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PART ONE




One

The day Livia Pertini fell in love for the first time was the day the beauty contest was won by her favourite cow, Pupetta.

For as long as anyone in Fiscino could remember, the annual Feast of the Apricots had incorporated not only a competition to find the most perfect specimen of fruit from among the hundreds of tiny orchards that lined the sides of Monte Vesuvio, but also a contest to determine the loveliest young woman of the region. The former was always presided over by Livia’s father, Nino, since it was generally accepted that as the owner of the village osteria he had a more subtle palate than most, while the latter was judged by Don Bernardo, the priest, since it was thought that as a celibate he would bring a certain objectivity to the proceedings.

Of the two competitions, the beauty contest was usually the more good-natured. This was partly because it was unencumbered by the accusations of fixing, bribing and even stealing of fruit from another man’s orchard that dogged the judging of apricots, but also because the girls of the village were remarkably similar in appearance - dark haired, olive skinned, and built along the voluptuous lines that a diet of fresh air and pasta invariably produces - and it was thus a relatively simple matter to decide which one combined these features in the most pleasing way. The apricots were another matter altogether. Each time Vesuvius erupted, it covered its slopes with a deep layer of  a remarkable natural fertiliser called potash, and as a result the mountain supported dozens of species of fruit and vegetables which grew nowhere else in all Italy, a culinary advantage which more than compensated for the area’s occasional dangers. In the case of apricots, the varieties included the firm-fleshed  Cafona, the juicy Palummella, the bittersweet Boccuccia liscia, the peach-like Pellecchiella and the spiky-skinned but incomparably succulent Spinosa. Each had their ardent champions, and the thought of the honour going to the wrong sort of apricot provoked almost as much debate as the decision over which farmer had produced the finest specimen of fruit.

Livia was too busy to pay much attention to either contest. A feast day meant that the little osteria would be even busier at lunchtime than usual, and she and her sister Marisa had been up since before dawn preparing the dishes that would be spread out on the tables lining the length of the terrace, where vines provided shade from the fierce midday sun. In any case, she had a rather low opinion of both kinds of competition, her view being that in the case of apricots it very much depended on what kind of mood you were in, while in the case of female beauty all the girls in the village got stared at quite enough already. Besides, everyone knew that one of the Farelli sisters would win in the end, and she didn’t see why she should give them the satisfaction of beating her. So, while everyone else was out in the piazza, arguing, cheering, booing and clapping the contenders, she concentrated on preparing the antipasto, deftly wrapping burrata in fresh asphodel leaves.

‘Hello?’ a male voice called from the little room which doubled as a bar and a dining room. ‘Is anyone here?’

Her hands were full of wet burrata and shreds of leaf. ‘No,’ she shouted back.

There was a short pause. ‘Then I must be talking to an angel, or perhaps a ghost,’ the voice suggested. ‘If there’s no one around, I don’t usually get an answer.’

Livia rolled her eyes. A smart-arse. ‘I meant, there’s no one to serve you. I’m busy.’

‘Too busy to pour a glass of limoncello for a thirsty soldier?’

‘Too busy even for that,’ she said. ‘You can help yourself, and put your money on the counter. It’s what everyone else does.’

Another pause. ‘What if I’m not honest, and don’t leave the full amount?’

‘Then I will curse you, and something very unpleasant will happen. I wouldn’t risk it if I were you.’

She heard the sound of a bottle being uncorked, and the sound of her father’s lemon spirit being generously poured into a glass. Then a young man in a soldier’s uniform appeared in the kitchen. He was holding a full glass in one hand and some coins in the other. ‘It occurred to me,’ he said, ‘that if I left my money on the counter and some other rogue came along later and stole it, you would think that it was me who was the dishonest one, and something unpleasant would happen to me after all, and that would be a terrible thing. So I thought I’d bring you the money myself.’

She pointed with her elbow at the dresser. ‘You can put it over there.’

He was, she noticed, quite extraordinarily handsome. The black, tailored uniform recently redesigned by Mussolini showed off his lean hips and broad shoulders, and his dark eyes grinned at her from beneath a soldier’s cap that was set at a jaunty angle on the back of a mass of curls. Caramel skin, very white teeth and an expression of confident mischief completed the picture. A pappagallo, she thought dismissively, a parrot - the local expression for young men who spent their time trying to look handsome and flirting with girls.

‘What are you doing in here?’ he asked, leaning back against the dresser and watching her. ‘I thought everyone was outside.’

‘I shall pray to Santa Lucia for you,’ she said.

‘Why’s that?’ he said, surprised.

‘Because you are clearly afflicted by blindness. Either that, or you’re a cretin. What does it look like I’m doing?’

This sort of remark was usually enough to deter unwelcome visitors to her kitchen, but the young soldier didn’t seem at all put out. ‘You look like you’re cooking,’ he remarked.

‘Brilliant,’ she said sarcastically. ‘The saint has performed another miracle. You can go now, you’re completely cured.’

‘You know,’ he said, crossing his legs at the ankle and taking a swig from his glass, ‘you’re much prettier than any of those girls in the beauty contest.’

She ignored the compliment. ‘So that’s why you’re here. I should have guessed. You came to stare at the girls.’

‘Actually, I came because my friend Aldo wanted to come, and there’s not much else to do around here. I’m stationed in the garrison at Torre del Greco.’

‘So you’re a fascist?’ she said disapprovingly.

He shook his head. ‘Just a soldier. I want to see the world. All my life I’ve lived in Naples, and I’m bored with it.’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘you can start by seeing the world outside that door. I don’t have time to chat to you.’ As she spoke she was putting balls of burrata inside the asphodel leaves, weaving the leaves through each other so that they formed a natural basket for the cheese.

The handsome soldier was unperturbed. ‘You’re very rude,’ he said conversationally.

‘No, just very busy.’

‘But you can be busy and talk to me at the same time,’ he objected. ‘Look, you’ve done a dozen of those already. And I can take away the plates you’ve filled and bring you new ones.’ He fitted his actions to his words. ‘See? I’m making myself useful.’

‘Actually, you’re in the way. And those plates need to go on the other table.’

‘I’ll tell you what,’ he said. ‘I’ll go away if you give me a kiss.’

She glared at him. ‘Quanne piscia ’a gallina1, cazzo. Not in a million years, dickhead. Now get out of here.’

‘But my intentions are completely honourable,’ he assured her. ‘You see, I’ve fallen in love with you. And what’s wrong with kissing someone you’re in love with?’

She couldn’t help it. She smiled slightly, then put her stern expression back on. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. We don’t know each other from Adam.’

‘Well, that obstacle is easily removed. I’m Enzo. And you are—?’

‘Busy,’ she snapped.

‘I’m very pleased to meet you, Busy. Would you like to kiss me now?’

‘No.’ She had finished the antipasto, and began to chop lemons to accompany the friarielli, a kind of bitter broccoli.

‘Then I shall just have to use my imagination instead.’ He leant back and closed his eyes. A smile played across his face. ‘Mmmm,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Do you know, Busy, you’re a very good kisser. Mmmmmm . . . Let’s do that again.’

‘I hope that hurt,’ she said pointedly.

‘What?’

‘I just imagined kneeing you in the coglioni.’

Enzo clutched his privates and fell to the floor. ‘Ow! Ow! What have you done? Now we’ll never have those twenty adorable bambini I was planning.’

‘Get up,’ she said, laughing. ‘And get out of the way. I have to drain this pasta.’

He jumped up. ‘Tell me one thing, Busy. Do you have a boyfriend? Am I wasting my time here?’

‘The answer to one of those questions is no,’ she said, ‘and to the other one, yes.’

For a moment his brow furrowed as he worked it out.

‘Impossible,’ he said firmly. ‘Anyway, one good answer is sufficient to be going on with. Aaargh!’ He leapt back. ‘What in God’s name is that?’

Hearing an unfamiliar voice in the kitchen, Pupetta had put her head through the window to see what was going on. Her head was rather large, and was topped by two massive horns, backswept like bicycle handlebars. The horns were considerably wider than the window, but she had long ago worked out how to ease one in before the other. It was this horn which had just claimed Enzo’s hat. The soldier turned and regarded the beast with horror.

‘That’s Pupetta,’ Livia said, reaching across to give the buffalo’s massive forehead a friendly scratch, retrieving the hat at the same time. ‘Haven’t you seen a buffalo before?’

Enzo shook his head. ‘Not this close. I’m from Naples, remember? We don’t have buffalo in the city.’ He took the hat and arranged it on Pupetta’s head, where it looked almost comically small, then saluted the animal ironically.

‘Then we certainly couldn’t get married and have those twenty bambini you wanted. I could never leave Pupetta.’

‘Hmm.’ Enzo scratched his head. ‘In that case,’ he said to Pupetta, ‘you’d better be the first buffalo to come and live in Naples.’

Suddenly serious, Livia said, ‘Anyway, we shouldn’t be talking like this. You’re a soldier, you’re going to go off and see the world.’

‘Only for a little while. Then I’ll come back and have bambini . And bufale, of course,’ he added quickly.

‘What if you have to fight?’

‘Oh, we never fight,’ he said casually. ‘We just march around and look fierce.’

There was the sound of a clock striking, and Livia rushed over to the stove. ‘Now look what you’ve done. It’s almost lunchtime, and I’ve stopped cooking. My father will kill me.’

‘You still haven’t kissed me,’ he pointed out.

‘And I’m not going to,’ she said, pulling saucepans out of the cupboard. ‘But if you like, you can come back later, and we’ll have a coffee together.’

He snapped his fingers with delight. ‘I knew it!’

‘And don’t get any funny ideas,’ she warned him, ‘or I really will knee you in the coglioni. I’ve had plenty of practice.’

‘Of course. What do you take me for?’ He finished his drink and set the glass down by the sink. ‘It’s excellent limoncello, by the way.’

‘Of course it is. Everything is good here.’

‘I can see that,’ he said. He kissed his fingertips and blew the kiss at her as he walked backwards out of the door. After a moment she noticed that Pupetta was still wearing his hat.

 



Soon after midday Don Bernardo and her father broke off from their separate deliberations, and a great crowd of people surged across the dusty piazza towards the osteria. Within moments every place was filled, and Livia began to serve the food.

Most of the ingredients she cooked with came from the tiny farm immediately behind the restaurant. It was so small that the Pertinis could shout from one end of it to another, but the richness of the soil meant that it supported a wealth of vegetables, including tomatoes, courgettes, black cabbage, aubergines and several species that were unique to the region, including bitter friarielli and fragrant asfodelo. There was also a small black boar called Garibaldi, who despite his diminutive size impregnated his harem of four larger wives with extraordinary diligence; an ancient olive tree through which a couple of vines meandered; a chicken or two; and the Pertinis’ pride and joy, Priscilla and Pupetta, the two water buffalo, who grazed on a patch of terraced pasture no bigger than a tennis court. The milk they produced was porcelain-white, and after hours of work each day it produced just two or three mozzarelle, each  one weighing around a kilo - but what mozzarelle: soft and faintly grassy, like the sweet steamy breath of the bufale themselves.

As well as mozzarella, the buffalo milk was crafted into various other specialities. Ciliegine were small cherry-shaped balls for salads, while bocconcini were droplet-shaped, for wrapping in slices of soft prosciutto ham. Trecce, tresses, were woven into plaits, served with Amalfi lemons and tender sprouting broccoli. Mozzarella affumicata was lightly smoked and brown in colour, while scamorza was smoked over a smouldering layer of pecan shells until it was as dark and rich as a cup of strong espresso. When there was surplus milk they even made a hard cheese, ricotta salata di bufala, which was salted and slightly fruity, perfect for grating over roasted vegetables. But the cheese the Pertinis were best known for was their burrata, a tiny sack of the finest, freshest mozzarella, filled with thick buffalo cream and wrapped in asphodel leaves. People came all the way from Naples just to experience its unique taste. Sometimes they would even buy a few to take back to the city but, as Nino always told them, it was a futile exercise: by the time the asfodelo started to turn brown, which was after just a few hours, the cheese was already starting to lose its flavour.

Business was always good, not least because of the prodigious appetites of the Pertinis’ neighbours. Visitors from the city might come and go, but the mainstay of the osteria’s business was the villagers themselves. At noon each day every last one of them, from Don Bernardo the priest to the widow Esmeralda, the village prostitute, stopped work and strolled over to the Pertinis’ vine-shaded terrace, where for two hours they ate like royalty and drank wine made from the same grapes which ripened above their heads.

It was sometimes said of the Vesuviani that, labouring as they did under the ever-present threat of annihilation, all their appetites were gargantuan - whether for wine, for food or for  love. They were also much more superstitious than other Neapolitans, which was to say, extremely superstitious indeed. Every lunch began with a dual offering: a grace offered up to heaven by the priest, and a small libation of wine poured onto the earth by Ernesto, the oldest labourer in the village, a tacit recognition of the fact that here on Vesuvius the ground beneath their feet was considerably more threatening, and closer to their thoughts, than heaven. Like every other village on the volcano, Fiscino was protected by a little circle of shrines, some containing statues of the Virgin, others little effigies of San Sebastiano, who had been protecting them for as long as there had been people on the mountain. Other Neapolitans might object that in that case he had not been doing a very good job, since there had been a catastrophic eruption as recently as 1923, but to the Vesuviani the very fact that eruptions were not more frequent was proof of his remarkable efficacy. However, they were not above hedging their bets, just in case, and many of these protective shrines also bore a little mark depicting a horn, a symbol already old when Christianity came to these parts.

Similarly, it was accepted that while doctors might be good for certain straightforward medical problems, such as a wound that needed stitching, more complex maladies required the intervention of a maga, or healer. The maga fulfilled many of the functions of a pharmacist, dispensing herbs and recipes to treat everyday ailments such as toothache or the flu, as well as potions that would make a woman fall in love or a man stay faithful. On Vesuvius, the magical powers of the maghe were even more widely distributed than usual, so that one family possessed the secret of medicine for warts, while another had the cure for earache, and another the remedy for the evil eye. Within each family it was a matter of some speculation as to who would inherit the gift. For the Pertinis, the matter resolved itself early on. Both Livia and Marisa helped their  mother in the kitchen, but while it soon became clear that Livia had inherited her mother’s ability at the stove, Marisa preferred to concoct recipes of a different kind, involving the blood of a cockerel, dew harvested at dawn on the Feast of St John, or obscure herbs gathered from the depths of the pine woods that covered the slopes of the mountain.

Livia could not remember learning to cook. Agata had begun to teach her when she was very small, bringing a wooden step into the kitchen so that Livia could reach the stove. By the time she was twelve she had graduated from helping out when the restaurant was busy to being in charge when her mother was ill - a circumstance which occurred increasingly often. She no longer had to bring any conscious thought to what she was doing, nor was she ever aware of following a recipe. As a mathematician is said to be able to see complex equations in terms of patterns, or a musician can improvise melodies from a dozen different scales, she knew instinctively how to bring out the best in whatever ingredients she was using. When she was asked how she had cooked something, or what it was called, she would simply shrug and say ‘It’s  sfiziosa,’ - a Neapolitan word which has no exact equivalent in English, or even in Italian, but which means roughly ‘for the hell of it,’ or ‘as the fancy takes me.’ The restaurant’s customers soon learnt not to ask, and were simply grateful for the presence of such precocious talent in their midst, even if the owner of the talent was something of a scassapalle, possessed of a fiery temper and a sharp tongue.

 



During the meal Livia noticed that Enzo was sitting with a group of other soldiers, and that he was easily the most handsome of any of them. She also noticed that the beauty pageant contestants were sitting nearby, shooting the soldiers limpid glances out of the corners of their eyes; glances that did not go unnoticed by the young men, who responded by indulging in  increasingly raucous horseplay, which the girls then pretended to be offended by. The three Farelli sisters, of course, were flirting more than anyone. Livia sighed. It seemed to her unlikely that Enzo would come back for that coffee after all. Colomba, the eldest of the sisters, was clearly setting her cap at him - or rather, her bonnet, a ridiculous concoction covered with glass fruit and feathers. So that was that. It was Colomba who had coined the nickname stecchetto, little toothpick, for Livia, because she was so scrawny. She had filled out a little since her sixteenth birthday, but she would never have Colomba’s curves.

Then she saw that Enzo was getting up from his place and coming towards her. She turned away. He did not stop, but as he passed her he whispered, ‘I was right the first time, when I called you an angel. Because surely only an angel could cook like that.’

‘Save your flattery for whoever wins the beauty contest,’ she said. But she flushed with pleasure despite herself, and when she saw Colomba Farelli looking at her with daggers in her eyes, it was nice to be able to smile sweetly in return.

 



As she was serving the huge platter of sliced apricots in wine which was the inevitable dolce of the feast-day lunch, something rather remarkable happened. A row had broken out between Colomba and her two sisters, Mimì and Gabriella. And not just a row: within moments it had progressed from name-calling and screaming to hair pulling and scratching, much to the amusement of the watching soldiers. It required the intervention of Don Bernardo himself to calm the warring parties, getting to his feet and thumping the table with an empty bottle of wine until there was silence.

‘This is a disgrace,’ he thundered. ‘And as a consequence of your appalling behaviour, I shall not be awarding the prize to any of you.’

‘So who will you give it to?’ a voice asked from the crowd.

‘To no one.’

‘But if you don’t give it to anyone, it’ll be a draw, and they’ll all have won,’ the voice pointed out. There was a murmur of agreement at the irrefutable logic of this.

‘Then I shall give it to . . .’ Don Bernardo’s gaze raked across the terrace, and came to rest on Livia. ‘I shall give it to someone who truly deserves it, because she provided us with all this food.’

Oh no, Livia thought. To enter and not win would have been bad enough, but not to enter and to win because the priest was angry with the Farelli sisters would be completely humiliating. Colomba, for one, would never let her forget it.

The same thought must have belatedly occurred to Don Bernardo, who was quailing slightly before the ferocity of Livia’s scowl. ‘Um . . . er . . .’ he said.

Enzo jumped to his feet. ‘He means Pupetta,’ he shouted. ‘Pupetta the wonder-cow, who provided the milk for our wonderful burrata.’

‘Exactly,’ Don Bernardo said, relieved. ‘I mean Pupetta. Where is she?’ Pupetta, hearing her name, looked up from the end of the terrace, where she was just wondering if she could pretend to be a goat and eat the soldier’s hat.

‘Viva Pupetta,’ someone shouted. There was a general shout of agreement, and people started to clap. The Farelli girls rearranged their bonnets, and settled down again to flirt with the soldiers. After all, there was no shame in losing to a buffalo.




Two

After lunch the accordions and the castanets came out, as they always did on a feast day. Someone began teasing out a low, throbbing rhythm on the tammurro, the goat-skin drum shaped like a huge tambourine, and everyone, young and old, began to dance. Children partnered their grandparents, the little girls putting their feet on their grandfather’s shoes until they had learned the steps for themselves; mothers swayed with their babies on their hips, while the soldiers and the beauty contestants took the opportunity to show off to each other, the girls with the sinuosity of their movements and the boys with their acrobatics.

‘Will you dance the tarantella with me, Busy?’ Enzo asked Livia, as she passed him with a pile of dirty plates in her arms.

‘Certainly not. People will gossip. Anyway, you can stop calling me that. My name is Livia.’

‘So you’re not really Busy?’

‘You know I’m not.’

‘Well,’ he said reasonably, ‘if you’re not busy, you’ve got time to sit down and take that coffee with me.’

She smiled, and came back and sat down. ‘Thank you for getting Pupetta that prize.’

‘Not at all. She was definitely the best cow in the whole contest. ’

Livia’s younger sister, Marisa, brought them two cups of  espresso with a knowing smile. When she had gone Enzo fixed Livia with his big dark eyes and said seriously, ‘What do you want to do with your life, Livia?’

No one had ever asked her a question like that before. Taken by surprise - she had assumed that they were going to go on talking nonsense - she said, ‘Is there a choice?’

‘Every girl has a choice,’ he said. ‘Particularly one as beautiful as you. You must have dozens of men wanting to be your beau.’

She was pleased by the compliment, but chose to ignore it. She had always hated the way Colomba Farelli simpered and shrieked every time a man paid her any attention. ‘There have been some,’ she admitted. ‘Although none that I liked. But anyway, having a choice of men to marry isn’t the same thing as being able to choose what to do in life. Whoever I end up with, I’ll have to keep his house and cook for him.’

‘Then you must make sure you marry a man who loves you,’ he said.

‘Yes,’ she said doubtfully. That hadn’t been what she’d meant, exactly. She tried to explain. ‘I’ve been used to cooking for a lot of people, here at the restaurant. It’s going to be very different when I get married.’

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Now I’ve realised why you were so rude to me earlier. You don’t want to get married, because it means leaving here.’

‘Possibly.’ She shrugged, amazed that he had understood her so quickly.

‘I’m exactly the same,’ he said, leaning forward. ‘Only for a different reason. I don’t want to get married, because I do want to leave here, and if I get married I’ll have to leave the army and live at home with my wife, just like my older brother Riccardo.’

‘This is very romantic,’ she said, laughing. ‘We hardly know each other, and already we’re telling each other that we don’t want to get married.’

He shook his head. ‘I’m saying that I’m as surprised as you. I wasn’t on the lookout for someone, but when you meet the right person, you have to grab the opportunity while you can.’ He reached across and took her hand in his. ‘You are the most beautiful girl I have ever met, Livia.’

It was the kind of remark that, had it been made by one of the young men she usually served at the osteria, she would have dismissed with a mocking comment. But now she felt a wave of heat rising from her neck to her ears.

‘I’ve made you blush!’ he said delightedly. ‘It’s a good sign. You know what they say: if you can make a girl blush, make her laugh or make her cry, you’ll be able to make her—’

‘I know that saying too,’ she interrupted. ‘And there’s no need to be obscene.’ But even as she said it, she had a sudden mental image of the two of them in bed together, and she blushed again.

‘Wait here,’ he said, jumping up. ‘I’m going to buy you a ribbon from Alberto Spenza.’ He went over to where a plump young man was hanging around with the soldiers. She saw Enzo offer him a coin. The plump boy glanced across at Livia, then opened his jacket to reveal a dozen yellow and red ribbons. Please let Enzo choose me a red one, she thought, because red will look better in my hair; and she was absurdly pleased when she saw him coming back across the square towards her with a long red ribbon dangling from his fingers. ‘For you,’ he said, presenting it to her with a bow, a salute and a click of his heels, all at once.

At that moment Pupetta lowed mournfully from her pasture behind the house. ‘Thank you,’ Livia said, taking the ribbon and tying it in her hair. ‘But now I’m afraid I’m busy again.’

He frowned, inspecting her face, then carefully looked behind her. ‘How strange, Busy. You still look exactly like Livia.’

‘I have to go and milk Pupetta and Priscilla,’ she explained.

‘Then I’ll come and help,’ he said.

‘Don’t get any ideas,’ she warned. ‘Just because you’ve bought me a ribbon, it doesn’t mean I’m going to kiss you.’

‘On my honour as a soldier, I promise I won’t try anything.’

‘Hmm,’ she said. She wasn’t surprised when, the moment they were alone in the barn together, he did try to kiss her. But since she had rather been hoping he would, she allowed him to embrace her briefly, and even to touch his tongue against hers, making her gasp with pleasure, before she pushed him away firmly and said, ‘The milking has to be done.’

‘And I’m the man to do it,’ he said, pulling up a milking stool. ‘Show me what to do.’ They were both rather out of breath.

She pulled up a bucket and another stool and sat down next to Priscilla, who was less patient than Pupetta and liked to be milked first. ‘You’ve never done this before, have you?’

‘No,’ he said, scooting closer. He rested his head on the buffalo’s flanks, taking the opportunity to study Livia’s profile from very close quarters. ‘But I’m very good with my hands.’

She giggled. ‘Go on then, maestro. See if you can milk her.’

He put his hands tentatively on Priscilla’s teats and squeezed.

‘Not like that,’ she said. ‘You’re meant to be milking her, not fondling her.’

He smiled at her. ‘I wouldn’t know anything about either one.’

‘I’m glad to hear it, even though I don’t believe you for one moment. All soldiers have lots of girls; they’re famous for it.’

‘Not true,’ he protested. Then seeing that she wasn’t cross with him, he added, ‘Well, a little bit true.’

She put her hands on his and showed him. ‘Like this,’ she explained. ‘Squeeze, pull and twist . . . then release.’ There was a ping! as a thin squirt of milk hit the bottom of the bucket. The rich, clean odour of it rose into their nostrils.

‘So this is different from the way a woman’s breast likes to be touched, is it?’ he wondered aloud as they milked, an innocent expression on his face.

‘I’m not answering that,’ she said. ‘Pay attention, or you’ll knock the bucket over.’

Their heads were very close, and the pressure of her hand on his, alternately squeezing and releasing, was rather pleasant. He turned his head to look at her profile again. With her hair pulled back by the red ribbon, he could see where the hairline around her ears became softer and more downy as it merged into the fuzz of her skin, soft as an apricot. Impulsively, he leant forward and placed a kiss on her cheek. She turned her head to him, her lips parted and her eyes shining.

That day poor Priscilla was not milked very effectively, although it was one of the longest milking sessions the buffalo had ever known.




Three

Something unprecedented had happened: Livia had burnt the onions. And not just any onions, but the ones in her famous  sugo alla genovese, that wonderful sauce of reduced onions, flavoured with beef stock, celery and chopped parsley, that together with pummarola and ragù form the holy trinity of Neapolitan pasta sauces. To make a true genovese the onions have to be cooked for around five hours over the gentlest heat, stirring occasionally to prevent them from sticking to the bottom of the pan and splashing them with water whenever they look like drying out. Onions are remarkable things, for cooked like this they lose almost all their familiar oniony taste and become an intensely sweet, aromatic jam, yet if a single piece happens to burn in the cooking, the acrid taste will permeate the whole dish.

Not since she was a child had Livia burnt the onions in her  genovese, yet today the customers at the restaurant were all too aware of a faint, bitter aftertaste in the sauce as they forked the pasta into their mouths. They exchanged glances, but nobody said anything.

‘How was the meat?’ Livia said, coming out to collect some dirty plates. She did not wait for an answer, but started stacking the dishes up on her arm.

‘Livia,’ an old farmer called Giuseppe said gently, ‘we haven’t had the meat yet.’

‘Haven’t you?’ She looked surprised. ‘Oh, nor have you. I’ll get it.’ She went back into the kitchen.

After ten minutes someone stopped Livia’s father as he brought in more wine. ‘Nino, what’s wrong with Livia? She’s acting very strangely. That pasta didn’t taste right at all. And she still hasn’t brought out the secondo.’

Nino sighed. ‘I’ll go and have a word.’

He went into the kitchen and found Livia staring out of the window as she absent-mindedly stirred a saucepan. ‘Livia. Are you all right?’

‘Mmm? Yes, of course.’

He glanced into the pan. ‘I never knew you had to stir boiling water before.’

‘What? Oh, of course. Well, I’m boiling an egg. Only I forgot to put in the egg.’

Nino tapped his forehead. ‘If you ask me, it’s your head that’s boiled. There are people out there waiting for food.’ He suddenly noticed that her hair, which was tied back with a red ribbon he had never seen before, smelt of rosemary, and that there was a rhododendron flower tucked behind her ear. ‘Are you waiting for that boy to come back?’ he demanded.

Livia blushed. ‘Of course not.’

‘Livia,’ he said gently, ‘he’s a soldier. He’ll probably never come. And if he does, what happens when he gets posted somewhere a long way away?’

‘Wherever he goes,’ she said, ‘he’ll come back eventually.’

Nino raised an eyebrow. ‘So you’re thinking seriously about him?’

‘Perhaps.’

He watched her thoughtfully for a moment. ‘I think,’ he said, ‘that when this lad does turn up I’d better have a word with him myself.’
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When Enzo returned to Fiscino the next day, having toiled in the sun all the way up from Torre El Greco, he was slightly perturbed to discover, first, that he had to have a discussion with Nino before he could see Livia, and second, that the interview was to take place in the field where Nino was supervising the mating of Priscilla with another farmer’s bull.

‘Come on, boy, you can give me a hand,’ Nino said, looping the bull’s halter around his own wrist as he led the way. Enzo followed at what he hoped was a safe distance. He had thought Pupetta and Priscilla were huge, but they were positively svelte compared to the buffalo bull, whose vast, muscular shoulders were covered in a shaggy pelt like a lion’s mane, and whose forehead resembled nothing so much as a massive rock crowned with two fearsome spears.

Nino thumped the bulging muscle on the bull’s neck appreciatively. ‘He’s called Dynamite,’ he told Enzo. ‘Best damn buffalo sperm this side of Caserta.’

Enzo nodded thoughtfully, trying to look like a connoisseur of buffalo semen. It was hard enough picking his way through the vast buffalo cowpats without getting any splatters on his uniform.

Nino led the bull into the field, then shouted to Enzo to shut the gate. Dynamite trotted forward on surprisingly dainty legs, then opened his mouth and bellowed, causing Enzo to look around apprehensively as the huge sound echoed off the woods around them.

‘He’s scented them,’ Nino said with satisfaction. ‘That’s good.’

‘How often do you do this?’ Enzo asked, eager to make a good impression.

Nino gave him a surprised glance. ‘Every year, of course. The females won’t produce milk unless they’re in calf.’

That the production of milk was directly related to calving had never really occurred to Enzo before. ‘And what happens to the calves?’ he asked.

‘We eat them,’ Nino said bluntly. ‘Eat them before they’ve even tasted grass. I cut their throats and bleed them myself, in the barn. They’re sweetest like that. Good, he’s interested.’

Enzo watched, slightly overawed, as Dynamite’s interest manifested itself all too clearly beneath the beast’s shaggy belly. With another almighty bellow, the buffalo levered himself onto Priscilla’s back, jabbing at her hindquarters with his enormous pizzle until he managed, more by luck than judgement, to lodge himself inside her. Priscilla grunted, and lowered her head to chew at the grass.

As the bull rutted, Nino turned his attention to Enzo. ‘So you’re the lad who’s got Livia in such a spin,’ he commented.

‘Yes, sir,’ Enzo said, his heart lifting at this confirmation that Livia really did care about him.

‘Going to marry her?’

‘Er,’ Enzo said, ‘I’ve only just met her. But I hope to. Assuming she’ll have me, of course, and that you give me your blessing.’

Nino looked at the young man shrewdly. ‘You probably think that’s what a marriage is all about,’ he said, jerking a thumb at Dynamite’s energetically swaying hindquarters.

‘Oh, no, sir.’

‘Of course you do. Every boy does, at your age. But watch what happens.’

Dynamite’s forehooves scrabbled at Priscilla’s sides. Then, with another almighty bellow that sent birds shooting from the trees, his buttocks shuddered and he slid off her. A few moments later, both animals were contentedly grazing the lush, humid pasture, Dynamite’s pizzle drooping onto the grass.

‘Doesn’t last long, does it?’ Nino commented. ‘Bit of a stupid reason to get married, really, when you think about it. If that’s all you’re after, you’d do better to visit the widow, Esmeralda.’

‘That’s not what I’m after at all, sir,’ said Enzo, who together with his friends had visited the widow Esmeralda on several occasions already. ‘I love her.’

‘And as for a dowry, forget it. I’m just a poor farmer who keeps a little country bar.’

Enzo scratched his head. ‘No dowry at all?’

‘Well, maybe just a token one. Say a thousand lire.’

‘What about two thousand?’ Enzo said, desperately trying to negotiate.

‘I thought you said you loved her,’ Nino said.

‘Oh, I do. It’s just that—’

‘Well, if it’s love, where does money come into it?’ Nino demanded belligerently.

‘It doesn’t,’ Enzo assured him. ‘Er - a thousand is fine.’

Nino regarded the young man anxiously. He was handsome, certainly, but his negotiating skills were non-existent. Here in the countryside, where even settling the price of a chicken could take all day, such things were important. He suspected that Livia might end up wearing the trousers in this relationship. Still, he knew his daughter well enough to know that there was no point in trying to change her mind.

‘I’ll have to think about it,’ he said grudgingly. ‘And if it ever occurs to you to dishonour her before her wedding day,’ he added, looking the boy hard in the eye, ‘just remember what happens to the calves.’

 



Enzo and Livia spent the afternoon together, and that evening the first customers at the osteria were pleased to hear the sound of singing coming from the kitchen.

Livia was so happy that she was barely aware of what she was cooking. But everyone remarked on how her lemon pasta seemed even sweeter than usual, whilst the baked mozzarella with roast peppers was a triumph. Admittedly, Livia absent-mindedly ate all the cheesecake that was meant to be for  dessert herself, while she was sitting in the kitchen daydreaming about Enzo, but as the customers later agreed, it was worth it just to see her so happy, not to mention to avoid the risk of any more burnt onions.




Four

Fiscino etiquette was both very liberal and very strict. Once they were formally engaged, it was completely accepted that Livia and Enzo would sneak off to roll around in the hay barn, kissing and working each other up into a frenzy. It was also expected that they would both be virgins on their wedding night. Anything in between, however, was a grey area.

One of the many advantages of this tried-and-tested arrangement was that it forced the young man to be a lot more inventive than he might have been if he had simply been able to make love in the conventional way, and then fall asleep. Enzo soon discovered that beneath Livia’s practical exterior she was extremely passionate.

‘Now listen,’ she said, the first time they went to the hay barn. ‘Let’s get something clear. I’ve come here because I don’t want my sister rolling her eyes and giggling every time she sees us together, not because I want you to stick your tongue down my throat. And I’ll thank you for keeping your hands to yourself.’

‘So no tongues, and no hands,’ he agreed. ‘Are there any other body parts you’d like amputated? My legs, perhaps?’

‘Your legs are acceptable,’ she said, ‘so long as you don’t try to grope me with them.’

‘That’s not very likely,’ he pointed out, ‘since if I did, I’d fall over.’

‘Good. That’s settled, then.’

Enzo sighed. Much as he adored Livia, life with the Pertinis seemed to be one long negotiation in which he always seemed to come off worst. ‘May I kiss you now?’

‘If you like.’ She came into his arms, and he pressed his lips against hers. She gasped, and after a moment he felt her tongue pushing between his lips. Experimentally, he put his hands on her back, then slid them around her waist. Livia squirmed, but it seemed to him to be a squirm of pleasure rather than disapproval. He kissed his way down her neck, and when she moaned with delight he thought he might as well continue towards her breasts. To his amazement, those seemed to be up for grabs as well. After a few minutes of him kissing and stroking them through her dress, she was clearly impatient to have the material removed, so he pulled her dress down over her shoulders before continuing.

‘I thought you said no hands,’ he murmured as he lavished attention on her beautiful little nipples.

‘Yes, well, that was before I realised how much fun it was going to be,’ she said with a shiver as he did something particularly pleasant with his teeth. ‘Pupetta always makes it look rather boring, and really it isn’t boring at all.’

Livia had a very good time indeed in the hay barn, and by the time she came to be married she was already fairly sure she was going to enjoy that side of things. Meanwhile, she and Enzo were not allowed to kiss in public, and when they danced the tarantella at a festa they had to keep a handkerchief between them, holding one end each so that their hands never actually touched. This Livia found rather amusing, as Enzo’s big blue handkerchief also featured, necessarily, in some of their more enthusiastic encounters in the barn.

 



A fortnight before their wedding, Enzo took her to Naples to meet his family. She had not realised from his descriptions quite  how poor they were, or what cramped conditions they lived in, sleeping three and even four to a bed in a tiny three-roomed apartment in the slums of the old quarter. But she was in love, and she was determined to make the best of her new life.

Enzo’s mother, Quartilla, was a typical Neapolitan, sharp-eyed and shrewd. The first time they met she asked Livia to help her by making a sugo, a tomato sauce, while they talked. Of course, she didn’t really need any help, but she had been told that this country girl was good in the kitchen and she wanted to see if it was true. ‘Help yourself to whatever you need,’ she said, and sat down to peel some fagioli. So Livia cooked, and Quartilla watched her like a lizard watching a fly.

Livia could have made a sugo blindfolded - she had been making it almost every day for years. The only difficulty was, there were as many different kinds of sugo as there were days in a month. There was the everyday version, which might be no more than a handful of ripe tomatoes squashed with the tip of a knife to release the juices, then quickly fried in oil. There was the classic version, in which the tomatoes were simmered along with some garlic and onions until they had reduced to a thick, pulpy stew. Then there was a richer version, in which pieces of meat were cooked for several hours to extract all the flavour, and so on all the way up to ragù del guardiaporte, the gatekeeper’s sauce, so called because it required someone to sit by it all day, adding little splashes of water to stop the rolls of meat stuffed with parsley, garlic and cheese from drying out.

Livia knew that whichever recipe she chose now would be taken by Enzo’s mother as a kind of statement about her character. She quickly rejected the rich version - that would look extravagant. The classic version, on the other hand, would look as if she wasn’t putting any thought into it, whilst the simplest one, although her own favourite, might look as if she wasn’t prepared to make an effort. So she decided to follow her instincts.

‘Do you have any anchovies?’ she asked.

Enzo’s mother looked as if she was about to explode. ‘Anchovies?’ In Naples, anchovies were only added to tomatoes if you were making puttanesca, the sauce traditionally associated with prostitutes.

‘Please. If you have some,’ Livia said demurely.

Quartilla appeared to be about to say something else, but then she shrugged and fetched a small jar of anchovies from a cupboard.

The sauce Livia made now was not puttanesca, but like puttanesca it was powerful and fiery. It was also remarkably simple, a celebration of the flavour of its main ingredients. She tipped the anchovies, together with their oil, into a pan, and added three crushed cloves of garlic and a generous spoonful of chilli flakes. When the anchovies and garlic had dissolved into a paste, she put in plenty of sieved tomatoes, to which she added a small amount of vinegar. The mixture simmered sluggishly, spitting little blobs of red sauce high into the air, like a pan full of lava. After three minutes Livia dropped a few torn basil leaves into the sauce. ‘There. It’s finished.’

Instantly Quartilla was standing next to the pan, dipping a spoon in to taste it. For a brief moment her eyes registered surprise. Then she recovered, and made a show of smacking her lips thoughtfully while she considered her verdict.

‘Well,’ she said at last, grudgingly, ‘It’s a bit showy, and it’s got too much heat in it - it needs to be reined in a bit. A lot of men would think it was quite tasty, but that’s men for you, they can easily mistake chilli and strong flavours for good solid nourishment, particularly when it’s made to look all pretty on the plate. But it’ll do.’

And you’re an old witch, Livia thought. Quartilla must have read her mind, because she added, ‘And if you don’t make my Enzo happy, girl, I’ll put you over my knee and beat you with that wooden spoon myself.’

Naples, Livia realised, was going to be very different from the country. She noticed, too, that whenever they went out together for the passeggiata, the evening stroll along the Via Roma that was a ritual for all betrothed couples, Enzo seemed to take great pleasure in the admiring glances he himself received in his uniform, whereas whenever a look or a smile came Livia’s way he was unhappy, and hurried her along.

 



The night before the wedding Livia wore green, and when she walked to the church a veil covered her face, so that evil spirits would not see her happiness. Enzo, meanwhile, carried a piece of iron in his pocket to ward off the evil eye. Their families walked with them, the little children running alongside catching the sugared almonds that were thrown up into the air. Afterwards there was a big party, for which Livia had cooked all the traditional dishes. Each one had a symbolic or superstitious meaning. The sugared almonds meant that there would be bitterness as well as sweetness in their lives. The soup of chicory and meatballs which started the feast symbolised the pairing of complementary ingredients. Even the pastries, fried twists of dough dipped in sugar, were supposed to ensure fertility. The happy couple were toasted by the families with the cry of ‘Per cent’anni!’, and Enzo had to make a formal announcement that Livia was now no longer her father’s daughter, she was Enzo’s wife. Then there was a great chant of ‘Bacio! Bacio!’  Bacio!’ to encourage them to kiss in public for the first time, which they did to great applause.

I’m Signora Pertini now, Livia thought - for in Italy a woman keeps her father’s surname after her marriage, her change in status denoted instead by the fact that she is no longer called signorina.

It was the custom that when they went to bed, the wedding guests came into the bedroom with them and placed gifts around the room - money, mostly, but also cloth, chinaware  and sweets - so that when they were finally left alone, with many a ribald comment from the departing guests, they first had to clear all the coins and sugared almonds off the bed. The ribald comments had made Livia rather shy, in fact, and she was glad to have had all that rolling around in the hay barn to give her confidence. But she was also glad they had not gone any further than they had: in the morning, as Neapolitan custom demanded, she had to take the sheets to her mother-in-law to wash, so that if Quartilla wished she could satisfy herself that Livia had been a virgin. Quartilla only gave her a nudge in the ribs, and commented slyly, ‘There’ll be a lot more washing from now on, I hope. I want a grandchild.’

Livia blushed. ‘There’s plenty of time for that.’

‘Not this month there won’t be. Enzo goes back to the garrison next week.’

‘Next week?’ Livia had not realised their honeymoon would be so short. But Enzo reassured her that he would be home again after a fortnight, and a fortnight was not so very long to wait.

 



When he came home from the garrison, however, something seemed to be worrying him. He cross-questioned her about who she had seen, what she had been doing, and which of his male friends she had seen when she was out shopping in the market.

The next day Quartilla announced that from now on, one of her other daughters would be doing the shopping.

‘But why?’ Livia asked, appalled. Now she wasn’t cooking for all the osteria’s customers, going to the market was the only real pleasure she had when Enzo was away.

‘People have been talking. Apparently you’re too friendly.’ Livia searched her memory. She had been polite, certainly, and since she was herself bursting with happiness she had probably smiled at the stallholders. But there had been no flirting, of that she was absolutely certain.

She protested, but Quartilla simply said, ‘It’s different in the city. Besides, you’re Enzo’s wife, and this is his wish.’

Livia accepted the inevitable, and waited another week for Enzo’s next leave. But it was no different this time - again she was cross-questioned about who she had seen, what she had been doing, whether she had been out, and if so what she had been wearing.

‘Enzo,’ she cried, ‘This is ridiculous. I married you because it was you I wanted, not someone else. What makes you think I’d even look at another man?’

He refused to answer, until eventually she coaxed it out of him. ‘If I seduced you,’ he said glumly, ‘it stands to reason someone else could too.’

She laughed, although the assumption that it had been his choice that they were together now, rather than hers equally, actually made her rather cross. ‘Don’t be crazy. It’s you I fell in love with, and there’s no one else like you in all Naples.’

He smiled, and looked happier. ‘Yes, that’s true, isn’t it?’ Then his features clouded again. ‘But I’m not here most of the time.’

‘Well,’ she said, ‘if you’re really worried about me being bored while you’re away, I think I have the answer. I’m going to get a job in a restaurant, as a cook.’

Enzo looked appalled. ‘You, go to work in a restaurant? God forbid!’

‘Why not? Most of your sisters work.’

‘Yes, but that’s in the factory. The lines are separated - the men work on one side, the women on the other, and they all keep an eye out for each other to make sure nothing goes on. If you were in a restaurant, anything might happen.’

She wanted to explode, but she had an idea that she had to be quite careful how she handled this. ‘Believe me,’ she said, ‘I am quite capable of looking after my own honour. I’m not like those other girls, who simper and flirt and make eyes at any man who smiles at them.’

After a moment he nodded. ‘That’s one reason I liked you, right from the start. I could never have married one of those girls who showed themselves off in the beauty contest.’

Again, Livia felt a pang of irritation - not because she had a very high opinion of beauty contestants, but because it seemed to her that a double standard was being applied here. But she contented herself by saying, ‘Tell you what. How about if I do the shopping in the market, but I take your sister with me? Then everyone will be satisfied.’

Enzo agreed that this was a good idea, and Livia decided to leave the question of working in a restaurant for another occasion. It was the first disagreement the two of them had ever had, and she wanted to think it through before she worked out how to proceed.

On reflection, though, she decided that it had not been such a very big matter. This trait of Enzo’s was by no means uncommon amongst Neapolitan men, and she felt that her ability to handle the situation probably boded well for their married peace together. Things would be better once he had left the army, as he had promised to do by the end of the year.

So in all in all things had worked out satisfactorily, and even Quartilla turned out not to be such a dragon when you got to know her, apart of course from her incessant demands for a grandchild, which would happen soon enough anyway if Livia and Enzo went on making love at the rate they did. Although Livia sometimes missed the excitement of cooking for dozens of people at once, she was happy, and her life would probably have followed much the same course as Quartilla’s or her own mother’s, had it not been for a series of events which turned out to be even more cataclysmic than an eruption of the volcano.




PART TWO

FEBRUARY 1944

‘. . . The main effort must, however, be directed against hoards in the hands of farmers and black market operators. This problem has been discussed at length, but, with the exception of sporadic efforts in various provinces, no positive general vigorous action has been initiated. The position indicates that the matter is now one of the gravest urgency.’

 



Memo, AMGOT headquarters, 15 October 1943




Five

‘This is as far as we go,’ the driver said, pulling the truck over to the side of the road. He pointed. ‘The Riviera is down that way, if you can get through the rubble.’ He watched as James climbed down from his perch on top of a pile of ammunition boxes, then gave a cheery half-salute before putting the big K- 60 into gear. ‘Good luck, sir.’

James Gould picked up his kitbag and knapsacks and arranged them around his body in the position of least discomfort, the heavy roll of the kitbag balanced on one shoulder and the knapsacks slung over the other. ‘’Bye,’ he called, attempting to return the driver’s salute over the kitbag. ‘Many thanks.’ As the truck drove away an old woman’s face, weather-beaten as a pug’s, appeared at a nearby window and peered at him fearfully. He nodded politely. ‘Buona sera, signora.’ The face vanished abruptly.

He had been warned about the smell. As they’d retreated from Naples the Germans had blown up the sewers - those that hadn’t already been destroyed by weeks of British and American bombing. Burning braziers stood outside some of the buildings to counteract the stink, but they seemed to have little effect. In the gloom of the narrow streets, with half-destroyed ruins towering precariously on either side, the inky flames only added to the apocalyptic atmosphere. As he gingerly picked his way through the debris James saw one  building, now reduced to rubble, which appeared to be still smouldering. Only when he got closer did he realise that what he had taken for wisps of smoke were actually streams of flies, busily zooming in and out of the rubble. The smell was particularly bad just there.

He continued to nod at the Italians he passed: an elderly man, who scuttled past with his eyes averted despite James’s polite ‘Buona sera’; a couple of scugnizzi, street urchins, who stopped to stare at him, their arms draped insolently around each other’s shoulders; an ancient woman, indistinguishable from the one who had appeared at the window earlier - the same lined face, the same dumpy body, the same shapeless black dress. He stopped her and tried to ask for directions. ‘Scusi, signora. Dov’è il Palazzo Satriano, per cortesia?’ He had been practising his Italian on the troop ship from Africa, but the flowing consonants still felt strange and chewy in his mouth. The woman gave him a glance in which terror mingled with incomprehension. He tried again. ‘The Palazzo Satriano? It’s on the Riviera di Chiaia.’ It was no good: he might as well have been speaking Swahili. ‘Grazie mille,’ he said resignedly, and pressed on.

Knowing that his destination was on the seafront, and reasoning that he couldn’t go far wrong if he kept downhill, he continued the way he was going. All around him were signs of the city’s recent history. On one wall a giant mural depicting Mussolini’s fascio symbol, an axe surrounded by a bundle of sticks, had been overpainted with a German swastika, and on top of that, a hastily whitewashed panel bore a crude Stars and Stripes and the words Viva gli Alleati, Welcome to the Allies. The mural was decorated with a spray of bullet holes, though it was impossible to tell at which point in the wall’s artistic evolution they had been added.

Two young women were coming towards him. They were dark-haired, dark-skinned and dark-eyed, beauties of the type  that one saw in pre-war photographs of the country, although he noticed that they were wearing what seemed to be American military jackets, brightened up here and there with twists of coloured fabric. Each of them had a flower tucked behind one ear. They glanced at him, the nearest smiling shyly, and he tried the same sentence on them. ‘Scusate, signorine. Dov’è il Palazzo Satriano?’

The girls’ reaction was very different to the old woman’s. The one who had smiled was instantly in front of him, standing very close, her fingers playing with the buttons of his uniform and her voice murmuring something so quietly that he had to put his head close to her mouth to hear.

‘Tree teen russians. Ver’ cleen, ver’ cleen.’

He realised too late they were prostitutes. Her soft fingers brushed his hand, and even as he pulled away from her he felt her slender leg still pressing against his. ‘You like?’ she murmured eagerly, pointing at herself and then her companion. ‘Both tree teen russians.’ Three tins of rations: it was nothing, it was less than five shillings.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, taking a step away from her. ‘Sono un ufficiale inglese.’ He hesitated. Had he just said that he was an English officer, or an official Englishman? ‘Mi sono perso, that’s all.’

The girl smiled, a little ruefully, as if to say it would have been nice to meet him on an evening when he was neither an official Englishman nor perso, lost. He had come across whores before, of course - the dour-faced women back home who put cards in their windows that read ‘Soldiers’ washing dealt with’, the heavily made-up caricatures who prowled Piccadilly and Regent Street, the well-padded lucciole of his last posting - but never had he come across such beauty sold so cheap, or such a wistful, resigned shrug at his refusal.

He turned the next corner and found that he was in a street crammed with bars and restaurants. It surprised him: the briefing  notes had said such premises were still officially closed. ‘Naples is the first major city to be liberated by the Allies. The free world will be watching to see how we conduct ourselves,’ the notes had gone on to say. On the evidence before him now, James thought, the free world might be a little shocked. The street had narrowed even further, so that it was barely wider than a desk, and the ubiquitous braziers gave off a stifling heat. Even so, the little thoroughfare was thronged with people. Pressing past him were uniforms of every hue and nationality - British khaki and American olive green, but also a melee of Poles, Canadians, New Zealanders, Free French, Highlanders, even a few diminutive Ghurkhas, all picking their way cheerfully through the rubble. And the girls - everywhere he looked there were more dark-haired, dark-eyed young women with flowers tucked behind their ears, strolling in pairs, hanging on the arms of the soldiers, or leaning languidly against the doors of the bars, waiting for customers. Dresses cut from army blankets, or adapted military uniforms, seemed to be the order of the day, which gave the little street the air of a bizarre military camp.

It was hard getting through the crowd with the kitbag over his shoulder: whenever he turned one way or the other it bashed against someone, like Charlie Chaplin and his ladder. He found himself apologising left and right to those he was assaulting. There appeared to be no particular regard for rank here, which was just as well given the difficulty of returning salutes around the kitbag. Once he thought he felt light fingers tugging at his knapsack: when he looked around a scugnizzo  was already slipping away through the crowd, casting James an affronted look over his shoulder as if it was hardly sporting of him to have fastened his luggage so tightly.

At an intersection a street trolley rattled past, unbelievably full, a trio of nuns hanging off the running boards, its klaxon lowing as it attempted to clear a way through a tangle of traffic. Convoys of trucks were being directed by an American  military policeman in a white tin helmet and, opposite him, an Italian carabiniere in an elaborate band-leader’s uniform. The American had a whistle in his mouth: shrill blasts accompanied his gestures, impatient and stern. The Italian, by contrast, seemed almost apologetic as he shrugged and gesticulated at the traffic. Long-horned oxen, harnessed in pairs to wooden carts like something out of an Egyptian watercolour, defecated lethargically as they waited their turn. Small boys darted amongst the mayhem selling lipsticks and lucky charms.

Eventually a friendly British fusilier pointed him in the right direction. The way led down a side street barely larger than an alley, then followed a dizzying series of zigzagging stone stair-cases. It was a relief to be out of the din and the crush, and it was a little while before James realised that he was no longer hemmed in on every side by buildings.

He stopped, momentarily taken aback by the view. In front of him, a vast orange sun was setting over the bay of Naples. Under the red sky the sea was as smooth as a saucepan of boiled milk. Along the seafront, palm trees nodded in the evening breeze. And on the other side of the bay, the vast bulk of Mount Vesuvius loomed abruptly out of a distant peninsula, like an egg in its eggcup. A tiny question mark of smoke hung over its summit.

‘Gosh,’ he said aloud. Then, conscious that one was not here to admire views but to finish a war, he descended the steps towards the large building he could see at the bottom.




Six

The Field Security Service had done itself proud, that much was immediately apparent. His new headquarters was an ancient palazzo, somewhat dilapidated in appearance but still bearing signs of its former grandeur. Inside the imposing entrance, a faded fresco showed nymphs and satyrs engaged in some kind of food fight. James wandered into an inner courtyard, which contained a lemon tree and four brand-new jeeps.

‘Hello?’ he called cautiously.

Through one of the windows that gave onto the courtyard he spotted an orderly in an American uniform scuttling from one room to another, bearing an armful of files. ‘Excuse me,’ James said, leaning through the window. ‘I’m looking for FSS.’

‘Try upstairs,’ the orderly said uninterestedly over his shoulder.

So much for information sharing between Allies, James thought. ‘Any idea where?’

‘Third floor, maybe.’

James heaved his kitbag onto his shoulder again and trudged up the huge staircase that filled one corner of the courtyard. His nail-soled boots echoed on the stone - the American’s rubber soles had made barely a sound.

On the third floor he opened a door and stepped into a large, barely furnished salon. It contained an elegantly dressed woman, who was sitting by the window in an equally elegant  chair, and an emaciated old goat, which was tethered to the chair by a chain. A child was sitting cross-legged on the floor next to the goat, milking its teats into a bucket. All three looked up at him as he entered, although only the goat looked particularly surprised. ‘Scusate,’ James muttered, withdrawing quickly. He had forgotten that when an American said the third floor, he actually meant the second.

On the floor below the tapping of a typewriter indicated that he was now in the vicinity of an office, an impression confirmed by a printed sign on the door bearing the words ‘312 Field Security Service (British Army)’. Beneath it a second, typewritten notice said: ‘Wedding Officer. Appointments only. Office hours 3.00-4.00’. The same information was repeated in Italian. At some point the notice had been torn into several pieces, as if it had been ripped from the door in exasperation, and then stuck back together. James put down his kitbag and knocked.

‘Avanti,’ a voice said.

He opened the door. It was a large room, and a long table running down the middle of it was piled high with files and papers. A dark-haired man was perched on the side of the table, shuffling papers from one vast pile to the next. He had a coloured neckerchief pushed into the collar of his shirt, which gave his uniform a faintly raffish air. ‘Yes?’ he said, looking up.

‘Hello. I’m Captain Gould.’

‘Oh.’ The man seemed surprised. ‘We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow.’

‘I got a lift from Salerno. A supply truck on its way to the front.’

‘Ah. Rightio.’ The man gestured at the papers. ‘I was just sorting things out for you, as a matter of fact. I’m Jackson.’ He stood up and offered his hand.

James stepped forward to shake it. ‘Looks like quite a job,’ he suggested, eyeing the mounds of paper.

‘It is that.’ Jackson ran his fingers through his hair. ‘I’m a bit behind, actually. I was going to write you a note. But since you’re here, shall we do it over dinner?’

James had not had anything that could properly be described as ‘dinner’ for a very long time. ‘Do you have a mess?’ he asked hopefully.

Jackson laughed. ‘Not exactly. That is, there’s a man called Malloni who cooks our rations for us, but his culinary skills aren’t up to much. We suspect he’s skimming off the corned beef and selling it on the black market - the locals have somehow become convinced it’s an aphrodisiac, I suppose on the principle that anything that tastes so vile must somehow be good for you.’ Jackson had a slight twitch, which punctuated every other sentence with the faintest of pauses. ‘No, I was thinking more of a restaurant. There’s a place called Zi’ Teresa’s, down in the harbour. Black market, of course, and priced accordingly, but that needn’t worry us. It’s one of the better perks of the job - just ask the owner to sign the bill, and he’ll knock fifty per cent off straight away.’

‘But isn’t that just the sort of thing we’re here to stop?’

‘Believe me,’ Jackson said with a lopsided grin, ‘kicking out the Jerries is nothing compared to the job we’d have if we tried to separate the Neapolitans from their grub. And we’ve got bigger headaches to worry about. How about it?’

 



‘Take a look at the pictures, when you get time,’ Jackson suggested as they walked back towards the stone staircase. ‘Some of them are rather racy. If you like that sort of thing.’ Now that James looked more closely, it was not only food that the nymphs and satyrs were fighting over in the frescoes. ‘Your transport.’ Jackson pointed to where a Matchless motorbike was propped underneath a statue of Proserpine, her naked buttocks pockmarked with bullet holes. ‘Whatever you do, don’t keep it in the street. The Yanks have had three jeeps stolen  already. Not to mention several trucks, a freight locomotive and a couple of class C warships.’

‘How come you’re both in the same HQ?’

‘The theory is that their Counter Intelligence Corps and our Field Security do pretty much the same job. Some bright spark thought we should do it together.’

‘And do you?’

Outside the palazzo Jackson turned left, marching briskly along the seafront. Automatically, James fell in beside him, their arms and legs swinging in unconscious military unison. ‘Well, we try not to step on each other’s toes. It’s a marvellous set-up they’ve got - twenty-five staff to our three, and a filing system that takes up a whole room. How’s your Italian, by the way?’

James confessed that so far, he had barely understood a word that had been spoken to him.

‘That’s probably because what you were hearing was Neapolitan - it’s almost a separate language, and some of the older folk profess not to understand anything else. Don’t worry, you’ll soon pick it up. But CIC are hampered by the fact that not a single one of them even speaks standard Italian.’

‘That’s rather odd, surely?’

Jackson gave a bark of laughter. ‘Not so much odd as fortuitous. There are plenty of Italian Americans in the Fifth Army, but they’ve all wangled positions in the stores. The last thing they want is CIC sticking their noses in.’

‘You mean - they’re pinching their own supplies?’ James said, appalled.

Jackson stopped. ‘Do you know, I think we should take a detour. There’s something I ought to show you.’

He took James up the hill into the old quarter, a mass of dark medieval buildings piled on top of each other. Zigzagging erratically through the middle of this labyrinth was an alleyway that seemed to have become the main street by virtue of its length rather than any claim to magnificence. It resembled  nothing so much as an African souk, James thought: narrow, chaotic and unbelievably crowded, both with buyers and sellers. Market stalls roughly assembled from a couple of suitcases and a plank of wood were piled high with every item of army equipment conceivable - ration packs, blankets reworked into dresses and coats, boots, cigarettes, phials of penicillin, toilet paper, even rolls of telephone wire. Passers-by picked over items of military underwear, or haggled vociferously over candy bars filched from American K-rations. The stallholders eyed the two officers warily as they pushed through the crush, but apart from one shifty-looking gentleman who slid a couple of British bayonets out of sight as they approached, they made no attempt to conceal their wares.
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