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About the Book


Francesco has a memory of his father from early childhood, a night when life for his family changed: their name, their story, their living place. From that night, he has vowed to protect his mother and to follow the words of his father: Non mollare. Never give up.


When Francesco is rounded up with a group of young men and herded into a camp on the island of San Domino, he realises that someone must have handed a list of names to the fascist police; everyone is suspicious, everyone has their secrets. Emilio, a young veteran of a previous war, constantly urges him to revolution, while Francesco’s friend and former lover, Gio, jealously watches their relationship deepen. Locked in spartan dormitories, far removed from family and their real lives, resentment and bitterness between the men grows each day, forcing Francesco to question who he can really trust, and if he will make it off the island alive.


The illiterate Elena, a young island girl on the cusp of womanhood, is drawn to the handsome Francesco yet fails to understand why her family try to keep her away from him. By day, she makes and floats her paper birds, willing them to fly from the island, just as she wants to herself. Sometimes, in the wings of those birds, there are messages that she passes on. She’s not sure who they are from; she knows simply that Francesco is hiding something.


As Elena discovers the truth about the group of prisoners, she is horrified and the fine line between love and hate pulls her towards an act that can only have terrible consequences for all.
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Go, and be happy
but remember (you know
well) whom you leave shackled by love
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PART ONE


Fascism is now clearly defined not only as a regime but as a doctrine. This means that fascism, exercising its critical faculties on itself and on others, has studied from its own special standpoint and judged by its own standards all the problems affecting the material and intellectual interests now causing such grave anxiety to the nations of the world, and is ready to deal with them by its own policies.


Benito Mussolini, ‘The Doctrine of Fascism’, 1932




20 January 1939


From: Alfonso Molina, Chief of Police, Catania


To: His Excellency the President of the Provincial Commission for the Assignment of Confino, Catania


Subject: Proposal for the confinement of . . . (name to be inserted)


The plague of pederasty in this province’s capital is worsening and spreading because youths so far unsuspected are now so taken by this form of sexual degeneracy, both passive and active, that they often develop venereal diseases. In the past, one rarely saw a pederast frequenting cafés and dance halls, or wandering around in crowded streets; even more rarely was he publicly accompanied by young lovers or clients. Before, pederasts and their admirers preferred lonely streets where they could avoid salacious jokes and comments, which were generally despised not only by the most timid homosexuals, but also by those more bold and unscrupulous, but who in the end were of sound morality.


Nowadays, we can see that a lot of spontaneous and natural disgust has been overcome, and we must admit sadly that some cafés, dance halls, seaside and mountain resorts, according to the seasons, welcome these sick people, and that young people from all social classes publicly seek their company, preferring their love, and thus become enfeebled and brutish.


The spread of degeneration in this city has attracted the attention of the local police, who have intervened to suppress or, at least, to stem this serious sexual aberration that offends morality and is fatal to the health and improvement of our race. Unfortunately, the means used so far have proven insufficient. Indeed, pederasts have become more cautious to avoid our vigilance.


I therefore think it is essential, in the interests of morality and the health of our race, to intervene with more drastic measures, so that the breeding ground of this disease can be attacked and cauterised. In the absence of a particular law, we must resort, in the case of the most obstinate offenders, to the use of confino.




One


Catania, February 1939


He knows, before he hears them knocking. Something about the sudden silence of the street outside, the hush, as though all the many eyes of the city have been trained towards him. Then the sound of feet marching on cobbles, doors banging, and then his own. Three heavy, slow knocks. He imagines the raised gloved fist on the other side.


His mother, standing in the kitchen, looks up. She is wearing a white silk dressing gown, her dark hair uncombed across her shoulders. He notices, for the first time, how it is beginning to lighten with streaks of grey. Her face is thin and tired.


He has sewn and resewn the dressing gown for her many times since they came to Catania. He has been promising to buy her a new one for months. Soon. In time. A few more weeks at the restaurant will be enough.


The knocking starts again.


‘Francesco Caruso. Does Francesco live here?’


She looks at him. There is nothing in her face to say she knows. She doesn’t know. What will he tell her? He has stolen something. Bribery, perhaps, or fraud. Anything that isn’t violent, or the truth. She opens her mouth to speak.


‘Caruso?’ the voice says again. ‘Francesco Caruso. You will answer. We are coming inside either way.’


He wipes a hand across his eyes as a sound escapes her, a stifled, wordless sound. He can’t look at her now. His hands begin to shake. She has always had such pride in him, in his goodness. Despite all the times he has been in trouble, she has believed in him. He thinks of his father, the last time they were all together, thirteen years ago in that terrible rented room in Naples. ‘They will come for us now,’ she had whispered, her face pale with fear, and Francesco’s father had smiled. Shaken his head.


‘You’ve got him,’ he had said, gesturing towards Francesco, ten years old, standing in the doorway. ‘He’ll grow up strong.’ He had turned to Francesco then, holding out his hands. ‘You will grow up to be a man, Francesco. You will fight like a man.’ And Francesco had nodded, without considering for a second what that meant. ‘What must you remember?’


He had buried his face in his father’s soft woollen jumper, curling his fists around it, breathing him in, not wanting to be a man. Not wanting to be anything but a child, willing his father to stay. ‘Never strike first,’ his father had whispered, rubbing Francesco’s back, rocking him softly. ‘And do not give up.’


Non mollare. Never give up.


The knocking starts again, harder now. His mother moves towards the door and Francesco puts a hand out to stop her. He remembers the promise he made that night they left Naples. Not to leave her. Just the two of them, alone in a new city. He would never leave her. He would be a real man, the kind of man his father would be proud of.


He stands up slowly. Takes a deep breath. Clenches his fists. Unlocks the door with slow, steady fingers.


But when he sees them on the other side, their pressed uniforms, the shadows of guns in their belts, so many of them when he is just one man, his instincts react. It is no surprise, perhaps. They call him Femminella at the dance hall. Feeble woman. He hears Emilio’s voice, loud in his ear. Run. It doesn’t matter where, Cesco. Just run. Now.


Now.


And he is running, past his mother, through the kitchen, through the door to the courtyard; he is vaulting over the wall and out through a narrow back alley into the street, and running hard, in no particular direction, just away.


Catania is quiet. Usually, as the evening pales into night, there is a steady hum of voices, footsteps, radios playing through open doorways. Women shouting across balconies, calling their children in. Men walking in groups towards the castle square, fights breaking out in narrow alleys, the last street vendors carting home what’s left unsold.


Tonight, the streets are empty. As though they know it is a night for hiding, for keeping silent. All Francesco can hear is the slow sighing of the sea beyond the railway arches, and the shouts of the men who are following him.


He pauses, breathing hard. He knows this city better than any of them. He has been living a second life in its shadows for long enough to know every side street, every hidden alleyway and dark recess. There is nowhere he cannot hide.


He looks east, towards the arches. Remembers the nights he hid there with Emilio, holding their breath to keep from making a sound. They will look there first. North, towards San Antonio and the dance hall; they will know he is not stupid enough to go there, but they might send one of the men, just to be sure. Or down towards the Duomo, the wider, lit-up streets, where the city’s fashionable residents will be dining in the open air, women walking arm in arm with their husbands, elegant bands playing in the squares. It is not his Catania, those streets. He would be mad to try there.


They will never think to look.


He runs through a series of dark side streets, making sure to cross back on himself, to take an illogical way. After a few turns, he reaches the castle, still standing intact amidst a sea of lava cooled centuries ago. He pauses for a second to catch his breath. Then downhill, hurtling along the Via Garibaldi, in full view but moving fast.


The open space, after so many narrow streets, is shocking. A few men are still lingering in the Duomo square, sitting around the fountains, dealing cards and sipping from flasks. There is no sound but the murmur of the fountains, the flick, flick of the cards and, from somewhere far behind him, a shrill whistle.


He pauses to look up. His father used to teach him to do this, whenever he felt afraid. If you can see the sky, you know there is a way out. You are still free. The sky is dark but clear above the cathedral dome. Against it, the blank, hard-eyed faces of saints are leaning over him, hooded in white stone.


It is still warm, though the sun has long since set. Francesco feels like a stranger in the square. His city is one of narrow darkness, of hiding and whispering, just two turns of a street away. He doesn’t know this square, its open, lit-up spaces. He longs for the shadows of the railway arches by the sea, or the thick, hot air of the dance hall, the arrusi pressed together in a space hardly larger than the living room of his flat, arms wound around his waist, breath hot on his neck, a voice in his ear. Emilio, whispering to him: Femminella, Francesca, stavo cercando, I was looking for you . . .


He straightens, and keeps running.


He stops on the Via Etnea. At the end of the street, shadowed against the darkening sky, the volcano rises high above the city, dark clouds rolling from its slopes. A familiar threat. Francesco can see its snow-tipped crater from his window at home. It is quiet now, but it is always watching. When Francesco was thirteen, it had woken and buried a nearby village in fire. Then retreated in silence as quickly.


Once, when he was a boy, his father had taken him to climb it. They were holidaying in Sicily, back when his life had been one of holidays, trains and boats and expensive dinners. Francesco had not known then that he would one day live in the volcano’s shadow. That everything of that life would vanish, faster than the red glow of lava as it cooled. He had not known what the mountain could do, but close to the summit, the two of them gasping and laughing together at the effort of it, he had seen whispers of steam emerging from between rocks, and put his hand down to touch them, reeling back at the burning air on his skin. His father had poured out the contents of his water bottle across Francesco’s palm, then hoisted him up onto his shoulders and carried him the rest of the way, not quite to the summit but as high as they could go. He remembered the feeling of his father’s hands on his ankles, holding him steady. The strange, undulating rhythm of the climb, his hands gripping his father’s wiry hair, the two of them pressed so closely together that Francesco forgot the pain in his hand, forgot how far they still had left to go.


He has still never climbed to the summit. On days when the restaurant is quiet, he and Gio sometimes leave the city and walk together through the hills, but on foot they don’t get very far. The volcano is a distant, unreachable presence, a background solidity, like a painted piece of set dressing. In Francesco’s dreams, it is where his father has gone. He is somewhere on the slopes of Etna, waiting for Francesco to catch up with him, holding out a hand as he climbs on up towards the summit, hot steam rising from the rocks around him.


He hears a shout, and ducks into a side street. It is still wider than the streets around the castle, trees planted along its length, street lights flickering at its corners. He can hear laughter from behind a fogged window, glasses clinking. Further in, the road narrows into shadows. Francesco heads towards the darkness, hands in his pockets, trying to walk slowly, casually, without looking back.


He knows now he can never go home. He will not see his mother again, Emilio, Gio, the Via Calcera, the castle or even the volcano. He will keep running. Somehow he will find his father and they will run together.


For a moment, he has forgotten where he is. What he is. He has forgotten that on an island, men like him can’t run forever. In Naples, his mother tells him, he was another person, loud and conversational, happy to talk to strangers when they came to the house. Since Catania, he has learned to be quiet, to guard what he says and who he talks to. It is what drew him to the arrusi in the first place, perhaps, that acquired art of silence. He knows now that it has not been enough. He will always be caught, whichever direction he takes, however guarded his silence. When he hears the whistle again, closer now, then the shouting of the police behind him, he remembers.


Something hard meets the back of his skull and he feels himself falling. A boot shoves his face into the narrow seam of dirt running through the gutter at the side of the street.


‘Arrusu!’ he hears one of them spitting over him. ‘Fucking whore.’


He tries to grip the paving stones with his fingers, finding no purchase on the smooth black lava stone. He tries to breathe, and his mouth fills with earth. He thinks of Emilio, the two of them running together from the dance hall, laughing, towards the sea. He tries to turn his head, to look up at the sky, to feel free, but he is pinned beneath a heavy weight. He feels a cold circle of metal against the back of his neck. He can hear Emilio’s voice in his ear again, see his dark eyes widen with fear. Run.


This is my curse, Francesco thinks, as arms reach around him, hauling him up, his hands pinned behind him. Someone spits in his face and he closes his eyes. Not standing still, but running at all the wrong moments.




Two


San Domino, June 1939


The first prisoners had arrived in the spring. It was the wrong kind of spring that year. Still winter, really. In San Domino, everyone was waiting for the sun to break, but something held it back behind the clouds. The tomatoes refused to swell on their stalks.


Of the fifty or so inhabitants of the island, Elena Pirelli always claimed she had been the first to see them arrive. She saw a boat from the pantry window, she said, a shadow in the corner of her eye. To get a better view, she had pulled a stool against the wall and climbed up until she could raise her eyes to the glass, her fingers gripping the sill. The boat was large, approaching from the neighbouring island of San Nicola. It was not unusual for boats to pass between the two islands, but they were usually small; rowing boats or fishing trawlers. She had never seen a boat so large approach San Domino.


Behind her, her mother was beating dough roughly against the table. It shook beneath the force of her fists.


‘What is that boat?’ Elena turned from the window.


‘Boat?’


‘There is a boat coming in. From San Nicola. Look.’


Her mother shook her head, as if that were an answer, and pounded the bread even harder. Elena looked back. There was no sign of a boat now. It must have passed beneath the shadow of the cliffs surrounding the beach. She wondered if she had imagined it. Perhaps it had only been a group of birds, gathered for shelter against the wind and the salt spray, or the shadows of spruces on the horizon.


There was no reason, after all, to come here. No one came to San Domino. Rarely, pleasure seekers might stop to sun themselves on the thin strip of sand by the port, or explore the sea caves in their tiny boats, but they didn’t stay long, and they hardly ever came back.


It was different on San Nicola. A steady stream of boats had been passing between it and the mainland for as long as Elena could remember, bringing with them men to be kept shut up within the island’s towering walls of rock. Though it was the smaller island, San Nicola in the last few months had been swelling with anti-fascists and agitators, men the state wished to hide away. The island swarmed with officers of the carabinieri – she could see them sometimes from San Domino, black specks against the fortress walls. The prisoners, in their pale uniforms, were harder to see, but sometimes she could make them out between the barracks where they were housed, pacing the yard or standing together in groups. Shut up tight like mice in a trap, her mother said, whenever she looked towards San Nicola. They will not trouble us here, furetto. San Domino, with its crumbling cliffs and dense thickets of pine trees, would be left alone.


But later, standing with her ear pressed against the pantry door, Elena had heard her parents talking in the room beyond.


‘Twenty, in that boat,’ her mother spat.


‘I know.’ Her father sounded tired.


‘You know what they are saying. And more to come still!’


‘Perhaps more.’


‘You said they were politicals.’


‘I did. They are.’


‘Then why can’t they stay there? And why do I hear these things about them? That you are to be a keeper of animals?’


‘Work is work,’ her father said dully. His new job, whatever it was, had come suddenly, after weeks of travelling to the mainland, then returning and sitting silently indoors, staring at the floor. Then had come a trip to San Nicola, and everything since had been brighter. Her father had a uniform now. A gun.


‘They are a contagion,’ her mother continued. ‘They spread disease.’


Elena drew back from the door.


A few days later, she had walked the length of the island, tracing the paths through the dense pine woods to the south, back through the village at its centre to the north side, where the land fell away sharply to the sea. She walked for hours in the still, heavy silence. Towards the Cala Tramontana to the west, she saw several figures dressed in white standing amongst the trees. Men, clustered together in groups. She darted quickly behind a tree before they could see her.


When she reached the cliffs, she looked down at the beach that was San Domino’s only port. There was no large boat there now. Only a small row of fishing boats tied up tight against the rocks. She looked across the water to the steep, pale cliffs of San Nicola, which seemed to mould themselves into the walls of the fortress as though it had grown from the island in place of trees. She thought of the boat she had seen crossing the water that had brought those men with it. There was no sign of it now.


A contagion. She tasted the word. A keeper of animals.


In June, the second boat came. This time, Elena was climbing the pines that grew in clusters on the cliffs above the port, high enough to gain a view across the water towards the mainland. The boat, as large as the other, was just leaving San Nicola, turning not towards the mainland, but to San Domino.


The sun had found San Domino at last, fruit finally fattening and bursting from trees, landing in soft puddles of juice on the dry ground. Elena had felt her own body change with it, as though the sun were drawing her out for the first time. The narrow hips and bony shoulders the children on San Nicola had once teased her for were giving way to softer, rounder skin. The dresses her mother had sewn for her years before suddenly needed letting out and adjusting. She noticed it, too, in the way the men looked at her when she walked across the island. Once, she would have gone barefoot and careless, unnoticed by the few people she passed in the fields. For the first time that summer, she found herself drawing her arms across her chest and hunching her shoulders, keeping her eyes to the ground.


It had come late, her mother said. She had long been expecting it, and there was a kind of eagerness to her fingers as she tore the seams of Elena’s clothing to add new folds of cloth. She had been a child for too long already. Elena knew what it meant. She saw the way her mother eyed up boys on San Nicola, boys who seemed hardly more than children. She knew the life her mother had planned for her: endless island summers, endless children, endless work. Never to leave. To live as all the other island women lived, with no chance to see anything beyond San Domino’s narrow horizons. Not even this new Italy that everyone spoke of.


As if to pull something back, as if growing up were a kind of battle to be fought, territory to be defended, Elena was resisting as hard as she could. She only needed a few more months to plan her escape. Some way to the mainland, perhaps, or further.


She watched the boat coming closer. Far on the horizon, others were making their way along the dark shadow of Italy’s coastline, no more than inky spots against the sky. To them, her island must look just as small, she thought. A speck of dust above the water.


Whenever she watched the boats, which never turned towards her island, Elena tried to imagine the world they came from, the palaces and ballrooms and crowded, wide streets of a mainland she had never seen. She imagined herself, draped in expensive cloth, walking along even, neatly paved streets. Strangers parting to let her through. A table, a white pressed cloth, plates of strange, expensive food. The mainland was all she thought about when she wasn’t helping her mother at home, or reciting lessons in housekeeping on San Nicola. Sometimes she imagined a boat from the mainland pulling up on the narrow beach, left unattended long enough for her to hide herself away before it turned back, stowing away like boys did in story books, then climbing out on the other side into a new, brighter world.


She turned back to watch the boat approaching from San Nicola. As it came closer, she could see the faces of the men standing at its stern. They were carabinieri officers, and a number of other official-looking men. As the boat drew up against the beach, they jumped down and began dragging it along the sand, shouting orders. Elena shrank back amongst the branches, suddenly wanting to hide herself away.


As the officers shouted, more men began to emerge from the cabin. Around twenty of them, all wearing the same pale clothing she had seen weeks before on the men standing amongst the trees. They were blinking and shielding their eyes with their hands, as if they had not seen daylight in a long time. They stepped down from the boat and gathered together on the beach, as the police officers conferred with other men at the port. Papers were exchanged. She watched the passengers standing together in a tight group, staring up with bewildered faces at the cliffs that rose above them. There was a flicker of light as one of them lit a cigarette. Then a shout, as one of the carabinieri officers knocked it from his hand. Afterwards, the man stood still, his hand raised to his lips as though he expected the cigarette to still be between his fingers.


The sun was sinking now behind her, the last of it slanting across the sand in seams of gold. Between her knees, the tree bark was pressing roughly into her skin. As she watched, the police officers organised the men on the beach into two long lines. Then, as they gave a shout, the men began to march. Elena paused for a moment in her tree, watching as they spread out along the beach towards her. A contagion. She whispered it out loud.


She slid down, pine needles scratching at her ankles, and ran to catch up with them on the road.


Elena knew how to hide on San Domino. She knew every road and dirt track, every tree, every secluded clearing and hidden pathway. Apart from weekly trips to San Nicola for the Fascist Saturday, she had never left her island. She had seen pictures of the mainland in books and the newspapers that were brought by boat every two weeks, and which her father allowed her to look at when he was finished with them. It was a place where people lived packed together like sardines in a tin. Where you could spend a whole day walking across a city and not see even half of what was there. Elena could cross San Domino in just over an hour. Less if she was running.


She had seen a picture of a volcano in one of the books, towering above the city that clung to its slopes, ochre and white houses like barnacles sticking to a rock. One day, her father had told her, the volcano would wake up and the city would be buried in fire. He had shown her pictures of people, too: Il Duce standing on a balcony wearing a black suit, rows and rows of men holding guns, looking up at him with serious faces. This was not so unfamiliar. She saw something like it on Saturdays, when they went to the square in San Nicola and the Director made his speeches.


She heard the men before she saw them; feet marching on the paved street that took them up the steep climb from the beach. She moved closer to the road, emerging from amongst the trees in time to see them rounding the corner and marching towards her, two carabinieri officers leading them.


They were chained. Twenty, perhaps twenty-four of them, each joined to his partner at the wrist. What had, from a distance, looked like military precision was irregular; they moved at different speeds, one of them tripping, his partner raising their chained hands as if to catch him. Elena stood watching at the side of the road, close enough to make eye contact with any of them, had they not all been staring at the ground.


Except one. One of them was staring up at the sky. His eyes were blue. He looked much like the rest of them, skin tanned despite the too-long winter, his hair untidy about his shoulders, which stooped as though with resignation. His hand, the hand not chained to the man beside him, was gripping a bag, and all the time, while the others watched their feet in the dust, he was looking up intently, as though he could see something worth watching in the clouds. Elena looked up too, and saw nothing but the branches of pine trees knitted against the sky. When she looked back, the man was staring at her, turning his head as they passed. He was young. Twenty, perhaps, or a few years more. She hardly knew any men that age. Only her brothers, Andrea and Marco, and Nicolo, a boy from San Nicola whose parents owned the grocery store her father had once worked in. She saw him every week at the Fascist Saturday, where her mother would encourage her to talk to him while he wiped his nose on his sleeve and stared at her dumbly.


She felt again that new awkwardness, and drew her hands instinctively across her chest. She remembered how her dress was frayed at the edges, felt the curves of it clinging awkwardly to her own, noticed that her feet were bare in the dust. As the man walked on, his eyes still on her, she felt a pooling of warmth in her stomach. His lips curled slightly at the corners, the beginnings of a smile. Elena smiled back, feeling the thud of her heart, heavy in her chest. His face grew more beautiful as she looked at it, like the paintings she had seen in pictures in her father’s books. Pale, glowing skin on church walls.


She heard a shout then. The suddenness of it made her close her eyes, and when she opened them, the column of men had stopped. The man with the beautiful face had been whipped to the ground by one of the carabinieri. He lay in the dust, clutching his stomach. The officer raised his hand, which held a strip of leather, and brought it down again, hard. The man howled.


Elena stared, trying not to call out. As she did so, the officer turned his head. The realisation came to her more slowly than it should have done. The uniform had changed him, the hat low over his eyes, but as he looked in her direction she recognised her father.


She ducked down quickly in the bushes, watching through the leaves as he brought the whip down once more. The man screamed as her father struck him again. And again, and again, until he stopped making a sound.


She stared at her father’s fist, the leather strap wrapped so tight it was cutting into the skin. A few hours ago he had cupped her chin with that hand, kissed the crown of her head, patted Andrea’s shoulder. She wanted to scream. To run forward and catch the whip in her hands.


His wasn’t even a real carabinieri uniform, she realised as she watched him. It was black like the other man’s, but the shiny buttons were missing, and there were no tassels or colourful stitches at his shoulders. He was only playing at being one of them. She felt a hollowed-out feeling in her stomach as the man on the ground gave a low, heavy moan.


Her father bent down and hauled him upright. He swayed for a moment on the spot, supported by the prisoner he was chained to, before they marched on.


As they walked, the man turned his head again, as though looking for her. Elena kept herself hidden, her eyes fixed on him until he had disappeared over the rise of the hill, her mind filled with the image of her father’s face, red with an anger she had never seen before.




Three


‘You will not listen to radios.’


Francesco stared at his feet. One of his boots had worn itself a hole towards the tip. He could feel the cold floorboards through it. His back stung with the memory of the carabiniere’s whip.


‘If we find one, it will be taken, and you will be punished. You will not gather in public places, nor attend public meetings or entertainments.’


He could still feel the movement of the boat sliding over the waves, some memory of its unsteady rhythm preserved beneath his skin. The dormitory was dark, after the blinding light outside. On the march from the beach, he had tipped his head back and felt the sun on his face. The arrusi had lived in prisons, by then, for four months. First the prison in Catania, then in Foggia, then the filthy dormitories of San Nicola. To feel so much sun, all at once, was like drinking cold water after a drought.


As the darkness resolved around him, he looked at the men standing with him, lined up in the centre of the dormitory. Around twenty of them had been marched from the beach. They had passed through a grove of pine trees, the air heavy with their scent, then taken a right turn along a dirt road towards the sea, pausing at two long, low dormitories, half hidden amongst foliage. Ten of them had been marched into each.


He studied the faces of the men beside him. Most were known to him, and at the same time unfamiliar. He imagined his own face was similar. Wide-eyed and afraid. Streaked with dirt from the prisons, exhausted from their long journey north. They seemed out of place, standing together in a neat line, all wearing the same pale, plain uniforms.


They were all boys of the arvulu rossu. The name was for the tree the younger arrusi sometimes met beneath on the corner of a street by the docks in Catania, where the authorities had usually left them alone. Francesco knew each man by name; their true names, and the names they had given themselves. Luca the Lioness, for his golden hair. Mattheo the Seamstress, his fingers light and quick with a needle. Gio the Amazon, a joke because he was so slight. Francesco was Femminella. Feeble woman. They said it with affection, for his beautiful face, and because others used the term so differently. It did not hurt so much to hear it spat at him in the street after it had been whispered softly in his ear.


Gio was standing beside him. His eyes were shut tight, and Francesco could sense his shaking, a slight tremor in his shoulders. He tried to keep his own back straight, his chin raised to the carabinieri officer who addressed them in a quiet, disinterested voice.


‘You will not discuss politics, or disseminate political views.’


The officer was younger than the two who had brought them from the beach, but it was clear that, despite this, his was the superior rank. All three wore identical uniforms, but his seemed smarter, a better fit, perhaps. Its dark felt rendered him barely visible in the shadows of the dormitory. Only the glint of polished silver buttons marked him out as he paced the line of prisoners. Francesco eyed the dark shape of a pistol in his hand.


The two carabinieri who had brought them from the beach were standing further back, eyeing the scene nervously, sharing an occasional whisper. The man who had whipped Francesco on the road seemed, in the presence of his superior, to have lost all of his strength and assurance. He was much older than the other two. His uniform was clearly too large for him, sagging at the knees, and Francesco saw now that it was not a true carabinieri uniform, only a close imitation. Borrowed perhaps from another man, who had left for something better on the mainland. He was still holding the whip, winding it nervously around his fist. Beneath the cap they all wore, his hair was white, his face lined with age.


Slowly, the darkness of the dormitory began to resolve itself to shapes, and Francesco saw that it was already occupied. More men were lying on bunks, others sitting at a long, low table. The third carabiniere, a middle-aged, moustached man with drooping eyes, went to the far side of the room and pushed open a door, beyond which Francesco could see a large, dusty yard, ringed with a wire fence. The sun was falling behind the trees, shadows stretching across the floor towards him. In the half-light, he looked around at the faces of the other men, and realised they were familiar too. In Catania, the two groups of arrusi had largely kept themselves separate, but Francesco knew their faces anyway. The primogeniti. That was what they had called themselves – the firstborn, the older arrusi. They had been the first to disappear, back in January, a month before the arvulu rossu boys were taken. So this was where they had been brought. Francesco searched frantically among their faces for Emilio’s.


In Catania, the primogeniti met in one another’s houses, or in the more expensive salons. The arvulu rossu boys, young men in their twenties without the luxury of their own homes, or the means for salons, met in the shadows of the city, in dance halls and cinemas and forgotten back streets. Francesco doubted there had ever been so many arrusi together in one place before.


‘You will not hold weapons.’


He studied the young carabinieri officer’s face. In the light from outside, he seemed suddenly less sure of himself. There was a hesitation in his eyes as he addressed them, as though he was uncertain of what they might do now that their chains had been removed. His dark features were those of a classical sculpture, perfectly symmetrical: long-lashed oval eyes, a wide forehead and defined cheekbones. How they would have pursued him in Catania. Francesco wondered if the others were thinking it too. The hearts he might have broken.


‘If you have implements for labouring, you will surrender them to us at the end of each day.’ He spoke slowly, enunciating the words, as though they were idiots. ‘You will be given four lire each day for food and necessities. The rest, if you want it, you earn yourselves.’


Francesco thought of the days in the restaurant in the castle square with Gio, washing dishes in the tiny back kitchen while Gio carried plates to tables. What would they do now? How many dishes were there in a place such as this? How many willing to pay an arrusu to wash them?


‘I am Officer Salvatore Santoro. I am in charge. For you, this island is the whole world. You will carry your identities with you at all times.’


Francesco looked down at the small square of paper in his hand, on which was written his name, birth date and occupation. Francesco Caruso. 15.06.15. Dishwasher. The invented surname was still unfamiliar, even after fourteen years of pretence. Would they look into his records carefully enough to know? Was there anything left for them to find? Next to his details, a box for his parents’ names. The words were printed in stark capitals. MADRE: MARGHERITA CARUSO. PADRE: NON CONOSCIUTO. Unknown.


‘You will be here at eight, when the doors are locked. If you are not, you are too late. In the morning, you will be punished.’


There was a blurred photograph, too, on the card. It had been taken the morning after his arrest, at the police station he had been marched to. He was wearing a woollen jumper, covered in holes, the shirt beneath it torn and streaked with stains. In the photograph, he could see some of his attempts to mend the shirt: the neat rows of stitching along its collar, the places where a stitch had been too large, or he had missed his target with the needle; their flat in Catania was badly lit and he had done the mending in the evenings after work, straining his eyes to the light of a couple of candles. In the past few years, as the taxes had risen, they had both become so thin, he had begun to learn to take in clothing, narrowing waistlines and tightening collars.


His mother hardly sewed any more. Because they wanted her to, she said. Because they said it was what she was born for. She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. Francesco didn’t mind. He enjoyed it, although he knew it was not what he was born for. It was not work for real men.


The house in Naples where he was born and lived the first ten years of his life must have had electric lights, because he always remembered it as brightly lit, no shadows in the corners of the rooms, the ceilings high, the windows wide. His mother sewing late into the night, a pair of lace gloves folded on the table beside her. Dinners that lasted for hours, the sound of the guests’ laughter, the soft ringing of glasses rising through the house to the room where Francesco slept. His father. His father, lifting Francesco onto his shoulders. His father, bent over pages in the library. The library’s rich, heavy curtains. The earthen smell of books and dust, and the pamphlets piled on the polished table, their bold heading repeated over and over. Non mollare. Never give up. The memory of it all baffled him. It felt like someone else’s life.


‘It is a mistake.’


Everyone’s heads turned at once.


‘A mistake?’ Santoro repeated.


‘Yes.’ Elio spoke quietly and firmly. He held his face high, the curve of his neck dark against the pale shirts they all wore. They called Elio Duchessa. His father was something high up in the authorities, and in Catania he had walked and spoken with the air of a duchess. It hadn’t saved him. ‘My father will write and tell you. I should not have been brought here.’ Francesco saw a few of the primogeniti smile. ‘He is a member of the Fascist Party. Venucci. Mario Venucci. He will tell you. I should not be here. I am not . . . perverted.’


Santoro regarded Elio with his head tilted slightly to one side, then reached slowly for his gun. There was a silence. Then a sickening crack as he brought the gun down on Elio’s forehead. Francesco closed his eyes. When he opened them, Elio lay curled on the floor, clutching his forehead, blood pooling between his fingers.


‘You are permitted to trade,’ Santoro continued, smiling at them all now, sensing the growing atmosphere of fear. ‘But you are not permitted to sell your clothing, or any other government-owned property.’


Francesco looked down at Elio. None of the arrusi had moved. They had left him there, curled up at their feet.


‘In the morning, we will open the dormitories and you will be dressed, ready to be counted. You will be counted again at midday, and again in the afternoon. If you are not present, you will be punished.’


As the carabiniere spoke, Francesco looked down again at his identity card, trying to recognise some hint of his father’s face in his photograph. Trying to find some clue there to what he should do. What his father would think of him now.


His mother had told him so many times how he was growing up to resemble his father. In the picture, Francesco looked afraid. He couldn’t imagine his father feeling afraid. He remembered other emotions too, after they had taken him to the police station. Not defiance, though he had tried to feel that. He remembered anger. Not at the men who had held him roughly by the wrists as the photograph was taken, but at himself, because he had been told, weeks before, that this would happen. Emilio had told him. Run. It doesn’t matter where, just run. And Francesco had not listened to him. Perhaps it was better that Emilio was not here, to see how foolish Francesco had been, left on his own.


‘Most importantly,’ Santoro’s voice grew louder, ‘you will not talk to the islanders. You will not approach them. You have been brought here to be kept separate from Italy’s people. They do not want you here, any more than you wish to be here yourselves. You will keep away from them, or you will be punished.’


There was a moan from somewhere far away, and Francesco looked down at Elio. The blood on his fingers was drying. He hesitated. Then, emboldened by the thought of his father, he knelt down, pressing a hand against Elio’s damp forehead.


‘It’s all right,’ he whispered. ‘Stay quiet.’


Elio stared up at him with wide, wild eyes. Francesco looked around him. There was nothing he could use for a bandage. He considered tearing his own shirt, but even as the thought crossed his mind, he felt hands on his arms, pushing him down, rough floorboards against his cheek, the warm touch of saliva as he was pressed against the floor. He was back in Catania, hands on his arms, a voice in his ear. Arrusu. Fucking whore.


He closed his eyes. Tried to think of his father. How safe he had felt with his father’s hands holding tight to his ankles as they climbed the slopes of Etna. How safe he had felt, even on the night they had run from the flames of their house in Naples, hoisted again on his father’s shoulders, his mother screaming behind them. His father’s voice in his ear as he shook with fear afterwards in a bed that was not his own, his face still streaked with smoke and ashes. They can’t hurt you, Francesco. Guns don’t make them powerful. Never think they are stronger than you because they have guns and fire. They are nothing. And the words he had said most often, that Francesco had repeated to himself over and over as he was marched between prisons, as he was spat on and laughed at, trying to recall the sound of his father’s voice. The words he had only disobeyed once in his life. Never strike first.


‘Who will help him?’ Santoro demanded. Inwardly Francesco cursed himself. He knew what Emilio would say. It is a mistake to try to help anyone but yourself. It singles you out.


No one moved. He felt himself being lifted onto his knees, his arms pulled behind his back.


‘Who will help him now?’


Still nobody moved. Francesco’s knees ached against the rough floorboards. He could feel the breath of the man who held him on the back of his neck.


Santoro’s face was close to his own. ‘Open your mouth.’


Francesco hesitated.


‘Open your mouth, recchione! Do what you’re good for.’


As he opened it, he felt something cold and hard slide between his lips.


Francesco knew nothing of guns. His father had always forbidden him from holding one. Until forced to learn how to use one during drills on the Fascist Saturday, he had only seen them from a distance, held by soldiers marching through the streets. He wondered if there was a way to tell if a gun was loaded just by looking at it. The barrel glistened in the last of the sun from the yard, casting splinters of light into his eyes.


He heard himself gag, and felt bile rising in his throat. At the point where it threatened to escape, Santoro laughed, and took the gun away.


After the police had gone, he lay on the floor, keeping his eyes closed, shutting out the sound of doors slamming heavily behind them. After a few minutes, he felt a hand on his arm, lifting him up.


‘I saved you a bunk.’ Gio smiled, nodding to the rows of beds, holding Francesco’s hand tightly in both of his.


As he sat down on the thin mattress, Francesco looked around the room, searching again for Emilio. He had not seen Emilio since that night of the first arrests in January, when the primogeniti had been taken. In Catania, Emilio had not associated with either group. His age was somewhere between the two, not young enough for the arvulu rossu boys, not quite old enough for the primogeniti. He had kept himself apart, lived alone, attended some of the dances, gone to the salons sometimes, but he had no particular favourites among the arrusi. It had fascinated them all, how Emilio kept his distance. Where were his family? Who did he go with? They took bets, sometimes. Who could seduce him first. Who would win him. No one had ever succeeded. If he were here, Emilio would already be thinking of ways to escape.


‘There are three ways to leave the island.’ Francesco looked up quickly, but it was Arturo who had spoken. He was addressing a small group of the new arrivals, gathered around him at one end of the table.


Arturo had worked with Emilio in the mechanics’ yard. He was not built like most of the arrusi. He was broad, imposing, his height hidden by his slouching stance. He was like a bull, Francesco always thought, his upper body disproportionately large, his nostrils wide. When Arturo was angry, if a customer refused to pay or a machine to cooperate, his face turned a deep, violent purple, a shade none of the other arrusi could have achieved even with rouge. It was as though his blood was always close to the surface.


Arturo marked the three ways on his fingers as he spoke them. ‘Illness takes you to the infirmary on San Nicola. If it is very bad, to Foggia. Piss them off badly enough, and after a few beatings they’ll take you to the prison in Manfredonia. Or it is possible to be granted leave to go home for a few days if a relative is sick. But they’ll give you hell if it turns out not to be true.’


Arturo had disappeared with the primogeniti in the first arrests in January. The same night Emilio had been taken. Afterwards, they had all wondered why. They had not thought he was one of them. No one had ever seen him in the salons or at dances. He had had a girl, even, although that need not be proof of anything; many of them had had girls. He had fought like a tiger, they said, when he was taken. He had bitten one of the guards until he drew blood.


‘You are not planning an escape?’ Mattheo said, wide-eyed beside him.


Arturo smiled and spread out his hands. ‘I am telling you the situation. That’s all. You do with it what you decide to do with it.’


‘There is another way,’ Elio said from where he sat with a cloth pressed to his forehead. Arturo looked at him sharply. Elio swallowed before continuing. ‘My father is writing a petition to the governor. He has many friends in the Ministry of the Interior. He is an important member of the regime. Very high-ranking.’


Some of the men around him smiled. They were used to Elio’s tales of his father.


‘It may have some effect,’ Elio said indignantly, holding the bloodstained cloth out to examine before pressing it to the wound again. ‘I am his only son. It is an injustice, to send me here. I am a loyal fascist, and they send me here!’


Arturo stood and moved over to him, placing a hand on Elio’s shoulder. Francesco watched his fingers whiten as his grip strengthened, until Elio yelped with pain. Arturo laughed, and patted his cheek. ‘You believe it, Duchessa, if it brings you comfort.’ Then he put his face close to Elio’s ear and spoke slowly, deliberately. ‘We are all writing petitions, little one. And our families. Hundreds, I should imagine. We are all loyal fascists in those letters.’ He laughed, gesturing to one of the primogeniti, sitting alone at the table. ‘Marcello there fought in the war!’


Marcello looked up. Francesco found it hard to imagine him as a soldier. He had been a lawyer, long since retired, in Catania. Francesco had been to his flat once, seen the walls lined with books. Marcello’s eyes narrowed as Arturo’s voice grew hard, angry. ‘Marcello fought for our country, for our way of life. He fought at Caporetto! Do you think they give a damn about that when they read it in his letters? Do you think that will get him out of here?’


‘Caporetto!’ Elio laughed. ‘How could that save him? They were all cowards at Caporetto. They lost us the war.’ Elio waved a dismissive hand towards Marcello, and pushed open the door to the yard. Sunlight flooded the dormitory for a few seconds, before the door swung shut behind him.


There was a silence after he had gone. Everyone was watching Marcello, but he did not get up. Francesco looked at him, stooped over the table, the skin around his eyes creased with age, and tried to picture him, twenty years ago, in the mud of Caporetto. He had heard the battle referenced a hundred times back home. How hundreds of thousands of Italian soldiers had been taken prisoner, while others had run from the fight. How his country had fallen to degeneracy, to cowardice. How the next generation must prove themselves to be stronger. There was no room any more for pacifists, for weak, feminised men.


‘That’s it?’ Luca said at last. ‘There are no other ways out?’


Again they fell silent. Outside, the wind had risen, mingling with the sound of the sea. The floor of the dormitory, thin slats of wood, creaked as men shifted and settled in their beds, or paced the narrow space at the centre of the room. Francesco felt for a moment that they were on a ship, surrounded by the whispers of waves rising slowly into a storm.


‘There is over the cliffs,’ Arturo said, shrugging and taking his seat again. ‘If any of you prefer it that way.’




Four


After she had watched the chained men pass, Elena began to walk homewards after them, but found her feet were taking her in the other direction, north towards the steep cliffs at the edge of the island. The image of her father, a whip in his hand, shifted in front of her eyes. The man crouched in the dust as her father brought the whip down on his back. His eyes, a deep blue, staring at her as he passed. Was he smiling? Had he noticed her at all? And who were those men, kept chained, and whipped for looking at the sky?


She walked the paths through the pine trees, breathing in the heavy scented air. The cliff edge was hardly visible until she passed beyond the trees, where the land fell away suddenly to the clear water below. Reaching into the pocket of her dress, she pulled out one of her paper birds. These were another part of her childhood she refused to shake off; she had been making them for years, with scraps of paper or sheets of newspaper, folded into stiff approximations of wings and narrow, pointed beaks. She wanted them to fly, but they never did. This one she held above her head and threw in a straight line. It twisted in the air, then fell meanderingly onto the rocks below, skipping along the shore and settling on the crest of a wave, before sinking out of sight.


She did not start for home until the sun had fallen low behind the trees. She moved quickly, taking short cuts and narrow paths, only now remembering that her mother had insisted she be home for the evening meal. They were receiving an important guest, she had said. Elena could not think who she meant. The few families who lived on San Domino often gathered together for meals, especially during the colder months, but none of them would be a visit worthy of her mother’s mention.


The house Elena had been born in stood in a patch of treeless land to the south, a single storey of roughly cut stone. To reach it, she passed first through the new village, a small square at the confluence of three straight roads. Twelve houses were spaced out along the roads. They were identical: red walls, tiled roofs and freshly painted doors with a small yard in front of each.


The islanders still called the village new, though it had been constructed two or three years earlier, when men had come to build on what had been a patch of unused scrubland. They had talked of new families moving to San Domino, a growing population, Italy’s strength extending even here. Elena had thrilled at the thought of more people to talk to. People who had seen the mainland, even. People who could take her back there with them. She had imagined the parties and dinners they would have, in a fine house in one of the sardine cities, the clamour of noise and heat and life beyond their windows.


She had waited, getting up each morning with the excitement that this might be the day they came, these new islanders, the day her horizons widened just a little. But in the end, no one had come to live in the village. Most of the houses had remained empty, standing silently at the side of empty paved streets, doors occasionally banging in the breeze, vines crawling across roughly plastered walls. No one had come to San Domino. No one ever did.


She reached home as dusk began to fall. A light shone from the kitchen window, flickering through the trees as she quickened her pace towards it.


Her father had spoken often of extending the house, but as the work on San Nicola had begun to dwindle, he had done nothing but sit for long hours in the yard, while her mother continued to work the small patch of land where they grew vegetables and grazed a goat, whose milk was drying up as fast as her father’s work.


‘You could at least help with this, Felice,’ her mother would sigh, as she scratched at the earth with a spade and he sat watching her.


‘I should be managing the store by now,’ he would mutter, flicking away flies. He had worked for years in the grocer’s on San Nicola. When the fascists began to take over more of the island for prisoners, they had brought their own workers. He had returned to San Domino one morning with a letter in his hand, his face pale, and since then had hardly lifted a finger as the house, the land, crumbled around him. The new job had given him back some of his old pride. Elena could see it in the way he walked, the way he held his head high, leaving the house in his black clothing each morning, polishing his gun at the kitchen table. She thought again of the whip, and flinched as though it were for her.


Though she had been out far longer than she was allowed, Elena didn’t try to slip unnoticed into the house. The more she walked, the more her anger at the chains, the sight of her father with the whip, had grown in her.


‘Who were those men?’ she said loudly as she entered.


The house was quiet. That should have been a warning. Usually her brothers would be arguing, or her mother would be banging pots on the stove. Standing in the hallway, she could hear voices from the kitchen.


Before entering, she took a few moments to brush herself down in case a hint of the outdoors had remained on her skin, or some leaves had caught on her dress, then rubbed the bottom of her bare feet with an apron. She said it again, loudly, as she entered the kitchen – ‘Who were those men?’ – before looking up. The Director was sitting at the table, glass to his lips, staring at her parents over it. Her father was still wearing his imitation of a uniform. She stood by the door and stared at his hands, thinking of the whip wound tightly around his fist. Now, the same hands held a chunk of bread. She watched as he tore it slowly into pieces.


Her brothers were sitting together at the table, wearing their best suits, their hair neatly brushed. They turned as Elena entered. Andrea smirked. He knew the trouble she would be in.


The table was covered in a white cloth; she remembered her mother that morning scrubbing hard at it, rubbing the cutlery against it, trying to breathe shine into the mismatched blunt knives. The remains of a meal were scattered across it. The Director’s hat was on the cloth beside his plate, felt the colour of mud, gold brocade stitched roughly to the hem.
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