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For David, Fabiana, Sherine, and Carolyn




Malta is most particularly a country where history has had to be reinvented continuously. . . . Each generation makes its spasmodic attacks on the subterranean mysteries, and each emerges with its own story; but with each discovery the mysteries take on another aspect and require the story to be retold.


—NIGEL DENNIS, An Essay on Malta


“Malta of gold, Malta of silver, Malta of precious metal,


We shall never take you!


No, not even if you were as soft as a gourd,


Not even if you were only protected by an onion skin!”


And from her ramparts a voice replied:


“I am she who has decimated the galleys of the Turk


And all the warriors of Constantinople and Galata!”


—ANONYMOUS, SIXTEENTH CENTURY


Under repeated fire from the skies, Malta stood alone . . . in the center of the sea, one tiny bright flame in the darkness, a beacon of hope for the clearer days which have come.


—FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT
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ROCCO AND MELITA


April Blitz, 1942


I have never been to a place before or since that had such a visible atmosphere of doom, violence, and toughness about it.


—RAF PILOT LEO NOMIS





One



BUY LACE—SAVE MALTA


[image: flower] They had names for the wind, for the different gusts and breezes that blew across the island. There was a wind that brought rain in October, and that was good, relief from the heat and the dust and the merciless sun that beat down through the long, torrid summer. But there were other winds, less welcome. The worst was the xlokk, which began in the Sahara and blew across the sea, picking up moisture and bringing hot, humid weather that sucked the breath from your lungs and brought on lethargy, inertia, frayed nerves.


When Rocco was told he was being sent to Malta, he recognized the name, Malta, but had only the fuzziest notion where it was—somewhere out there, far off, north or south, in a hazy distance, as dark and mysterious as the name itself, which he repeated over and over, hearing the strangeness, almost tasting it: Malta, Malta, Malta.


It was, they told him, in the middle of the Mediterranean, just below Sicily. It belonged to the British, and—the thing he didn’t want to hear—it was being bombed day and night by the Germans and the Italians.


He knew nothing about the winds, the majjistral and the tramuntana, the grigal and the scirocco, blowing through the green clumps of cactus and the sun-scorched carob trees, nor did he know about the rows of houses and tenements made from blocks of limestone that were quarried on the island. The limestone was soft enough to cut with a saw, but in the open air, baked by the sun, it hardened, shading to a rich golden brown.


It was early April when they told him to gather his gear for Malta. There was an American team over there, a major and a few lieutenants, who needed a radioman. They were doing liaison work, talking with the British, who were having a hard time of it with the bombing, hanging on by their fingernails. They’d already moved their ships and submarines out of the harbor, to safer waters, off to Egypt and Gibraltar.


“Why me?” Rocco said to the sergeant who handed him his orders.


“Because you have such frantic brown eyes,” the sergeant said, with no trace of a smile.


They put him aboard a Liberator and flew him to Gibraltar, where they gave him cheese and Spam in a sandwich, and a beer, then shipped him out on a British bomber, a Wellington, loaded with sacks of mail, and ammunition for the Bofors antiaircraft guns.


Rocco rode in the nose, with the front gunner, catching a view of the sea through the Plexiglas—a thousand miles of water passing beneath them, from Gibraltar all the way to Malta. The crew was exhausted, making the long run daily, back and forth, sometimes twice in a day. The gunner slept the whole way, undisturbed by the roar of the big Pegasus engines. From ten thousand feet, Rocco watched the wakes of freighters and warships, white scars on the water.


The plane entered a long cloud, and when they emerged, back into clear sky, Malta lay far to the left, a dark pancake on the sea, the electric blue of the water turning to a clear vivid green where it rimmed the island. The Wellington seemed to hang, unmoving, as if the distance to the island was too great to overcome.


As the pilot banked, correcting for drift, they were hammered by turbulence, the wind toying with them, bouncing them around. Then, abruptly, they hit a downdraft and the plane plunged, dropping in a long, slanting dive toward the island, a chaotic downward slide, as on some desperate magic carpet hopelessly out of control. The gunner, asleep in his harness, never knew a thing, but Rocco, unbelted, was hoisted in the air and pinned to the top of the cabin, unable to move—unable to think, even, it was that sudden—staring straight ahead through the Plexiglas as the island rose to meet him: streets, roads, church domes, dense clusters of stone buildings, small green fields crossed by stone walls, and smoke, plenty of smoke.


Then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was over. The propellers bit air again, and as the plane pulled up out of its long fall, Rocco was thrown to the floor, grabbing for something to hold on to, but there was nothing.


They put down at Luqa aerodrome, the largest of the three airfields, and it was a rough landing, the plane bouncing and swerving on the runway. Only a half hour earlier, the field had been raided by a flight of Stukas. On the ground, planes and trucks were burning, coils of black smoke rising thickly from the wreckage.


Carrying his duffel bag over his shoulder, Rocco trudged along toward a stone hut, the smell of the fires catching in his throat. Before he was halfway there, a siren sounded, and when the crew from the Wellington broke into a run, Rocco ran too, but he stumbled and went down hard. When he pulled himself up, back on his feet, the crew was gone, and he was alone on the tarmac.


In the weeds at the edge of the field, a tall figure in slacks and a Florida sportshirt, lanky, with thick dark hair, was urging him on, waving with both arms. Rocco scrambled, and leaving the duffel where it was, ran like hell, the roar of an attacking Messerschmitt loud in his ears. As he neared the edge of the tarmac, again he went down, tripped this time by a pothole, and the Florida shirt bent over him and, half-dragging, half-lifting, pulled him into the safety of a slit trench.


Rocco was breathing hard. “Close,” he said, feeling a weird mix of fright and exhilaration, a wild alertness brought on by the proximity of death. It was his first time in a war zone, under attack, and what he felt, besides the fear and the terror, was personal resentment and a flash of anger, because if somebody was trying to kill him, actively and deliberately trying to do him in, what else was it but personal?


The Messerschmitt turned, a quick loop and a roll, and when it came back across the field now, its guns ripped into the parked Wellington, and Rocco watched, amazed, as the plane split open and blew sky-high, the cargo of antiaircraft shells spewing light and color and a riot of noise in the gathering dusk. It wasn’t just one Messerschmitt up there, but three, coming and going, strafing at will.


“I’m Fingerly, Jack Fingerly,” the Florida shirt said. “You’re Kallitsky, right?” The voice was American, a smooth baritone raised almost to a shout while the 109s swept back and forth across the field.


“No—I’m Raven,” Rocco answered, noticing the lieutenant’s bar pinned to the collar of Fingerly’s shirt.


“They were supposed to send Kallitsky. What happened?”


“I don’t know a Kallitsky.”


“You’re reporting to Major Webb?”


“Right. But if you’re expecting Kallitsky, I guess I’m the wrong man.” He was thinking—hoping—they would put him on a plane and fly him right back to Fort Benning.


“No, no,” Fingerly said, soft and easy, with the barest hint of a drawl, “if you’re here, you’re the right man. Welcome to I-3, you’re replacing Ambrosio.”


“What’s I-3?”


Fingerly arched an eyebrow. “Don’t you know?”


Rocco had no idea.


“Intelligence,” Fingerly said. “I-3 is Intelligence.”


“I thought Intelligence was G-2.”


“It is, but even Intelligence needs somebody to tell them which end is up. I-3 is the intelligence inside Intelligence. Didn’t they tell you anything back there in Georgia?”


“They said Major Webb would fill me in.”


“Major Webb is dead.”


“When did that happen?”


“A bomb got him, yesterday. He was having a pink gin at his favorite bistro, in Floriana. I kept telling him, the gin in St. Julian’s has more zing to it, more sass, but he wasn’t a man to listen. He’d be alive today. Anyway, we’ve got a lot of work ahead of us, Kallitsky, I hope you’re up to it.”


“Raven,” Rocco said, clinging to his name.


The 109s were gone now, and he glanced about, scanning the devastation—the bomb craters, wrecked planes, the stone huts fractured and smashed, and the burning remnants of the Wellington, its big wings crumpled, in disarray, the ruptured fuselage hot with a bright orange glow, like an enormous bird that had, in its death throes, simply gone mad, twisting its wings wildly. There was a line in Nietzsche that he only half-remembered, something about an abyss, about looking into the darkness and horror of a murky abyss. That’s what it was, all around him, a gloomy chaos, and the one thing he was sure of was that he had to get out of there, away from the airfield and out of Malta, off the island, by boat or by plane to Gibraltar, and from there, one way or another, back to the 9th Infantry and the people he knew.


“So this is it?” he said. “This is Malta? I belong here? You don’t think this is all just a big mistake?”


When he looked at Fingerly, it wasn’t Fingerly he saw but a cloud of smoke, shaping and reshaping itself in the fading light of the day. His eyes were smoke and his mouth was smoke, his tall, lean body dissolving, vaporous and gray. It was Malta, Malta was doing this—everything shifting, turning, uncertain. When Rocco looked again, Fingerly’s face was still full of shadows, but mostly, now, the smoke was just the smoke from his cigarette. “Those Messerschmitt 109s,” he said, “you grow attached to them, you’ll miss them when they take a day off.” He passed a cigarette to Rocco, and Rocco lit up, and he too, for a while, was nothing but smoke, drifting and vague.


*  *  *


He was a corporal. When he enlisted, a few days after Pearl Harbor, what he knew about, more than anything else, was secondhand cars. He’d been working at a used-car lot on New Utrecht Avenue, in Brooklyn, under the el, where the BMT trains rattled by on their way to Manhattan, and he liked it so much he figured that’s what he’d do for a living: work with cars. Tune the engines, polish the chrome, apply the Simoniz with a big floppy rag, and smell out the customers, sell to the ones in need, real need, of secondhand. He knew a little, too, not much, about Melville, Nietzsche, and Edgar Allan Poe, because he’d taken some night courses at Brooklyn College, thinking he might go on for a degree, but it was nothing he was sure about, just something he was considering. And now, anyway, there was the war.


“Cars,” he said to the recruiting officer. “That’s what I know.”


But the 9th Infantry, Second Corps, to which he’d been assigned, was overloaded with men in the motor pool, so they put him instead into radios and gave him a crash course in wireless communication, teaching him, among other things, about wavelengths, kilocycles, grid circuits, magnetic storms, cosmic dust, and the aurora borealis. It didn’t seem to matter that he had no real aptitude for any of this, as long as he knew which switches to throw and how to deploy his antenna.


Cars were good, he really liked them, and he liked Melville and Poe too. But Malta, the idea of Malta, was not appealing. He didn’t like it that he’d been pulled out of his unit and shipped off to strangers, half around the world, and he liked it even less that he was a target for the 109s. They were supposed to send Kallitsky, but they’d sent him instead, and he wondered how they could do that to him. How could they make a monstrous, life-threatening mistake like that?


“Don’t fret about it,” Fingerly said, casual, with friendly indifference. “The entire planet is a mistake, didn’t you know? You’ll get used to that too.”


*  *  *


Fingerly’s car was an old Austin Seven, pale yellow, the fenders dented and the upholstery held together by strips of black tape. The sun was down, slipping away behind the long rows of stone tenements, and in the semidark they drove toward Valletta, first through Paola, then past Marsa and up through Ħamrun and Floriana. The marks of the bombing were everywhere. In town after town, houses and buildings were down, massive heaps of rubble. Every few hundred yards, there were gangs of men clearing the mess and keeping the roads open. Women too were out there, bending and lifting.


“Nothing gets them down,” Fingerly said. “They’ve had bombs falling on their heads almost two years now, and just look at them, they’re cleaning up.”


“Where are the trees?” Rocco said.


“What trees?”


“The forest. They told me there was a dead volcano covered with trees.”


“Who told you that?”


“The pilot, Brangle. On the Wellington.”


“It’s the war,” Fingerly said jauntily. “Everybody lies. See how debased life has become? You can’t trust anyone anymore.”


Not only were there no mountains on Malta, but the highest point was only about eight hundred feet. Here and there a grove of olive trees, but no woods, no forest. A lot of prickly-pear cactus, and low stone walls surrounding small fields where vegetables grew in a shallow layer of soil. The nearest volcano was Mount Etna, in Sicily, a hundred miles away, not dead but very much alive, giving off wisps of smoke that could, on a clear day, be seen from Malta.


“Raven, Raven,” Fingerly said. “What kind of a name is that—Lithuanian?”


It was Italian. Rocco’s grandfather had been Ravenelli, from Verona. A tailor. He thought it would be easier in the cutting rooms on Seventh Avenue if he went as Raven instead of Ravenelli.


“Was it? Easier?”


“He was mostly out of work.”


“Chica boom,” Fingerly said.


“Chica who?”


“A song, Raven, a song.”


Rocco remembered, yes, “Chica Chica Boom Chic,” fast and bouncy, a Carmen Miranda bauble.


“Life is a tease,” Fingerly said, “you never know what next. Nevertheless, I think, Rocco Raven, we are going to get along very well together, you and I.”


“You think so?” Rocco said, sounding not at all convinced. Already there was something about Fingerly that made him uneasy, the velvet manner, something glib in the tone, and he was beginning to wish it had been somebody else who had pulled him into the trench, back there at Luqa, when the Messerschmitt attacked.


“We’re a team,” Fingerly said, “that’s all that matters here. You, Maroon, Nigg, and myself. I hope you know how to use that wireless.”


Maroon was away, on the neighboring island of Gozo—scouting the territory, Fingerly said vaguely. And Nigg was in the Green Room at Dominic’s, gambling and smoking cigars. Rocco thought it would be good luck if, somehow, he could make his escape and find his way home to Brooklyn. His father, with whom he had a muddled relationship, had sold the house in Flatbush and moved on to another neighborhood. But still, back there, it was Brooklyn, with trees and backyards, and baseball at Ebbets Field, and all those other good things—egg creams, peacocks in the zoo, beer in the bowling alleys, and cars whose motors he could tinker with, making them purr. In a park one night, in lush grass on the side of a hill, he made love to a girl he’d been dating, Theresa Flum, and he thought she was the one, his forever. But she had a different idea and went off with somebody else, leaving him in a state of despair from which he still wasn’t fully recovered.


“Here,” Fingerly said, taking a lieutenant’s bar out of his pocket, “you better wear this. The Brits are very class-conscious—unless you’re an officer you can’t walk into the better clubs. Remember, though, it’s just make-believe, like the rest of your life. After Malta, you’re a corporal again.”


When they reached Valletta, Fingerly parked outside the city gate, and they walked the rest of the way, through streets lit by a half moon. Here there was so much rubble it would have been near impossible to drive. From Kingsway they crossed over on South and turned down Strait, a long narrow street, less damaged than some of the others, cobblestoned, barely ten feet wide, descending all the way down to the fortified area at the tip of the peninsula. Only a slender ribbon of the night sky showed above the three- and four-story stone buildings. In places, the cobbles gave way to slate stairs, and at the far end, down toward Fountain Street, the neighborhood was crowded with bars.


“In the days of the Knights,” Fingerly said, “they fought duels on this street. Isn’t it a great place for swordplay? So narrow, and all the stairs. And down the hill there, the bars and the bordellos. The sailors call it the Gut.”


They were heading for Number 79.


“It’s really a brothel?”


It was. Nigg was billeted there too, on the top floor, in the room next to Rocco’s. Fingerly lived somewhere else, on Merchants Street. “If you’re not happy,” he said, “we can put you in the Capuchin monastery around the corner, but they make lousy coffee.”


“Who pays the rent?”


“You do. With pounds and shillings. I’ll cover it tonight, for the balance of the month, but after that it’s your lookout.”


“I’m rich?”


“You’re poor. Your GI salary is being banked for you at Fort Benning, you’ll find it waiting if you live to claim it. Here on Malta we’re free-floating and pay our own way, so you get, from me, a subsistence wage to keep you in business. I-3 keeps an account in the Banca di Roma on Kingsway. If they get bombed, we’ll all have to start working for a living.”


“Banca di Roma?”


“You know them?”


“I thought Rome was the enemy.”


“It is, but the Maltese think it’s smart to keep them around, on the theory the Italians won’t drop a bomb on one of their own. It’s the safest bank in town.”


From his shirt pocket Fingerly took an envelope with BANCA DI ROMA printed on it in embossed lettering and passed it over. “There’s your first Malta pay, plus a bonus for getting here alive. The last replacement we had was killed by flak on the way in, he was an awful mess. I’ll get you some ration cards too, you can’t buy matches or soap on this island without a card. Not to mention bread.”


The house belonged to Hannibal Serduq, who lived on the second floor with his wife and family. He also owned the bar across the street, the Oasis.


The entrance had three low steps and a door with ornamental grille-work. Inside, in the blue light of the foyer, sat the doorman, Nardu Camilleri, Hannibal’s father-in-law, a shrunken old man in a dark suit, bald except for some white fuzz above his ears. On a small table beside him stood a glass bowl for tips, containing coins and crumpled bills from all around the Mediterranean.


As they passed the parlor, Rocco saw the women, three of them, waiting for their clients. The room was stuffed with furniture. Against one wall was a pianola, and above the mantel, a painting of the Madonna in a gold frame. One of the women, older than the others, was busy over a newspaper. She wore a red slip with black ruffles, and had a black eye. The other two were on the couch, playing cards. One had streaks of gold in her hair, and a wooden leg strapped to her thigh. The other, the youngest of the three, was plump and lovely, in a blue silk negligée windowed with lace. Her eyes locked onto Rocco’s and she smiled.


“Later,” Fingerly said, nudging Rocco along. As they started up the stairs, there was a clatter from above and two children came rushing down, a boy and a girl, on their way to the shelter, where they slept at night. The boy wore a Boy Scout uniform.


“Hey, hey,” Fingerly called, blocking their way. “Going to run right through me?”


The boy stared.


“Joseph, Joseph, it’s me, Fingerly. Aren’t we friends?”


“You give me some chocolate? Ambrosio gives me chocolate.”


“Ambrosio is gone,” Fingerly said. “He’s never coming back.”


The boy lowered his head. “I know, he is gone. He was my friend.”


“Well, this is Rocco, Rocco Raven. He’s going to be in Ambrosio’s room. His real name is Kallitsky, but we’ll forgive him for that.”


“Hello, Kallitsky,” the boy said.


“Hello, Joseph,” Rocco said.


“You give me chocolate?”


Rocco turned his pockets inside out. He was thinking of Brangle, the pilot on the Wellington, who’d had no sleep for twenty hours, keeping himself awake by munching on chocolate.


“Rocco is your new friend,” Fingerly said.


“We don’t like him,” the boy said, turning to the girl. “Do we like him?”


The girl shook her head dubiously.


“Well, you’ll get to like him,” Fingerly said. “He’s from Brooklyn and he knows all about cars. He specializes in secondhand Chevrolets.”


“I’m Marie,” the girl said, a few years younger than the boy. Around her neck, on a silver chain, was a medal bearing an image of the Blessed Mother. There were soldiers in Rocco’s outfit who wore the same medal.


“Here,” Fingerly said, taking a chocolate bar from his shirt pocket. “I paid two packs of cigarettes for this. You’ll have to split it.”


“You bought this for me?” the boy said.


“I bought it for both of you.”


“I’ll take it,” the boy said, reaching.


“Not till I break it in half.”


But before he could, the boy, in a swift, easy move, grabbed it from his hands and lunged past him, down the stairs and out the front door, into the dark. The girl hurried after, shouting, “It’s mine, Joseph, half is mine, give it back!”


“Sweet kids,” Fingerly said.


“They live here?”


“Hannibal’s brood. There was a third, died a year ago. Undulant fever.”


One flight up, Fingerly knocked at Hannibal’s flat, and Hannibal came to the door, a burly, square-shouldered man, holding a chunk of bread. There was a long scar across his cheek.


“Rocco may be here for a while,” Fingerly said, peeling some notes from a roll he took from his pocket. It was British currency. “This will cover him till the end of the month.”


Hannibal looked at the money. “It’s not enough,” he said.


“It’s what we agreed on when Ambrosio was here.”


“I know, I know,” Hannibal said, rolling his head, “but it’s the war, everything is more expensive.”


“How much do you need?”


“Three more, by the month.”


“That’s more than what I’m paying for my two rooms on Merchants Street.”


“Yours will go up too. You will see. And I am giving him board as well.”


“One,” Fingerly suggested.


“Two and a half,” Hannibal said.


“One and a half.”


Hannibal nodded grudgingly, and Fingerly gave it to him in coins.


Rocco looked past Hannibal, into the apartment, and saw the wife, Beatrice, clearing dishes from the dining-room table. She was plain-looking, her hair in a net. She paused, eyeing Rocco, looking him over, then she turned, carrying off a stack of dishes.


Hannibal shook Rocco’s hand. “We don’t usually take house guests,” he said. “But the war, it makes everything different. We change the sheets once a week and give you a fresh towel. If you use the women, that’s extra.”


His front teeth were ground down to little more than stumps. There was a wart on his upper lip and his jaw was crooked, as if it had been broken more than once. Rocco was impressed by the hands—the grip seemed strong enough to bend iron.


Rocco’s room was upstairs, on the top floor, in the rear. On a table by the bed was the radio Ambrosio had left behind, and a stack of French picture magazines. Ambrosio had gone AWOL to Majorca, dropping out of the war, slipping away on a fishing boat. He had relatives there, among the olive trees, and was not expected back.


“He used to pick up everywhere on this,” Fingerly said, as Rocco inspected the radio components. “He pulled in Billie Holiday from the Lincoln Hotel.”


Rocco threw switches and turned dials, fiddling with the frequencies.


“You can handle it? How’s your touch on the key?”


“As in dot-dot-dash, good old Morse Code? I sometimes don’t spell right.”


“Well, try to get it straight,” Fingerly said, taking a folded paper from his pocket.


Rocco read the message: The monkey is in the box. The Fat Lady has no head. “This is coded, right?”


“Can you do it, or do we need Kallitsky?”


Rocco stared hard at the glowing tubes in the transmitter. “I’m better than Kallitsky. You know it. Or they wouldn’t have sent me.” He made some adjustments, moving the dials, then rubbed his hands together and, putting his finger on the key, established contact and sent the message. A moment later it was acknowledged.


“You did it right?”


“If I didn’t, we’ll never know.”


“Send it again.”


“They got it,” Rocco said, resisting. “It was received.”


“Do it again.”


“This is why you hauled me out here all the way from Benning? To send a message about a monkey in a box?”


“Don’t push your luck, Raven.”


Rocco hung back, giving Fingerly a long, stony look. Then, relenting, he sent the message a second time.


“Good,” Fingerly said. “We’ll eat at Dominic’s, but first let’s go talk to the whores, they get lonely down there.”


On their way down they ran into Nigg, just in from Dominic’s and looking petered out. When Fingerly introduced Rocco, Nigg stared long at his face. “You’re not I-3,” he said.


“It shows?” Rocco said resentfully.


“You have the wrong eyes for I-3. Wrong everything. Are you lucky?”


“I used to be, but now I’m not so sure.”


“If you’re not lucky,” Nigg said, “I don’t want to know you.” He was shorter than Fingerly, with dark eyebrows, a bony forehead, and slack wide lips, an odd loneliness about the mouth and jaw. His shoulders were narrow, and his chest concave. Physically, he seemed fragile, yet there was a hardness in his voice, a darkness, that set Rocco’s teeth on edge.


Without taking his eyes from Rocco, Nigg said to Fingerly: “You told him about the Major?”


Fingerly nodded.


“Well,” Nigg said to Rocco, “too bad you never met him. He knew a lot about French wines and pagan religions. You know anything about pagan religions?”


“I read some Nietzsche,” Rocco said. “He wasn’t very big on God.”


“Nietzsche had a cigar up his ass.”


He started up the stairs, and Fingerly called after him. “You heading back to Dominic’s, or are you through for the night?”


“Who knows,” Nigg shrugged. “I’ll be picking up Vivian, then we’ll see.”


“We’ll catch up later,” Fingerly said, certain that Nigg would return to Dominic’s, because there was nothing he liked better than to gamble late into the night. And the food at Dominic’s was the best on Malta.


He brought Rocco into the parlor and introduced him to the whores.





Two



THE BOMB


[image: flower] Rocco lived there, in the brothel, three days. He ate the bean stew and the fried rice that Beatrice made, slept on the cot Ambrosio had slept on, and had frantic, unfriendly dreams that were interrupted by air-raid sirens and bombing raids. He shaved and washed in a bathroom cluttered with douche bags and hoses, and various other arcane paraphernalia, some of which he recognized and some he did not. In his room, at the wireless, he sent the messages Fingerly gave him to send, and downstairs, in Hannibal’s apartment, he had coffee with the women.


The oldest, Simone, kept mostly to herself, doing crossword puzzles in Il Berqa, the Maltese-language paper. She was world-weary, over the hill, yet Rocco knew, from the barracks talk at Dix, and then at Benning, there were GIs who liked their women on the stale side, slightly jaded. Even the black eye could be a turn-on. The other two, Aida and Julietta, played cards, double solitaire, and when Rocco joined in, it was triple solitaire. Julietta, the youngest, had a canary in a cage, which she carried around with her from room to room. The skinny one, Aida, took off her wooden leg and insisted on showing Rocco the stump where her left leg had been cut off above the knee.


“I don’t want to see it,” he said, and really didn’t. Amputations made him queasy. There had been a boy in grammar school, in the first grade, with a missing hand, he’d lost it in a car accident, nothing there but a knot of skin at the end of his forearm. He used to wave it in front of Rocco’s face, meanly, as if Rocco were somehow to blame.


“But you must,” Aida said, lifting the faded housedress she wore during the day, to reveal what looked like a big pink sausage. “You must. There. I want you to see it.”


They played another round of triple solitaire, and Julietta won.


“She’s cheating,” Aida said. “She always cheats.”


Julietta made no effort to conceal the cheating, taking cards from any part of the deck and playing them with no regard for the rules. Her cotton housedress was loose and boxy, a row of buttons down the front. Without makeup, she was still attractive, but less enticing than at night, when she waited for her clients in the parlor.


“Take me to America,” she said to Rocco. “You don’t have to marry me, just take me to America, and I’ll never cheat again.”


Every now and then, Rocco knew, from Fingerly, a soldier or a sailor would latch onto a girl in one of the houses and there would be a wedding, but it hadn’t happened on Strait Street for a long time.


“Just take me,” Julietta said impishly, “I’ll do everything for you, anything at all. I’ll be your slave!”


They were in the dining room in Hannibal’s apartment, at a table covered by a checkered oilcloth. It was shortly after noon. Beatrice was in the kitchen, preparing a stew, and Simone, with cold cream on her face and a blue towel around her head, was eating a sandwich, watching the card game with undisguised boredom.


The old man, Nardu Camilleri, sat at the head of the table. For a long time he said nothing, simply sat there, lost in thought. Then, with a fiery glance, he launched into a rambling monologue about the future of Malta. He was small and withered, but his voice, though raspy, was full of passionate conviction. He envisioned, after the war, a Malta that would emerge as the major power in the Mediterranean.


“A new Malta,” he said, thumping the table with his thumb. “After the bombing, a phoenix from the ashes!” He paused to clear his throat, then he went on forcefully, “Mark my words! As soon as the war is over, we declare our independence and we throw out the English. Then we annex Italy. Sicily we don’t want, it’s too full of thugs and mafiosi. Rome we give to the pope, but the rest of Italy is ours. We will call it Greater Malta!”


Rocco liked him: the bony dome of his head, the intensity of his gaze, and the sureness in his tone, as if every word were a religious affirmation. He was balmy and old, and wonderfully gnarled, his skin coarse and rugged like the bark of a tree. His feet, as he sat there at the table, had roots growing into the floor, spreading out, grabbing onto the beams and the floorboards.


“Believe me, this will happen—Malta will rule the Mediterranean. Even the Turks will come under our thumb. We defeated them when Dragut fought against us, in the Great Siege, and we shall tame them again. The Greeks and the Egyptians will send ambassadors. Tunis and Tripoli will be on their knees!” He glared truculently. “You think this will not come to pass? Even the French will show respect. The whole world will honor us, because if it weren’t for us, all of Africa would belong to Hitler, and Europe too. We saved Europe once—from the Turks, four centuries ago—and now we are saving it again, from the Fascists. Without Malta, Europe would be a garbage pit!” He gestured vigorously with his small hands, as if addressing a lecture hall, his dry voice rising and sifting with a wistful urgency.


It was, for Rocco, a dizzying notion: tiny Malta a world power. He dropped a card, and didn’t bother to pick it up.


“Our houses are bombed,” Nardu Camilleri acknowledged, rocking his head from side to side, “and our airfields are pummeled. But the more we lose, the closer we are to winning. Victory is around the corner, I can taste it, it’s within our grasp. Any day now the bombers will start falling out of the sky. We will not even have to shoot them down. They will fall from sheer exhaustion, of their own dead weight. Europe is in the palm of our hands. I hope we have statesmen big enough to understand our destiny. First we beat back the Germans and the Italians, then we throw out the British and come into our own. The British are through, isn’t it obvious? They are finished as a nation. If it weren’t for us, holding out here as we have done, they would already have caved in.”


Beatrice called anxiously from the kitchen. “Papà, don’t talk like that. If you talk like that, they’ll put you in jail.”


People had been put in jail. Some had even been sent into exile, off to Uganda. They were people involved with the pro-Italy movement, people who, before the war, had wanted to dump the British in favor of the Italians.


“Don’t mix me up with those fumbling idiots,” the old man retorted. “Those traitors, wanting to unify with Italy. I will never be one of them. I say to hell with Italy and England too. To hell with Napoleon, and the Greeks, the Romans, the Arabs, the Phoenicians, and all the other Fascist oppressors who put Malta under the yoke. And the British, especially the British, who have been here too long, a hundred and fifty years. After our revolution, when we gain our independence, we will not speak English anymore. We shall speak only Maltese. Especially you women, when the men come to make love to you—you will make love in Maltese, and it will be better love than when you did it in English.”


Beatrice waved a hand, scoffing. “And you? You’ve spoken English so long, you don’t even remember any Maltese.”


He eyed her fiercely. “Kull ħmar iħobb jisma’ lilu nnifsu jinħaq,” he said unfalteringly, quoting a proverb he’d learned as a child, and then, for Rocco’s sake, served it up in English: “Every ass enjoys the sound of its own braying.”


Beatrice came right back at him, answering him in kind. “Kulħadd ibati b’tal-ħmar—There is something of an ass in everyone!”


But it was as if the old man, her father, had never heard. His eyes danced exultantly. “After the war,” he said to Rocco, “there will be a new world order and a new economy. And do you know what will drive the new economy? Have you any idea?”


Rocco waited.


“Maltese lace,” the old man said. “Yes, lace,” leaning toward Rocco in a mild ferment. “The famous lace made by the hands of the women of Malta. More precious than oil,” he said, gloating, “more valuable than Asian ivory. Demand will drive the price sky-high. Our women will have to work night and day, harder than ever—and we shall have to breed more of them, more females to work the lace, because men are no good at this, no good at all, as you may have noticed.”


Simone was eating another sandwich, chewing methodically because she had bad teeth. Her chewing had a vaguely aggressive quality, something menacing in the grinding of her jaws. Her robe had fallen open and one of her breasts was exposed, a large, sagging thing, only a short distance from the old man’s face. He stared boldly at it, as if preparing to take a bite out of it.


“After we annex Italy,” he said with unabated zest, “and after we punish the Turks for what they did four hundred years ago, we will form alliances to solidify our position. Lace will do it all, lace is the key that will unlock every door.”


The bombers were up again, going after the docks. They could hear the bombs slamming down into Senglea, Cospicua, Vittoriosa.


Nardu Camilleri lifted both hands toward Rocco, warmly. “When you go home, tell your friends. Perhaps, in America, you will become our agent. I could set you up with the better makers and you will be among the first to profit from the postwar boom.” He spoke of lace doilies, lace tablecloths, lace bedspreads, lace wedding gowns. He talked of lace shirts for the men, lace ties and lace waistcoats, lace scarves, lace berets, lace costumes for the dancers of ballet.


Aida, the thin one, lifted her housedress and applied olive oil to her one leg, massaging it into her skin. The oil was from a cruet on the table, next to the vinegar. She lifted her leg high in the air, her bare foot beautifully arched, her toes coming to within inches of the old man’s face. And still he talked, about lace and about Malta, as if the bare foot and the leg were not there, as if Simone’s breast were not there, as if the sirens were not wailing and the bombs were not falling on the docks across the harbor.


Rocco was exhausted. Ever since he left Fort Benning, he’d hardly slept, and he felt now an immense fatigue, his body weighed down and disintegrating, sifting away. Nardu Camilleri rambled on about Malta, Julietta cheated with the cards, and the canary sang, a tuneful chirping. Aida complained about her wooden leg, and, as Rocco laid a red nine under a black ten, he wasn’t at all sure if he was asleep or awake. He’d entered a soupy zone in which he seemed to be moving, precariously, in a lopsided dream, seeing doors that looked like faces, and faces that looked like trees. Nardu Camilleri was a brown cloud. And Julietta was a smudge of sunlight barely visible through that cloud. And more than ever he knew he had to get away, or the island would seduce him, charm him, break him, and in the end, sooner or later, it would kill him. With a struggle, he got himself up to his room and flung himself on the bed, not bothering to pull off his uniform, so worn down he wasn’t even aware he was closing his eyes. But even the letting go was not easy, because nothing was easy any more. Even sleep was an effort, moving from here to there, awake to not-awake, abandoning consciousness.


There was a smell of roses, he didn’t know why. He opened a door and went through, entering a room where a woman was lying on a table, in repose. Her body was opened. The opening ran from her chest straight down across her abdomen, and there were things inside her: green leaves, flowers, old theater tickets, strings of pearls. The opening was a neat, clean line, as if a zipper had been unzipped, the two sides drawn back, allowing the gems and flowers to overflow.


He put his hand inside her, into the flowers and sapphires, and felt a strange coldness there. Both of his hands were inside her, into her silence, and, far down, he found red roses, and they glowed.


He was walking. It seemed he had always been walking, and as he turned a corner, he came upon Nardu Camilleri, in a heavy overcoat. He was selling lace. “Buy lace,” he was saying, “buy lace and win the war. Save Malta!”


Rocco dug into his pockets, wanting to buy some lace so he could save Malta, but he had nothing on him. He couldn’t believe the emptiness of his pockets.


“Don’t you want to help?” Nardu Camilleri asked.


“I lost my wallet,” Rocco said.


“You lack substance? You don’t have the wherewithal?”


Again Rocco searched his pockets, but came up empty.


Nardu Camilleri’s eyes were full of disappointment. “You are the only one who can help us,” he said. “The only one.”


Rocco walked slowly down the street, thinking he really didn’t give a damn about lace. If he had known that Malta was famous for lace, he would have ignored his orders and gone somewhere else.


The street was empty, a light rain falling. Then the rain stopped and he was in the room again, where the woman was on a table. It was Julietta. “I wouldn’t come to America with you even if you dragged me,” she said.


“Why not?”


“Because you don’t care about me. Isn’t it true?”


It was true, he was not wild about her. He hadn’t slept with her and wasn’t eager to, though there was something warm and generous in her eyes. He turned his pockets inside out, but his pockets were empty.


Then, going closer, he saw that the woman was not Julietta but someone else, someone from his future, waiting for him. He looked inside her, into the opening in her body, and now, when he looked, it wasn’t roses that he saw but a lake, right there inside her, a blue expanse of water, rippled by a breeze. He stood there pondering the water, and then, in a moment of abandon, he dove in and swam, the water washing over him. He felt alive and vigorous, better than he’d felt in days. This was the answer, yes, the blue of the water, and the blue of the sky.


But as he swam, in his dream, he heard a bomb whistling down, coming right for him, as if it knew exactly where to find him. The bomb was not part of his dream, but inside the dream he could hear it, and he knew it was real. It hit the house and exploded, and he was in it, fully inside it: the bright, shivering blast, immense roar, soul-searing, white and vivid, all around him.


     


THE KESSELRING MEMORANDUM


December 1941


To guarantee safe passage of supplies from Italy to North Africa and to maintain air supremacy in the area, it is critical that Malta be neutralized.


The aim of this assault will be to destroy the island’s aircraft and demolish the antiaircraft gun positions. Attacks must be made both day and night, with a constant variation in tactics.


The enemy is to be kept off balance by the use of different bombs for different actions. Apart from the usual low-level SD 2 bombs, use of even the smallest antipersonnel bombs is to be considered.


The island must be completely cut off from its supply lines of materiel and personnel. Sea convoys are to be reported as early as possible by long-range reconnaissance and attacked.


Most of all, it is essential to destroy Malta’s value as a naval base by bombing its docks and all shipping in its harbors.


—Field Marshal Albert Kesselring
Commander in Chief South





Three



A NIGHT ON THE GUT


[image: flower] In the glare of the explosion, when the bomb hit, Rocco felt lifted, spread out, separated from his body, and, in a rush, everything around him fell away. Then a concussed feeling, as if he’d been dropped flat onto hard rock. An enormous groan heaved through the house, a great wrenching and moaning of beams, plaster flying, mortar crumbling, a fierce wind gusting through the timbers. Slowly, the dust cleared, and he saw the ceiling was gone and the roof had been torn off, and the whole back wall of the house had been ripped open. It was the simmering end of the day, the sun still up but on its way down, small rust-colored clouds drifting overhead.


All that was left of the whole top floor was the small shelf of flooring his bed was on, jutting out from a wall. The radio was gone. Where Nigg’s room had been, and all the other top-floor rooms, there was only empty space, and he wondered if Nigg had been there, upstairs, when the bomb went off.


Below, in the wreckage, he saw a flicker of movement, then nothing. Then a flash of yellow—it was the bird, Julietta’s canary, on the splintered remains of a bed. It made a few chirping sounds, then it was up, flying, right out of the house, up through the hole in the roof.


Cautiously, he got himself down, hanging on to the sheared-off edge of the flooring, lowering himself onto a heap of mounded rubble. It shifted under his weight, and he fell, sliding down a slope of debris. He got to his feet, wincing, and as he glanced about, a bitter taste rose from his stomach. The pianola lay in pieces, the black and white keys loose and scrambled among fragments of crystal from the chandelier. He thought he saw an arm, and went closer, but it was only a rolling pin from the kitchen. A rat scrambled out from under some plaster, paused, nose twitching, then scampered off into a pile of laths.


He began pulling away at things, in a kind of frenzy, digging into the pile. Planks, broken chairs, chunks of plaster. If they were there, he had to find them, had to dig down and get to them. He called to them: Julietta! Beatrice! Aida! Simone! He was thinking of the kids, Joseph and Marie, and the old man, Nardu Camilleri. And Nigg—especially Nigg—angry at him for being dead, angry at all of them, but Nigg more than the others, because he and Nigg were, after all, in the same army. He pulled a heavy door from the pile and threw it aside. He found eyeglasses, cushions, a wig, pieces of clothing, a toilet seat. He picked up lamps and bureau drawers, hurling them wildly, with a strength he didn’t know he had.


Then, out of breath, sweating, he saw how hopeless it was. His left hand was bleeding. If they were there, under all that pile, they were dead anyway, had to be. It was crazy to stay here.


He moved to the rear of the house, where the back wall had blown out, and, climbing over a heap of broken limestone, found his way into a long alley that brought him over to Old Bakery Street. The bombers were gone, and an eerie silence hugged the cobblestones. He hurried around the corner and back onto Strait Street, and saw the blast had left the front wall of the house completely intact. Windows all along the street were blown out, but the front of the house was solid, yielding no sign of the destruction within. Far up the street, a dog was barking; Rocco could barely see it, a noisy spot of brown.


He set off downhill, toward St. Elmo’s, past a string of bars, then turned and went a couple of blocks over to Merchants Street, where Fingerly had his digs above a tailor shop. Merchants had been badly hit, several buildings gutted. It was wider than Strait Street, full of stores, with apartments above, and the rescue units were already at work, taking away the injured.


Two soldiers carried a stretcher from the remains of the tailor shop. It was a woman, gray hair badly singed, one arm hanging down from the stretcher, her wrist swinging back and forth, rhythmically, as if she were telling herself a nursery rhyme.


“Are there others in there?” Rocco asked, as they got the woman into a Red Cross ambulance that had somehow found a path through the rubble.


“If there are,” said one of the soldiers, a corporal, “we won’t find them tonight.”


“You didn’t take out an American, did you? A tall American?”


“When they’re dead, it’s the same if they’re American or Albanian. Tall, you say?”


“Dark hair.”


“We had a tall chap, yes. Why don’t you check with HQ tomorrow, they should have it all sorted out by then. This bloke wasn’t wearing no uniform, though.”


Rocco wandered off, feeling a need to keep moving. He went up Merchants and turned a corner, walking aimlessly. The streets of Valletta were laid out on a grid, less than a mile long. It was hard to get lost there, yet when he turned off Merchants, he was uncertain of his way, and didn’t much care.


Eventually, he came upon the Barracca Gardens, overlooking Grand Harbour. Across the water were the dock areas and stone fortifications jutting out into the harbor. Smoke rose from a fuel depot hit earlier in the day, and the soursick smell of burn came to him from across the water. The sun was down but the sky was still lit with color, high clouds fanning out like russet veils. The harbor was littered with the hulks of bombed ships, dead in the water, on their sides or deep under with only a bow or a funnel sticking up. If Fingerly was dead, and if Nigg was dead, then he was on his own, alone on Malta, no radio and nobody to report to, in a British war zone that was getting bombed to hell. It scared him, being alone. Somehow, and fast, he would have to figure it out and get off the island. But how? How?


The water, in shadow, was black, and he gazed at it hard and long, feeling an enormous loneliness out there. The loneliness drifted from the water and crept inside him, making him feel vulnerable and small.


He was walking again, on Old Mint, then across on South, and when he reached Kingsway he knew where he was again, and at the lower end he crossed over to Strait Street, down into the Gut. The sun was gone but the moon was up, spilling light into the limestone streets. He went from pub to pub, beer-smelling seedy places dark with heavy coats of varnish, lit by candles and lanterns because the electricity was down after the last raid—noisy, beer-swilling dives with names like Oyster, Inferno, Harem, Big Peter, and never enough tables, moiling crowds of soldiers and sailors, mostly British and Maltese, but Canadians too, and New Zealanders, a few Australians, and tarts who lolled around waiting to be picked up.


In his American uniform, he was an oddity. “ ’Ere, it’s a Yank, look at the Yank, won’t you? Thought y’ was all sunk at Pearl ’Arbor. A pint for the Yank ’ere, a pint for the Yank.”


Someone put a mug in his hand and he drank. Someone slapped him on the back. Someone whistled in his ear. He drank another, then pushed his way out and stood in the dark, on the cobbles, smoking a cigarette from a pack Fingerly had given him.


He moved along, to the Oyster, where a blue-haired waitress in a short dress served mugs and sandwiches from a battered metal tray. As she came out from behind the bar, hands reached from all over, wanting a touch of her, going for her legs, thighs, shoulders, a quick feel of her as she pushed past, magical, delivering the ale, the rum, the whisky neat, the jam on toast. She loved it, her eyes glittered. They wanted her to stand on a table and take off her clothes, but all she did was laugh, a throaty, sexy, glad-to-know-you giggle.


Three Lancashire Fusiliers sang “Lili Marlene,” making a bad job of it, and a burly sergeant from the Royal Artillery shouted them down. Plenty of smoke from the cigarettes, a great gray cloud, like the smokescreen they put up over the docks to shield the ships from the bombers. They were fast-talking and fast-drinking, from Devon, Dorset, Cheshire, and West Kent, a noisy, raucous mob, yakking and muttering, cursing, wheezing, groaning, moaning. Body heat and sweating armpits. Great cloudbursts of laughter, dispelling the nervous tension. Names like Stale, Barm, Scone, and Copperwheat, names unlike the names he was used to, bantered back and forth in jest or in anger, as a taunt, or a challenge, or even a caress. There was a Pebbles and a Lake, a Hillock and a Bone, a Kettle and a Marsh. Not men, kids. Young. Like himself, and younger. Too young to die, and still not believing it could actually happen—not to them, and especially, he thought, not to him. He was twenty-one, and had just survived a 500-pound bomb.


He met an American, a pilot flying for the British, Tony Zebra, from New Jersey, slumped in a booth and working on bourbon. His brown hair was longer than regulation, and his uniform was a hodgepodge—blue RAF jacket, brown army pants, and a purple shirt from a rummage sale. He’d had orders for India and had been on his way from Montrose, in Scotland, but when he reached Gibraltar they detoured him into Malta, and now there was no getting out. He’d been really looking forward to India. He’d spent a lot of time thinking about it, and was still bent on getting there: the Taj Mahal, the Ganges, the Himalayas, and the sacred cows, and the women in saris, with the red dot on their forehead. He read books about India. He had dreams in which he walked barefoot through heavy grass, looking for a tiger.


“New Jersey?” Rocco said.


“Hoboken.” He’d been working his way through college, selling vacuum cleaners, but when he met up with an RAF recruiter, instead of finishing his senior year he went to England to learn how to fly. That was a few weeks before Pearl Harbor. A lot of Americans had done that, signed up with the RAF before America was in the war, and though America was now in it, many continued flying for the British because they knew the British planes.


His first week on Malta, Tony Zebra was shot down three times. The following week, he crashed head-on into a Stuka, and on impact, as both planes disintegrated, he was thrown free and parachuted into the sea. They gave him credit for destroying the Stuka even though he wrecked his own plane in the process, and he was promoted from sergeant pilot to pilot officer. A few days later he went after a Ju-88, firing from only fifty yards, but missed, hitting instead a Hurricane that showed up out of nowhere, flying right into his line of fire.


“I keep telling them how much better off they’d be without me,” he told Rocco, “but they won’t listen. Not even a month on this godforsaken rock, and already I’m a lieutenant. Before you know it, they’ll be giving me medals.” He swallowed more bourbon, and, glassy-eyed, looked at Rocco as if he knew him from long ago but couldn’t remember when or where. “Come over to Takali, I’ll show you around,” he said. Takali was where he was based, by Mdina. The other airfields were at Luqa and Hal Far. “We’ll do some flying and shoot down a few Stukas. You ever fly?”


“Only in the Catskills.”


“Nobody flies in the Catskills.”


“I did.”


“That’s because you’re crazy.”


“I’m crazy? You’re crazy.”


“God is crazy.”


Rocco really had flown in the Catskills, before the war, but very little. He’d been up a few hours, in a Piper Cub. Flying was good, he liked it—but cars, for him, were better because that’s what he knew. Down on the ground, on the road, that’s where he was comfortable, where he belonged.


“Takali,” Tony Zebra said.


“Sure,” Rocco said.


“You do that. You come visit.”


“I will.”


“You bet.”


He went out into the night again, into the blackout, the only light coming from the moon and from the doorways when the soldiers passed in or out of the bars. He thought of Fingerly, and the flames curling up out of the blown-out windows above the tailor shop. Maybe he was dead, yes, and if that was the case it would be, possibly, good luck and good riddance, because in the short time that he’d known him he didn’t like him, didn’t like him at all. But it was bad luck too, because without Fingerly, how was he going to find a way off the island?


He went into the Mermaid, where a girl at a piano was banging out a patriotic song, singing with a hard, brassy voice about the white cliffs of Dover. A knot of sailors hovered around the piano, glazed, in a dreamy stage of inebriation, and Rocco, looking on, felt disconnected, he didn’t belong. He didn’t sail, didn’t fly, he wasn’t a gunner. He did dot-dot-dash for Fingerly, but the radio was gone, and for all he knew Fingerly too was gone, cashed in his chips. But then he thought that couldn’t be, it wasn’t likely, because Fingerly was too complicated, or at least too clever, to be dead. In any case, the white cliffs of Dover were far away, and though the girl with the brassy voice made them sound worth dying for, they meant nothing to him. They weren’t Brooklyn, not the Bronx, not Manhattan, and Rocco, wobbly on his feet, felt more isolated than before, a stranger in somebody else’s war.





Four



THE SHELTER


[image: flower] He was on the street again when the sirens began to wail, not at all sure where he was. He’d been on the Gut, roving from bar to bar, but then he’d turned off, wandering. It was dark but not late, not deep in the night, and the cool air and the walking cleared his head. The sirens riveted his attention.


A stream of people came down out of the houses, out of the rows of three- and four-story tenements, not running, not in a panic, but with quiet haste, on their way to an underground shelter, and Rocco fell in with them. After turning a corner, he got his bearings and saw they were leading him back to Strait Street: mothers with babies, old women in black dresses, men in sweaters, a boy with a harmonica. A kid wearing a frog mask rushed past him, chased by a kid with a Pinocchio nose. A girl had a fit of sneezing. A white-haired man, mumbling to himself, carried a ledger under his arm and had a pencil lodged over his ear, his shirttail hanging down out of his pants like a white flag flying at half-mast.


The entrance to the shelter was in the rear of a bar, the Inner Sanctum, by a billiards table. A trapdoor in the floor opened onto a spiral stairwell cut into stone, sinking some forty or fifty feet into a cavern. It was like that all over Valletta, tunnels and caverns chiseled deep in the underground limestone—some of them new, cut with pneumatic drills, but many, like this one, old, dating back to the time of the Knights. From Nardu Camilleri, Rocco had heard more about the Knights than he really wanted to know. When they lost Jerusalem, they went to Acre, and when they lost Acre, they went to Cyprus, and then to Rhodes. When they lost Rhodes, the emperor gave them Malta, though they didn’t want it. It was barren rock, undeveloped, and vulnerable to attack. Yet they took it, because there was nothing else. And now Rocco felt the same way, that he too had nothing else, he was stuck here for the duration. Nothing to shield him from the bombs but the hard rock of Malta, which even the Knights had never wanted.


The stone steps, wedge-shaped, were narrow and steep, turning round and round, and dimly lit. Halfway down, there were maybe a dozen steps with no light at all. The old ladies managed well, they were experts at this; but Rocco, groping, had to brace himself, putting his hands against the curved stone walls on either side of him, like descending into another one of his bad dreams.


Below ground, it was dry and cool. At the far end was another entrance, coming from Old Bakery Street. Tiers of bunkbeds, three beds high, ran along one wall, and the children scrambled for the top bunks, hugging dolls and small wooden toys. The boy with the harmonica played tunelessly, random notes, pointless and annoying.


At the far entrance, women were reciting the rosary, some in housedresses, some in black faldettas. They stood before a picture of the Blessed Mother that hung in a high niche. The monotonous droning echoed off the walls—the same words, in Maltese, over and over again, “Sliema għalik, Marija, bil-grazzja mimlija . . .”


On the stone floor, next to one of the bunks, three soldiers were shooting craps. One, a handkerchief tied around his head, called out to Rocco. “What’s a Yank like you doin’ ’ere in the middle of Malta?”


“I wish I knew,” Rocco said.


“ ’E wishes ’e knew. I wish I knew why I was ’ere. You know why you’s ’ere, Tommy?”


Tommy, the one with the dice, shaking them, ready to roll, flashed a wicked grin. “I’m ’ere to rob you buggers blind. Hot seven coming up.” He rolled and the blue dice came up seven, and with a quick gliding motion of his hand he swept up his winnings.


The one with red hair had his boots off and was massaging his feet. “ ’E’s a bastard, in’t he? A ballbuster, that’s what ’e is.”


Two bombs hit in rapid succession. The ground trembled and white dust shook from the limestone walls, filling the air like mist. A baby cried. An old man coughed violently, gagging and choking. The women continued with the rosary, their voices swelling with audible anxiety.


The black-haired soldier with the handkerchief around his head drew a pint of whisky from under his shirt, took a swig, and passed it to Rocco. Rocco took a mouthful, letting the liquid lave over his tongue, burning, and felt it warming its way into his stomach.


Moments later the all-clear sounded, and the soldiers went back up. The children too, and most of the old ladies and men. But some, Rocco saw, stayed down. They were living there, with suitcases, and clothes tied in bundles.


He stretched out on one of the bunks, on a thin, straw-stuffed mattress, and closed his eyes. He thought of his mother, who had died long ago, and his father, who was living now with another woman, in Bensonhurst. The last few years, he’d seen his father less and less. There was too much on which they didn’t see eye-to-eye, and when he left Brooklyn and went into the service, he simply said good-bye over the phone. His father had been blaming him, criticizing him for making wrong choices. He wanted him to get into construction, where there was good money, but Rocco liked it better on the used-car lot. And when Rocco started the night courses at Brooklyn College, his father thought he should take management and accounting instead of the Poe and the Melville. And he never really took to Theresa Flum, either. He thought Rocco was wasting his time with her. Well, he’d been right about that, and Rocco understood now that he would have been better off if he had listened. Things fall apart, it seemed a law of nature. Two long years she had twisted him around. She’d meant so much to him, and then she went off and got involved with somebody else. It made him so mad he drove off one night, speeding, turning fast, down by Ebbets Field, and crashed the car into a telephone pole.


He still carried her picture in his wallet, a black-and-white taken in a booth at Coney Island, after they’d been swimming. Her hair was wet and clung to her head, making her look solemn, like a nun. She hated that picture, but Rocco held on to it because he found it hard to let go of the past, even the bad times. The car was an old Plymouth, with a big chrome radiator grille. He used to pick her up on Sundays and drive her around. They would park at a spot by Gravesend Bay, and, holding her in his arms, it had seemed to him that life was a blissful neon dream that would never end. He had really liked that car, and felt terrible when he wrecked it. But what he also felt, strangely, was a sense of release, a kind of elation, as if he had really wanted to crash it, and, now that it was done, he was washed clean.


In his mind, as he lay there in the shelter, close to sleep, he wrote to his father. No paper and no pen, just the thoughts, like so many other letters to his father, nothing he would ever put in the mail. “Please send, when you can, cigarettes, coffee, chewing gum, some Mounds Bars, and a can of shoe polish. I liked it when we went to those Dodger games, the few times we went, but why did they always lose? Also, if you can, a fresh change of underwear, I lost everything when they bombed the bordello.”


When he woke, he was still there, on the straw-stuffed mattress. Somebody had thrown a blanket over him. His watch showed one, but he didn’t know if it was morning or afternoon, and didn’t care to ask. Another raid was in progress and the shelter was crowded again, and again the old women gathered at the far end, praying the rosary.


He looked at his watch and still it showed one. It had stopped. He didn’t bother to wind it. It was better that way, out of time, outside of it, not knowing if it was day or night. He was pulled back toward sleep and closed his eyes, but it was a strange sleep he had, in and out, hearing the women, then not, then hearing them again, and always the smells, sweat and urine, cologne, clothes slept in night after night, crotch smell and armpit smell, diaper smell, aftershave, Palmolive soap, witch hazel.


Another bomb went off, and he was wrenched awake, thinking, with a sinking sensation, that he was still in the house on Strait Street and the others were all dead in there, under the debris, and the knowledge that he was alive while they were dead filled him with a sense of guilt, as if he’d been in some way responsible. If he had never been there, in the room on the top floor, then, somehow, the bomb might never have hit, and, for better or worse, they might all still be alive. It was illogical, a kind of sorcery, yet he couldn’t shake it off, the sense that there was some sort of equation here, an obscure connectedness, which he couldn’t solve.


Then a darker thought came slanting in. What if Fingerly wasn’t who he said he was? And what if Major Webb was not dead but alive somewhere, waiting for him to report in? But how? Why? How could it be? It was too complicated, and for the moment he was, restlessly, a tangle of what-ifs, doubting, racked by suspicion, yet he saw it for what it was, paranoia plain and simple, wrong thinking, and he didn’t want to go that way. But still it haunted: what if?


A woman came by, passing out hard biscuits. Later, the same woman, with a man, stood near the spiral stairwell with a cauldron of warm soup, ladling it into aluminum bowls. Rocco thought it must have been hell getting that big pot down all those stairs.


A woman on the bunk beside his was nursing her infant.


“How old?” he asked.


“Four months.” She had no stockings on, bare feet in a pair of scuffed black shoes.


Behind a screen was a chair with a hole in it and a bucket underneath. It was that, or you could use the toilet upstairs, in the bar. Rocco let his urine spill out, a steady yellow stream, mingling with the urine of the others who had been there before him. It amused him, how we are, in our waste, all the same. Even German piss was no different. Even the piss of Mussolini. Even the piss of the pilots of the Stukas and the Ju-88s and the Savoia Marchetti 79s. There was an extra bucket off to the side, for when the first bucket got full.


He went back to the bunk and slept, and now he dreamed about Nigg, and Aida with her one leg. She was hitting Nigg over the head with her wooden leg, beating him hard. Fingerly was there too, pumping away at the player piano, and what came out of the piano was not music but smoke.


A boy stood close to him, staring. He thought the boy too was part of the dream, but realized, slowly, that he was real. The boy’s face was round and smooth, his eyes large, brown, full of a quiet curiosity. Then, for no apparent reason, he stuck out his tongue, meanly, and ran off toward the far end, where the women were praying. He went partly up the stairs, at the Old Bakery exit, and sat perched on one of the steps, chin in his hands, gazing vacantly.


Rocco studied him through the distance, and then, slowly, recognized him, and went over to talk to him. “You’re Joseph, right? You’re the boy from the house. You remember me?”


“I remember you,” the boy said, not moving from the step.


“Where’s your sister?”


“She’s . . . somewhere.”


“Have you been back to the house?”


“The house was bombed.”


“Yes, I know. I was there when it happened.”


The boy said nothing, he seemed in a daze.


“Are you all right? Where are you staying now?”


“With my aunt.”


“Where’s that?”


“Not far.”


He was still on the step, sitting, toying with one of his shoelaces, flipping the end of it back and forth.


Rocco put his hand on the boy’s knee. “What about your mother, your father? Are they all right?”


The boy looked away, emptily.


“The girls—Julietta and Aida? And Simone?”


Still he said nothing. He seemed to have something important on his mind, which he didn’t want to share. Rocco wondered if the bombing of the house had been too much for him and he might simply have lost his senses.


Then he remembered a chocolate bar he’d picked up at Dominic’s, still in his shirt pocket. Inside the wrapper it had broken into several pieces.


“Here, I got this for you. You want it?”


The boy looked at it, indifferent, then took it and held it.


“You want to eat it now? Or do you want to save it?”


The boy hesitated. “I think I’ll save it.”


“That’s a good idea,” Rocco said.


“They bombed the house. It’s all gone, nothing’s left.”


“I know,” Rocco said.


The boy was quiet again, then he stood up. “It’s time for me to go,” he said, and with a fairly brisk step made his way up the stairs.


Rocco went over to the bucket and passed more urine, then he returned to the bunk. He dreamed of a door he couldn’t open, and a car that wouldn’t start, and a wilted flower. He dreamed of a goldfish out of its bowl, squirming on the tiled floor of a windowless bathroom.





Five



THE HOUSE ON WINDMILL STREET


[image: flower] When he woke, he was clammy and cold. In the bunk to his left a woman held a child in her arms, but she was not the same woman who had been there before. “What day is it?” he asked.


It was Sunday.


“Are you sure?”


“Yes, yes. Sunday.”


“Afternoon?”


“Morning. But it’s almost afternoon.”


It took some time for him to absorb this. He tried to remember when he first came down, thinking back to the night when he hit the bars, after the bomb struck the house and the house fell down all around him. He’d been napping, late afternoon, stretched out on the bed—and then the bomb. That was Friday, and now it was Sunday. Saturday he had lost completely, in and out of sleep.


He watched as an old woman wet a handkerchief with water from a jar. She wrung it out, then wiped her face with it. A boy in brown shorts ran a toy truck back and forth, the same boy who’d had the harmonica. Now he had the truck, making truck noises deep in his throat.


Rocco was thinking of Fingerly, wondering if he was alive or dead, and Nigg too, but mostly Fingerly, because Fingerly was in charge, and without him it was not going to be easy. A bomb struck and more white dust shook loose from the limestone, forming a fine mist that settled slowly. Rocco was up, now, on his feet, groping through the crowd, heading for the stone staircase, feeling a need to get out of there, up into the open air. He’d been too long underground. Another bomb struck, and more dust sifted through the air.


He moved quickly up the spiral steps, round and round, ascending the narrow shaft, and with the constant turning and the lack of air he felt dizzy, claustrophobic. Halfway up he paused, listening to the pounding of the guns. Then he pushed on, moving toward the faint light above, and, breathing hard, reached the top and was in the bar again. A few soldiers were slumped in a booth, shirts open, perspiring, with mugs of ale. The air was warm, much warmer than down below, and when he stepped outside onto the street it was warmer still, a wild hot blast of the midday sun. Only then, in the sun, did he realize how cold and dank it had been in the shelter. When he looked up, he saw a Stuka buzzing by, very low.


He turned off Strait Street, onto Nicholas, then up along Old Bakery, littered with blocks of limestone from the collapsed buildings. The air stank with the powderburn smell of spent explosive. He climbed up a hill of rubble, and went down the other side. For some distance the street was clear, and he moved along briskly. Bombs slammed into the dockyards across the harbor, and the pom-pom guns sent up their fierce barrage.


Ahead, he faced more wreckage and another high mound to cross. He thought of turning back and cutting over to Kingsway, but continued on, making his way up over the rubble. And then, as he came down on the other side, he saw, up ahead, a girl walking, casual, giving no attention to the raid, making her way, like himself, through the clogged, debris-laden street.


There was a freedom in the way she moved, a confidence and self-assurance. She paused to look up as yet another Stuka swept by, this one trailing a plume of black smoke from its fuselage. Then she looked back, over her shoulder, and saw him coming along half a block behind her. She lingered, gazing steadily, then turned and continued on, her long black hair, clasped by a silver barrette, falling loose and wanton over her shoulders, all the way down to her waist. Her skirt flowed lazily, folding over her calves and thighs. It made his blood jump. He supposed that she too had come up out of some dark hole, craving sunlight, wanting to move and be alive, and he slowed his gait, not wanting to catch up too soon. The air shook with the roar of the antiaircraft barrage, but he no longer heard it: it was background, out of focus, an untuned annoyance at the margin of his senses.


He lagged behind, watching as she struggled up a hill of fractured limestone, and when she reached the top, she paused and looked back again. Rocco came to a stop, and the two of them stood motionless, gazing through the distance. Then she went on and disappeared down the farther side of the mound.


He hurried on, feeling a vague anxiety, thinking he might lose her: out of sight, she might turn off into a doorway and he’d never find her. He went quickly up the pile of wreckage, and, reaching the top, was relieved to see her still there, ahead of him. She slowed to look at a bureau that lay broken, on its side, studying it as she passed. And then, in a soundless moment, the air weirdly quiet, something happened. As she walked along, she was suddenly on fire, her body a long tongue of flame.


He froze, thinking, in a kind of panic, that a shell had struck, an incendiary. Then he thought it must be the sun, the bright glare reflecting off broken glass in the debris. Her hair was ablaze. Her arms, her legs, walking and on fire. And then, as he stood there, rooted, the flame died away and, mysteriously, she was herself again, moving ahead through the rubble.
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