tell who was who again, for she had felt just an automaton until she got in the van with Carlo and Mariano Maraldi. Everything that had happened since they left Carlo's ward appeared to have slipped her mind for good. But now she recollected each single movement.
They all went down the stairs together without being seen by anybody. On the ground floor, however, they bumped into the sister they'd met before on the landing of the mezzanine. This time she was alone.
Mariano and Mimmo saluted.
Dino said loudly, "Good evening, sister."
"Praise be to God!" she replied, but gaped at Carlo as if she was seeing Christ between the thieves.
Once they reached the park, Mimmo asked Carlo, "Does that nun know you?"
"Doubt it."
Mariano said, "She's very stupid, and incapable of acting fast, but will do something. She got suspicious. Let's hurry off."
The team split. Mimmo and Dino walked away in the direction of the storehouse; Mirta, Carlo, and Mariano towards the wall. It was a ten-foot wall. They found a rope there.
"Need any help, Mirta?" asked Carlo
She didn't, although pieces of broken glass had been cemented into the wall edge. Carlo should know, she thought. She was a good gymnast. One after the other, Mariano, she, and Carlo shinned up the wall and jumped off it. Remo Valli was in the street with a burly guy, the driver of the van belonging to the TETI, ready for the escape.
"Quick, inside," he ordered.
They set off, but after a few minutes stopped near by, in Via delle Terme di Caracalla. Mimmo, Dino, and a six-foot-tall, wiry young man were waiting to join them inside the van. Remo let the trio in, closed the back door, and ordered the driver to speed away.
Presently, Mariano enquired, "What did you do with the car?"
"Left it around here, by the Church of San Sisto Vecchio," responded the wiry young man.
"It was stolen, wasn't it?" asked Mariano.
The wiry young man smirked at him. "Of course. A nice 1100 Fiat. Took it myself from a prosperous shoe merchant. Gave him a beating, too. He's a shark. He won't get his car back, anyway. The PAI, those funny colonial policemen, will find it, and the Nazis will seize it."
Carlo put in a word or two, then Mimmo and Mariano made a few remarks.
But Mirta was no longer paying attention to what they were saying. She also avoided glancing at Carlo. She thought him as handsome and determined as ever. Although as white as death because of the long convalescence, he was still so much like Leo. She wondered if she would be able to resist him should he betray sexual desire for her.
The memory of what had happened today would stay with her for a long time. The van was going fast. She could hardly breathe. She felt queasy, as if she was shut in an animal truck. It might be car sickness. Or perhaps, something else.
Thursday, October 21, 1943
He squatted down by the flower bed to watch Grogrò; the Siamese seemed rather on edge and agitated.
"You know that you're unusually big for your breed?" Carlo whispered to the cat. "What are you up to? Chasing some insects or mice? You can do without hunting. There's plenty of food for you here in the monastery."
"No sir," said Mariano Maraldi. "Grogrò's also the local tom. He's a bruiser. It's true that he goes for comfort. But he also hunts. For its own sake. A question of principle."
"Want to know something?"
"Yes sir."
"I've told you ten times already, don't call me sir. We aren't in the army any longer."
"Well, tell me Carlo."
"Nothing. I just envy the cat. You see, to him it makes no difference whether in Rome there are the Fascists, the Nazis, the King with Badoglio, or the Anglo-Americans. Grogrò... he's respected by them all, including the Grey Friars. And he doesn't respect anybody. A poacher, robber, burglar, rapist, murderer: that's what he is, and has never been sent to jail. Not even for a single day. And we..."
"We aren't in a jail, are we?"
"In a monastery. Same thing."
They strolled through the garden. Carlo said nothing further.
He grew tense with the sudden fear that he might remain isolated, with no news from Christina. She couldn't show up at the monastery; he wasn't allowed to receive any visitors. The only contact with the outside world was through Remo Valli. He'd come this morning saying that Ciro Caetani wished him all the best, but that he was unable to get in touch with Christina. She knew about the escape, of course, but he couldn't telephone her, because the Germans monitored all calls and there was no question of sending her a written message.
Carlo came to a halt, lit a cigarette, and sat down on a bench. Mariano stood in front of him, gazing at him.
After a while Carlo sighed, "It must be the punishment for what I wrote about the Abyssinian campaign."
"You were a volunteer in Abyssinia, weren't you?" asked Mariano.
Carlo nodded.
"Were you for the Abyssinian Campaign like everybody else in Italy?"
Carlo stared at him. "You're the first I'm telling the truth to. I went to Abyssinia for a ribbon."
Mariano sat down beside him.
"Perhaps I'm tactless, but can I ask you when you turned against Fascism?"
"It was a process that started in March 1938, and was completed in exactly twelve months. In other words, from when Hitler annexed Austria until when he annexed Bohemia and Moravia."
"Was it because Mussolini did not intervene in Austria?"
"No, not only because of that. Nobody in the world was prepared to risk their skins, and if we Italians had set foot in Austria to protect her, we'd have been butchered by the Austrians themselves."
At the monastery, supper was at a quarter past six. They stayed in the garden for another quarter of an hour before moving into the hall. In the corridor leading to the refectory, they met the head sacristan.
"Would you care for our poor aperitif, a glass of wine?" he asked.
The head sacristan made Carlo self-conscious. Mariano had told him that the head sacristan was a homosexual, like himself; he said he could always pick them out. Unlike most of his friends, Carlo didn't take a particularly strong line on homosexuality. The sexual orientation of his acquaintances didn't bother him, especially of those Franciscans who weren't even priests. But he himself was straight; he didn't like to be thought a homosexual.
The head sacristan was looking him up and down. Perhaps he knew that Mariano, too, was a homosexual? Carlo and Mariano shared the same monastic cell. Was the head sacristan, by any chance, under the impression that they were also sleeping together?
They had their wine, and stood behind their seats in the refectory. It was as in the London Inns of Court, a long, narrow refectory table divided into four-people messes. Carlo and Mariano were next to each other, facing the head sacristan, who poured the water.
After a few minutes, the guardian came in. They prayed to God to bring peace to Rome, Italy, and the world. When they were finished, the guardian spoke about the Pope's order to hide anti-Fascists blacklisted by the Nazis, British, and American prisoners of war on the run, and above all Jews. There were already five hundred Jews inside the Vatican, and over four thousand in convents and monasteries.
"The asylum," he continued, turning to Carlo, "is also for officers of the Italian Armed Forces who have nowhere to go and would be executed if caught, on condition that they don't abuse the extraterritorial rights of the Vatican. In other words, convents and monasteries are not just dormitories. The officers oughtn't to leave during daytime to engage in acts of sabotage against the Germans."
Carlo glanced sideways at Mariano. Remo Valli had brought him and Mariano here soon after the escape, suggesting that they didn't move out before the arrival of the Anglo-Americans. But Carlo wanted to join the Resistance. He had to work round the clock, and needed a room for himself. And he had to find out what had happened to Dario at Monterotondo. The lad might have got into trouble with the Nazis. Tomorrow morning he would leave the place. Mariano, on the other hand, would be better protected here.
Friday, October 22, 1943
Carlo gazed at Leo's portrait, a pastel, by Elica Balla. It was good. It was Leo.
Mirta said, "Could also be you; could be your portrait. People thought you and Leo were brothers. The other day at the hospital I couldn't even look at you. Anyway, do you like it?"
He did. Of course Elica was still young; she was very different from her father. Giacomo Balla's futuristic paintings were works of art. But Elica's pastel showed a unique sense of colour.
The pastel was in Mirta's bedroom. Carlo looked around. The combination of seventeenth-century and modern furniture was not to his taste. But when it came to these things, he was rather provincial. Maybe this way the room was more comfortable. And it was pleasant, with its large alcove and the two windows commanding a view over the roofs of Rome up to St Peter's dome.
"Never seen your bedroom before."
Mirta chuckled at him." You don't bring your male friends to your bedroom unless you're trying to sell them your house." It was a charming smile, the first since they met at the Celio. Soon, though, the smile disappeared and she frowned. "You don't need to look for a place to stay," she murmured, as if she was speaking to herself, as if she didn't want to be heard. "I can put you up. Plenty of room here. We can work together for the Resistance."
Carlo made no reply to this. Instead, he pulled her towards him, to kiss her on the forehead. It occurred to him that she did not wear mourning. She mumbled a Latin phrase and sat down at her dressing table. He watched her brushing her hair.
He'd left the monastery in the early hours of the morning. From there, from Via delle Mura Aurelie, he walked down to St Peter's Square and Via della Conciliazione. He wanted to see Christina. But when he rang up from a café round the corner, she wasn't at home. He didn't try again; once was risky enough.
Half an hour later, he was having a white coffee and smoking a cigarette in Mirta's sitting room. He couldn't walk about in a white coat, or covered with the shapeless clothes that the friars had given him. He asked could he please borrow one of Leo's suits? Could he have a shave and a shower before going to cash a cheque and look for a furnished room somewhere?
Of course, the monastery was more secure. But he'd rather turn up at the SS Headquarters than make do with the monastery's only bathroom until the Anglo-Americans liberated Rome. Outside the monastery he was in danger, inside discomfort and depression overcame him.
Carlo immediately felt at home in Leo's loose-fitting sports jacket, flannel trousers, and half-brogue brown shoes. True, the shirt collar was too large; but he wore it open-necked with a cravat. It was all right...
However, upon seeing him coming out of Leo's dressing room, Mirta said, "Somebody may spot you, surely?"
"Do you think so?"
"A well-dressed man can no longer pass unnoticed in the street. Brummel's ideal would not be attainable in Rome under Nazi occupation. The well-dressed man doesn't fit in the panorama. He is singled out and watched."
"Am I extremely well dressed?"
"No, not extremely, but your standards of neatness and propriety are out of kilter with everything else that's happening."
"What is happening?"
"Acts of sabotage followed by acts of repression."
She was supposed to help plant a bomb at the Flora Hotel in Via Veneto, just where Carlo had stayed after his separation from Anna until her death last July. That was why Mirta had brought him here, to her bedroom, to show him some notes she kept in the drawer of a walnut bureau: an outline of a plan for two attacks against the Germans.
By now Mirta had finished brushing her hair and was applying eyebrow pencil. Still gazing at her, Carlo wondered why she was changing from her attractive natural look. He also wondered why Mirta, a pianist, was turning into a saboteur. Silly question. The reason was that her husband had been killed and the Nazis occupied Rome, so she wanted to get even.
Mirta interrupted his thoughts. "Yes, without your moustache you're the living image of Leo."
He cut her off. "When Mussolini fell, who could have said that we would all end up like this?"
She put down her eyebrow pencil and stood up. "You volunteered for the Abyssinian Campaign in 1935, didn't you?"
How come everybody seemed interested in him in connection with Abyssinia? Then he understood. His subconscious worked very well sometimes; he almost expected a question like that. The turning point, Abyssinia 1935-36. Mirta's analysis had been correct; all went the way she saw it seven years ago. The Rome-Berlin Axis and the intervention in the Spanish Civil War just after the Italian conquest of Addis Ababa. The result was the division of Europe into two ideological camps. Mussolini was drawn closer and closer to Hitler. Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany made the Pact of Steel. No need to speak
He took another look at the pastel on the wall, and changed his mind. He had to say something. "I volunteered. Leo didn't. He went to Abyssinia because he was a regular. We were together at the time, and we were together on September the eighth, when the armistice was announced. Now I am here, he is dead."
Mirta was close to tears. He was gaping at her. She hugged him, kissing him on the cheek. As he turned his face to return the kiss, his lips met hers. Carlo kissed her on the mouth. Soon they leapt apart. She sobbed.
"It was my fault."
"I did it."
Mirta stared at a photograph of Leo standing on the bureau, then she swung away from it, and took him in her arms again. She kissed him, repeatedly, desperately, on the eyes, the cheeks, the neck, the mouth. "Undress me, scopami," she said, using the Italian coarse slang for making love.
~*~
What had just happened took him back to 1936. He was invited to the ball celebrating the eighteenth birthday of Mirta's younger sister. He felt flattered. The girls' parents, the Spadas, were stingy, even with the drinks. But it wasn't easy to get invited by them.
Carlo hadn't met Mirta Spada before. He took a real shine to her when he saw her. He liked her, the way she laughed, the way she spoke, the way she danced. His fiancée was in Paris; he put his engagement to Anna and their forthcoming wedding out of his mind. Mirta looked very foxy, with her long hair and flawless pale skin. Sensuous too, in a sexy but subtle way. What colour and style was her dress? He couldn't describe it, after all this time. He just recalled that it drew attention not to her breasts, but to the faultless anatomy of her back. He could tell now that he'd been right that night of seven years ago: she wore no bra.
The orchestra played waltzes, tangos, rumbas, foxtrots. After half two, they switched to American melancholic rhythms. Some young men turned the lights off. Carlo held Mirta tightly. They shuffled cheek to cheek. She crossed both her arms around his neck. He kissed her on the ear, and soon on the mouth.
How things had changed by then! It would have been impossible, five years earlier, to kiss a nineteen-year-old girl at the ball celebrating her sister's coming-out. It would have been scandalous. Her parents would have been watching them. Not in 1936, among the bella gente, the "beautiful people." In spite of the Fascist taboos, in spite of the Church's dictates.
Carlo and Mirta went out together once a few days after the ball. It didn't work. They'd arranged for him to pick her up at a foreign academy on the Gianicolo, where she had an earlier appointment with a musician. It was a sunny autumn afternoon. He was in his gig, pulled by his seven-year-old piebald mare, planning a ride to the Villa Pamphili gardens. But as soon as he saw her he realized that she wasn't in the right mood.
She began, "You couldn't tell me yourself that you're going to get married to Anna Tiepolo in two months?" and laid into him about his behaviour.
She got very emotional, showing that for her it wasn't simply a question of amour propre. He did his best to justify himself, to mollify her; his conciliatory attempts didn't do any good. So he thought that a hearty argument might help clear the air, but at that point, she wanted to be taken home.
On the way back to her house, they clashed once more, but not over love and their future. It was the newsboys shouting something about King Edward of England and Mrs Simpson, the main focus of the headlines in those days, that gave rise to a discussion on war and politics.
Mirta blasted out, "I don't like him."
"King Edward? Why?"
"Too self-indulgent. And half-Fascist too."
"Because he personally wouldn't have opposed our Abyssinian Campaign?"
"Our Abyssinian Campaign was aggression," she broke in, and went on to attack the Italian troops for their cruel and shocking actions against the Abyssinians.
What was she, a young inexperienced Utopian? He'd gone to war in Abyssinia but wasn't sure whether the Abyssinians had been gassed. So he said that everything couldn't be as bad as that: the Italian invasion of Abyssinia wasn't a ruthless brand of colonialism; it didn't end up in a massacre.
She didn't let him finish speaking. "Why did you fight in Abyssinia?"
He gave a heavy sigh. "I'm a reserve officer. I had to go."
Carlo regretted the lie; he wanted to confess why he had volunteered but didn't. He simply told her that the Italian immigrants into foreign countries were met by local xenophobia, that Italy needed a place in the sun for her land-poor.
"Rubbish!" she shouted.
"But the peoples in the large non-Abyssinian regions of the empire prefer Italian rule to that of the Negus and the local, feudal warlords. At least we freed them from slavery."
"Rubbish. And hypocrisy."
Carlo recollected how, in 1936, everybody in Italy swore that hypocrisy was the international condemnation of the Abyssinian Campaign. The sanctions? They had not even been applied to oil. Also, what right had the western democracies to cry out against the aggression? The British Empire extended across one-eighth of the earth's surface. The French colonies consisted of large territories in Africa, Asia, and Oceania. The Dutch East Indies was rich in natural resources. And the anti-colonialist United States? It had fought a ruthless war against Spain, with overwhelming preponderance of means, in order to bring the Spanish possessions from Cuba to the Philippines under its own sphere of influence.
Of course, Mirta had a point. The western democracies hadn't acquired their possessions in 1935-36. There was a different sense of urgency by then, it was true. But was it true? If it were true, if the sense of urgency had changed, why did British and American capitalism continue to exploit the whole of Latin America? Wasn't this hypocrisy? How to call, for example, Baldwin, the British premier, or Flandin, the French foreign secretary, who were much more in favour of the Italians in Abyssinia than it appeared?
Retracing that afternoon brought back memories of Mirta's isolation in those years. He failed to understand that. The popular consensus on Mussolini and his empire was so enthusiastic that it was leading many anti-Fascists to grab the chance to come to terms with the regime. He joined in the applause. She was among the few who did not. Carlo could still see her gaping at him in disapproval as he repeated the hackneyed phrases so fashionable in government circles.
"Even Churchill told our ambassador to shrug off his bombastic statements in the Commons...
"Anthony Eden, in spite of his hatred for the Italians, instructed the British ambassador to tell Galeazzo Ciano that it's his government's intention to resume good relations with us as soon as possible and consider the Abyssinian question closed...
"In less than a couple of years all countries will recognize King Victor Emmanuel as the legitimate Emperor of Abyssinia..."
She scowled at him. "We'll always be at odds. Yours is a political stance. Mine is a moral one. But even politically you're wrong. Your politics are a statement of death."
~*~
Mirta went to his wedding party at the Circolo degli Scacchi, his father-in-law's club: she fell in love with Leo and married him. And they all, Leo, Mirta, Carlo, and Anna, and Christina instead of Anna after she and Carlo split up, met again and again.
Mirta never mentioned either the ball or their ride on that afternoon. Carlo, though, once hinted at their conversation. He couldn't say why he jogged her memory about what, after all, was an unpleasant incident. It came to his mind this morning, when she caught him off balance in her bedroom with that question about the Abyssinian Campaign. When was it? April 1940, less than two months away from the Italian declaration of war. When the empire had been recognized by all the great powers, the Italians had fought for Franco in Spain, and the King of Italy had become King of Albania as well. Yes, Mirta wasn't a Utopian in 1936; she was politically conscious, and her consciousness was maturer than his own. He realized it in 1940, and since then, if not before, they'd become allies, implicitly, tacitly, in a covert way.
They loved each other; they communicated with each other. Sometimes through Leo. Theirs was a type of unspoken communication through a go-between who ignored his part in it, but in playing it unconsciously, unconsciously changed the same way as Carlo had a couple of years earlier. He couldn't forget how both he and Mirta started to fraternize with the same sort of frondeurs and political dissidents, and how Leo, too, began to enjoy their company and talk politics with them. At first, that group of intellectuals and artists accepted Leo as Carlo's cousin and Mirta's husband. Soon, however, he came to be sought-after in his own right for his criticism of the Fascist military establishment.
And Mirta and Leo? They were poles apart. She was an intellectual and a pianist, he an officer and a sportsman. He spoke many languages, but had learned them all in a practical manner. She spoke the same languages, but knew them as a philologist. She was impetuous but hated violence. He was as impetuous as she was, and could be very violent. Was Mirta in love with Leo? Very much, to be sure. In spite of the disparities between them, she'd accepted him at face value in a way she would never have accepted Carlo. But hadn't Leo, as well, gone to Abyssinia in 1936? He had. But as a career officer, not as a Fascist hack dressed in military clothes just for the invasion.
Saturday, October 23, 1943
The madam was at her desk, glancing over her shoulder towards the flight of stairs; a girl in a topless dress and an unbuttoned tuxedo was coming down, followed by a German officer. Once downstairs, she kissed him on the cheek.
Carlo looked about him. A tall brunette in a gypsy costume winked at him; a blonde wearing a short skintight dress and fishnet stockings mumbled something; soon the other girls gathered round him. Carlo noted that they were younger, and more handsome, than the prostitutes he'd seen in brothels before. Not that he was used to brothels. He'd never liked them, not even the first time he went to one. It must have been when he reached the minimum age required by the law for access to a licensed whorehouse.
He smiled at the girls, as he headed towards the madam. She, too, was rather different from her colleagues. She was quite composed, and very spruce. Her hairdo, especially, was soigné, with the hair parted in the middle, and entwined on each side of the head to form a tidy braided style. It was a fashion intended to provide a suitable base for the elaborate headdresses in vogue among the belles of the aristocracy.
The madam eyed him, and started fiddling with a pencil. Carlo offered her a Macedonia cigarette.
"No thank you," she said, in a husky, voluptuous voice, and grinned, taking a packet of Chesterfields and a box of wax matches from her bag. "I stick to mine. I've been spoiled by my Vatican friends."
"Don't tell me your friends in the Vatican are also patrons of this house as well as priests of the Roman Catholic Church."
She laughed. Then she lit her cigarette, breathed out the smoke, and moistened her lips. "Some are priests. They're better than others are. Less fastidious. Perhaps because they are in this world to absolve us from our sins."
Her accent and intonation were good, without any typically uncouth Roman sounds. Carlo focused his gaze between her eyes and her mouth. Where did she come from? "You are Brigitte, aren't you?"
"Who are you? You aren't here to absolve my gigolettes from the lusts of the flesh, I reckon."
"Have you ever been to Rotterdam?" It was the password that Mirta had told him to use.
She looked him up and down in silence.
He wondered how old she could be. Maybe his age. An attractive woman, with expressive grey eyes and a lascivious but graceful look. By no means the madam you would expect to find running a brothel, albeit a luxurious one. Was she really with the Resistance? Anyway, if she was with the Resistance, if it worked, she should take him to Ciro.
Brigitte stood up. "Take a seat," she whispered. "Wait a few minutes for me."
He watched her walking out of the parlour. Her long, swift strides played up her high hips and shapely legs.
~*~
Carlo sat facing Ciro in an attic with a raftered ceiling. "How come you've found your working space just here?" he enquired as soon as Brigitte left.
Ciro chuckled. "I also live here, in a whorehouse's poky garret. It took me a long time to work my way to the top, but eventually I made it."
"It's rather cunning of you to work from here. Nobody would imagine that they've got to get through the parlour of a brothel to fish out your files. The brothel closest to the Caccia, to boot."
They had a good laugh. Both their club, the Caccia, and the brothel were in Via di Fontanella Borghese.
"Fancy one of these?" Ciro opened a packet of Chesterfield cigarettes with his only hand.
Carlo grinned. "Of course."
"So?"
"Brigitte. Doesn't look like a madam. Don't tell me she's keeping you. Who is she?"
"My sister."
"Your sister?"
"My foster sister. My mother died in childbirth. Her mother was my wet nurse. As babies, we sucked together, from the same breasts."
"But she..."
"Looks much younger than me? You're right, Brigitte is an arresting sight. But she's forty-three years old, like me."
Ciro said no more, his chocolate-brown eyes staring straight into Carlo's. Carlo, realizing he'd intruded, turned to the reason why Mirta gave him this address. Ciro told him what was happening in the South of Italy.
"Let's think of something else," he said as soon as he finished his account, pointing at a bottle of wine. "This is a good red. I uncorked it about three-quarters of an hour ago. Would you care for a glass?"
"Oh please. But be a pal, give me another Chesterfield as well."
Tasting the wine, and drawing on his second cigarette, Carlo for the first time noticed that the window shutters were closed. Had it slipped his mind that he was in a brothel? The law did not allow brothels to keep the shutters open.
Ciro flashed him a smile, and refilled his glass. "Do you like it?"
"Yes, it's young and well balanced. Vinoso I would say. It's Rosso Piceno, isn't it? How did you get it? From Ancona?"
"No, not from Ancona. From very near it, though. You see, I went to the Marches. For the British prisoners of war."
"For the British prisoners of war?" asked Carlo.
"Yes, those who broke free upon the declaration of the armistice."
"Oh..."
"The main activity of us army officers working under cover consists of helping the Anglo-American prisoners of war to escape to Switzerland or to go into hiding."
"Really?"
"By the way, this and intelligence gathering are the areas where we're cooperating with the partisans of the Rome Committee for National Liberation."
"Christ. So there are Anglo-American prisoners holing up even here in Rome?" Carlo queried.
"Oh yes. We brought a large number of them here. We have placed them with good families. They are pretty comfortable. Some also walk about in the city centre."
"Christ. It's dangerous."
"It certainly is," replied Ciro. "But they, especially the British, have a talent for getting pissed, and when they are pissed, they forget what's dangerous and what isn't."
They took another glass of wine.
Carlo said, "Well, count on me if you need any help with the Anglo-American prisoners, but I still have to decide between working with your organization of army men and joining the partisans of the Committee."
"The Rome Committee's operations are mainly a Communist Party's business. You know that, don't you?"
"Yes."
"I won't blame you if you team up with the Communists of the Committee," Ciro said. "I was almost about to do the same."
"And why didn't you?"
"I am a regular. I'm too old not to stick to the rules. Until or unless they catch me, I'm keeping things going; that is, the unity of the Italian Royal Army here in Rome."
"What for, if the army is no longer a fighting force here?"
The room was silent. Carlo and Ciro eyed each other. Ciro took a sip of wine, and said, "So as not to admit that I've been wrong all my life, I pretend I still believe in a liar. A liar, mind you, who I think still has some good qualities in spite of his bad reputation."
The remark went unexplained, but Carlo knew Ciro alluded to the King, who, nominally, was still the head of the Italian Armed Forces. Ciro Caetani was a ragazzo of the Great War. He'd seen the King sharing, in the front line, the same life as any staff officer.
Ciro was staring at him. Carlo recollected him recounting his conversation with the King at the ceremony for the award of the gold medal, the highest for bravery, for his action on the Greek-Albanian front.
"Caetani, why don't you wear the Italian Crown?"
"Sire, I apologize for not wearing it. I have seen that now, in wartime, most officers do not wear civil decorations. Perhaps wrongly, I thought I could do the same."
"That's quite all right. I just wondered whether you held a commandership of the Italian Crown."
"I do not, sire. I am a commander of Italy's Star for my service in the colonies, but am only an officer of the Italian Crown."
"I'll have a decree prepared for me to sign. I want you to have a commandership of the Italian Crown as well."
"I am most grateful, sire. I feel highly honoured,"
"You have a medal for military valour in gold and another one in silver," said the King, who always mentioned the names of military awards in full. "Your civil decorations should match them. By the way, did you get the silver in 1918? How old were you then?"
'Eighteen sire. I was a second lieutenant with the XXIII Army Corps. We attacked on the lower Piave on July the 1st."
"I see. The army corps of the Duke of Aosta's Third Army."
After ten minutes or so Carlo left. Piave 1918: the Midsummer Battle, the great defensive battle, he thought to himself, as he walked through Fontanella Borghese. They would never be twenty again. The Great War boys didn't win a battle that summer, they won the war against the Austro-Hungarians. What a difference with Fascist Italy. What a shame that so many people abroad had rather confused and most ambiguous ideas about Caporetto without knowing anything about the Midsummer Battle. He sensed he had touched on a profound melancholy.
Sunday, October 24, 1943
Would they get together in the end? Carlo wondered. He'd broken out of the Celio last Wednesday and so far Christina couldn't find any way to see him. Thursday he was confined to the monastery. Friday morning, she was God knows where; and yesterday, when he tried once again and this time caught her on the telephone, she said she couldn't make an appointment before this morning.
Had she been busy with her husband? Or was she in love with another man? No, in that case, she wouldn't have done what she did for his escape. Unless she had a sense of guilt. After all, that was possible. Christina cheating on him, feeling bad about that, and helping him to clear her conscience.
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