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                            To Aldo Sciaba


                            And to all the victims,


                            Known and unknown,


                            Of the Ardeatine Caves.




                Haec urbs arx omnium gentium.


                This City, bulwark of all peoples.


CICERO


                Roma caput mundi regit orbis frena rotundi.


                Rome, head of the world, holds the bridle of the globe.
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1


ROME, 8 JANUARY 1944


Again, the airplane. And again, the animal. Same dream in all details, an obsessive sameness. Russia, last summer. I walk toward the fallen plane making my way through the black stumps of the sunflowers, fearing what I will find there. My brother’s voice is everywhere, but I do not understand one word of what he is saying. I only know it’s the voice of the dead. A blood trail preceding and following me. Then, the rest of the dream, as always.


I woke up in a cold sweat (this is also becoming frequent), and tried for a long time to stay awake. I only knew I was dreaming again when the sound of the animal behind me filled me with dread. It’s a quick, scraping sound, as of a large hound racing up stone steps. I climb and climb and the stairs wind around corners in a wide spiral; a blinding light comes from deep windows to the right. By inches the animal gains on me, and all I know is that it is female, and I will find no mercy with it. Its claws are like metal on polished stone, marble perhaps. I can’t climb fast enough to avoid it. Looking back into this diary, I can see the first time I dreamt this was the night before the ambush in September.


Martin Bora’s nightmares had been set aside by the time he walked into the Hotel Flora from the wide street, early in the morning. A tiger sky drifted white behind the city blocks, wrinkling here and there with striped, ribbon-like clouds. Via Veneto was filling with light like a slow river at the bend, on a Saturday which promised to be a cold and clear day. His soul was secure inside, well kept, guarded. Anxiety had no room in his waking hours and, surprisingly, things that had been amusing were amusing still.


Half an hour later Inspector Sandro Guidi of the Italian police stood before the massive elegance of the same hotel, shielding his eyes. At the entrance he presented his papers to a stolid-faced young soldier. While he waited in the luxurious lobby to be let upstairs, he gave himself credit for not getting lost on his way here, but still wondered why the unexpected summons to the German command.


In the third-floor office, another wait. Beautiful wallpaper, hangings around luminous windows. Behind the desk, a detailed map of the city, a crowded bulletin board, three moist-looking watercolors of old Roman streets. Paperwork lay on the desk, neatly stacked but obviously being processed. Several maps were folded in transparent sheaths under a notebook. Guidi had seen German aides once or twice. The crimson stripes on their breeches came to mind, and the silver braid draping right shoulder and breast in the ceremonial dazzle of army hierarchy. What could General Westphal’s aide-de-camp possibly want from him? It was likely a formality, or even a mistake. But he could not mistake the voice coming from the door, because its Italian had no accent whatever.


“Good morning, Guidi. Welcome to Rome.”


Guidi wheeled around. “Major Bora! I didn’t expect to find you here.”


“Why not?”


“Well, not after what happened at Lago last month.”


Bora smirked, and Guidi was at once familiar again with the good looks, the polite levity and reserve. “Yes,” Bora said, “SS Captain Lasser has his friends.”


“But here in Rome!”


“I have my friends, too.”


Guidi was invited to sit facing the desk, where the framed photo of a woman was the only personal object. Bora did not take a chair. He sat on the desk’s corner, loosely clasping his left wrist where it met the gloved artificial hand. “So, how were you transferred here?” he asked. “I happened to drive past St Mary Major yesterday, and would have recognized you anywhere – sandy-haired, lanky and ever so proper, coming out of church. You put the rest of us to shame.”


Guidi shrugged. This invitation was now flattering and he wasn’t sure he wanted that. Ostensibly Bora had no reason to have him here other than friendliness. “I was simply reassigned, but never expected to get the capital. Frankly, big cities daunt me.”


He mentally compared his crumpled civilian looks to the smartness of the man facing him, off-putting were it not for the amicable cast on his youthful face. “I understand. Don’t worry, Guidi, I know Rome well. I’ll show you the sights. So, do you have a case yet?”


“I don’t know if I can discuss it here.”


“You must mean the Reiner matter, then. It’s on everybody’s lips, whether or not she was just a German embassy secretary who fell from a fourth-story window. Good, I’m glad it’s you they brought here for it. Where do you stay?”


“At a house on Via Merulana.”


“You ought to have taken a place closer in. Is your mother with you?”


“No.”


“She’s well, I hope?”


“Yes, thank you.” Guidi felt Bora’s attention on him. Their association in northern Italy had been circumstantial, due to criminal cases where Germans had figured in one way or another. This was different, and he was not used to relating to Bora without an immediate motive.


“There’s much about the city to like, you’ll see.” Bora stood, which rightly Guidi took as a sign that time was up. “Let’s meet tomorrow, at 0900 hours sharp.”


“I’m not sure I can.”


“Surely you can.” By his brisk stepping to the door, Guidi noticed that – four months after the grenade attack – Bora’s limp was less pronounced. He looked remarkably well, in fact.


“My driver will take you home.”


“It’s not necessary, Major.”


“It is, it is. You walked here. Your ears are red with cold.” Bora’s impatience came through, and this Guidi remembered about him also. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


After the meeting, Guidi was angry with himself for letting Bora do the talking, and subtly taking over. It’d happened in Lago often enough to annoy him, but Bora’s concise forcefulness was as irresistible as it was disturbing. Devoid of leniency, an odd contrary image of himself, because Guidi was not willing to take risks as Bora did.


City life in the fourth year of war was gray, as the German staff car traveled streets where the few passers-by seemed also spare and gray. Guidi was struck by the naked great size of Rome. Far from the northern province – where “Germans” meant Bora and his detachment – here, after the loss of the south, had flowed Wehrmacht and SS, paratroopers and airmen, their commands ensconced in the best hotels, and the most elegant avenues made off limits to civilians. Rome was under siege from within, strangely. Strange, too, seeing Bora wear his medals. Guidi had never before seen them on the severe field tunic, and yet they told at once all there was to know militarily about him. When the German orderly dismounted to open his car door, Guidi felt the eyes of the neighborhood upon him, curious and hostile.


As for Bora, he did not waste time wondering whether Guidi had been imposed upon by his invitation. Within minutes General Westphal walked in with a slip of paper written in Italian.


“What does this say?”


Bora scanned the words. “It says, ‘The women do not love us any more / Because it is a black shirt that we wear / They say we should be carried off in chains / They say we should be carried off to jail.’ It’s a song the Fascists sing up north.”


“Well, it’s defeatist. Write a note to Foa and the head of PAI and let them know it’s all right for Salò but we don’t want it sung in Rome. If Foa complains, chew his ass.”


“Sir, General Foa is no Fascist, and he’s a war hero. Harshness may not be advisable.”


“He’s also half-Jewish. Ream him, and don’t worry about being unpopular. Aides are never left behind for the dogs to tear.”


As things went, Foa was an untoward old man who wanted no interference from the Germans, and Bora ended up making an enemy over the stupid ditty. After the phone call he prepared a memo for Westphal’s meeting with Field Marshal Kesselring, which he might have to deliver himself, two hours away in the arid massif of Mount Soratte. Allied fighter planes circled the sky in endless vulture rounds all the way there, where the distant mountain cut against the eastern sky a bizarre stone likeness of Mussolini. Westphal was called in by General Maelzer, commander of the city garrison, and Bora was en route to the field marshal’s lair before noon.


He made it back to the city long after curfew. On his desk, a message from the Vatican was waiting with a note scribbled by Westphal on the margin. Inform the Vatican Secretary of State you’ll visit first thing in the morning to discuss matters in person. If it’s the Italian cardinal, say no; if it’s the German, say that we’ll look into it. In either case give my regards, et cetera. Don’t fall for Hohmann’s philosophical talk. Report to me on Monday on this and the trip.


9 JANUARY 1944


At fifteen minutes to seven on Sunday, a cold, rainy day that made the cobblestones along the Vatican Wall slick with ice, Bora arrived to meet whomever the Secretary of State had chosen for the encounter. He secretly hoped it would be Cardinal Borromeo, whom he knew less than Cardinal Hohmann and would be easier to lie to. But it turned out to be Hohmann who would meet him; the same old man who, as a bishop, lectured on ethics when Bora was at the university. A spry octogenarian who notoriously did not take no for an answer, he noticed Bora’s concern and laughed his small squeaky laugh. “What is this, General Westphal sends me a boy from home?”


Bora leaned over to kiss the cardinal’s ring.


“Have you been to Mass?”


“Why, no, Your Eminence.”


“Then go to Mass first – there’s one about to begin next door.”


Bora fidgeted through the service in the chapel of the handsome flat just outside the Vatican boundaries, from which all German soldiers were barred. At his return, Hohmann was eating candy next to a small table. “If you haven’t taken Communion,” he said with a merry flicker of his blue eyes, “it means you were ordered to lie to me.”


“I haven’t taken Communion,” Bora admitted, “but not for that reason. Your Eminence, General Westphal wishes to inform you that we might look into the matter of preventive arrest of civilians by the Italian authorities.”


“That’s a lie already, because you won’t.”


“He also sends his respects to Your Eminence.”


“They’re not worth a fig, Major.” Hohmann handed the dainty plate of candy to Bora, who tensely declined. “What happened to the saucy upperclassman with whom I discussed Glaucon?”


“Things are different now.”


“Nonsense. From one Saxon to another, Major Bora, tell your commander that I want more than his word for it. If he doesn’t make himself accountable in writing, the Holy Father may request to see him personally, or to see General Maelzer, or the field marshal.”


“Even the field marshal has his orders.”


“What were you to tell Cardinal Borromeo, had he been the one selected to meet you?”


“I am not at liberty to say.”


Genially Hohmann slapped his knee. “Then it’s ‘no’. You were told to tell him no, and ‘maybe’ to me. Well, I suppose that counts for something.”


“I urge Your Eminence to accept General Westphal’s spoken offer of interest. I’m afraid it’s as good as Your Eminence is going to receive.”


“Our Eminence will accept it if you will apprise him that he is unto us as Plato’s prisoner to his companions.”


Bora gave him a frustrated look. “With all respect, I cannot tell my commanding officer that he’s ridiculous.”


The teacher in the cardinal relented enough for him to lead Bora out of the room with a fatherly squeeze of the shoulder. “It’s all right, Major, you don’t have to tell him.”


“I still need Your Eminence’s answer to the offer.”


“The answer is no.”


Later that day, from the baluster of the Janiculum Hill, Rome was hazy with smoke – people were burning cardboard and furniture in their stoves after gas and central heating had been cut off, like most services. The view had the dreamlike hues of a northern place, a Flemish quality of misty perspectives, roof edges suspended, outlines dabbed on. But the cupolas betrayed Rome, and so did the somber heads of the pines, and the white marble slope of Victor Emmanuel’s monument, a throne fit for a giant.


“How can you know so much about Rome if you arrived only ten days or so ago?”


Bora was thinking of Hohmann, whose outspokenness had nearly cost him his life in Germany, and slowly turned at Guidi’s question. “My stepfather’s first wife lives here. I spent many summers with her, down that way.” He pointed at an undefined spot in the center of the city, where blocks of venerable brick houses clustered around fat churches.


During four hours of visiting the sights and breaking for lunch, Bora’s talk had been inquisitive but superficial, with no sign of deepening now. So Guidi decided to prompt him. “Major, what do you know about the Reiner case?”


“Not much. If there’s foul play, we want it solved.”


“What else?”


“That’s about all. Rumors about boyfriends – and about a girlfriend, too.” Bora stood straight, and fastidiously rigid.


“That’s news to me.”


“Well, it proves how we can keep our mouths shut.”


“Three weeks have passed since her death, and not a word in the papers. They told me the body is still here.”


“Actually, her ashes are. She was cremated upon her family’s request. You understand that after her fall, it was hardly an open coffin matter.”


“No word about an autopsy, either. And the key to her apartment has not been made available to the Italian authorities.”


“The building belongs to the German government.”


Guidi was vexed by Bora’s reticence. “So, that’s it, Major. They brought me in as a newcomer to sandbag the investigation.”


“Whatever you mean by they, it isn’t the Germans. And what a low opinion of yourself you have. Perhaps they think you’re the only one who can see through it.”


For the next few minutes, Bora pointed out monuments through the haze, discussing them. Guidi, still resentful, was not about to settle for the view. He said bluntly, “Frankly, Major, after the matter at Lago, I thought for sure you’d seek headquarters in Germany.”


Unexpectedly Bora grinned. “For safety, you mean? Because of a jackass like Captain Lasser?” But he didn’t add how close to asking for that very safety he’d come. “War is not over in Italy, by a long shot. I like being involved.”


“I don’t know why you keep after war when you might not have to.”


Bora took out a pack of Chesterfields. “Why, you’re not serious!” He offered a cigarette to Guidi, without taking one himself. “Ever since Spain, I’ve had seven years of great fighting. The glory of it, Guidi, the bloody idea of it. It takes more than a lost hand or a jackass colleague! Spain, Poland, Russia – I volunteered for all. Being in war is as much fun as being in love, when the want’s in it.”


Guidi saw through the bluster. “Is that the only lesson to be gained from it?”


“No. Spain is where I learned what civil war does to a country, so I don’t mind being here at all. I know what to expect. As for Italy, it was Albert who brought me here.” Bora meant Field Marshal Kesselring, affectionately, though his face grew hard. “I assure you, Guidi, your king made a mistake when he turned on us. We’ll do what we must, but you’ll be out in the cold.”


“You mean the Italians. I see. Why do you bother with my company, then?”


Bora looked down at the lighter he had taken in hand without using it. “Must there be a motive? This isn’t police work.”


“Some higher-up found me an accommodation at Via Paganini, closer in. I was notified of it this morning, and have reason to think you had something to do with it.”


“Why should I?”


“That’s what I am asking you, Major Bora.” Irritably, Guidi carefully lifted the collar of his coat against the northern wind. It was a good coat, an expensive new one, and he was proud and protective of it in these lean years. Bora looked elsewhere and was rapidly isolating himself. Nothing else would be gotten out of him today. “I think you’ve shown me enough for now,” Guidi advised. In silence they walked across the belvedere to the Garibaldi monument, where Bora instructed his driver to take Guidi back to work.


10 JANUARY 1944


The first thing Westphal asked on Monday was, “What the hell’s going on at Verona? Have the Fascists finished trying their own?”


Bora nodded. “Ciano has been condemned to death.”


“Good! I’ll give credit to Mussolini for dumping his son-in-law. He shouldn’t have left his fat post at the Vatican. Who else, besides Ciano?”


Bora didn’t need to look at the list. “De Bono, Gottardi, Pareschi and Marinelli.”


“Ha! Two of them are decrepit.”


“They’re all to be shot as traitors tomorrow at nine.”


“Serves them right. Now give me the bad news.”


Bora reported on his meetings with Kesselring and Hohmann, adding that he had already requested an audience with Cardinal Borromeo to sample the moderate Vatican wing. “The worst news is that the Americans made it across the Peccia River. They’ve been at it since Thursday, and now they’ve done it. The French are still north of Cassino, but they may be there for weeks.”


“So, is it still looking slow?”


“It’s still looking slow.”


Westphal went into his office, from where he called out to Bora after a while, “On Saturday there’s a party at Ott’s house. I want you to go if Dollmann is going. Have you met him already? Good. Sit by him. He loves to talk, for an SS.” Westphal came back in, with an ironical bent of his lips. “You know about him, of course.”


“I heard rumors, General.” Bora did not say the kindest of them had been They say Dollmann fucks his chauffeur.


“Rumors? By God, you were a good choice. Now we only need to find a way to use your other talent. That’s the one we brought you here for.”


“Hopefully there’ll be no need.”


“Don’t delude yourself. We haven’t seen the tip of what clandestine activities are yet to come. Ask Dollmann at the party. By the way, we go to Frascati tomorrow, and on the way back let’s swing by the shore. We won’t leave until 0700 hours, but be here at five as usual.”


“I suggest we leave at six-thirty. American bombers become active by 0800 or so.”


“We’ll do as you say. Any news about the Reiner mess?”


“Only that they have a newcomer looking into it. The official word is still ‘accident’, but we know better.”


“Wasn’t her door locked from within?”


“Or from without. Her keys are missing.”


In the afternoon Bora prepared two itineraries: one through Frascati to Anzio and along the shore to Lido and back to Rome, and another that rejoined the return route inland at Aprilia, skirting the Alban Hills to the south. Their departure, however, was delayed by reports of new fighting around Cervara.


The sun was almost up when they left the southeastern city limits, and rolling along the horizon by the time they crossed the crowded suburb of Quadraro. Past them went the one-storied little stucco houses, ochre- and mustard-colored, beside postage-stamp courtyards enclosed by fences and paved with cement tiles. Frost-covered cacti sat in pots at the gates of more pretentious tenements, three and four stories in height, belted by unimaginative masonry balconies. Bora was reading from his notes to the general. “The birth rate in this place is huge – over twenty-three hundred a year.”


Disparagingly, Westphal glanced away from the window. “Mark my words, one of these days we’ll come here and fish out all the men and haul them off. All communists and socialists, ungrateful riff-raff brought here from the slums of the countryside. Now, this is the place where you’ll count yourself lucky if you don’t get yourself blown to bits!”


Bora had noticed the car lacked the customary sandbags on the floor; a mine would explode the chassis and kill them without hope of escape. But then his car was sandbagged on the day a grenade had been thrown at it, and it had made no difference, really. He simply took note of street names, to be able if need be to find his way around the quarter on foot. Despite his staff position, he wore the ordinance pistol at his belt. His assignments had made him realistic about war exigencies, he had told Westphal, and Westphal had answered that he didn’t mind.


Five miles out of Rome, when they passed Mussolini’s movie citadel, the general drew back more amiably on the seat. “I don’t need to be briefed about this – most of your colleagues’ lovers are from Cinecittà.” Bora looked up from the topographic spread on his knees. “Maelzer doesn’t like it, but there’s little he can do about it. There used to be a tramway every twenty minutes each way – now it’s all up in the air.”


Not far from the road Pius IX’s old railway could be now seen penciling a straight parallel line among farmhouses and fields. Past Osteria del Curato, the highway to Frascati and that to Anagni diverged. The staff car bore left at the crossroads and had nearly reached the landmark called Halfway Tower (Westphal was giving Bora his plans for the day) when two British fighters burst into view from the south-east, fast and low and coming their way.


At Westphal’s order the panic-stricken driver, who had swerved off the road, regained it and continued to travel. The first flyover was deafening, followed by the whine of engines as they pulled up to bank round and return.


“They’ll strafe,” Bora warned.


Westphal was stone-faced, but would not order to stop. Over them the fighters swept one after the other, cannons ablaze. A loud dry whipping of shells cracked the air – asphalt flew up around the car and pieces of it hit windshield and side windows, stray metal gouged the doors; the noise was for a moment beyond the edge of hearing, and painful. Against a bare sky the fighters had turned ahead, and were scuttling back with the slick ease of deadly fish. Bora knew a third passage could not possibly miss them. In front of him, in naive self-defense, the driver braked and covered his head. Westphal braced for the explosion; Bora had been holding a pen in his hand, and now absurdly capped it and put it away in his pocket. High grating of engines drowned their thoughts.


Then, before the Germans’ eyes, the airplanes widely parted and nosed up, their dull bellies giving way to the sheen of cockpits as they veered to rejoin each other to the east. Fire boomed in quick succession from an anti-aircraft post somewhere, aimlessly enough, but sufficient to divert the pilots from the attack. In the suddenly remade silence, Westphal calmly and distinctly blasphemed to himself.


Bora felt much the same, but chose to note the time on his pad. If either man was shaken, he did not show it. As the car started again, “Forget Frascati,” Westphal said. “Let’s go directly to Aprilia. I want to talk to some of the commanders. Who’s responsible there?”


“Colonel Holz.”


Colonel Holz, after uselessly appealing to Westphal, protested that his exhausted men had to remain on constant alert.


“I don’t think you have much choice,” Bora said.


“That’s all because the field marshal has an invasion mania,” Holz protested. “We’ve been watching the goddamn shore for three months, and the enemy hasn’t even crept up to the Garigliano River yet, twenty-five miles in all! What good are tired troops going to be?” And, because Bora was unsympathetic, he added, “Look, Major, I see you’ve been to Russia – you know how weary holding the line is.”


“It’s worse losing it.”


“Goddamn it, you’re not listening to me! I’m going directly to Kesselring after this!”


“You do that, Colonel.”


Holz had begun to turn away from Bora but changed his mind, and faced him again with a sharp half-turn on his heels. “If Westphal ever leaves you behind, I’ll have your ass for this.”


Bora nearly lost his temper at the words. “As the colonel wishes.”


Much the same scene was repeated at Anzio and up the coast from it.


“They’re going to have their way,” Westphal grumbled as they rushed a lunch somewhere along the road back. “I won’t, but the field marshal will listen, I know.” He had a map laid open on the battered hood of the car, and munched on a sandwich as he looked at it.


Bora looked down, partly to conceal anger for the response they had met, partly because crippling pain had awakened in his left arm and he did not want Westphal to notice it. He said, watching him pencil circles over the map, “If need be, the Reclamation Land can be flooded.”


Westphal nodded, swallowing the last of his sandwich. “It’s the interior that will make a difference at this point.” Their glances met above the map. “How well do you know it?”


“I’ve been to Sora, Anagni – Tivoli I know well.” Bora spoke as Westphal pointed out the places. “Impregnable citadels for three thousand years. The monastery above Cassino, too – I wouldn’t want to have to take it.” Moving back on the map, the general’s forefinger drew a circle on the flat area immediately around Rome, and Bora shook his head. “The rest is mush.”


Westphal assented gloomily. He was pressing with his knuckle on the resort town of Lido, directly in line with Rome. “God forbid anything from happening there – Il Duce’s Imperial Way would deliver them into our lap in an hour’s time.”


“Would they land so far from the bulk of their forces?”


“With Americans, one doesn’t know what they would do.” The general folded the map and handed it to Bora. “Let’s go. I want to be at Soratte before any of the commanders get in touch with the field marshal.”


*


The new address, Guidi had to admit, was more convenient than the decentralized Via Merulana. Now from his doorstep on the elbow-shaped Via Paganini – if the public cars failed – he could manage the walk to his office on Via Del Boccaccio. The owners, Maiuli by name, were from Naples – a retired professor of Latin and his wife, a “remarkable hunchback”, as he described her. Given the southern penchant for superstition, Guidi suspected a less than disinterested affection on the part of the professor, who was an inveterate lotto player. He listened to the old couple, lost in the array of knick-knacks and plaster saints that crowded the parlor, inform him of the house rules.


“The bathroom is at the end of the hallway, and the maid comes to clean in the morning.”


“Dinner is at eight on the dot.”


“Overnight visitors are discouraged. This is a well-regulated house and we pride ourselves in keeping only selected guests.”


“... And no more than two at a time.”


“Who else is staying here?” Guidi asked.


“An art student by the name of Lippi.” Professor Maiuli hastened to say, “You’ll have a chance to become acquainted before long.”


“Will either of you or that gentleman mind if I smoke?”


Donna Carmela made a face. “We’d rather you didn’t, but I suppose that a cigarette after dinner will not kill anyone.”


Once in his room, Guidi sat on the bed, staring at the lurid lithograph of St Gennaro’s execution hanging above it. It was a beheading in full colors, especially unwelcome as he’d just viewed the photos of Fräulein Reiner after the fall. Guidi planned to ask Bora about her again, since she was apparently well known among the officers. For now, he avoided making conjectures, waiting for clues to roll out of a well-rehearsed nowhere, as they often did. After making sure his door was locked, he reached for the lithograph, took it off the nail and slipped it under the bed face down, where it’d stay until the maid came in the morning to clean.


11 JANUARY 1944


In the morning, as he was preparing for his first meeting with the head of Rome police, Guidi cut his chin while shaving in his room. Remembering he’d seen a bottle of alcohol in the bathroom, he walked down the hallway in that direction, with a handkerchief pressed to his jaw. Just as he reached the door, a young woman walked up from behind and took hold of the handle.


“Sorry, I’ve got to use it first.”


Guidi was surprised, but automatically stepped back. He was standing a few feet away when she came out. “By the way, what’s happened to you?” she asked.


Guidi told her.


“Oh, I thought you had a toothache.” So, this was the art student, whom he’d assumed to be a man. In her mid-twenties, Guidi judged, excessively thin. Clothes hung loosely on her. Still, her face was fine and luminous, and she had beautiful dark eyes. “Are you the policeman?”


“I’m Inspector Sandro Guidi.”


“And I’m Francesca Lippi. Pleased to meet you.” Heading for her room, she added, “I use the bathroom a lot, ’cause I’m pregnant.”


The newly arrived head of police, Pietro Caruso, looked myopic. On his long head, graying hair sat brushed in a tamed bristle. He was already occupying his desk at the Questura Centrale, a post he was due to take over officially in a few weeks.


“Do you know what my name means?” he asked Guidi, whose credentials lay before him. “It means apprentice in a sulphur mine. That’s what it means.”


Guidi failed to understand why the subject was introduced, if not to enhance the achievements of the man facing him. He was anxious to be given the Reiner folder, but Caruso’s second question had no more bearing on the issue than the first.


“Where did you attend school?”


“Urbino.”


“The boarding school or the reformatory?” Caruso seemed amused by his own joke. “No, seriously – the Piarist Fathers, eh? Good. And then?”


“The university there.”


“How could you afford it?”


“I had a bursary to attend. My father was awarded a gold medal posthumously, and the educational opportunity came with it.” Anticipating Caruso’s next question, Guidi explained, “He was killed in the line of duty at Licata in ’24.”


“Was he carabinieri or police?”


“Police.”


“That’s good. Any foreign languages?”


“Four years of school French.”


“People should learn German, these days.”


Guidi did not know what to say to that, so he said nothing.


“Well, we’ll have to do with what we have,” Caruso grumbled. With his nose on the paper, he read through Guidi’s file. “It says here you have worked with Germans before.”


“Well, in a manner of speaking, not really —”


“Did you get along?”


“I got along.”


Caruso stared at him from above his glasses. “Before we get into the Reiner case, let me see your Party card.”


Guidi took it out, and handed it across the desk.


Cardinal Giovanni Borromeo, better known to his many friends as Nino, had not – despite his saintly ancestry – started out as a priest. He had once been prominent in the useless young society of Rome, when the city was newly a capital to the unified kingdom of Italy. You could travel it then as an archipelago where hotels stood out like islands of elegance and decadent living in the sea of streets being just then widened and modernized. Borromeo had frequented the racecourse and the theater, had “loved much” as he himself admitted, and had been much loved. “But God loved me best of all,” he would unfailingly add these days. “He knew. He knew all along, and when He got me, He wouldn’t let go. He’s the last of my lovers. Of course,” he would conclude, “keeping in mind that God is neither male nor female.”


Bora’s request for a meeting did not surprise him. He knew Cardinal Hohmann well enough to be in competition with him – a friendly competition but one nonetheless; and he appreciated that the German aide wisely tried to take advantage of it. Still a young man as cardinals go, he figured as fifty-five in his passport, though he was a couple of years older than that. Tall and elegantly built, he spoke Latin with the same heavy Roman accent he put into his Italian speech, and the unaffected ease of one who doesn’t have to prove himself.


He’d first met Bora at a papal audience for German officers during Hitler’s visit in 1938, and they had fallen in to talking about church music and the organs in Roman churches. Today Bora found him at his house office in Via Giulia, sitting at his desk with a pile of newspapers to his right and empty cups of coffee lining the windowsill. The first thing he wanted to know was how the interview with Hohmann had gone, and despite Bora’s reserve, he gleaned what the results had been by the very fact that the officer was appealing to him.


“Don’t resort to my common sense because I have none,” he lightly told Bora. “I’m not German.” When Bora accepted the invitation to sit, and took place on a skinny sofa padded with red brocade, Borromeo smirked. “And I’d rather you just called me ‘Cardinal’. Let’s leave the ‘Eminence’ to those who’d like to be Pope.” He listened to what Bora had to say, frowning now and then but mostly looking outside of the window, over the well-trimmed oleanders of his balcony, still green in the crisp winter wind. “So, why should I answer differently from Hohmann?” he said then. “You ask us to accept that you cannot, or will not curb the excesses of the Fascist administration in Rome.”


“I believe I’m telling the cardinal nothing new if I assure him that the German Army is not pleased with any interim government.”


“You’d rather have the city to yourselves?”


“We’d rather have no interference from PAI and what else remains of Fascist police units.”


“That’s neither here nor there. We expect you to curb the zeal of the Blackshirts left in town – even though I’m a Fascist of sorts myself. The Church was Fascist long before Il Duce planned his ‘March on Rome’. We marched on it in AD 64 with Peter and Paul at the lead.” Borromeo rang a bell on his desk. At the timid appearance of a cleric on the threshold, he merely gestured. Shortly thereafter, a tray with a coffee urn and cups was brought in. “I don’t trust people who don’t like espresso.” He ensured that Bora should accept the drink. “Your ambassador gets along with us – why shouldn’t the army?”


“The army is not involved in politics, Cardinal.”


“But the SS is. The Gestapo is. What you’re telling me is that you Germans will not curb any excesses by our police forces, or yours.”


Bora finished his coffee and put the cup away. “The cardinal could help by making sure that no police excesses are required.” He had never smiled during the interview, and now grew a little testy. “By Rome underground we mean more than the catacombs, and the Church seems to have a part in all of it.”


“This you wouldn’t dare tell Hohmann. It’s impudent!”


“And true.”


Borromeo crossed his legs, with some impatience lifting his robe to free them. “On Sunday, there’s a concert at the Evangelical Church on Via Toscana. Hammerschmidt music – if you attend, I’ll give you an answer.” He shrugged at Bora’s puzzled look. “Oh, yes, I go to Protestant services, now and then. Not dressed like this, of course. But it’s good to know what the competition is up to, especially if there’s good music to be had.”


At Bora’s return from his errand, Westphal said, “Damn these priests! It takes them forever to make up their mind, and all we want is for them to take back an impossible request.”


Bora was handing him some snapshots of Ciano’s execution, which the general glimpsed briefly. “Damn him, too.”


“Should we allow publication of them?”


“You’ll have to phone Gestapo Colonel Herbert Kappler to find out. Might just as well, since you’re bound to run into him.”


Bora obeyed.


In his bleak office on Via Tasso, lowering the receiver, Kappler turned to Captain Sutor, who sat with a disinterested slump across from him. “I just spoke to Westphal’s aide – who is he?”


Sutor lifted his bullet-head, craning his neck to look into his notebook. “Bora, Martin-Heinz – von Bora. Of the Leipzig publishing firm. Son of the late conductor, and stepson of that Prussian swine von Sickingen. Was commander of a Wehrmacht detachment up north.”


“What else do we know about him?”


“Half-English. Transferred at the request of the SS, for bungling the transport of Jewish prisoners. Can’t touch him, though. Has a stellar military record and lots of friends. Looks younger than his thirty years, bright-eyed and tight-assed, especially for one who spent two years on the Russian front. The field marshal is a personal friend of his stepfather. Old boys’ network.”


“That ought to count for nothing with us.”


Sutor shrugged like an unconcerned bureaucrat. “You asked.”


“Well, no matter. He sounds smart enough to watch himself. Point him out to me if he’s at the party on Saturday.”


That evening Guidi noticed that Francesca Lippi had already eaten dinner, although it was not yet eight o’clock. “The Maiulis are visiting neighbors,” she called from the parlor. “You’ll have to help yourself.”


Guidi ate a small portion of potato salad alone. Through the open door he could see the girl read and pay no attention to him. He made a point of observing whether she wore a ring, and saw none. She sat with a leg tucked under her body, curling up. The tip of her tongue showed red when she wetted her finger to turn the pages. His shyness with women didn’t help at times like this. Guidi was moodily rolling himself a cigarette when she called out, “You work with the Germans?”


“No.”


“Didn’t you ride in a German car on Sunday?”


“It had nothing to do with work.”


She looked over from her chair, her hungry little face pinched like a young fox’s. “I bet you got information on all of us before you moved in.”


Guidi sat back, choosing not to smoke. Antipathy for the Germans was palpable not only in this house but in the streets, and even at the police posts. Only those whose immediate power depended on their presence still played the pro-German game, Caruso first among them. Guidi disliked the Germans, too, and resented being identified with them. Politics was only part of the reason. History, national character, behavior had more to do with it. In that sense Bora was a strange animal, so familiar with things Italian as to somehow cross over. Tonight Guidi could excuse the major’s battered idealism, and yet resent him, and be envious of his flair and self-assurance without any desire to emulate him.


12 JANUARY 1944


On Friday morning, while Westphal and Bora read glum reports on the second raid over Brunswick that week, Guidi found a parcel of papers on his office desk.


“What’s this?” he asked his right-hand man, an eager policeman named Danza.


“It came from the German Command, Inspector.”


Quickly Guidi freed the papers from a criss-cross of rubber bands. “Anything else?”


“Yes, sir. The NCO who brought it said you’ll get to report to the German Army.”


Guidi felt himself blush. “The hell I will.”


Danza nodded toward an envelope on the desk. “That also came for you.”


In the envelope, bearing Caruso’s signature, was a typewritten note. While you will keep me regularly apprised of developments concerning the Reiner case, my German counterpart will be General Maelzer. Report to him through General Westphal’s office, and specifically to —


Guidi didn’t need to read further to know that Bora’s name followed. Friendliness and car rides and the tour of Roman sites: it all made sense now. Angrily leaning over the parcel, Guidi turned pages until he met the first and only name in the list of suspects: the Secretary General of the National Confederation of Fascist Unions, now heading its “detached office” in the city. “My God” escaped him.


Next he called Caruso’s office in Piazza del Collegio Romano.


“That’s right,” the head of police said coolly. “That’s why we need a newcomer. The suspect doesn’t know you, and you don’t have to be as discreet as others have to. Keep looking in the dossier, there’s plenty about His Excellency’s goings-on. The Germans will want his neck, so prove he killed her.”


“I understand, Dr Caruso. What then?”


“Then we’ll show our Germanic allies that we’re as good as they are when it comes to administering justice. His Excellency might be the token we must turn in to them. I ordered that you be issued your own car, Guidi.”


Guidi stared at the dossier, uncomfortably reminding himself that Caruso had just finished playing his role of headhunter at the great show trial in Verona. “What happens if we find out that Secretary General Merlo has nothing to do with it?”


“You had best have someone else in hand by then.”


*


The Parioli district, on this side of the Tiber due north of the great Villa Umberto Park, had for the past decade been favored by the upper class and the nouveau riches. SS Colonel Ott’s house sat at the corner of Viale Romania and Via Duse, hugging it with its sleek lines over the manicured boxwood of the garden. When Bora arrived, several guests were already assembled in the spacious living room. Ott met him at the entrance, handed him a cognac and introduced him to his wife, who’d just flown in for their tenth wedding anniversary. Near the grand piano, Bora saw Dollmann conversing with a man in a similar uniform. Both were slim, fair, with slicked-back hair and angular, sly features, and both were looking into the room.


Mindful of Westphal’s advice, Bora came to greet the SS officers. Soon Dollmann walked back with him toward the refreshments table. “Kappler was dying to meet you.” He smiled.


“I don’t know if I should be flattered, Colonel.”


“Because he’s head of the Gestapo in Rome? Don’t be a prude. He’s a charming enough man. Here, have some caviar.”


Bora looked straight at him, which was a frank habit of his and often unnerved people. “There is much in this assignment I could learn from you – we both like Italian culture.”


“Oh, Kappler does, too. Collects art. Ancient things, preferably.” Dollmann looked around with his vulpine eyes. “Unlike men who collect young ones, like the Reiner girl. What else do you know about the story?”


“No more than you do, Colonel. The word is accident or suicide.”


“But of course you don’t believe that!”


“I believe even stranger things these days.”


“She dated a couple of ruffians. Speaking of which, the Allies have taken Cervara, and soon will have it all from Ortona to south of Gaeta.”


Bora drank slowly, so as not to have other drinks forced on him when he wanted to gather information.


Dollmann suavely upbraided him. “Finish your drink, I want you to taste some real vodka. It came from better days at Kursk.” He reached for a square of toast topped with a creamy mixture. “By the way, what was your specialty in Russia?”


Bora was sure the SS knew already. “Counter-intelligence, related to guerrilla warfare,” he answered nonetheless.


“And in northern Italy, as we hear. So. Do you have nightmares?”


“Not about guerrilla warfare.” Bora finished his cognac. He took from the closest tray two glasses of vodka, and offered one to Dollmann. “To Rome, caput mundi.”


“Yes. Head of our world, at any rate. Does it include the Vatican?” Dollmann held the vodka before his lips without drinking. “You were at its doorstep twice this week.”


“It’s the army that keeps me devout.” Candidly Bora glanced up from his drink. “Please instruct me if there are more people I ought to meet, in this room and around the Vatican. You are the Reich’s prime interpreter and man about town, while I’m new to Rome at war. And I’m not sure I know what ruffians means in the context of the Reiner case.”


“One at least was our own. And that’s all you’ll get from this round of drinks.”


Midway through the party General Maelzer showed up, merry with drink already and eager for conversation. Bora was introduced by Dollmann. The general went through some pat routine of questions and then said, “You’re young, Major, you’ll get in the thick of things quickly enough – I don’t mind if you screw someone, but I don’t approve of liaisons with Italian women.”


“I’m happily married, General!”


“If you were happily married you’d be with your wife. You’re as well married as wartime allows you.”


With this, Maelzer moved on to another circle of guests and a new round of drinks. Bora, who’d married in a hurry on his way to war, was not nearly as secure as he showed. A sensitive and in many ways romantic man, he had for five years shown steadfast commitment in the face of rare furloughs and a superficial wife. As for other things in his life, his love for the object might be well in excess of what it deserved, from the same idealistic stance that made him obdurate in his work.


Moments later, Dollmann rejoined him. “What did he say? There’s no getting angry at the King of Rome when he’s in his cups.” By then a cold dinner was served, which neither he nor Bora chose to eat. They sat with their drinks in hand, Bora looking at the couples growing intimate with what the colonel judged to be more than just uptightness.


That night Guidi stayed up late to read the dossier. The only noise in the apartment was the snore rising from Signora Carmela’s crippled body. Elsewhere in the building, the neighbors were quiet. Guidi had routinely found out about them: middle-class people, employees and shop clerks, students. There was a small child on the top floor, who could be heard crying in the morning. Across the landing, a flashy, cherry-lipped woman in black received visits from noisy male relatives, and a reclusive old fellow Signora Carmela called Maestro – he played the piano, well in Guidi’s reckoning. Oddly enough, the one Guidi had been least inquisitive about was Francesca, whose small room was at the other end of the hallway. She left for work early in the morning, and was home by curfew. Whether the Maiulis knew that she was pregnant, he couldn’t say either. Her pale, drawn face came to him, the careless way she combed her hair away from it with her fingers as she read, so that it drew a brown wave behind her ear. She didn’t smile, spoke little at meals, and answered curtly to everyone.


Magda Reiner, instead, continued to live a vicarious merry life in the snapshots of summers past, so different from the last dreadful images. Her blond, plump and smiling countenance against unknown mountains, alongside unknown friends, was forever safe from injury. In one picture, she laughingly embraced another woman.


As for Ras Merlo, Guidi didn’t know whether to laugh or cry as he read about him. His given name was Radames, though he went by Rodolfo. Born 1900, bersagliere in the bicycle troops during the Abyssinian campaign. Married to Ignazia Pallone since 1930, four children: Vittorio, Adua (known as Aida), Libico (known as Lorenzo) and Cadorna (known as Carletto). Had been instrumental in the creation of the Istituto Forlanini ten years earlier, and presently headed what remained in Rome of the prestigious National Confederation of Fascist Unions. Rumor had it that he had conflated his last name and his wife’s under the pseudonym Piemme, and authored the words of the well-known North African Campaign song ‘Macallè’:


             Là nell’arida terra del Tigrè


             nel tramonto del gran sole d’or,


             solitario, il forte Macallè


             pieno di ricordi sorge ancor!


Ever since meeting Magda Reiner at a party during the 28 October anniversary of the March on Rome, they’d been inseparable, or nearly so, until her death on 29 December. “Driven by jealousy”, as the report indicated without other comments, he was known to have roughed her up before witnesses occasionally. And now the provincial policeman was expected to find out whether he’d pushed her over the windowsill.


For the rest, the data were scanty: the death had occurred after a year’s end party, at around seven forty-five in the evening, on the sidewalk below the deceased woman’s premises on Via Tolemaide. She’d engaged in sexual intercourse at least once in the hours preceding her death, and though her bedroom and apartment doors were locked, delaying the entrance of the authorities, no keys had been found.


*


A few streets away, Bora left Ott’s party at one in the morning, under a drizzle that fell askew and began to be weighed down by snow. He often drove himself, especially after hours, taking different routes through the darkened city. He had to face the fact that he was angry with Dollmann, whose loquacity he had repaid to excess by receiving a burden of intrigue with it.


Though that wasn’t all of it, either. Melancholy and loneliness, so well laid away for the past year, had been stirred up from their places and looked ugly now. He did not wish to recognize them as his own, did not wish to forsake invulnerability. Still, the heartless gossip made him sick at actors and scenario. Kappler’s affairs, Magda Reiner’s affairs. What could Westphal want to hear out of this? It felt like mud in his mouth.


Talk of his wife had come closest to undoing him. The thought of her caused him pain – beyond desire, soreness of love, anguish that made him bristle and kept him awake many nights. She was inside him beyond herself, even. He was defensive about his feelings for her, and Dollmann had asked entirely too many questions after Maelzer’s crude words.


“Why, Major, you’re in love!” The amused comment had come when both of them had grown less reticent. “I’d even call you passionate!”


The suggestion embarrassed him. “I’m a disciplined man,” he had pointed out.


“Yes, and passions are what discipline is for, aren’t they?”


16 JANUARY 1944


On Sunday, Cardinal Borromeo, in a three-piece suit under his tan coat, was punctually to be found in the Evangelical Church, where ‘All Praise Be To You, Jesus Christ’ was sung by a bespectacled alto. Seated in the first pew, he gave no sign of recognizing Bora and kept him in suspense until the end of the concert. At that time he informed him that the Holy See was sympathetic to General Westphal’s position. Bora was visibly relieved. He thanked the cardinal and began to leave, when the other unceremoniously retained him in the seat.


“On the other hand, Major, I am shocked to hear that your office is even now collaborating with the Italian police.”


Bora denied it was so. “My commander would have informed me were we to be embarrassed before His Holiness by accepting a cooperation we specifically decline.”


“Check your sources, dear friend.”


Only on Monday Bora found out the truth, in a memo from General Maelzer. “I know nothing about this,” Westphal said. “Do you?”


“It’s the first time I see it, General.”


“Well, Maelzer must have his reasons for involving you in a girl’s broken head. But you’ll have to deal with the Italian police in your spare time.”


“There isn’t much that can be done after hours,” Bora observed. “Not with the Italians.”


“Well, meet this Guidi fellow now and then and listen to his reports.” Westphal handed him Maelzer’s message. “I don’t like it any more than you do. Now we can’t tell the Vatican we have no say with the Italian police, and that baboon Caruso will get us in trouble yet.”


In the days following 19 January, there was more for Bora to worry about than the head of police. His long hours with Westphal – often extending to fifteen daily – practically ran round the clock after the British advanced beyond the Garigliano River and passed Minturno by the coast on their way to the crossroad village of St Maria Infante. On Thursday, a counter-attack was launched from Ausonia on the affluent south of Cassino, by which time nervous talk arose of an imminent landing. Kappler called in to inquire about the number of soldiers available in Rome for immediate recall to the front, if needed. Bora came up with ten thousand. All day Westphal stayed at Soratte and returned late, tired after his conference with Kesselring. Still he spent most of the night before a map held in place by hastily emptied coffee mugs, evaluating enemy positions and the endless coastal stretch marked for stand-to. Waiting.


Kappler phoned again at four in the morning to warn that Gestapo and SS stood ready to requisition drivers and attendants.


“Go ahead,” Westphal replied, yawning into his fist. “If that’s what we throw before an invading army, we deserve what we have coming.” He looked at Bora, who had been reading charts of the shoreline from Leghorn to Naples. “Well, it doesn’t look slow any more,” he said. “And the field marshal is right – they bombed too much all around us for it not to happen in the Rome sector. Especially as they hit the Littorio Airfield yesterday.”


“It ought to be on this coast, anyway, if reports of activity in the Naples harbor are correct.”


“But where, and when?” Westphal passed his hands over the bristle of his cheeks. “Be good, Bora. Shave and run by Gestapo headquarters to see what Kappler has in mind.”


21 JANUARY 1944


The calendar day celebrated the feast of St Agnes with a Gospel reading from Matthew, the Parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins. During the light hours, mixed reports were phoned in from the front, and by nightfall the only news of interest pertained to a heavy air raid on London. In a headstrong state of premonition, Westphal stayed up until late. Then, mostly because Kesselring had agreed to relent the alert after three tense days, he told Bora he would go lie down. “Call me if anything happens.”


Bora set to keep watch in the dead hours that followed, when even vigilance born of foreboding whittled down under physical weariness. Nothing had happened. Nothing might happen. Around him and this room the whole great building seemed enchanted, bound in silence. Shortly after midnight, he began a letter to his wife, reread it and decided not to send it.


A cigarette later, his mind wandered to disparate and irrelevant subjects, as in dreams. Who was the SS Magda Reiner had dated, and was God really Borromeo’s last lover? He wondered if it was true that Kappler collected Etruscan art, like Dollmann said. Was this the time to collect anything? And so through the night. Coffee grew cold in his cup, names on the maps became confused scribbles on mountainsides along wavy seashores. At one point Bora turned the lights off and went to open the window. It was like plunging his face in icy water, bracing and beneficial. Outside, the late hour stood calm, depthless. A thin haze stretched like a canopy of gauze over the city. He sat at his desk in the dark, facing the window. Finally, at three o’clock, the news came. Bora collected himself after leaving the telephone, and on his way to the general’s room he took time to straighten his uniform. Westphal didn’t need much to be awakened. He stared at the door where his aide’s figure stood straight, bare-headed. “Where?” he asked at once.


“Codename Option Richard.”


“Anzio?”


“And Nettuno.” Bora looked away while the general furiously threw his clothes back on. “They’re making straight for the interior.”


“Call Soratte at once.” Even as he left the threshold, Westphal’s voice summoned him back. “Stand ready to evacuate the building and the city.”


In the early hours of the morning, the magnitude of the disaster was first assessed. By this time emergency troops had been dispatched to cordon off the landing area, and the void behind them was likely to be overwhelmed any time. But at noon, the line still visibly held.


“If they only hesitate today and tomorrow,” Westphal wished out loud, bright-eyed with anguish and hope, “you may yet unpack your trunk.”


Bora found it easy not to smile. “It’s less than sixty-five miles away. In Russia we traveled them in one hour.”


“You were not facing German soldiers. No, no. Schlemm and Herr are doing everything right. The 65th Division is a resurrected ghost, but we’ll have the 362nd and the rest soon enough, if only we hold until then. The Panzer troops will.” Carelessly Westphal threw his greatcoat on. “I’m off to Soratte, and won’t be back until von Mackensen shows up. If Kappler calls for men, give him what he asks.”


Bora followed him out of the office. “The power of news being what it is, by your leave I suggest that in the next few days we’ll see renewal of partisan aggression in Rome.”


“All right, I’ll make sure the field marshal hears the voice of experience – and I promise I’ll sandbag my car. Speaking of experience, have we heard from Holz?”


“We heard from his staff. He was killed earlier today.”


“For shame. Well, get some sleep when you can. Any calls from the Vatican, don’t let through unless it’s the Secretary of State and up. You know what to do if the enemy breaks through.” About to leave, Westphal seemed startled, but immediately turned with a grin to Bora’s pale and unmoved countenance. “What do you know? You can hear the cannon from Rome.”




2


23 JANUARY 1944


By Sunday, it seemed the Germans had vanished overnight. Their field-gray cars no longer patrolled the streets. Even the fierce mouths of tank guns had retreated from alleys and little tucked-back squares. Wild rumors of liberation were whispered and denied, but the deep roll of artillery to the west did not lie. Guidi was all the more surprised when Bora’s well-bred voice invited him over the telephone to a late lunch.


“It’s absolutely impossible, Major.” He made up his mind to refuse. “I have work to do.”


“All right. I’ll come there, then.”


Guidi had no chance to reply, because the receiver had already been clicked down. He scrambled for the next ten minutes to clear his desk, knowing that Bora did not have a long way to travel from Via Veneto to Via Del Boccaccio. Soon the black Mercedes pulled in by the curb, and there was Bora, overcoat nonchalantly doubled on his left arm, getting out and climbing the steps with his stiff, quick gait. “Leave the door open,” he told Guidi. “I have lunch coming.”


“Here?”


“Why not?” Bora didn’t say he had hardly eaten in the last two frantic days. “I’m hungry.”


The men in the police office made themselves scarce. As for Bora, he took advantage of the fact that no one would ask him about the military situation. So he showed far more leisure than matters warranted, amicably inquiring about Guidi’s new address, and whether he could be of assistance, “now that it seems we’ll be working together.”


Guidi watched him stand by the window with his back to it, in apparent disregard of prudence, and suspected Bora may be trying to hide signs of sleeplessness or worry. He joined him to take a better look at his face. “Do you mean you didn’t know as of our first meeting?”


“Why, no, I only found out a week ago. I’m glad, though.” In order to face Guidi, Bora turned toward the overcast light of day. On his fine-grained skin, character lines still disappeared after a change of expression. “Why are you looking at me that way?” He laughed.


Guidi shrugged. “I was thinking that it’s not a good idea to talk by the window,” he simply said. Drawing back into the room, he gestured toward a chair. “Will you take a seat?”


“No, thanks. Working in Rome is sedentary enough.”


There was such negligence in the reply, Guidi was tempted to believe there might be less to the invasion than rumored. But Bora did look tired, and there was no denying that.


Over lunch they discussed the Reiner case.


“Rome is ours.” Bora dropped the political hint as if he were speaking of real estate. “No murderer will get out – if there’s a murderer. We want him.”


“The King of Rome wants him,” Guidi specified mildly. “You can’t possibly approve of Maelzer, Major. He’s a drunken oaf. The Romans can’t stand him.”


“Well, I’m not Roman.”


“But I think I know you better than that.”


Bora ate slowly, without looking up. “You don’t know me at all.” And while Guidi discovered his own appetite in the presence of good food, the German seemed to have lost interest in the meal. Sitting back, he took a house key out of his pocket, and laid it on the table. “My schedule is tight, so we’ll visit the Reiner place right after this.”


“If you don’t mind, I’ll come in my own car.”


“Fine. I’d rather go in the morning, but I’m a bit tied up.” It was only one of Bora’s understatements, since he was due to visit the Anzio front on behalf of General Westphal. But his composure was genuine, because he was not afraid. “Tomorrow after work, however, we’re off to a Pirandello play. I’ll tell you why later on.”


At the Reiner apartment on Via Tolemaide – a side street of Via Candia, in the Prati district – Bora leaned to look out of the window at the sidewalk hemming the street four floors down. “Did anybody see her fall?” he asked Guidi.


“No. Curfew was at seven those days, and it was past that time. As prescribed, all lights were off. A neighbor says he heard a woman scream between seven-thirty and eight, but he’s not sure it had anything to do with the incident.”


Bora turned. “It’s not a cold winter by German standards, but it is cold. Why would her bedroom window be open at night?”


“Perhaps for the very purpose of ending her life. Notwithstanding the absence of keys – someone could have picked them up from the street if she was holding them when she fell – we can’t rule out suicide, or even an unlikely accident. I’ll look into every possibility.”


While Guidi began searching the room, Bora remained by the windowsill, moodily observing the minute debris of life on it – a pigeon’s silvery waste, lint caught up in it, a cinder speck flown here from God knows where. How little remains after our death, he thought. His next question came negligently over the rattle of windowpanes, caused by far away artillery. “What was she wearing at the time of death?”


With his head in the wardrobe, Guidi pulled an envelope from his pocket, and handed it over. “Here are the photos. You may want to take a look between meals.”


Bora looked at once. “They’re horrible.”


“You can see she was wearing a nightgown and a robe. Next you’ll ask me if someone was here with her, and I have no answer for that. Out of twelve, only two other apartments in the house are tenanted. There was a seasonal party on the floor below, and enough noise for people not to realize what had happened. A policeman found her at seven fifty-five. Although she was undeniably past help, they transported her to the neighborhood pharmacy. Its owner, Dr Mannucci, had the common sense of declaring her dead for good.” As he spoke, Guidi opened drawers and poked into them. “By the way, Major, someone has come here before us. Except for her bed – a pillowcase is missing, did you notice? – this room has been straightened out.”


“I will inquire,” Bora said.


“It’d help if I knew what reputation the victim had in your community. Twenty-seven, unmarried or legally separated – the reports conflict – and ‘not too good-looking but vivacious.’ That’s how a co-worker described her in the dossier.”


“I haven’t read it yet.”


“Well, it isn’t enough to go on. Here’s Magda Reiner’s passport photo.”


Bora glanced at the document Guidi handed him. “Some sources,” (he meant Dollmann, who had given him an earful of gossip about the story), “suggest she seemed to be actively seeking a husband, or a similar domestic arrangement.”


“Among the Italians or the Germans?”


“Both.” Bora leafed through the passport, and gave it back. “As for the lesbian angle, it came up after an office party where things got out of hand.” Because Guidi stared, Bora repeated, annoyed, “Out of hand. Kissing, touching, and the like.”


“How do you know?”


“I was told by a colleague who attended. But you’re just making me talk, because from what I understand, you already have a suspect.”


Guidi passed his fingers on the dustless bed table. “A fairly untouchable one. He’s Ras Merlo, one of the last and highest-ranking Party officials in Rome.”


“Well, could it be?”


“Judge for yourself, Major. He’s a henpecked middle-aged Romeo with a brood of children. His oversized wife is known as ‘the Grenadier’, and apparently not beyond striking him in anger. Jealousy is hinted at as a motive, whether or not it’d be enough for him to kill. He seems to have a history of roughing up occasional girlfriends. We can’t place him in this building on that night, but someone looking very much like him was seen in a distraught state shortly after the incident in Via Santamaura.”


“A parallel to this street.” Bora closed the window. Facing the room, he stared at Magda’s undone bed, and then away from it. “What was he doing there?”


“Throwing up by the open market’s garbage cans. But I should add he lives on Piazzale degli Eroi, not far from here.”


“Does he realize you’re on to him?”


“We’ve been good about playing the accident card. Merlo might suspect there’s an investigation, but he doesn’t know for sure. More importantly, he doesn’t know me. As long as the official word holds, he’ll have no real reason to watch his step.”


“Why not call him in and straighten things out at once?”


Guidi remembered how Bora asked questions for the sake of being provocative. “Clearly not even Caruso wants to touch this one directly. Though he may take it from his wife, Merlo has a reputation for vindictiveness with political enemies.”


“Ah. Not to speak of what he’d do to you. I get it. Anyway, tomorrow night we’ll have a chance to see him at the theater. It’s a command performance, and he’ll be there.”


Bora did not follow when Guidi went looking through the rest of the apartment, three rooms in all. At Guidi’s return, he was sitting at the foot of the girl’s bed, weary or melancholy, or unwell. Likely to avoid questions about himself, he came to his feet at once. “Let’s go,” he snapped, “I can’t stay here all day.” As they faced each other in the narrow elevator, however, Bora said without prompting, “The gossip is that she began secretarial work in Stuttgart. She was from Renningen, nearby. Was attached to the German Olympic Committee in ’36, took on with a foreign athlete, and there were consequences to the relationship. It appears she was briefly married to an army photographer, served with army headquarters, and after a legal separation managed to find a post with the German embassy in Paris. She’d been in Rome six months, and apparently liked it very well. ‘Fun-loving’ they told me. No more than a social drinker, not much more than an easy lay.”


Guidi had not expected the intervention. “But of course,” he thought he should say, “you heard all this from men.”


“No.” They had reached the ground floor, and as Bora walked through the shady archway leading to the main door, Guidi could tell by the stiffness of his torso that he was in pain. “Actually, my first official act in Rome was to phone her mother. It seems a childless cousin is raising Magda’s daughter in Renningen. But it’s true that I haven’t sat to chatter with her girlfriends. That’s policemen’s work.”


Having parted ways with Guidi, Bora walked to the pharmacy where the dead girl had been brought. It was an interesting narrow building on Via Andrea Doria, with an oval plate by the door that read “Free Medications Distributed to the Poor.” Inside, with the pretext of buying a painkiller, he conversed with Dr Mannucci, asking him first about the collection of fine apothecary vases on display, and then about the events of 29 January. The pharmacist – a hale old man with an old-fashioned mustache and a keen interest in the humanities – no doubt understood the reasons for Bora’s inquiry, but graciously acted as though it were just a friend’s concern. Patiently picking up and setting aside the well-fed cat that played with pen and papers on the counter (“Down, Salolo, down. You know better”), he said, “Yes, I did suggest that she be carried to Santo Spirito’s hospital. Carried, mind you – not rushed. You understand there was no reason to rush her to an emergency room, as her skull was crushed beyond repair and even recognition.”
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