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Chapter 1

The warm palm of land cupped the water to make a bay, and that’s where Naples was.

He stood high up watching the view run down the side of the hill. Then he pushed away from the garden wall and walked again. He was in the outskirts where Naples was like a village, quiet because the day had just started. When he came to the square he stopped again. It had a downhill tilt and he tried not to look at it but focused on the opposite street. He wiped one hand across his face. The tanned skin was moist and the sun made his cheekbones shine. He crossed slowly and on the other side he stopped again. Leaning against the cold stone wall along the small street he looked like a man who had a lot of time. His face was in shadow now and didn’t look so sharp any more. The high cheekbones were without the sharp lines and he relaxed his mouth. There was a curve to it, like a smile. It was there whether he smiled or not.

A young woman turned into the street. She carried a bundle on top of her head and he watched how her big peasant skirt made swirls when she walked.

“Buon giorno, Charley,” she said, and the way she pronounced it the name sounded Italian.

He said buon giorno and nodded. Then he walked again. When the street dipped a little he saw the steps leading up to the white house. First the steps went one way, twelve of them, then came the landing and the steps went the other way, thirteen of them. Most of the house was behind unkempt bushes.

After the first twelve steps he stopped on the landing without looking down at the view Thirteen more steps. He grabbed the stone ramp hard and walked. Where he had left the landing the flagstone had five spots. The blood was dark and thick.

After a while he made the top. He walked through the disordered garden, found the side entrance. The wooden door stood open and he walked into the kitchen. The low room was cool stucco and looked dark after the sun.

A pine table stood in the middle and Joe Lenken sat there the way he always sat. His big arms lay on the table.

“Kinda early for visiting,” he said. He looked sullen, not caring how he sounded.

“How come you’re up?” Charley looked at Joe behind the table, then at the dark girl who stood by the cold hearth. There was a hot plate on the hearth and the girl was dumping a can of tomato soup into the pot.

“I woke up,” said Joe.

Charley kept standing, not wanting to sit because he thought maybe he’d stumble if he took another step. He had his hands in his pockets. It made his seersuckers look like a bag.

“A new one?” said Charley and nodded at the girl.

“Ya.”

She came up with the warm tomato soup and put it down in front of Joe. She was young. It was hard to tell just how young she was because her body was all filled out, but the face looked like a dumb child.

“She speak, English?”

“A little.”

“Tell her to get me some aspirin,” Charley said, and then he blinked because sweat had run into his eye. He wiped his forehead and it made the hair moist. Cut short, it stood out like feathers, colored dusty, because he had a funny mixture of red-brown and white hair.

The girl brought aspirin in a box and a glass of water. Charley took four pills, put them behind his lip, didn’t take the water. He sucked the sharp pills, waiting for the sting to run down his throat, and then he held on to the back of the chair and sat down.

“You sick?” Joe was slurping soup. His thick face was red from the sun because he had the kind of complexion that never tanned. He licked his lip where some soup was and then he asked again. “You sick or something?”

The aspirin was an Italian kind and very cheap. Charley liked them best because they took so long to dissolve.

“I got shot,” he said. “Over the hip.”

“That why you come busting in here at dawn?”

“I couldn’t make it to my place.” Charley was sweating again. “The ball’s still in there, I think.”

“Stupid bastard.”

“My buddy,” said Charley. His foot came up slow and he kicked his end of the table. It slopped Joe’s soup. “Take it out, Joe. Like a buddy, huh?” and this time he kicked the table so the bowl jumped to the floor.

Joe got up. He didn’t wipe the soup off his pants, just got up and left the kitchen. He said “stupid bastard” once more. When he came back he had a carton with bottles and bandages. There were some instruments too.

“Get on the table,” he said and sorted out the stuff in his box.

Charley got on the table and groaned.

“Take the pants off.”

“You gotta give me a hand.”

“Fanny,” said Joe. “Take ‘em off.”

Her name was Francesca, but that was too much to pronounce for Joe Lenken.

“I guess it’s all right,” said Charley. “Seeing you’re in the room.”

“What a clown,” said Joe, and while Francesca pulled Charley’s pants off Joe poured alcohol over some instruments in a dish. Francesca took the pants, the shorts, and then she came back to look at the wound. It was a red hole in the flesh over the hip and there was blood all the way down the leg.

“She’s a real trouper,” said Charley. He felt sweaty and sick but he had to say something so it wouldn’t feel worse. “How’d she get that way, Joe buddy? You didn’t have her when I left. Just a week ago.”

“I learn ‘em fast,” said Joe. He washed alcohol over his hands and rubbed them. “Wanna shot before I start?”

“Go to hell,” said Charley.

Joe laughed because this was his kind of joke. Charley never took whisky. It made him sick.

“So be brave,” said Joe and then he went to work.

Charley fainted right off which was a good thing because his buddy Joe didn’t give a damn one way or the other.





Chapter 2

Because his side felt sore he got out of bed with a slow roll. When he stood it wasn’t so bad. Francesca had washed his clothes and he put them on, leaving the belt loose. First he went and shaved, then he walked through the low door into the kitchen. Joe Lenken was there, at the table like before, and if there had been any spots on the white pine top Francesca had scrubbed them clean. She was standing next to Joe’s chair and his arm was around her hip. Joe turned his head.

“You been out all day,” said Joe.

Charley could tell by the sun. The light outside wasn’t morning any more. It shone red through the leaves outside the door and made the kitchen look darker.

“Farmer Joe and his sturdy woman enjoying the vesper hour,” said Charley. He walked to the other end of the table and sat down. “I see real bliss there,” he said. “After an active day in the hot sun, Farmer Joe having some quiet frolic with his woman at the kitchen table.”

Joe didn’t say anything. He didn’t know what vesper hour meant and didn’t give a damn. His arm stayed around the girl who leaned against him like a farm animal.

“What happened to the last one?” said Charley. “Wouldn’t hold still long enough?” The curve of his mouth was like a smile.

“She was getting too old,” said Joe.

“That figures. You had her a whole month.”

Charley pulled the aspirin out of his pocket and took two pills. He put them under his tongue and watched Joe.

“Stop pawing a minute. We got business.”

“Make you nervous?”

“Ya. She might wake up and then what?”

Joe laughed and kept his arm there. He had a laugh like a rock jumping down a hillside, only it never got any faster and then it stopped.

“I know all about it. You lost the whole truckload.”

“Who told you?”

“Vittore was here. He said they ambushed the truck like you wanted to give it to them.”

“Vittore didn’t say that. He wasn’t around long enough to tell.”

“I say it.”

Lenken had his hand on the girl’s hip and Charley moved the pills inside his mouth. Then Charley said, “You made the arrangements, clinker head. They got a thousand gallons of gasoline. There were enough carabinièri in those woods to stop a convoy.”

“Maybe you’re saying I sent ‘em?”

“No, but you might just as well. You didn’t check out that greedy bastard enough, that creep who sold us the stuff.”

“He delivered. You lost it.”

“Sure. He highjacked the gas in Trieste where they watch every ship that docks like it had bombs on it. He left a trail — ”

“He never goofed before.”

“That was small time. They don’t watch so hard when Swiss watches get lost, or some nylon.”

“Have it your way, Chuck. The creep goofed, I goofed, but not you. You just lose the stuff and get yourself shot.”

“Lenken, stop pawing that girl a minute.”

“Beat it, Chuck, willya? And next time you handle the works. You’re the brains; you handle it.”

Charley had the pill box in his hand and started to rattle it back and forth.

“Maybe there won’t be a next time.”

“Sure,” said Lenken.

“Send out the girl.”

“Ten years in the black market and never a hitch. Maybe a loss here and there, so what. But then Chuck boy gets shot in the skin, there’s blood, and right away there’s a catastrophe.” Lenken shifted his weight. “You’re scared, Chuck.”

“You’re right.”

Charley paused because he saw that Joe was listening now. Joe closed his mouth, then opened it. The way he let it hang gave him a stupid look except that Charley knew better. Joe wasn’t stupid and Joe wasn’t exactly slow. He’d heard about that ambush even before Charley walked into the kitchen. He didn’t rant, didn’t complain about the loss, didn’t apologize because the mess was mostly his fault. He didn’t even hide the way he felt, that maybe one more fluke like that and Charley might not be around to tell about it.

Joe must be thinking it was time to let their combine go to pieces. He didn’t need Charley any more. Ten years ago he did. He needed Charley because Charley had the brains and Joe had just the cunning. He needed Charley because all that Joe was good at were details. They’d gotten in the racket while the Occupation was still on, when things were easy. They made a team and stayed in the black market ever since. They didn’t get into each other’s way because they never tried too hard to make a friendship out of it. They didn’t have to. What kept them close was quite something else.

“So grin a little harder,” said Joe. “Maybe the scare will go away.”

“Send out the girl.”

“Make you nervous?”

“Send her out, Corporal.”

Joe stopped with his hand. He gave the girl a push, told her to beat it. Then he put both arms on the table and talked low.

“Chuck. I don’t want you to say that.”

Charley smiled and started to rattle his pills again. “Now that you’re listening — ”

“Don’t say that again, Chuck.”

“Joe,” said Charley, “it’s better I say it than somebody else.”

Joe got up and hitched his pants. The girl was still in the kitchen, at the far end. She was standing there with nothing to do. Joe yelled at her in Italian and watched her run out the door. Then he came around the table.

“Listen here,” he said, and looked down at Charley. “What’s eating you?”

“Trouble,” said Charley.

Joe sucked his teeth and looked out the door where the red sun was almost gone. Then he looked back at Charley, only nothing showed. The bastard looked like he was smiling. He’d smile if he were killing his grandmother, thought Joe. That smile used to confuse him, until he found out that you couldn’t go by Charley’s face. You could always go by what Charley said, though. When Charley said trouble it was trouble, and when he said fine things were fine.

“Let’s go to the osteria,” said Charley and when he walked out the door Joe just followed.

They went down the street, crossed the square, and went uphill a little. Couples were making the circle around the square and old people sat in the small gardens. Somebody greeted them now and then. Charley waved back, but Joe didn’t answer.

They came to the osteria, and since they owned the place they went to the back, down the stairs, and into the basement room which had a fancy cylinder lock on the door. Except for the cylinder lock it wasn’t much of a room, and the trap door in the floor didn’t show. That’s where they kept the high-priced stuff, like German precision tools or the small boxes with hard-to-get medicines.

“Listen to that racket,” said Charley and looked up at the ceiling. “Beats me how they get happy just on that coffee and vino.”

Joe sat down and waited to hear about the trouble.

“Hear that music,” said Charley. “That’s old Silvestro making music. Every time it sounds like the espresso machine blowing its top, that’ll be Silvestro singing a shepherd song.”

“Let’s hear it, Chuck.”

“You will,” and Charley sat down. He put his feet on the safe by the wall, a rusty and beat-up thing, but the mechanism inside was new. “That ambush was worse than just losing the merchandise. It — ”

“Ya, I know They fired guns and it scared you.”

“Worse, Lenken. They got a good look at me. They caught me and in the headlights they got a good look at me.”

That’s when Joe sat back and didn’t seem interested any more: “So maybe you’ll get a couple of years,” he said. “Good riddance.”

For the first time Charley raised his voice. It was sharp and he talked fast.

“Not a couple of years, you dumb bastard. The rope! Or worse, you bastard. Maybe life!”

Joe knew what Charley meant but it didn’t faze him.

“You got a fever, Chuck?”

“I got a fever. I got a fever to stay the way I am, stay left alone, stay so your and my uncle don’t know about it.” And then his voice got so quiet Joe could just hear it. “Or maybe you don’t remember, Corporal. You and me are deserters.”

They didn’t say anything for a while because everything was clear. If they got caught for jaywalking and the police had nothing better to do for the moment and started to look at papers, at dates and names on their papers, then pretty soon the whole rotten underpinnings would start to shake. Joe Lenkva, born Iowa, U.S.A., a farm boy with no skill except running potato tillers, good stuff for the infantry, sturdy stuff all the way up through Africa, making corporal in the motor corps because good stuff Lenkva was just the right type of noncom material. They never suspected he had a brain of his own. He always kept his mouth hanging open, which made him look stupid. That’s how cunning he was. He didn’t care how stupid he looked.

So when Lenkva hit Anzio he didn’t run because he was scared. He ran because he figured it was best that way all around. And he made it. He made it from Corporal Lenkva to Joe Lenken, Italy, tavern owner and lover of Fannys.

Or if they caught Charley driving a truck with the wrong kind of merchandise in the back and they should look at his papers a little too long, they would find he’d been Charley all along, but the first time he changed his last name was when he ran away from home. Home wasn’t much good, with too many brothers and sisters and not enough mother and father. So he picked fruit for a while and then the season was over. He washed dishes in Frisco, got a good look at the bums on Mission Street, but that was too much like home so he ran again. He learned being a carpenter where the developments mushroomed in the valley next to Los Angeles and that was all right until they got organized there. He had saved his dough so he ran again. When he walked into the little town at the foot of the Rockies he had another name, just from habit. There wasn’t any building going on there so he started to pump gas for Old Benton, who had the only station for miles around. Just when Charley bought a piece of Old Benton’s garage the draft caught up with him and being a fast liar and the only available male in town, Charley made private in nothing flat. He stayed that way until Anzio and when it came to the point where the platoon was gone, all dead, Charley was still alive. That had been luck.

From there on it wasn’t luck but determination, or at least luck used to his best advantage. Charley ran again. He ran good that time — so good he figured he’d never run again, not change his name again except this one time when he went underground — and watched the advantages. Victory made everybody generous, which was an advantage, and when Charley showed up again he was an American immigrant with an easy way about business, smiling most of the time because that’s how his face was built. If he was worried or if he had eyes in the back of his head, it didn’t show. Charley didn’t drink in the afternoon and he didn’t have a nervous smoking habit. All he did was eat aspirin, and few people knew about that.





Chapter 3

Charley stopped rattling the aspirin box.

“If they look too hard we got a problem,” he said.

“So run,” said Joe.

It caught Charley by surprise, as if Joe was showing him the door but didn’t think he was going to use it himself.

“So run,” Joe said again.

Charley got up. When it stung him where the bandage was he hardly noticed.

“Run! I’m through running, you bastard! I’m sticking where I am because I like standing still for once, and I’m not doing you any favors and lam out of here pulling the chase after me. If they get me, Joe, they get you!”

“Not me, Chuck. With me everything’s legit.”

Charley sat down. He was grinning.

“Do tell. Like what, Joey? You going to marry little Fanny?” But Charley saw how the joke wasn’t making any dent. When Joe folded his arms he suddenly looked even bigger than he was.

“It’s like this, Chuck. They’re not looking for me, and if they were they couldn’t prove a thing. I been running the osteria and minding my own business at home. Right, Chuck?”

Charley nodded, kept listening.

“And if they get you, Chuck, you wouldn’t drag me into it, would you, Chuck?”

“Don’t get cute.”

“So there’s nobody after me in this country. I got Italian papers good as gold. Citizenship, Chuck. You didn’t know that, did you, Chuck?”

Charley hadn’t known that.

“Perhaps I look stupid, Chuck — ”

“You do.”

“ — but I’m not.”

“No, you’re not.”

“And I’ll show you why. That Corporal Lenkva you keep talking about, let’s say Uncle Sam is still looking for him. If they find him that means extradition. I can fight extradition, Chuck, because the Italians would have to arrest me — except they don’t arrest peaceful citizens that got no record and just run a tavern up in the outskirts. And here’s the payoff, Chuck. Uncle Sam’s not looking for me.”

“Oh no. They just want you to have a good time with Fanny and not bother about a little thing like a general court martial for desertion.”

Joe laughed and the sound bounced around for a while without going up or down.

“That’s the truth, Chuck. Remember that G.I. insurance? Well, it’s been seven years and more, so if somebody wants to collect they can make a request after seven years. The court declares me dead and they collect the money. That’s what my mother did. She went and had me declared dead and collected the ten thousand. So now it’s even legit for Uncle Sam. I’m dead and nobody’s looking.”

Charley thought about that and saw it was a neat setup. Joe hadn’t wasted his time. He had played all the angles. He was dead in the States and alive in Italy — with papers to prove it. When Joe said they were good as gold he must be sure they were. Joe had had ten years to find himself the best — so did Charley, except he hadn’t He’d been glad to be standing still, to buy a residence permit once, a forged passport another time, and a birth certificate that didn’t match. He’d been standing still letting things drift, never worrying about details. But Joe, the moron….

“Joe, that insurance deal. I got — ”

“Who’s your beneficiary, Chuck?”

“Old Benton. The old guy with the gas station.”

Joe shook his head and crossed his arms the other way. “No good, Chuck. You told me he’d died the year after you left, and had no heirs except you. Whoever you were then. And you never changed beneficiaries, did you, Chuck?”

He hadn’t. Just one of those things.

“Just one of those things, huh, Chuck? Uncle Sam figures you might be alive, the carabinièri know you are, and you know you haven’t got any papers. Messy, Chuck.”

Messy. Smart boy Charley who’d been on his own ever since he ran off from home, too smart to bother with details because details were for morons — he finally got it what a clever moron Joe Lenken was and how stupid a smart guy could be. Like all the other times when he had started to run.

“How’d you get those papers, Joe? From Del Brocco?”

“Naw. Del Brocco’s a forger. My papers are the real stuff I told you.”

“All right, where’d you get them? Don’t sit there like a lurch. You want this thing to blow wide open?”

“I told you, Chuck. I’m safe.”

Charley came around to Joe’s chair and bent down.

“Lenken, you’re safe as long as I’m safe. So don’t be coy with your Charley horse, Joe, because when I sink, you sink. Remember?”

“You’d drag me in?”

“No. But I wouldn’t make an effort to keep you out. Now listen to me. They may never get to me and then again they might. I’m leaving for Rome to see Del Brocco. Meanwhile — “

Somebody tapped on the door.

“Joey, you in there?”

“Who wants to know?”

“Joey, it’s me.”

“Who in hell — ”

“Marco. I got to see you, Joey.”

“Talk through the door,” said Charley.

“That you, Charley? I didn’t know — ”

“Now you do. And I’m fine. So talk.”

“They got Vittore,” said Marco. “The carabinièri just brought him into the gendarmeria. About a stolen truck.”

Marco waited, but nobody said a word behind the door. And Charley waited, hoping there wouldn’t be any more.

“That truck wasn’t stolen,” said Joe as if it was important.

Charley sucked air through his teeth and stepped to the door. “Okay, Marco. Beat it.”

Marco’s steps went away.

Charley hadn’t moved but the change was there. He looked quiet because he was holding it just a moment longer, before the fast rush to save what he could, the run for his life.

“I’m going to Rome. While I’m gone make me an alibi. Vittore might hold out a couple of days, but you make me an alibi. Then — “

“Like what, Chuck?”

“Like it was for you. Make it good, Joe, and no mistake. I’ll call you here every day, this hour. Keep your ears open and try to get Vittore out. Clear?”

It was clear to Joe he better not push Charley right then. Charley needed a name like he never did before, and this time when he started to run he meant it to be the last time. Joe saw him off that night. He watched Charley gun the motor of his Bugatti so it was good enough to jump clear across the bay.

“Addio,” said Joe.

“I’ll be back,” said Charley and then he watched the road shoot by.





Chapter 4

Del Brocco was an artist. It meant he knew he was good, he kept no regular hours, and his prices were over the top. That was because his customers knew he was good. But Del Brocco lived in a part of Rome where the gutter was in the middle of the street and if you stood on a house balcony on either side you could drop things straight down and make the gutter.

Charley parked on a market square and walked the rest of the way. It was dark. There were no lights, no house numbers, but Del Brocco’s house stood out. It had a seventeenth-century doorway which in itself meant little enough in that part of town. But his house was built of the biggest stones, going back to the time when they looted the Colosseum to build their dark little houses behind the walls of Rome.

When Charley tapped on the door nobody answered. After a while a girl opened the window across the street and leaned out. Even if Charley hadn’t understood her Italian he would have known what she meant. He told her something so she closed the window and then he tapped again. He tapped three, two, one, three, which he should have remembered sooner and when the door opened, Del Brocco’s sons were there. The short one was six feet and the tall one a lot more.

“Del Brocco. I’m Charley.”

“He is not here.”

“For me he is. Let me in.”

“He is not here, signore.“

“Don’t signore me. Tell Del Brocco — ” They grabbed his arms, heaved at the same time, and Charley was where the gutter was.

If the fall hadn’t made his side hurt like hell he might have done it differently, but he picked himself up slowly and walked to the grilled window in the front of the house. He hung his jacket on the grillework, making it drape so it looked like something, and then he went back to the gutter. He brought back a stick and punched out all of Del Brocco’s little leaded windows.

Six foot and six foot plus came out of the door like heroes taking a town singlehanded, and just about when they started to tangle with Charley’s coat he walked through the door, banged it shut, and threw the bolt. Then he looked for Del Brocco.

Like the two boys had said, the house was empty. There were Del Brocco’s antiques, his tapestries and expensive furniture, and his stamp collection was open on his desk. So Charley went back to the front room where the broken window was. He climbed on a carved chest, opened one side of the old window, and leaned against the grillework. “Hey,” he said.

They ran up under the window and started to curse. After a while they stopped.

“Where’s Del Brocco?” said Charley.

“He is gone, he left before you came, days ago, even a week, you — ”

“When’s he coming back?”

One of them kept cursing and the other one complained about the window “The fifteenth-century window,” he moaned, “the irreplaceable — ”

“Shut up a minute.”

When they did he leaned on the sill the way the girl had done it and tried again.

“About the window, boys, don’t worry about it. Just think what might happen to the stuff inside here and nobody stopping me.”

They held still and listened.

“When’s he coming back?”

“One month and three days, signore.“

“Ah yes. Those three days. And where is he?”

“In prison, signore.“

That took care of Del Brocco. And Charley. He almost felt like breaking something else but he let it go.

“And who takes care of his customers in the meantime?”

“Signore, no one can take care of — ”

“I know. But who else is there?”

“There is Alivar.”

“Where?”

“The bookstore on the Via Claudia.”

“And now if you’ll hand me my jacket — shake it out a little. That’s it — ”

They handed it through the grillework and Charley put it on.

“When I come out, boys, I’ll tell you about the window. Nothing to worry about. I’ll explain,” he said and got off the chest and went to the door. When he had it open they were waiting for him.

“Del Brocco told me,” he said, “not to worry about the window. It’s false, you know. The real one is up in the attic. Back where he keeps the dismantled altar.”

They went past him to get to the attic; and Charley walked out. He didn’t know about the window, though he had seen the altar up in the attic. He thought it might be nice if there were another window.

• • •

This time the street was wider, letting the moon shine down to the cobblestones. Alivar’s little shop was one in a row Alivar was asleep. After ringing the bell for a while Charley said polizia through the door and that got the old man up.

He wasn’t so old, he only looked wrinkled with severe lines running down the side of his nose and cold eyes that never changed even when Charley told him about Del Brocco.

“You may speak English,” said Alivar. “I myself am not an Italian.”

“So you know how it is,” said Charley.

When Alivar nodded, Charley wondered what he had understood. They went the length of the stalls, through a back room with more books and a canopied bed, and up to the second floor. It was a bare attic, without windows, and even though it was three in the morning the heat was thick under the roof. Alivar did not sweat.

“You need a name?”

“The works. Birth certificate, naturalization papers, driver’s license, registration — money’s no object.”

“It is with me,” said Alivar.
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"Thisguy is good.”
K—Albany Democrat-Herald
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