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Praise for The Foreign Correspondent



‘Mr Furst excels at period atmosphere, which he conjures up not with a litany of facts absorbed and reproduced, but with light touches that suggest the broader scene. His characters are wonderfully human: complex and ambiguous, fearful and determined, but people who, when need be, can gather their courage and do what needs to be done. Mr Furst is a subtle, economical writer who knows precisely when to stop a sentence’


Economist


‘Outstandingly atmospheric and well-informed’


Literary Review


‘The Foreign Correspondent is a reminder that the espionage novel – if that’s what we’re going to call it – can still be a vehicle for fine writing. Furst’s audacious reinvention of the genre is a constant delight’


Independent


‘A typically silky spy thriller … the period minutiae, as ever, were superb’


Sunday Telegraph


‘This is the kind of literate and erudite writing we have come to expect from Alan Furst, who gives us an object lesson in how a quiet, beautifully written spy thriller can be just as gripping as anything in which bombs and bullets fly … Excellent’


Guardian


‘[Furst] certainly knows his territory, and writes beautifully from the first sentence’


Scotsman


‘Furst’s heroes are exceptional in their intelligence, their canny ability to survive, and their remarkable attractiveness to women’


Times Literary Supplement


‘Furst is often compared to Graham Greene, but a closer parallel might be Eric Ambler, who likewise dealt in the interface of politics and business, and whose characters are more ambiguous but less divided than Greene’s … Furst [is] so pleasurable and rewarding to read’


Spectator


‘Furst’s Simenon-like evocations of mid-century Paris are a reliable delight; what is also impressive here is how a relatively slender novel gives a panoramic picture of fascism and its opponents elsewhere in Europe, as Weisz’s job takes him to Spain, Germany, Italy and Czechoslovakia’


Sunday Times


‘A thrilling evocation of Paris just before the Second World War’


Evening Herald


‘Does anyone write better espionage thrillers than Alan Furst? The answer is a ringing no … This is a novel that shows Furst at his masterful best, his prose beautifully shaped, his use of understatement serene, and his creation of character supreme. Do yourself a favour and buy this book. You won’t get better’


Irish Times
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Alan Furst is the author of eleven highly acclaimed espionage novels, including The Foreign Correspondent, Red Gold and The World at Night. He has lived for long periods in France, especially in Paris, and has travelled as a journalist in Eastern Europe and Russia. He has written extensively for Esquire and the International Herald Tribune. Visit his website at www.alanfurst.co.uk.




 


By the late winter of 1938, hundreds of Italian intellectuals had fled Mussolini’s fascist government and found uncertain refuge in Paris. There, amid the struggles of émigré life, they founded an Italian resistance, with a clandestine press that smuggled news and encouragement back to Italy. Fighting fascism with typewriters, they produced over five hundred journals and newspapers.





IN THE RESISTENZA






 


In Paris, the last days of autumn; a grey, troubled sky at daybreak, the fall of twilight at noon, followed, at seven-thirty, by slanting rains and black umbrellas as the people of the city hurried home past the bare trees. On 3 December 1938, in the heart of the Seventh Arrondissement, a champagne-coloured Lancia sedan turned the corner of the rue St-Dominique and rolled to a stop in the rue Augereau. Then the man in the back seat leaned forward for a moment and the chauffeur drove a few feet further and stopped again, this time in the shadow between two streetlamps.


The man in the back of the Lancia was called Ettore, il Conte Amandola – the nineteenth Ettore, Hector, in the Amandola line, and ‘Count’ only the grandest of his titles. Closer to sixty than fifty, he had dark, slightly bulging eyes, as though life had surprised him, though it had never dared to do that, and a pink flush along his cheekbones, which suggested a bottle of wine with lunch, or excitement in the anticipation of an event planned for the evening. In fact it was both. For the rest of his colours, he was a very silvery sort of man: his silver hair, gleaming with brilliantine, was brushed back to a smooth surface, and a thin silver moustache, trimmed daily with scissors, traced his upper lip. Beneath a white wool overcoat, on the lapel of a grey silk suit, he wore a ribbon holding a silver Maltese cross on a blue enamel field, which meant he held the rank of cavaliere in the Order of the Crown of Italy. On the other lapel, the silver medal of the Italian Fascist Party; a tipped square with diagonal fasces – a bundle of birch rods tied, with a red cord, to an axe. This symbolized the power of the consuls of the Roman Empire, who had the real rods and axe carried before them, and had the authority to beat with the birch rods, or behead with the axe.


Count Amandola looked at his watch, then rolled down the rear window and peered through the rain at a short street, the rue du Gros Caillou, that intersected the rue Augereau. From this point of observation – and he had twice made sure of it earlier that week – he could see the entry of the Hotel Colbert; a rather subtle entry, only the name in gold letters on the glass door, and a spill of light from the lobby that shone on the wet pavement. A rather subtle hotel, the Colbert, quiet, discreet, that catered to les affaires cinq-à-sept; amours conducted between five and seven, those flexible hours of the early evening. But, Amandola thought, a little taste of fame for you tomorrow. The hotel commissionaire, holding a large umbrella, left the entry and headed briskly down the street, towards the rue St-Dominique. Once more, Amandola looked at his watch. 7.32, it said. No, he thought, it is 1932 hours.


For this occasion, twenty-four-hour time, military time, was obviously the proper form. He was, after all, a major, had taken a commission in 1915, served in the Great War and had the medals, and seven lavishly tailored uniforms, to prove it. Served with distinction – officially recognized – in the purchasing office of the Ministry of War, in Rome, where he had given orders, maintained discipline, read and signed forms and letters, and made and answered calls on the telephone, his military decorum scrupulous in every way.


And so it had remained, since 1927, in his tenure as a senior official in the Pubblica Sicurezza, the department of Public Security of the Ministry of the Interior, set up by Mussolini’s chief of national police a year earlier. The work was not so different from his job during the war; the forms, the letters, the telephone and the maintenance of discipline – his staff sat at attention at their desks, and formality was the rule in all discourse.


1944 hours. Rain drummed steadily on the roof of the Lancia and Amandola pulled his overcoat tighter, against the chill. Outside on the pavement, a maid – under her open raincoat a grey and white uniform – was pulled along by a dachshund wearing a sweater. As the dog sniffed and began to circle, the maid squinted through the window at Amandola. Rude, the Parisians. He did not bother to turn away, simply looked through her, she did not exist. A few minutes later, a black, square-bodied taxi pulled up to the entry of the Colbert. The commissionaire hopped out, leaving the door open, as a couple emerged from the lobby; he white-haired, tall and stooped, she younger, wearing a hat with a veil. They stood together under the commissionaire’s umbrella, she raised her veil and they kissed passionately – until next Tuesday, my beloved. Then the woman climbed into the taxi, the man tipped the commissionaire, raised his own umbrella and strode around the corner.


1950 hours. Ecco, Bottini!


The chauffeur was watching his side-view mirror. ‘Il galletto,’ he said. Yes, the cockerel, so they called him, for he did indeed strut. Heading along the rue Augereau towards the Colbert, he was the classical short man who refused to be short: posture erect, back stiff, chin high, chest out. Bottini was a Turinese lawyer who had emigrated to Paris in 1935, dissatisfied with the fascist policies of his native country. A dissatisfaction no doubt sharpened by a good public beating and half a bottle of castor oil, administered by a Blackshirt action squad, as a crowd gathered and gawked in silence. Always a liberal, probably a socialist, possibly a secret communist, Amandola suspected – slippery as eels, these types – Bottini was a friend to the oppressed, and prominent in the friends-to-the-oppressed community.


But the problem with il galletto wasn’t that he strutted, the problem was that he crowed. Arriving in Paris, he had naturally joined the Giustizia e Libertà – justice and liberty – organization, the largest and most determined group of the anti-fascist opposition, and then become editor of one of their clandestine newspapers, Liberazione, written in Paris, smuggled into Italy, then printed and covertly distributed. Infamita! This paper kicked like a mule; barbed, witty, knowing and savage, with not a wisp of respect for Italy’s glorious fascismo or Il Duce or any of his achievements. But now, Amandola thought, this galletto was done crowing.


As Bottini turned the corner of the rue Augereau, he took off his steel-framed spectacles, wiped the rain from the lenses with a large, white handkerchief, and put the glasses in a case. Then he entered the hotel. He was precisely on schedule, according to the surveillance reports. On Tuesday evenings, from eight to ten, always in Room 44, he would entertain his mistress, the wife of the French socialist politician, LaCroix. LaCroix who had headed one ministry, then another, in the Popular Front government. LaCroix who stood beside the Prime Minister Daladier in the newspaper photographs. LaCroix who dined at his club every Tuesday and played bridge until midnight.


It was 2015 before a taxi pulled up to the Colbert and Madame LaCroix emerged, and ran with tiny steps into the hotel. Amandola got only a glimpse of her – brick-red hair, pointy white nose, a Rubenesque woman, fleshy and abundant. And greatly appetitious, according to the operatives who’d rented Room 46 and eavesdropped on the other side of the wall. ‘Subjects are vocal, and noisy,’ said one report. Describing, Amandola supposed, every sort of moan and squeal as the two went at their coupling like excited swine. Oh, he knew her sort; she liked her food and she liked her wine and she liked her naked pleasures – any and all of them, no doubt, the full pack of naughty playing cards. Libertines. A full-length mirror faced the foot of the large bed in Room 44 and surely they took advantage of it, thrilled to watch themselves thrashing about, thrilled to watch – everything.


Now, Amandola thought, one must wait.


They had learned it was the lovers’ custom to spend a few minutes in conversation before they got busy. So, give them a little time. Amandola’s OVRA operatives – OVRA was the name of the secret police, the political police, established by Mussolini in the 1920s – were already inside the hotel, had taken rooms that afternoon, accompanied by prostitutes. Who might well, in time, be found by the police and interrogated, but what could they say? He was bald, he wore a beard, he said his name was Mario. But bald Mario and bearded Mario would be, at that point, long gone across the border, back in Italy. At most, the girls would get their pictures in the newspaper.


Madame LaCroix, when the OVRA men burst into the room, would no doubt be indignant; this was, she would assume, some vile trick perpetrated by her serpent of a husband. But she would not assume it for long, and when the revolver appeared, with its long snout of a silencer, it would be too late to scream. Would Bottini? Or would he plead for his life? No, Amandola thought, he would do neither. He would curse them, a vain galletto to the end, and take his medicine. In the temple. Then, the silencer unscrewed, the revolver placed in Bottini’s hand. So sad, so dreary, a doomed love affair, a lover’s despair.


And would the world believe it? The tryst that ended in tragedy? Most would, but some wouldn’t, and it was for them that this event had been staged, the ones who would know immediately that this was politics, not passion. Because this was not a quiet disappearance, this was public, and flamboyant, so meant to serve as a warning: we will do anything we want to do, you cannot stop us. The French would be outraged, but then the French were habitually outraged. Well, let them sputter.


It was 2042 when the leader of the OVRA squad left the hotel and crossed to Amandola’s side of the rue Augereau. Hands in pockets, head down, he wore a rubber raincoat and a black felt hat, rain dripping off the brim. As he passed the Lancia he raised his head, revealing a dark, heavy face, a southern face, and made eye contact with Amandola. A brief glance, but sufficient. It’s done.


4 December 1938. The Café Europa, in a narrow street near the Gare du Nord, was owned by a Frenchman of Italian descent. A man of fervent and heated opinions, an idealist, he made his back room available to a group of Parisian giellisti, so-called for their membership in the Giustizia e Libertà organization, known informally by the initials g, l, thus giellisti. There were eight of them that morning, called to an emergency meeting. They all wore dark overcoats, sitting around a table in the unlit room, and, except for the one woman, they wore their hats. Because the room was cold and damp, and also, though nobody ever said it out loud, because it was somehow in keeping with the conspiratorial nature of their politics: the anti-fascist resistance, the Resistenza.


They were all more or less in middle age, émigrés from Italy, and members of a certain class – a lawyer from Rome, a medical school professor from Venice, an art historian from Siena, a man who owned a pharmacy in the same city, the woman formerly an industrial chemist in Milan. And so on – several wearing glasses, most of them smoking cigarettes, except for the Sienese professor of art history, lately employed as a meter reader for the gas company, who smoked a powerful little cigar.


Three of them had brought along a certain morning newspaper, the very vilest and most outrageous of the Parisian tabloids, and a copy lay on the table, folded open to a grainy photograph beneath the headline MURDER/SUICIDE AT LOVERS HOTEL. Bottini, bare-chested, sat propped against a headboard, a sheet pulled up to his waist, eyes open and unseeing, blood on his face. By his side, a shape beneath the sheet, its arms flung wide.


The leader of the group, Arturo Salamone, let the newspaper lie open for a time, a silent eulogy. Then, with a sigh, he flipped it closed, folded it in half and put it by the side of his chair. Salamone was a great bear of a man, with heavy jowls and thick eyebrows that met at the bridge of his nose. He had been a shipping agent in Genoa, now worked as a book-keeper at an insurance company. ‘So then,’ he said. ‘Do we accept this?’


‘I do not,’ said the lawyer. ‘Staged.’


‘Do we agree?’


The pharmacist cleared his throat and said, ‘Are we completely sure? That this was, assassination?’


‘I am,’ Salamone said. ‘Bottini had no such brutality in him. They killed him, and his lover – the OVRA, or someone like them. This was ordered by Rome; it was planned, prepared and executed. And not only did they murder Bottini, they defamed him – “this is the sort of man, unstable, vicious, who speaks against our noble fascism”. And, of course, there are people who will believe it.’


‘Some will, always, anything,’ the woman chemist said. ‘But we shall see what the Italian papers say about it.’


‘They will have to follow the government line,’ the Venetian professor said.


The woman shrugged. ‘As usual. Still, we have a few friends there, and a simple word or two, “alleged” or “supposedly”, can cast a shadow. Nobody just reads the news these days, they decipher it, like a code.’


‘Then how do we counter?’ the lawyer said. ‘Not an eye for an eye.’


‘No,’ Salamone said. ‘We are not them. Not yet.’


‘We must expose it,’ the woman said. ‘The true story, in Liberazione. And hope the clandestine press, here and in Italy, will follow us. We can’t let these people get away with what they’ve done, we can’t let them think they got away with it. And we should say where this monstrosity came from.’


‘Where is that?’ the lawyer said.


She pointed upwards. ‘The top.’


The lawyer nodded. ‘Yes, you’re right. Perhaps it could be done as an obituary, in a box outlined in black, a political obituary. It should be strong, very strong – here is a man, a hero, who died for what he believed in, a man who told truths the government could not bear to have revealed.’


‘Will you write it?’ Salamone said.


‘I will do a draft,’ the lawyer said. ‘Then we’ll see.’


The professor from Siena said, ‘Maybe you could end by writing that when Mussolini and his friends are swept away, we will pull down his fucking statue on a horse and raise one to honour Bottini.’


The lawyer took pen and pad from his pocket and made a note.


‘What about the family?’ The pharmacist said. ‘Bottini’s family.’


‘I will talk to his wife,’ Salamone said. ‘And we have a fund, we must help as best we can.’ After a moment he added, ‘And also, we must choose a new editor. Suggestions?’


‘Weisz,’ the woman said. ‘He’s the journalist.’


Around the table, affirmation, the obvious choice. Carlo Weisz was a foreign correspondent, had been with the Milanese Corriere della Sera, then emigrated to Paris in 1935 and somehow found work with the Reuters bureau.


‘Where is he, this morning?’ the lawyer said.


‘Somewhere in Spain,’ Salamone said. ‘He’s been sent down there to write about Franco’s new offensive. Perhaps the final offensive – the Spanish war is dying.’


‘It is Europe that’s dying, my friends.’


This from a wealthy businessman, by far their most open-handed contributor, who rarely spoke at meetings. He had fled Milan and settled in Paris a few months earlier, following the imposition of anti-Jewish laws in September. His words, spoken with gentle regret, brought a moment of silence, because he was not wrong and they knew it. That autumn had been an evil season on the continent – the Czechs sold out at Munich at the end of September, then, the second week of November, a newly emboldened Hitler had launched Kristallnacht, the smashing of Jewish shop windows all across Germany, arrest of prominent Jews, terrible humiliations in the streets.


Finally, Salamone, his voice soft, said, ‘That’s true, Alberto, it cannot be denied. And, yesterday, it was our turn, we were attacked, told to shut up or else. But, even so, there will be copies of Liberazione in Italy later this month, it will be passed from hand to hand, and it will say what it has always said: don’t give up. Really, what else?’


In Spain, an hour after dawn on 23 December, the Nationalist field guns fired their first barrage. Carlo Weisz, only half-asleep, heard it, and felt it. Maybe, he thought, a few miles south. At the market town of Mequinenza, where the river Segre met the river Ebro. He stood up, unwound himself from the rubber poncho he’d slept in and went out of the doorway – the door was long vanished – into the courtyard of the monastery.


An El Greco dawn. Towering billows of grey cloud piled high on the southern horizon, struck red by the first shafts of sunlight. As he watched, muzzle flares flickered on the cloud and, a moment later, the reports, like muttering thunder, came rolling up the Segre. Yes, Mequinenza. They had been told to expect a new offensive, ‘the Catalonian campaign’, just before Christmas. Well, here it was.


To warn the others, he walked back into the room where they’d spent the night. At one time, before war came here, the room had been a chapel. Now, the tall, narrow windows were edged by shards of coloured glass, while the rest of it glittered on the floor, there were holes in the roof and an exterior corner had been blown open. At some point, it had held prisoners, that was evident from the graffiti scratched into the plaster walls: names, crosses topped by three dots, dates, pleas to be remembered, an address without a city. And it had been used as a field hospital, a mound of soiled bandages piled up in a corner, bloodstains on the burlap sacking that covered the ancient straw mattresses.


His two companions were already awake; Mary McGrath of the Chicago Tribune, and a lieutenant from the Republican forces, Sandoval, who was their minder, driver and bodyguard. McGrath tilted her canteen, poured a little water into her cupped palm and rubbed it over her face. ‘Sounds like it’s started,’ she said.


‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Down at Mequinenza.’


‘We had better be on our way,’ Sandoval said. That in Spanish. Reuters had sent Weisz to Spain before, eight or nine assignments since 1936, and this was one of the phrases he’d picked up early on.


Weisz knelt by his knapsack, found a small bag of tobacco and a packet of papers – he’d run out of Gitanes a week ago – and began to roll a cigarette. Aged forty for another few months, he was of medium height, lean and compact, with long dark hair, not quite black, that he combed back with his fingers when it fell down on his forehead. He came from Trieste, and, like the city, was half-Italian, on his mother’s side, and half-Slovenian – long ago Austrian, thus the name – on his father’s. From his mother, a Florentine face, slightly hawkish, strongly made, with inquisitive eyes, a soft, striking grey – a face descended from nobility, perhaps, a face found in Renaissance portraits. But not quite. Spoiled by curiosity, and sympathy, it was not a face lit by a prince’s greed or a cardinal’s power. Weisz twisted the ends of the cigarette, held it between his lips and flicked a military lighter, a steel cylinder that worked in the wind, until it produced a flame.


Sandoval, holding a distributor cap with dangling wires – the time-honoured way to make sure your vehicle was still there in the morning – went off to start the car.


‘Where is he taking us?’ Weisz asked McGrath.


‘North of here, he said, a few miles. He thinks the Italians are holding the road on the east side of the river. Maybe.’


They were in search of a company of Italian volunteers, remnants of the Garibaldi Battalion, now attached to the Republican 5th Army Corps. Formerly, the Garibaldi Battalion, with the Thaelmann Battalion and the André Marty Battalion, German and French, had comprised the XIIth International Brigade, most of them sent home in November as part of a Republican political initiative. But one Italian company had elected to fight on, and Weisz and Mary McGrath were after their story.


Courage in the face of almost certain defeat. Because the Republican government, after two and a half years of civil war, held only Madrid, under siege since 1936, and the north-east corner of the country, Catalonia, with the administration now situated in Barcelona, some eighty-five miles from the foothills above the river.


McGrath screwed the top back on her canteen and lit an Old Gold. ‘Then,’ she said, ‘if we find them, we’ll head up to Castelldans to file.’ A market town to the north, and headquarters of the 5th Army Corps, Castelldans had wireless/telegraph service and a military censor.


‘Certainly today,’ Weisz said. The artillery exchanges to the south had intensified, the Catalonian campaign had begun, they had to wire stories as soon as they could.


McGrath, a veteran correspondent in her forties, responded with a complicit smile, and looked at her watch. ‘It’s 1.20 a.m. in Chicago. So, afternoon edition.’


Parked by a wall in the courtyard, a military car. As Weisz and McGrath watched, Sandoval unhinged the raised bonnet and stepped back as it banged shut, then slid into the driver’s seat and, presently, produced a string of explosions – sharp and loud, the engine had no silencer – and a stuttering plume of black exhaust, the rhythm of the explosions slowing as he played with the choke. Then he turned, with a triumphant smile, and waved them over.


It was a French command car, khaki-coloured but long bleached out by sun and rain, that had served in the Great War and, twenty years later, been sent to Spain despite European neutrality treaties – non-intervention élastique the French called it. Not élastique enough – Germany and Italy had armed Franco’s Nationalists, while the Republican government received grudging help from the USSR and bought whatever it could on the black market. Still, a car was a car. When it arrived in Spain, someone with a brush and a can of red paint, someone in a hurry, had tried to paint a hammer and sickle on the driver’s door. Someone else had lettered J-28 in white on the bonnet, someone else had fired two bullets through the rear seat and someone else had knocked out the passenger window with a hammer. Or maybe it was all done by the same person – in the Spanish war an actual possibility.


As they drove off, a man in a monk’s robe appeared in the courtyard of the chapel, staring at them as they left. They’d had no idea there was anyone in the monastery, but apparently he’d been hiding somewhere. Weisz waved, but the man just stood there, making sure they were gone.


Sandoval drove slowly on the rutted dirt track that ran by the river. Weisz smoked his cigarettes, put his feet up on the back seat and watched the countryside, scrub oak and juniper, sometimes a village of a few houses, a tall pine tree with crows ranged along its branches. They stopped once for sheep; the rams had bells around their necks that sounded a heavy clank or two as they walked, driven along by a scruffy little Pyrenees sheepdog who ran ceaselessly at the edges of the flock. The shepherd came to the driver’s window, touched his beret in salute and said good morning. ‘They will cross the river today,’ he said. ‘Franco’s Moors.’ Weisz and the others stared at the opposite bank, but saw only reeds and poplars. ‘They are there,’ the shepherd said. ‘But you cannot see them.’ He spat, wished them good luck and followed his sheep up the hill.


Ten minutes later, a pair of soldiers waved them down. They were breathing hard, sweating in the chill air, their rifles slung over their shoulders. Sandoval slowed, but didn’t stop. ‘Take us with you!’ one of them called out. Weisz looked out of the back window, wondering if they would fire at the car, but they just stood there.


‘Shouldn’t we take them?’ McGrath said.


‘They are running away. I should’ve shot them.’


‘Why didn’t you?’


‘I don’t have the heart for it,’ Sandoval said.


After a few minutes, they were stopped again, an officer walking down the hill from the forest. ‘Where are you going?’ he asked Sandoval.


‘These are from the foreign newspapers, they are looking for the Italian company.’


‘Which?’


‘Italians. From the Garibaldi.’


‘With red scarves?’


‘Is that correct?’ Sandoval asked Weisz.


Weisz told him it was. The Garibaldi Brigade had included both communist and non-communist volunteers. Most of the latter were officers.


‘Then they are ahead of you, I believe. But you had better stay up on the ridge.’


A few miles further on, the track divided and the car crawled up the steep slope, the hammering of its lowest gear echoing off the trees. On the top of the ridge, a dirt road ran north. From here, they had a better view of the Segre, a slow river, and shallow, gliding past gravel islands in midstream. Sandoval drove on, past a battery firing at the opposite bank. The artillerymen were working hard, carrying shells to the loaders, who put their fingers in their ears as the cannon fired, wheels rolling back with each recoil. Halfway up the hill, a shell burst above the trees, a sudden puff of black smoke that floated off on the wind. McGrath asked Sandoval to stop for a moment, got out of the car and took a pair of binoculars from her knapsack.


‘You will be careful of the sun,’ Sandoval said. Snipers were drawn to the reflective flash of sunlight off binoculars, could put a round through a lens from a great distance. McGrath used her hand as a shield, then gave the binoculars to Weisz. In pale, drifting smoke, he caught a glimpse of green uniform, perhaps a quarter of a mile from the western shore.


When they were back in the car, McGrath said, ‘They can see us, up on this ridge.’


‘Certainly they can,’ Sandoval said.


The line of the 5th Army Corps strengthened as they drove north and, at the paved road that ran to the town of Seròs, on the other side of the river, they found the Italian company, well dug in below the ridge. Weisz counted three Hotchkiss 6.5mm machine guns, mounted on bipods – manufactured in Greece, he’d heard, and smuggled into Spain by Greek anti-royalists. There were, as well, three mortars. The Italian company had been ordered to hold an important position, covering the paved road, and a wooden bridge across the river. The bridge had been blown apart, leaving charred pilings standing in the riverbed, and a few blackened boards, washed up on the bank by the current. When Sandoval parked the car, a sergeant came over to see what they wanted. As Weisz and McGrath got out of the car, he said, ‘This will be in Italian, but I’ll translate for you later.’ She thanked him, and they both produced pads and pencils. That was all the sergeant needed to see. ‘A moment, please, I’ll get the officer.’


Weisz laughed. ‘Well, your name, at least.’


The sergeant grinned back at him. ‘That would be Sergeant Bianchi, right?’ Don’t use my name, he meant. Signor Bianchi and Signor Rossi – Mr White and Mr Red – were the Italian equivalent of Smith and Jones, generic names for a joke or a comic alias. ‘Write whatever you want,’ the sergeant said, ‘but I have family back there.’ He strolled off and, a few minutes later, the officer arrived.


Weisz caught McGrath’s eye, but she didn’t see what he did. The officer was dark, his face not handsome, but memorable, with sharp cheekbones, beaked nose, inquisitive, hooded eyes, and a scar that curved from the corner of his right eye down to the middle of his cheek. On his head, the soft green cap of a Spanish infantryman, its high top, with long black tassel, flopped over. He wore a heavy black sweater beneath the khaki tunic, without insignia, of some army, and the trousers of another. Looped over one shoulder, a pistol belt with a holstered automatic. On his hands, black leather gloves.


In Italian, Weisz said good morning and added, ‘We are correspondents, my name is Weisz, this is Signora McGrath.’


‘From Italy?’ the officer said, incredulous. ‘You’re on the wrong side of this river.’


‘The signora is from the Chicago Tribune,’ Weisz said. ‘And I work for the British wire service, Reuters.’


The officer, wary, studied them for a moment. ‘Well, we’re honoured. But please, no photographs.’


‘No, of course not. Why do you say “the wrong side of the river”?’


‘That’s the Littorio Division, over there. The Black Arrows, and the Green Arrows. Italian officers, enlisted men both Italian and Spanish. So, today, we will kill the fascisti, and they’ll kill us.’ From the officer, a grim smile – so life went, but sad that it did. ‘Where are you from, Signor Weisz? Your Italian is native, I would say.’


‘From Trieste,’ Weisz said. ‘And you?’


The officer hesitated. To lie, or tell the truth? Finally he said, ‘I am from Ferrara, known as Colonel Ferrara.’


His look was almost rueful, but it confirmed Weisz’s hunch, born the instant he’d seen the officer, because photographs of this face, with its curving scar, had been in the newspapers – lauded or defamed, depending on the politics.


‘Colonel Ferrara’ was a nom de guerre, use of an alias common among volunteers on the Republican side, particularly among Stalin’s eastern European operatives. But this nom de guerre predated the civil war. In 1935, the colonel, taking the name of his city, had left the Italian forces fighting in Ethiopia – raining mustard gas from aeroplanes onto villages and native militia – and surfaced in Marseilles. Interviewed by the French press, he’d said that no man of conscience could take part in Mussolini’s war of conquest, a war for empire.


In Italy, the fascists had tried to destroy his reputation any way they could, because the man who called himself Colonel Ferrara was a legitimate, highly decorated, hero. At the age of nineteen, he’d been a junior officer fighting the Austro-Hungarian and German armies on Italy’s northern, alpine, border, an officer in the arditi. These were shock troops, their name taken from the verb ardire, which meant daring, courage, and they were Italy’s most honoured soldiers, known for wearing black sweaters, known for storming enemy trenches at night, knives held in their teeth, a hand grenade in each hand, never using a weapon effective beyond thirty yards. When Mussolini launched the Fascist Party, in 1919, his first recruits were forty veterans of the arditi, angry at the broken promises of French and British diplomats, promises used to draw Italy into the war in 1915. But this ardito was an enemy, a public enemy, of fascism, not the least of his credentials his wounded face, and one hand so badly burnt that he wore gloves.


‘So I may describe you as Colonel Ferrara,’ Weisz said.


‘Yes. My real name doesn’t matter.’


‘Formerly with the Garibaldi Battalion, XIIth International.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Which has been disbanded, sent home.’


‘Sent into exile,’ Ferrara said. ‘They could hardly go back to Italy. So they, with the Germans and Poles and Hungarians, all of us stray dogs who won’t run with the pack, have gone looking for a new home. Mostly in France, the way the wind blows lately, though we aren’t much welcome there.’


‘But you’ve stayed.’


‘We’ve stayed,’ he said. ‘A hundred and twenty-two of us, this morning. Not ready to give up this fight, ah, this cause, so here we are.’


‘Which cause, Colonel? How would you describe it?’


‘There are too many words, Signor Weisz, in this war of words. It’s easy for the Bolsheviks, they have their formulas – Marx says this, Lenin says that. But, for the rest of us, it’s not so cut and dried. We are fighting for the freedom of Europe, certainly, for liberty, if you like, for justice, perhaps, and surely against all the cazzi fasulli who want to run the world their way. Franco, Hitler, Mussolini, take your pick, and all the sly little men who do their work.’


‘I can’t say “cazzi fasulli”.’ It meant ‘phony pricks’. ‘Want to change it?’


Ferrara shrugged. ‘Leave it out. I can’t say it any better.’


‘How long will you stay?’


‘To the end, whatever that turns out to mean.’


‘Some people say the Republic is finished.’


‘Some people could be right, but you never know. If you’re doing the sort of job we do here, you like to think that one bullet, fired by one rifleman, could turn defeat to victory. Or maybe, someone like you writes about our little company, and the Americans jump up and say, By God that’s true, let’s go get ’em, boys!’ Ferrara’s face was lit by a sudden smile – the idea so far beyond hope it was funny.


‘This will be seen mostly in Great Britain and Canada, and in South America, where the newspapers run our dispatches.’


‘Fine, then let the British do the jumping-up, though we both know they won’t, not until it’s their turn to eat Adolf’s Wiener schnitzel. Or let everything go to hell in Spain, then just see if it stops here.’


‘And the Littorio Division, across the river, what do you think about them?’


‘Oh, we know them, the Littorio, and the Blackshirt militia. We fought them in Madrid, and when they occupied the Ibarra Castle, we stormed it and sent them running. And we’ll do it again today.’


Weisz turned to McGrath. ‘Anything you want to ask?’


‘How is it so far? What does he think about the war, about defeat.’


‘We’ve done that – it’s good.’


From across the river, a voice shouted ‘Eià, eià, alalà.’ This was the fascist battle cry, first used by the Blackshirt squads in their early street battles. Other voices repeated the phrase.


The answer came from a machine-gun position below the road. ‘Va f’an culo, alalà!’ Go fuck yourself in the arse. Somebody else laughed, and two or three voices picked up the cry. A machine-gunner fired a short burst, cutting down a line of reeds on the opposite bank.


‘I’d get my head down if I were you,’ Ferrara said. Bent low, he went trotting off across the hillside.


Weisz and McGrath lay flat, McGrath produced her binoculars. ‘I can see him!’


Weisz took a turn with the binoculars. A soldier was lying in a patch of reeds, his hands cupped around his mouth as he repeated the battle cry. When the machine gun fired again, he slithered backwards and vanished.


Sandoval, revolver in hand, came running from the car and flopped down beside them.


‘It’s starting,’ Weisz said.


‘They won’t try to cross the river,’ Sandoval said. ‘That comes tonight.’


From the opposite bank, a muted thunk, followed by an explosion that shattered a juniper bush and sent a flock of small birds flying from the trees. Weisz could hear the beating of their wings as they flew over the crest of the hill. ‘Mortar,’ Sandoval said. ‘Not good. Maybe I should get you out of here.’


‘I think we should stay for a while,’ McGrath said.


Weisz agreed. When McGrath told Sandoval they would stay, he pointed at a cluster of pines. ‘Better over there,’ he said. On the count of three, they ran, and reached the trees just as a bullet snapped overhead.


The mortaring went on for ten minutes. Ferrara’s company did not fire back, their mortars were ranged in on the river, and they had to save what shells they had for the coming night. When the Nationalist fire stopped, the smoke drifted away and silence returned to the hillside.


After a time, Weisz realized he was hungry. The Republican units barely had enough food for themselves, so the two correspondents and their lieutenant had been living off stale bread and a cloth sack of lentils – known, after the Republican finance minister’s description, as ‘Dr Negrín’s victory pills’. They couldn’t build a fire here, so Weisz dug around in his knapsack and produced his last tin of sardines – not opened earlier because the key needed to roll back the metal top was missing. Sandoval solved that problem, using a clasp knife to cut the top open, and the three of them speared sardines and ate them on chunks of bread, pouring a little of the oil over the top. As they ate, the sound of fighting somewhere to the north, the rattle of machine guns and rifle fire, rose to a steady beat. Weisz and McGrath decided to go and have a look, then head north-east to Castelldans and file their stories.


They found Ferrara at one of the machine-gun positions, said goodbye, and wished him luck. ‘Where will you go, when this ends?’ Weisz asked him. ‘Perhaps we can talk again.’ He wanted to write a second story about Ferrara, the story of a volunteer in exile, a post-war story.


‘If I’m still in one piece, France, somewhere. But please don’t say that.’


‘I won’t.’


‘My family is in Italy. Maybe, in the street, or at the market, somebody says something, or makes a gesture, but mostly they are left alone. For me it’s different, they might do something, if they knew where I was.’


‘They know you’re here,’ Weisz said.


‘Oh, I believe they do know that. Across the river, they know. So all they have to do is come up here, and we’ll pass the time of day.’ He lifted an eyebrow. Whatever else happened, he was good at what he did.


‘Signora McGrath will send her story to Chicago.’


‘Chicago, yes, I know, white socks, young bears, wonderful.’


‘Goodbye,’ Weisz said.


They shook hands, a strong hand, Weisz thought, inside the glove.


Somebody on the other side of the river shot at the car as it rode along the ridge line, and a bullet came through the back door and out of the roof. Weisz could see a ragged piece of sky through the hole. Sandoval swore and stomped on the accelerator, the car sped up and, as it hit the holes and ridges in the road, bounced high in the air and slammed down hard, crushing its old springs and landing steel on steel with a horrible bang. Weisz had to keep his jaw clamped shut so he wouldn’t break a tooth. Under his breath, Sandoval asked God to spare the tyres, then, after a few minutes, slowed down. McGrath turned around in the passenger seat and poked a finger into the bullet hole. Calculating the distance between Weisz and the bullet’s path, she said, ‘Carlo? Are you okay?’ The sound of the fighting ahead of them grew louder, but they never saw it. In the sky to the north, two planes appeared, German Heinkel IIIs, according to Sandoval. They dropped bombs on the Spanish positions above the Segre, then swooped down and machine-gunned the east side of the river.


Sandoval pulled off the road and stopped the car beneath a tree, as much cover as he could find. ‘They will finish us,’ he said. ‘There’s no point to it, unless you wish to see what has happened to the men by the river.’ Weisz and McGrath did not need to see this, they had seen it many times before.


So then, Castelldans.


Sandoval turned the car around, drove back to the paved road and headed east, towards the town of Maials. For a time, the road was deserted, as it climbed a long, upward slope through oak forest, then emerged on a high plane and met a dirt road that passed through the villages to the south and north.


Up here, the sky had closed in; grey cloud above empty scrubland and a ribbon of road that wound across it. On the road, a slow, grey column that stretched to the far horizon, an army in retreat, miles of it, broken only by the occasional truck, pulled by mules, which carried the ones who could not walk. Here and there, among the plodding soldiers, were refugees, some with carts drawn by oxen, loaded down with chests and mattresses, the family dog on top, next to the old people, or women with infants.


Sandoval turned off the engine, Weisz and McGrath got out and stood by the car. In the hard wind that blew down from the mountains, there was not a sound to be heard. McGrath took off her glasses and rubbed the lenses with her shirt-tail, squinting as she watched the column. ‘Dear God,’ she said.


‘You’ve seen it before,’ Weisz said.


‘Yes, I’ve seen it.’


Sandoval spread a map across the hood. ‘If we go back a few miles,’ he said, ‘we can go around it.’


‘Where does this road go?’ McGrath said.


‘To Barcelona,’ Sandoval said. ‘To the coast.’


Weisz reached for a pad and pencil. By late morning, the sky had closed in, with low, grey cloud above the high plane, and a ribbon of road that wound across it, wound east, towards Barcelona.


The censor, in Castelldans, didn’t like it. He was an army major, tall and thin, with the face of an ascetic. He sat at a table in the back of what had been the post office, not far from the wireless/telegraph equipment and the clerk who operated it. ‘Why do you do this?’ he said. His English was precise, he had once been a teacher. ‘Can you not say “moving to reposition”?’


‘An army in retreat,’ Weisz said, ‘is what I saw.’


‘It does not help us.’


‘I know,’ Weisz said. ‘But it is so.’


The major read back through the story, a few pages covered in pencilled block print. ‘Your English is very good,’ he said.


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘Tell me, Señor Weisz, can you not simply write about our Italian volunteers, and the colonel? The column you describe has been replaced, the line is still being held at the Segre.’


‘The column is part of the story, Major. It must be reported.’


The major handed it back, and nodded towards the waiting clerk. ‘You may send it as it is,’ he said to Weisz. ‘And then you may deal with your conscience in whatever way suits you.’


26 December. Weisz sat back against the faded plush seat in a first-class compartment as the train chugged slowly past the outskirts of Barcelona. They would be at the border crossing in Port Bou in a few hours, then France. Weisz had the window seat, across from him a pensive child, next to his mother and father, a fastidious little man in a dark suit, with a gold watch chain looped across his waistcoat. Next to Weisz, an older daughter, wearing a wedding ring, though no husband was to be seen, and a heavy woman with grey hair, perhaps an aunt. A silent family, pale, shaken, leaving home, probably forever. This little man had apparently followed his principles, was either an ally of the Republican government, or one of its minor officials. He had the look of a minor official. But now he had to get out while he could, the flight had begun, and what awaited him in France was, if he was unlucky, a refugee camp – barracks, barbed wire – or, if his luck held, penury. To avoid train sickness, the mother reached into a crumpled paper bag and, from time to time, dispensed a lemon drop to each member of the family; the small economies had begun.


In the compartment across the aisle, Weisz could see Boutillon of the communist daily, L’Humanité, and Chisholm, of the Christian Science Monitor, sharing sandwiches and a bottle of red wine. Weisz turned to the window and stared out at the grey-green brush that grew at the edge of the track.


The Spanish major had been right about his English, it was good. After finishing secondary school at a private academy in Trieste, he’d gone off to the Scuola Normale – founded by Napoleon, in imitation of the Ecole Normale in Paris, and very much the cradle of prime ministers and philosophers – at the University of Pisa, probably the most prestigious university in Italy. Where he’d studied political economics. The Scuola Normale was not particularly his choice, but, rather, had been ordained at birth. By Herr Doktor Professor Helmut Weisz, the eminent ethnologist, and Weisz’s father, in that order. And then, according to plan, he’d entered Oxford University, again for economics, where he’d managed to stay for two years. At which time his tutor, an incredibly kind and gentle man, had suggested that his intellectual destiny lay elsewhere. It wasn’t that Weisz couldn’t do it – become a professor – it was that he didn’t want to do it, not really. At Oxford, not really was a variant spelling of doom. So, after one last night of drinking and singing, he left. But he left with very good English.


And this turned out, in the strange and wondrous way the world worked, to be his salvation. Back in Trieste, which in 1919 had passed from Austro-Hungarian to Italian nationality, he spent his days in the cafés with his hometown pals. Not a professorial crowd: scruffy, smart, rebellious – a would-be novelist, a would-be actor, two or three don’t-know/don’t-care/don’t-bother-me’s, a would-be prospector for gold in the Amazon, one communist, one gigolo, and Weisz.


‘You should be a journalist,’ they told him. ‘See the world.’


He got a job with the newspaper in Trieste. Wrote obituaries, reported on an occasional crime, occasionally interviewed a local official. At which point, his father, always cold, positively glittered with frost, pulled a string and Weisz went off to Milan, to write for Italy’s leading newspaper, Corriere della Sera. More obituaries, at first, then an assignment in France, another in Germany. At these, now aged twenty-seven, he worked – worked harder than he ever had, for he had at last discovered life’s great motivation: fear of failure. Presto, the magic potion!


Too bad, really, because Mussolini’s reign had begun, with the March on Rome – Mussolini had gone by train – in 1922. Restrictive press laws soon followed and, by 1925, the ownership of the paper had passed to fascist sympathizers, and the editor had to resign. Senior editors went with him, a determined Weisz hung on for three months, then followed them out of the door. He thought about emigrating, then returned to Trieste, conspired with his friends, tore a poster or two off a wall, but generally kept his head down. He’d seen people beaten up, he’d seen people with blood on their faces, sitting in the street. Not for Weisz.


Anyhow, Mussolini and his crowd would soon be gone, it was simply a question of waiting it out, the world had always righted itself, it would again. He took tepid assignments from the Trieste newspapers – a football match, a fire on a cargo ship in the port – tutored a few students in English, fell in and out of love, spent eighteen months writing for a commercial journal in Basel, another year at a shipping newspaper in Trieste, survived. Survived and survived. Forced by politics to the margins of professional existence, he watched as his life drifted away like sand.
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