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About the Book


In December 1943 the Germans attack a partisan camp in the Abruzzo mountains behind the Cassino battle-line. One man, a fugitive British prisoner-of-war, escapes.


There is only one way that Captain Robert Johnson can survive - to become Roberto DiGiovanni, an Italian peasant who can move as freely as the locals in the snowbound mountains and German-garrisoned villages, a man protected by the communist underground and assisting them to reform their partisan band.


Together they have to endure manhunts and reprisals, informers and treachery, political manoeuvring between communists and fascist sympathisers, bombing raids and growing famine as modern warfare takes its toll on a poor farming community whose lifestyle has hardly changed in centuries.


It is not only the English captain who has to change: the families, communist and fascist, who protect him, the daughter of the fascist family who falls in love with him, the doctor who attends his wounds, the village priest and the proud peasants with whom he reforms the partisan band all have to adapt their loyalties in order to survive.


But can these new loyalties endure?


About the Author


Anthony Paul used the many source materials referred to in the acknowledgements at the back of this book in his attempt to give a realistic impression of the experiences of escaping prisoners-of-war in Italy and of their local helpers.


He is an Oxford graduate who lives in London. Wolf on the Mountain was first published in 2007. His second novel John Doe was published in 2010.




for Gianni, Brera and Renzo




Prologue


My father died on the 4th December 1943. Or did he? His entry at the war graves commission states that fact, but what happened on that date is that he disappeared, never to be seen again by his wife or his friends, never to see his son. In 1946 the War Office proclaimed him dead and his name appears on the tablets at Cassino commemorating the soldiers who simply disappeared during the Italian campaign.


He didn’t die in battle, but as an escaping prisoner-of-war. He had been captured near Tobruk, just before I was born, and taken to a prison camp in the Po valley. When the Italian army capitulated in September 1943 he escaped from his camp as the guards scrambled into the hills to avoid the German invasion they knew was coming.


That was all my mother knew for a long time, except that he hadn’t been recaptured by the Germans, because she would have had a letter from him. No, he was somewhere on the run behind the German lines, and like thousands of other women she waited for news. Then when the war was finally over an officer called Peter Cavendish was repatriated from a prison camp in Germany with a story the censors had not allowed him to tell in a letter home. He had escaped with my father and walked all the way down to a mountain behind the Cassino lines, where they had been sheltered in a partisan camp. The Germans had raided the camp and recaptured him, but not my father. But he couldn’t tell if my father had escaped the raid: he had never seen him again. By 1946 all the interviewing of returning prisoners had been completed. No-one else had seen him since. He was presumed dead and the date of his last sighting was the date of his death.


My mother received a letter of condolence from Mr Cavendish, but couldn’t face meeting him. He must have been a good man, because he took the trouble to write for her a very long account, although there were no names of people or places in it, of his and my father’s journey as far as the partisan camp, “so that your son will have a story to remember John by”. I grew up with that story: I read it so many times I could have recited it from memory and my atlas would fall open to the Italy page because of the number of times I tried to trace his journey.


For her part my mother would never give up hope that my father was alive. The army had told her that there were still hundreds of escaped prisoners missing. Many would have frozen to death in the mountains - the winter of 1943 to 1944 had been ferocious - and doubtless been given a Christian burial by the countryfolk of Italy, not knowing that the numbers on their metal tags identified the body and would give a family a grave to mourn by.


She would dread every spring, when the thaw might uncover a body with my father’s number, but in truth she never gave up hope that wandering around Europe was a man so traumatised that he had forgotten who he was. She never married again and she died before her time.


It took a while before I could face going through her private things. I found some official letters about her war widow’s pension and in one of them was a detail not mentioned in Mr Cavendish’s letter: it was the name of the village in which my father had spent the night immediately before the raid on the partisan camp. He had gone down on his own, with a guide, to listen to a secret radio to a broadcast by the BBC specially aimed at prisoners-of-war and resistance groups in Italy. I could see why she had been so optimistic that he had survived the raid. Suppose he had not made it back to the camp by the time it was raided?


I packed a knapsack and headed to Italy and the village, blundering around with my Latin vocabulary and French grammar, finding out what I could. Yes, the older ones remembered the raid on the camp. Yes, an English prisoner had been recaptured, or was it two? No-one had been killed in the raid. No-one knew which family my father had stayed with - people kept silent about these things, there was a great fear. Things had been bad after the war and many families had moved away to the new world; maybe his protectors had also gone abroad.


They were nice people and I went back to the village a few times over the years, my Italian improving with every trip, and each time I went on to Rome to stay with an old school friend. Two years ago he had another house guest, a publisher from Milan. Over dinner the publisher asked me my business in Italy and I told him. He was intrigued by the story. He described it as oddly familiar, although he could not think why, and conversation passed on to happier things.


A few months later I received a letter from him. He reminded me of our conversation and his remark about the story being oddly familiar. He continued:





“Some years ago I received a fiction manuscript from a writer in the Abruzzo telling the story of an English prisoner who spent that winter hiding in the mountains and villages there. I was convinced that it must have been based on a true story.


“I wrote back to him expressing my interest in publishing the book, but making some suggestions for its improvement. I did not receive a reply for some months, when I was informed that the author had died, leaving no family. The manuscript, therefore, can never be published.


“The reason why it is of interest is because it begins by describing a raid on a partisan camp exactly like the one you described. Not only that, but the main character had been down to a nearby village to listen to Radio Londra the night before.


“Do not be too excited. The Abruzzese mountains were full of Italian soldiers who had deserted their posts at the time of the Armistice and were hiding from the Germans, and they all called themselves partisans. And there were almost as many British prisoners-of-war, all of them trying to find a radio so that they would know where the battles were going on and so be able to find a way through the lines. Further the man whose story it tells was clearly unmarried.


“Nevertheless I present the story to you because it will give you some idea of what your father would have experienced if he had escaped the raid on the partisan camp.”





It took me months to translate the manuscript. Italian verbs are fiendishly difficult and I was having to learn their arcana as I went along, but I had an all-consuming desire to finish the project, particularly since I could see so much of myself in the man: his attitude to so many things, his reactions to frustrating events, and his description of his experiences learning Italian could have been mine. I cannot read it without wondering if it is, at least in part, my father’s story. And at what stage it turns into the fantasy of its author.




December
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So many good days start badly for the travelling man, so many bad days well.


The captain had set out in such good spirits. He had eaten his fill of gnocchi and slept well in the house with the secret wireless. The news on Radio Londra was good: two towns to the south had been taken by the British army. The Germans would be falling back, still establishing their new positions. There couldn’t be a better time to slip through their lines. His guide, a lad from the village, caught his mood and lengthened his own stride up the steep mountain track.


It was a frosty night, the sliver of moon and the stars still bright enough to show the snow on the higher peaks, but the clear sky promised a sunny morning, a good morning for setting out on the last stretch of the journey.


Just before dawn they would reach the partisan camp, he’d rejoin Mike and together they would set out over the mountains to try to cross the German lines, better prepared than on their last attempt. They now knew the way and how the Germans were patrolling it. It would only take a couple of days, and it would be easier this time with their army falling back. If they were lucky, if they could find a guide or chanced upon troops in retreat, they could slip through at night to the British lines.


To slip through to freedom, to be amongst their own again. To escape from the exhaustion and squalor of the last three months as he and Mike had hiked their way down the mountain spine of Italy, dodging the patrols, living as tramps, begging for food at farmers’ doors, sleeping in barns, doing their ablutions in fields and streams. How many times, sleeping with the rats, had they dreamt of their first night back with their army, a bath and a shave, dreamt of English food, a bed, of feeling safe rather than waiting to be betrayed? With two or three more days of care and luck they could make it. They could even be home for Christmas.


The track grew ever steeper, its stones larger and rougher, and shortly before dawn they left it to climb through the pine forest that collared the mountain. Soon the distant sound of the artillery barrages across the battle-lines to the south would begin again. They would be the reveille call to the partisans in the camp. It wasn’t the best time to arrive, just before dawn: the sentries would be edgy, squinting for threatening shapes in the grey half-light, but they were looking forward to company, to the warmth of the huts, some bread and ersatz coffee to revive them after the long cold climb. They left the pines and started up the last, steep, boulder-strewn scarp to the camp, the lad hurrying ahead to reassure the sentries.


–


‘Ciao, ciao, c’e Gianni. Sono qui, con il capitano inglese.’


Kdmf.


What’s that?


Kdmf. This time he recognises the sound. Kdmf.


Mortars. Nearby. There’ll be no sound of the incoming shells, just the explosions. Then there’ll be a volley of rifle fire, then the rush. The Germans have found the camp.


He turns and runs. The first shell lands on the crest above him, sending stones skipping down the slope, a second, a third in the camp.


The volley sounds, then the rattle of machine gun fire. It happens so quickly.


Then from the top of the scarp a voice shouts ‘Halt!’, clearly aimed at the running man, him. ‘Halt!’


Should he surrender, or run? I’m running already. Run. The light’s still poor and it’s hard to aim downhill and the slope will put me out of sight in no time at all. Forty yards to the pine forest. Seventy-thirty I’ll make it, maybe eighty-twenty. I’m not giving up now, only have to trust to luck.


He carries on running, rather lifting his feet and letting gravity propel him down and down, spreading a leg to one side and then the other to change his course, racing the stones he has scattered down the hill, dreading the thwack in his back. Once, maybe twice, he falls but his momentum rolls him back to his feet, oblivious to the pain of the tumble. One, two, three, maybe four bullets ricochet off stones around him, and then no more. He must be out of sight by now, but he can’t look back. He can’t even stop. He can only look for footfalls.


–


At last he was in the pine forest again with its soft sure footing of needles and cones, cover of sorts. Now he could pause and look back. There was no-one in sight but the Germans couldn’t be far behind: they’d seen him, shot at him, knew he was down here.


His chest was pounding, his breath billowing in the frosty air. He needed to rest, to wait for his pulse to slow, to recover his composure, but he couldn’t stop here: there was no undergrowth to hide in and even in the half-light the Germans would spot his breath between the trunks of the trees.


He had to keep moving, to find better cover before the sun was up. At least below the forest there was scrub, gorse, broom, patches of baby oaks with brown leaves still on their twigs, boulders, somewhere to hide his body and its betraying breath. He loped down to it, crawled and huddled into a thick patch and waited, as still as the grey rocks and the hoar-frosted leaves around him, for the soldiers to go.


By now the Germans were mopping up. In the clear air he heard groups of them trampling through the forest, their boots cracking the twigs lying amongst the cones and needles, shouting directions to each other as they tried to beat out anyone who’d escaped the raid. They came to the edge of the scrub and fired machine-guns into it. He heard cries of surrender from hiding places above him.


At last the hue and cry was over. He was still safe, alive, but that seemed all. He sat back against a boulder and took stock: his wrist was painful, pulsating despite his numbness from the cold; he could barely grip his stick; his hands and his knees were badly grazed, his clothes torn. But his boots were still intact.


Ahead was a frozen time of not moving - until the Germans withdrew from the mountain. All was now still, except for the cawing of the crows and the distant sounds of what was happening in the partisan camp: the occasional shot, hopefully just to scare, the shout of a soldier who’d lost his temper, a scream of pain and then another. Then the sound of the huts being blown up.


–


‘I don’t like it, Mike.’


‘Why not?’


‘It’s too easy.’


‘What kind of a reason is that? The shepherd said it was alright.’


‘But did he know it was alright? Or just assume it was, because he’d seen no Germans here? He’s not a soldier. No Germans here when he looked, no Germans here. How many times have the farmers got it wrong before? They’re all meaning well, but they don’t know what to look for. This place feels wrong.’


‘For Christ’s sake, Bobby, what do you want? Proof it’s safe? Our army’s on the hills over there, we’ve come so far, I can’t see anything wrong. It’s nearly dark. It must be at least sixty-forty. Let’s just do it.’


Again the conflict: Mike who could ask the locals complicated questions, understand their answers; he the infantry man, used to patrols in hostile land, used to trying to out-think the enemy plotting his ambush. The obvious way through is the place to put it. You cannot fortify a front-line the breadth of Italy. All you can do is fortify the places where a frontal assault is possible. And in the other parts, in the mountains where you are vulnerable to sneak incursions by foot patrols, you lay mines and set up crossfire points, or you simply send out your own patrols. It depends on the terrain.


‘Mike, this is what I do in the army. We’re just like an infantry patrol coming back from a behind-the-lines recce. If I were on patrol I’d be worried about mines in that little valley down there, machine-gun posts on those bluffs.’


‘But you wouldn’t have been talking to the locals, Bobby, chaps who can walk a flock of sheep through a valley without arousing suspicion and see if there are Germans there. It’s going to snow again tonight. If the snowline comes down the mountain we’ll be seen from miles away tomorrow. I’d rather take the risk of being shot down there than freeze to death up here.’


‘You’re right about the snow, Mike. The further it comes down the mountains the less our chances. We’ve got to make our move soon. Look, why don’t we edge around the bluff and see if we can see any signs of Germans from above? If we can’t, okay we’ll have a go tonight.’


And so they had left on their own reconnaissance before the evening fell. They were shot at and chased. Nightfall had saved them.


What if they’d been more patient then, those few days ago, and risked the cold for the night and tried another place? But at least they knew how the Germans were defending that part of the line, would be better prepared next time. Today was to have been that next time, and it would have been easier with the Germans falling back. Today they were going to get through. What if he’d been here a couple of hours earlier, and they had got away before the Germans attacked the camp? What bloody, bloody, bloody rotten luck.


And what could he do now, today, with the Germans still looking for him? Where could he go?


Most of all he needed to steady himself, to forget the frustrations of the last few days: a flustered man makes mistakes. A break for the lines was out of the question today: it was too late now to get over the high ridge by sundown, even if he could do it with his injured wrist and no provisions. He needed food, shelter, someone to tend to his wounds. Where would he find them? And how could he find out if Mike too had escaped? The village. Could he find it? And the safe house? Would it still be safe? All day these thoughts would clash with the frustration of being thwarted so close to freedom, with his fears for Mike’s safety if he’d been caught with the partisans. Forget that you were both a couple of days from your own troops, a fortnight from knocking on your parents’ doors. Concentrate on finding that house, on not being seen.


–


The rumours began as the clouds started to roll in and settle on the mountains which surround Sannessuno.


A shepherd had heard explosions up near the summer pastures, dull ones, not like the sounds of the artillery barrages two days’ walk to the south. Someone had heard a company of German soldiers marching out of the village in the dead of night. Later in the day hearsay came from other villages: of machine-gun fire on the mountain, the sound of prisoners being shot; another of truck-loads of local men being taken south. A camp had been found. The camp had been found.


All that was certain was that there were more German patrols in the streets, that no-one had come down from the mountain today, that no-one dared go up it. Mothers, fathers and sisters feared for their young men in the partisan camp, prayers were said, everyone dreaded the knock on their door.


–


‘Why did I let him stay in the camp last night?’ she sobbed. ‘I could have brought him down with me.’


‘Wouldn’t it have been more dangerous? Considering who you were bringing down?’


‘I should have known better, after that story about the South Africans the English had sent away. I should have known the air was bad.’


‘Come now, Elvira.’ Carlo Golvi stood up and rounded the table to place his hands on his wife’s shoulders. ‘Hindsight’s an easy thing. You weren’t to know. We weren’t to know.’


She buried her tears in her hand. ‘Why did you let him go up there in the first place? He’s only a boy.’


‘He’s sixteen. We couldn’t stop him. Boys of that age are full of dreams of glory. They can’t wait to be old enough to put on an Alpini cap and prove themselves in battle. Enrico was just the same.’


‘People get killed in battles.’


‘Only the enemy gets killed when you’re that age.’


‘I’ll never forgive you if he doesn’t come back.’


‘He will, dearest. He’s just a boy. The Germans will let him go, no matter what they do to the others.’


Carlo Golvi said no more. When your child is in danger the hardest thing is to reassure your wife when you are just as worried. And he wasn’t sure that he believed what he was saying. There would have been an Englishman in the camp, two if the captain had got back in time, and the penalty for sheltering escaped prisoners-of-war was death. Luigi was too young, too likely to panic, to have got away. If anyone had got away he prayed it was the English.


–


All day Robert Johnson edged down the mountain, avoiding the track, slipping from one area of cover to the next, using every trick of concealment learned in the last three months on the long hunted journey south. He needed to keep moving to keep himself warm, yet every movement might be seen and betray that he was there, invite a manhunt.


By mid-afternoon he was in a pine clump on a spur above the village. The fine weather of the morning had given way to rain. The white peaks and grey crags of the mountains, so clear in the cold morning sun, were now lost in cloud. It was drizzling, his clothes wet and sticking to his shivering body. The same mist enveloped the village, blanketing out the tops of its surrounding hills. His shoulders were shuddering, reacting to the water he imagined slowly dripping from the unguttered roofs onto the moss-covered cobbles in the streets below.


It was the first time he had seen Sannessuno in daylight. He had been there twice before: the time he and Mike had been escorted through it to the tall partisan’s cottage at its edge to sleep before climbing to the camp; then when he had come down with the signora to listen to the wireless. Each had been in darkness. Scurrying from corner to corner, he had only been aware then of a warren of narrow winding streets between tall houses holding each other up, dimly lit by old electric bulbs on the walls above, and everywhere people staying indoors away from the occupying force. It could have been underground, its size and extent unknown, but with armed soldiers and vehicles and electricity it had been a place in the twentieth century.


In daylight the village, crammed between the mountains and the river, looked as it would have done centuries ago, with its walls of undressed stone and its jumbled terracotta roofs hiding the lines of its streets. The old lichened tiles, patch-repaired, spoke of moist decay, of a congested place where damp and germs will muzzle their way into walls, furnishings and lungs, of a place where disease spreads fast, where poor people need an old faith, to believe in an afterlife. Churches with tall towers and square steeples and open belfries rose here and there above the roofs; and their bells, the deep basses and the smaller tinkling trebles and the ones in between he had heard from every village on the way south, here too tolled in different time each quarter-hour.


Snatches of sound reminded him it was 1943. He heard the revving of a motorcycle. A whiff of wind brought up the clash of marching boots on the cobbles in the hidden lanes. He imagined the uniforms, the grey greatcoats, the rifles slung from shoulders, stepping in hobnailed time through streets emptied of people by their fear.


But as the damp afternoon wore on and wood-smoke began to stutter from the chimneys, a pattern emerged in these sounds and with it the thought: wouldn’t the street behind a patrol be empty?


At last it was dark. He limped, as casually as he could, down through the fetid cottages. Dogs barked. He was clearly a stranger, but people turned their heads away. It was the same route he had been taken the previous evening, his escort then a person owed respect. He hid behind the wall from which the signora had checked that the coast was clear. A patrol marched down the street five minutes after the deepest church bell had struck the hour. He sidled behind it and knocked on the door of the house with the secret wireless.


–


tonight we have a strange man in our house


i dont understand a word he says


mamma says i must never never tell anyone about him


just like the wireless


hes covered in blood and shivering


mamma has sent for the doctor i must never never tell anyone ive seen
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‘We’re even short of salt, Captain Johnson.’ The doctor’s eyes drop down his spectacles to the tip of his cigarette. He takes it from his lips to stop its ash spoiling the plain boiled water he is using to bathe the Englishman’s cuts, places it on the table corner between their chairs and coughs asthmatically. ‘Cigarettes plentiful, but no salt. Our salt comes from the south, from the other side of the battle-lines.’


He has already manipulated the captain’s wrist, pronounced it in his faultless English merely sprained and strapped it with an old cloth bandage. Apart from the bandage and a towel around his loins the Englishman is naked, shivering on the rushen seat of his chair in the gloomy musty room. The signora is mending and washing his clothes in the kitchen.


The sallow doctor returns his squint to the captain’s wounds. He probes with a needle for grit and splinters by the light of a candle. ‘The danger is infection. You must bathe them often. We’re out of medicines. The Germans cleared out the apothecary’s store for their own wounded months ago. If you get an infection we’ll be back to the old peasant women’s remedies: herbal infusions, special moss poultices. If they’ll tell us their secrets. But they won’t: it would mean giving up something they can barter for food.’


He leans back to look at the Englishman’s wasted body, the muscles strong from the physical effort of walking the hundreds of miles from his prisoner-of-war camp, but now they protrude through the shrunken skin with little flesh between. He must have been a powerful man before the war, perhaps even before his long walk, although food had been short in Italy for more than a year. Now he is a refugee, not a soldier, a naked man shivering in the chiaroscuro light.


‘Why on earth did you come back to the village?’ he asks. ‘It’s crawling with Germans tonight, the worst place you could have come. I thought you were setting out for your lines today. Why didn’t you just carry on?’


‘I thought of it, believe me, but everything was against it. By the time the Germans had left there was no chance of going over the mountain and getting down to lower ground on the other side before nightfall, even if I could have done it with one arm. I’d no food. And then there was Mike. He too might have escaped. Coming back here was the only way I could hope to be safe for the night, hope to get news of him.’


‘Safe?’ the doctor huffs. ‘No-one’s safe in this village tonight. Safer for you, maybe, but what about this family?’ The captain, abashed, does not reply. ‘Still, it gives us a chance to find out what happened this morning. All we’ve heard is rumours. You’re the only one who’s made it back to the village so far.’


‘So you don’t know if Mike got away?’


‘No. Or any of the village men. At least your friend stands a better chance of not being shot. One of the rumours is of mass executions.’


‘Dear God! But there were none at the camp. No sounds of a firing squad. The men who surrendered must have been taken away.’


‘That doesn’t mean they weren’t shot elsewhere, somewhere more public, to make an example. But that’s a start. One of the rumours is wrong. It’s something to reassure the families, a start. Now tell me what happened up there.’


‘It’s simple.’ The captain slips into the soldier’s report: ‘The Germans surrounded the camp, attacked it with mortars and then rushed it just before dawn. Textbook operation. It was all over in a couple of minutes. They must have caught at least fifty of the partisans, maybe more. I haven’t seen anyone else who’d escaped.’


‘It couldn’t be worse. All those young men.’ The doctor swallows deeply. ‘So the Germans knew the camp was there. But how did they know? It can’t be seen from below. Even the high mountains don’t overlook it.’


‘That was the problem. What hid the camp hid the Germans when they found out about it. I know it was the only place for miles around where you could hide so many men, where there was water for them all, but it wasn’t a site you can defend. All you can do is post look-outs and scatter when the enemy comes. God knows what those two officers thought they were up to. We told them to post look-outs, but I’d almost reached the camp when the Germans attacked. No sign of anyone on watch.’


‘Yes, those officers. Men from good families, peacocks, the type of leaders who made our army a laughing stock. Do you really think that the Italian working man is such a useless soldier, particularly if he’s fighting for a cause he believes in, with competent officers?’ He sees the captain tensing. ‘I’m sorry, I’m getting carried away. We should never have been at war with anyone.’


‘Have we finished, doctor?’ the captain asks impatiently. He leans back to look the doctor’s threadbare jacket up and down, fixes his eye on his smoking cigarette, drums his fingers on the table.


‘No, we haven’t. There are still wounds to clean. And more you have to tell me.’


‘Can’t it wait ’til tomorrow? I’m dog tired. I need to sleep.’


‘No, it can’t. Isn’t it clear to you that the Germans knew exactly where the camp was and what was happening there? Either they got a spy into it or it was betrayed by someone from the village. Getting a spy into it would have been difficult. We’ve been very careful who we’ve let go up there, as you’ll remember, and if it was betrayed then everyone in the village who was supporting it is at risk. We need to know which it was as soon as possible.’


‘How would I know? I don’t speak the language.’


‘Yes, but you’re a cautious man. You’ve been wondering the same ever since the raid. Can’t you think of anything strange that’s happened in the last few days?’


‘I haven’t had time for that. I’ve been too busy staying alive. Maybe when I’ve slept…’


‘But surely the infantry officer noticed something odd about that raid?’


Infantry officer? How does the doctor know that? He studies him again. The man is so paradoxical: shabby, yet clinical; excited one minute, cold the next; so unlike any Italian he has ever come across; articulate, his English perfect, even the idioms, yet living in such a small, impoverished village. Who is he? Where did he learn to speak English so well? It’s almost as if he is being debriefed by one of his own senior officers.


Debriefed, or interviewed? A week ago he and Mike had been interviewed in a hut to the north of the village before being taken up to the partisan camp. There’d been an unseen man in the corner that night, asking questions in broken English with a heavy accent. There is something about the doctor’s voice which suddenly seems familiar. A man can disguise how well he speaks a language, but not his tone. Is this the same man?


The doctor reads his thoughts: ‘Yes, perhaps you are too tired if it’s taken you this long to recognise my voice. It was me that questioned you in that hut before we took you up to the camp, speakinga inglese bad. Part of the disguise: there aren’t that many English speakers around here. And of course the things you and your friend said to each other when you thought none of us would understand you was what convinced me you were English. So I know you’re an infantryman. And an infantryman knows that you don’t take mortars on a foot patrol, particularly three thousand feet up a mountain, unless you know you have a position to attack. They knew all about the camp, and we need to know how they found out about it.


‘The signora came back last night with a story about some South Africans, said that you and your friend had sent them away.’


Could it have been them? The captain falls silent, allows the doctor to pick at some splinters.


‘It happened yesterday’ he sighs. ‘Two strangers walked up to one of the sentries claiming to be prisoners-of-war, Afrikaaners. Mike and I were asked to go out to interview them. They seemed real enough at first. It was only when Mike and I relaxed and started mentioning the names of some of the South African officers we’d met in North Africa that we started to wonder about them. You never meet a brother officer and not have someone in common, even if only through some crazy anecdote you’ve heard; but these two seemed to know no-one, even in the places they said they’d been. They didn’t seem right, so we told your commandant to send them away.’


‘Did you consider shooting them? Saying you’re an Afrikaaner is a good way of disguising a German accent.’


Why didn’t you? the doctor is asking. The partisans too had wanted to shoot them as spies. The thought still shocks him. ‘Yes. It was discussed’ he replies impatiently. ‘But what was the point? They’d walked up to the camp. Even if they were Germans they must have already known it was there and were on a final recce for an attack that was going to happen anyway. And if they were spies and we’d shot them, what reprisals would have been in store for the village? Twenty people shot?’


‘Suppose they’d just chanced upon the camp? The Germans have been sending men out for months masquerading as escaped prisoners-of-war in order to trap the locals. This is a partisan war. You can’t take prisoners in a partisan war. You don’t have a stockade for them, and you can’t let them go because the whole point is staying hidden. The Germans would never treat partisans as prisoners-of-war. They’d simply shoot them. You may not like it, but it’s a matter of kill or be killed, with nothing in between. Surely the commandant told you that?’


‘Yes, we went through all this yesterday.’ He sighs again, yawns. ‘Mike and I were only suspicious of them, not sure they were spies. If they were spies then they’d been very well briefed: their stories were utterly plausible. They might have been who they said they were, and if they were, suppose Mike and I had been in their position and they were interrogating us, not knowing anyone they knew? If we were wrong, I’m sorry. I just don’t think we were.’ He turns his head away, unsettled by the doctor’s stare, turns back and defiantly fixes his interrogator’s eyes. ‘So we sent them on their way, although we made sure they saw nothing in the camp. And, just in case, we decided to hide the weapons and to post extra look-outs last night. None of this would have happened if those bloody officers had done their job properly and posted the look-outs.’


The doctor has finished cleansing the captain’s wounds. He silently collects his makeshift tools and blows out the candle so as not to waste it. The room is now lit only by a small electric bulb set in the wall. His features are indistinct. ‘But then you came into the village with the signora?’


The captain senses another accusation, that if the camp was threatened he should have stayed. ‘To listen to the wireless. She was at the camp yesterday afternoon and offered to bring me down - not Mike, because he’s taller and fairer than I am, more English as she put it to Mike - to listen to Radio Londra. To find out what was going on down at the battlefront, to see if there was anything happening somewhere on the lines which would give us a chance of getting through.’


‘But tonight you came into the village on your own. No-one to usher you in, avoid the houses of the fascists, stop you if the wrong person was on the street.’


‘I didn’t just wander in. I watched the village for over an hour, working out the patterns of the patrols so I could come in behind one. And I took the same route as the night before, the one the signora thought was safe. The streets were almost empty, except for a couple of off-duty Germans.’ The doctor clenches. ‘Don’t worry. You can’t stay free for three months without learning a few tricks: limp like you’re war-wounded, so they don’t think you’re a deserter; keep your hands by your side; pee in the road if they look at you too long.’


The doctor chuckles. ‘The Germans’ contempt for us sometimes works in our favour. But the locals won’t have been fooled. Even with your hands by your sides you English walk, even limp, differently from us. Country people notice such things, and there are informers everywhere. It’s easy to be tempted when food is short.


‘Then there are the fascists. You know there’s a family of them next door?’ The captain looks to the party wall. ‘Don’t worry. That wall is a couple of feet thick. But their windows aren’t. We’ll have to keep you out of sight for a while, until you’re a bit more Italian. You can’t stay on the mountain. This rain is falling as snow higher up, even on the camp. And you can’t go clambering over mountains until that wrist is strong again. You’ll have to stay in this house for a while.’


‘No, I can’t. I must have another go at getting through the lines before the weather gets any worse. I do have a duty to get back.’


‘Forget your duty. You stand a better chance of surviving if you forget you’re an English army officer. So does this family. You blundered in here this evening. They’ve been waiting for the Germans to raid the house ever since. So presumably whoever saw you has decided to keep it to himself, but you can’t rely on such luck lasting. Next time you leave this house you’ll be walking like an Italian, speaking like one. It’s your only chance. It’s the family’s only chance, and they’ve got more at stake than you have.


‘I’ll come and see you again tomorrow evening, if I can. There’s a lot more I need you to tell me. And when you’ve told it to me, you and I will stop talking in English. The signora has some pasta for you. Eat and sleep as well as you can. Tomorrow you will be two years old again and you will be learning how to talk and how to behave.’
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The captain was chased all night, round spurs, up steep scree where the sliding stones kept dragging him back, down them where he was at full pelt to keep his feet, through scrub that tore his face, clearings where he had to stay their width ahead, forever listening for shouts or barking dogs to tell him where his pursuers were. Chased until his lungs gasped, his legs drained, his will wanted to give up, to sink to his knees with his hands in the air, to submit to the fore-sight to his head. Sometimes his dreams cut just before his capture, sometimes he fell tumbling onto the air, into a cold black nothingness.


He awoke at dawn. The sweat from his dreams still chilled him. He huddled the blanket around him, putting off the cold of getting up. The chair with strange clothes on it towered through the cloud of his breath over his lumpy hair mattress. At floor level he felt threatened by the height and size of the room, like a child waking from a nightmare.


He tried to settle his mind for the day. He wanted to bolt into the kitchen and ask if there was news of Mike. Fine if the news was good and he too had escaped: there would be a secret rendezvous tonight and Mike’s Italian would encourage the doctor to allow them both to leave for the lines, but he couldn’t go into the kitchen unprepared for that hope to be dashed, or worse unprepared for the news that he had been shot as a partisan. Whichever, he had to face a day of not being able to communicate except by gesture and the few words he had learned on the journey south. Damn that he hadn’t stuck with the language classes in the prison camp, damn that he’d always left the talking to Mike. If he were Mike it wouldn’t be such a daunting day ahead.


It was useless trying to compose himself. He needed to be doing something. He cast off the blanket and quickly dressed in the clothes that had been left for him on the chair while his own were drying: a collarless woollen shirt, an old jacket which pinched his armpits and patched trousers a few inches too short for his legs, but no boots or socks. He skipped barefoot across the cold tiled floor for the heat of the kitchen.


–


It was a cluttered room, like the kitchen of an elderly couple’s farmhouse deep in the English countryside. Copper and iron pots and pans were suspended from hooks on the walls and dresser, plaits of onions and other vegetables from nails on the ceiling beams. There was a blackened iron stove, a basket of firewood alongside it, a large glass flagon encased in woven reeds to hold the family’s water supply for the day, a wooden chest to hold the flour and other dry stores.


The father had already left the house. Sitting around the deal table, its surface bleached by years of scrubbing, were three generations of the womenfolk, the grandmother in faded black, the mother who brought him from the camp to listen to the wireless two nights ago and a daughter, perhaps seven years old. The mother rose and put down his boots, which she had been greasing with tallow. She wiped her hands on her apron, a tear from her eye, and came across to reach up and button his shirt at the neck. She stepped back to pronounce her satisfaction: ‘L’ospite italiano.’


He smiled and said ‘Buongiorno’. ‘Buongiorno’ the signora and her mother replied. The little girl put her hand to her mouth and giggled. The mother went to the stove to fetch the metal coffee-pot. ‘Mangia’ she said, laying a palm towards the bread and small white cup before the empty seat at the table. Another word already known.


‘Mike?’ he asked.


‘Niente’, nothing, the signora shrugged.


He ate in silence. The bread was dry and filling, and after more than a year in wartime Italy he was used to ersatz coffee. Here in the valley it was made with barley rather than the acorns of the hills, although it still had no smell or taste except of soot; but at least it was black and bitter and cleared the staleness of a waking mouth and warmed the belly. He ate quickly at first, then slowed down, chewing the dry bread carefully, realising that when he had finished he would have to speak.


‘Si parla inglese?’ he asked with a hopeful smile. The signora and her mother looked at each other and back at him. The signora’s shoulders, then her chin, then her dark eyes and their brows lifted back. It was a disappointing reaction: when Mike had been translating her instructions for his first visit to her house he had wondered if she had recognised at least some of the English words.


‘Francais?’ A shrug. ‘Latino?’ Another shrug.


The little girl giggled again. ‘Come si chiama?’ she asked.


Good, a good start, a question he knew, the first over every slab of polenta on the journey south. Would the second, the third, the fourth be the same? He had twenty or so to go before he’d run out of answers and would need the syntax he’d never learned, twenty or so you could answer with vocabulary burned into your memory and infinitive verbs and the present tense of to be. The few Italian lessons he’d been to at the camp had all been about conjugating verbs, just like languages at school: a great exercise in memorising, useless in conversation, useless in the Italy beyond the barbed wire. Jimmy Brown, one of the best in class, had been cleared by the escape committee to cut through the wire, given as good clothes and forged papers as they could muster, and headed for the railway station. It was as far as he’d got. ‘I thought I’d made it’ he said when he came out of the cooler. ‘Bought a ticket, found my seat, Switzerland here I come. All I had to do was sit there, look out of the window, hand over my ticket or papers when asked, and in no time at all I’d be looking up at the Alps. No way, you’re walking into Babel. “What’s your name?” “Where do you come from?” “Where are you going?” “Are you married?” “Do you have a photograph of her?” Children? Parents still alive? “Have an apple.” Not just me. Everyone’s asking everyone else the same questions, nosey lot. I was done for before we’d left the station.’


That had been enough for Bobby Johnson: no more Italian lessons. Mike had persevered, for lack of anything better to do. It was why Mike had always taken over the conversation after the games of happy families.


‘Come si chiama?’ the girl repeated, as if this stupid adult hadn’t understood a simple question, before pointing at her chest. ‘Mi chiamo Anna.’


‘Bobby’ the captain smiled. ‘Mi chiamo Bobby.’


‘Boh-bi?’ Her freckled face screwed up. ‘Boh-bi?’


‘It’s short for Robert’ he said in English.


‘Ah!’ Her face returned to a smile. ‘Roberto! Ti chiami Roberto. Buongiorno, Roberto.’


‘Buongiorno, Anna.’


Next question?


There was none.


‘Bene’ said her mother and launched at speed into the orders of the day. ‘Italiano’ and words beginning ‘parl..’ were there many times, as were ‘casa’, or house, and ‘linea alleata’. So was the dreaded word ‘tedeschi’. The captain assumed that the girl was being told the doctor’s instructions that he was not to leave the house, let alone try to make the Allied lines, until he spoke Italian well enough to fool the Germans. The doctor’s word was clearly law. He had passed sentence and the house was now his gaol.


The mother turned away and the little girl rose to her feet. She was shorter than he had imagined; her old woollen hand-me-down clothes were too big for her, as were her ankle-boots. The braids of her chestnut hair framed an impish face whose eyes smiled an innocence long gone from her elders’. She took his hand in hers and with the instruction ‘Vieni’ dragged him into the dining room, as if taking an uncle not seen for a while to see her dolls. He heard the mother choke a sob as he left the room.


–


The girl had no dolls. Like every other child he had met on his journey south she had no toys at all, had to play out her fantasies with other children and the normal props of the house or farm. But that day was special. She had a captive to play mummy to, a pupil for her schoolmarm.


She relished the role - although from time to time she would forget herself and become the pupil as he told her the English versions of the words she was teaching him - as they moved from one item in the room to another giving it its name: the table and its chairs, made of oak; the curtains and rugs, made of wool, the tiles; the antique plates and cups on the dresser. Each word was repeated and repeated until it sounded right. She took him to the sideboard and showed him the framed sepia photographs, their edges stained by damp, of the recent ancestors and the older members of the family, all posed to look serene and severe at the same time, people it seemed with a significant destiny. She taught him the word for each family relationship - but never their names - and each feature of their faces. She moved on to the body, working from head to toe, the clothes from hat to boots. She counted her fingers. Dozens of words.


After a while she would became frustrated with remote correction of his pronunciation and come to stand in front of him, leaning forward until her mouth was level with his eyes, and fiddle her fingers around her lips and teeth and tongue to show him the correct places for making a particular sound. Then she would giggle, sometimes pull an even sillier face, sometimes simply step back with her head to one side, looking prim with her hands clasped in front of her. For a while they could both laugh at his ineptness with sounds which had come so naturally to her when she was learning to speak.


The novelty could not last. Their enthusiasms ebbed and flowed, ebbed more than flowed as she became tired. She became impatient with his slow progress, bored by the game of school. She slammed her palm against her forehead, grimaced the word ‘cretino!’ and stormed back to her mother, stamping her feet and swinging her arms in mock army fashion. He didn’t mind. He was exhausted. He had forgotten how tiring learning was.


He heard the signora remonstrating with her daughter in the kitchen before releasing her to play with her friends in the street. She came in with a benign smile: ‘Abbi pazienza’ she said. Patience, he thought, how could he be patient only thirty miles from his own troops, his compatriots, his freedom?


She smiled, reached up to brush his cheek with the back of her hand - ‘povero ragazzo’, you poor boy, were her words - before hastily withdrawing it and handing him the bundle of his own clothes now dry from hanging in the kitchen. She had done more than washing and mending them. He had travelled south in the clothes he had been wearing at the time of his escape from the camp, his battle-dress trousers and shirt and socks, all died black in the early days of his freedom, but still clothes of recognisable cut. As well as repairing them, she had removed the epaulettes and pocket flaps and replaced the soldier’s buttons with a motley set. She left him to change, gesturing that he could keep his makeshift jacket. In one hour, he assumed she said, her husband would be home to eat the mid-day meal.


A success. The father was indeed home within the hour, bringing with him a teenage son who hadn’t been in the house the nights before. The signora fell on him with kisses and shrieks of relief.
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The incongruous doctor did not return that night, or the next, or the one after that. Three days were spent cooped in the house, the church bells tolling the hours away, not even allowed to look from the window, although it rained every day and the streets must have been empty. The neighbours too would have been gazing from their windows for something out of the ordinary to relieve their own boredoms. Even the rain slapped by the gusting wind against the windows, splattering the balcony, spouting from the valleys between the tiles of the opposite roofs, seemed a threat, hiding the sound of the patrols that were marching the streets, the footsteps of soldiers who might be halting outside their door. He would startle, thinking he had heard a search party stop on the cobbles below the window, afraid to go to check.
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