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Inspired by many actual events






Do you care, do you care, do you heed these things,

O God, from your throne in high heaven?

My city is perishing,

ending in fire and onrushing flame.

—Chorus, The Trojan Women, Euripides, 415 BC








AUTHOR’S NOTE

BEFORE THE AMERICANS BOMBED OUR abbey at Montecassino in 1944—the same abbey founded by St. Benedict in 529 AD—I stole three paintings from the Nazis who were stealing them from the monks. I was fourteen years old. The story of how three Tiziano paintings from the Renaissance survived the war is therefore the story of how I survived, and the story of how I survived is the story of Pietro Houdini and his curse.

I was contacted in March 1979 by the Italian Ministry of Cultural Heritage and Activities about conferring on me the silver Medaglia ai Benemeriti della Cultura e Dell’arte—the Italian Medal of Merit for Culture and Art—for saving the paintings. The medal came with a request: they wanted me to write the story of how it all came to pass. I was reluctant. They were insistent. I tried to warn them that this was not a hero’s story. It was a survivor’s story. “What’s the difference?” they asked. “Honor and mercy,” I said. They didn’t understand.

I’d brought the three paintings to the attention of the authorities on an autumn day in 1973. I did this by walking along the paths through the green gardens outside the Museo di Capodimonte in Naples, past the bug-eyed fish on the Fontana del Belvedere, and into the front door. I was holding three cardboard tubes.

“I’m here to see the director of the museum,” I said to a woman who looked properly officious. Her slack face was a provocation, so I said: “Under my arm are three Tiziano paintings that were lost in time to the archives of Montecassino Abbey but were saved by a young girl and an aging man in 1943 before the Nazis could steal them and the Allies could bomb them. They are studies for three of the six poesie paintings, which, I assume you know, are among the greatest masterpieces of the Renaissance. I’ll be in the café until I’m not.”

Despite my being rather well dressed, they didn’t believe me, of course. I watched the director approach me ten minutes later in his three-piece suit and pocket square. He looked me over, assessed my wristwatch, considered my shoes and the likely cost of my hairdo, and tried to decide if I came from a family worth talking to; such is Italy.

“Montecassino,” I said, holding my cup.

He looked at the tubes beside me on a chair. If anything convinced him to take me seriously it was probably the German writing on the tubes (Inhalt, Qualität, Herkunft, Bestimmungsort) or, perhaps, the swastikas.

“Come with me, please,” he said as though it was his idea.

Before the curator of the relevant collection, a master of art restoration, a bureaucratic-looking man I took to be a lawyer, and two armed guards, the director—Dr. Giacomo Esposito—placed the tubes on an enormous table in a room of marble and wooden cabinets. One by one he opened the tubes. The backs of the canvases made his eyes open wide, and the master of art restoration became flushed. The fabric emerging from the Nazi tubes was exactly what I claimed it was.

Their faces, however, became drawn and then agitated when they opened each one and saw what Pietro had done to them.

“What… what is this?”

“Oh. Yes. That. You see, the paintings are hidden, Dr. Esposito,” I said gently. “To escape, everything was hidden. The paintings. Me. Pietro Houdini, of course. Also Dino and Lucia, Harald and Ada. The abbot had to hide in the crypt. I think even Tobias had to hide himself from God. Only Ferrari, our mule, faced it all directly. It was a war, you see.

“To understand what you have here, you are going to have to patiently uncover what is hidden to reveal the mystery and the value within. If you do that, as I learned, the rewards are beyond measure.”

“Is this a game?” he said to me.

“If it is, we are all a part of it,” I replied.



WHAT FOLLOWS IS MY WAY of explaining what came to be. It is a story about war, sex, violence, transformation, and death; some of it I learned at the time, some I learned later and wove throughout as needed. It is a story that has convinced me of the truth of a paradox that I cannot reconcile: I am now certain—I know—that we are a part of something larger; something mystical and beyond the realm of human understanding that impinges on our stories and our lives. But I also know that being part of something larger does not mean we are part of something good; something just, fair, or virtuous. I cannot reconcile these truths. What it means to me—what it means for me—is there is no bottom when we fall into tragedy. This may help explain how I managed to save three paintings from oblivion. It may also explain how I was responsible for the destruction of the abbey at Montecassino.

—Bologna, October 17, 1980






PART I
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PIETRO HOUDINI CLAIMED THAT LIFE clung to him like a curse and if he could escape it he would. His namesake—the Hungarian, the American, the Jew, the illusionist—died in 1926, a full seventeen years before Pietro and I met in the dirt by the side of the road in an Italian village beneath the long shadow of the abbey of Montecassino. I was bloodied and blue, lying in a gutter, and he was standing above me, white and glowing and pristine like a marble god.

In his late fifties, Pietro seemed immortal to me. He had a mane of long, thick white hair to his shoulders, a close beard, an angular face, and a muscular body.

He reached out his hand and I took it.

I had been in the gutter because I had been an orphan fleeing south from Rome after the bombings and I never stopped until a group of boys assaulted me, choked me, and left me for dead.

Pietro had been standing over me for reasons of his own, some of them soon to be announced and declared, others hidden and protected until the very end. He carried a brown suitcase and a canvas shoulder bag and, he said, was on his way through the town of Cassino and to the abbey itself to see the abbot after a long trip from Bologna. He had seen the boys kicking me and ran them off with a wave of his hand.

“Are you planning to stay there?” he’d asked me in a northern accent I found sophisticated and comforting. “Or are you going to get up?”

I could see that he was not a normal man. His clothes were not the drab browns of the countryside and his eyes were not the browns of most Italians. Instead his suit was white and his eyes were blue. His skin was not the pinkish hue of the northerners but had the bronze of people baked by the summer sun. The wrinkles around his eyes and on his forehead spoke more of wear than years and I felt his presence to be dramatic and theatrical and magnetic: as though my eyes couldn’t help but fall on him, and when they did—like being drawn to a performer under a spotlight onstage—I was unable to break away because of the promise of some inexplicable drama yet to come.

I was right about all of it.



PIETRO HOUDINI FOUND ME ON the fifth of August 1943. My parents had been nice and gentle people with roots up north and extended family in the south, some of whom I knew and liked. My mother’s sister lived in Naples with a second husband whose name I’d forgotten, and I had a younger cousin named Arturo I had met only twice. My father had taught finance and accounting at Sapienza University, and on the evening before I fled Rome, my mother and I met him near his office. The plan was to carry on to a party for some of their friends. I remember hearing the planes moments before we joined him in the wide piazza near the entrance to the school.

I had heard planes before and I was generally scared of them. There was a story passing through northern Italy at the time, a story that had come down to Rome. It was about a plane called Pippo. It was understood to be Allied and it was something to fear. It was not a normal plane. It was a supernatural one. A mystical plane. The fascist newspapers covered the stories about Pippo too. I still don’t know why. Nevertheless, those stories confirmed or created or re-created everything Italians feared most about the dark.

“Is that Pippo, Mamma?” I asked, inquiring after the mysterious plane that could only be heard and never seen.

“Probably,” she had answered, because—for all the anxiety Pippo created—Pippo never did anything. Pippo never showed up.

But it was not Pippo. It was not one plane—not the plane—but many. The Allies had come, not to liberate us from Mussolini’s tyranny and Hitler’s twisted alliance with us, but to bomb us.

I knew, in some manner, that the Americans were our enemies but I didn’t really believe it. Not until I saw it. Looking up, I saw the bomb doors open and the black cylinders fall out. I saw the explosions in the city not far from me and I… didn’t understand.

I knew what was happening. But I had never seen buildings fall or balls of fire in a city. I had never experienced the industrial force of hatred and revenge. I could not absorb the notion that my country, Italy, had wanted this. Had asked for this. That the timeless buildings were simply gone. That we (me, my mother, my father, the people I saw running) were guilty of something. I may not have been raised a proper Catholic but the core teachings were the very lifeblood of the Italian people and were therefore inescapable. I knew that we were punished for guilt, not for innocence.

A stray bomb—caught by the wind—landed at our feet in San Lorenzo, near the university. When the air raid sirens started, my parents had instinctively thrust me ahead toward a building with a bomb shelter in it, and I had run in that direction, assuming they were right behind me, but they had stopped to take the hands of an aging friend. A moment later they were all dead from falling rubble.

I ran back and dug for them through the debris.

I found them.

My mother’s butterfly clip. My father’s watch.



I RAN SOUTH FOLLOWING THE Via Merulana. I had no money or suitcase. I saw a truck full of people and they waved to me to join them. I had no idea then—how could I?—that Rome would be declared an open city only a month later and I would have been safer there than where I was headed.

My clothes were ripped and dusty and foul, so a woman on the truck gave me some of her son’s clothes out of pity. I put on a white shirt and waistcoat and cap.

When the truck finally stopped a hundred kilometers south with the last of the people who wanted to go that far, I stood by the side of the road near Frosinone and then continued walking. My aunt was in that direction and my dead parents were behind me. That created a line I followed.

I walked. I slept. I walked more. I stayed with kind people for days at a time. I got as far as the village of Cassino in early August before someone put his hands around my throat.

The cause of that fight and what they wanted doesn’t matter now. What matters is they didn’t get it, and soon after the skirmish was over, Pietro found me broken by the side of the road. It was a good thing he didn’t ask my name in that moment because, there in the filth and blood, I hadn’t decided on one yet. I had decided only that the old me was gone and so was my history.

The old me was an only child who was raised uneventfully in Rome to loving parents who shielded me from the wider politics of Mussolini’s Italy and the war all around us.

The old me had been studious and had a few close friends at school, but had never been especially popular or admired.

The old me was comfortable in the company of adults and liked to listen and pretend I understood everything happening around me even when the topics turned to matters far beyond my comprehension.

That me had been happy because I had been sheltered from what would later cause me the greatest pain.

However:

That other me had been weak and I wanted to be strong. The other me was vulnerable and I wanted to be a warrior. The other me had been taught that being weak and vulnerable was a product of my birth and that it could never change because I was born inferior and lacked the creativity and courage for greatness.

That was the person I was committed to leaving behind in the gutter as my parents had been left in the rubble below.

I was a newborn without a name; a child who matured on the spot.

He was big but he was not a threatening presence. He sounded educated, which to me meant safe.

“Who are you under all that?” he asked.

“Just a boy,” I said.

What he said next—I think—was maschio. It means “manly” or “masculine.” I suppose he was speaking to himself. Perhaps he was being sarcastic. I don’t know. Through my ringing ears, though, I heard “Massimo.” Or was it the other way around? Did he say “massimo” and I nervously heard “maschio”? Either way, what I said aloud was “Massimo.”

He reached down and pulled me up and repeated: “Massimo.”

Did he name me or did I name myself? Regardless, the transformation was nearly complete.

My face was as soft as a baby’s, my shoulders slender. My eyes too big. But now my name was maximum, the top, the peak; all to describe a half-dead child with snot running down a broken nose and blood mixing with the salt of tears.

“Just a boy?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said.

“All right, Massimo,” he said, looking me over. “I am Pietro Houdini. Chemist. Painter. Scholar. Master artist and confidant of the Vatican.” He looked up the mountain at the abbey for emphasis or affirmation. Its walls were white and reflected the sun. It was a vibrant thing as though the light came from inside it. “I have time. I will take you home.”

“No!” I yelled.

This confused him. I could see by the way he flinched that he misunderstood. He thought I’d felt threatened by him, like he might be a new attacker. But I was never afraid of Pietro Houdini. It was the word “home” that had terrified me. I would never go back to Rome. Rome was haunted by death and I needed to go south. To go away.

“You already decided not to stay here. So… where?” he asked.

“Naples,” I said.

“Naples,” he repeated as if to confirm my order at a café. “Where are your parents?”

I didn’t answer.

After a long-enough time for him to understand the words not spoken he said, “So… Naples.”

“Yes. I will go there or I will die,” I explained.

He nodded his understanding, not at the value of my words but at the intractability of my ideas, my determination, and this new encounter that he could not explain but could also not ignore.

He responded gently: “Whether you are going to Naples or not, my friend, you are not going now. The Allies have won the battle for North Africa. Now they are fighting in Sicily. They are coming for Naples. Racing them is not a good idea. One should never be anywhere near soldiers fresh from combat, my young Massimo.”

He stood there with his arms crossed over his chest and his eyes looking to heaven for intervention or guidance or—at the very least—to ensure there was a witness.

“You are alone?”

I didn’t answer that either. The word “yes” was not available because of its finality.

Pietro Houdini stood silently and stared at me, asking a question I couldn’t hear. It was hot and his body was perfectly still. His mind, I felt, was building a plan as big as a cathedral.

When the plan was finished he said, “Okay. You will come with me. You will not understand this but the monks of Montecassino have requested my presence to help protect one of the greatest repositories of art in Western civilization. War is bad for culture, as it happens. That place, up there, is one thousand, four hundred, and fourteen years old. It is a fortress filled with wonders. They tore down the temple of Apollo to erect it. He was the god of war. I suspect he remains angry. I also suspect that the abbey has a very good wine cellar that is poorly guarded and shamefully catalogued, all of which is to my great benefit. If one needs to stay out of sight and wait for a dark moment to pass, there are worse places than a fortified wine cellar on a mountaintop. Believe me, I’ve checked.

“So,” he continued. “You and I share the same problem and the same destination, which is why the abbey is the only solution for the moment. If you come with me there are conditions. So listen. No talking when we get there. Talking is for me. You listen or else pretend to listen. You will be doing a great deal of listening and pretending to listen. Now… fix your cap, Massimo. You’ll want to tuck that hair in and then get it cut. Secrets and lies are illusions and one must commit to the illusion if it is to work! This is why I am called Houdini.”

He started off and I followed him. Bruised, limp, weak. For the next two hours I dragged myself up a five-hundred-meter mountain without ever asking—without even wondering—why he wanted me to come. Following Pietro Houdini seemed the most natural act in the world.



THE WHITE BEAST AND ITS walls came into view through the trees like a mirage—ancient and foreboding—and then disappeared.

“The foundations were raised in 529 AD,” Pietro said, sensing but overintellectualizing my curiosity. “That was the same year the Christian emperor Justinian closed Plato’s Academy in Athens by defunding it, thereby ensuring the downfall of what they considered pagan philosophy. Symbolically, my young Massimo, the intellectual life of the West shifted from the academy to the cloisters. To right there. It wouldn’t return to the academy until the pagans found their voices again in the Renaissance, all without my help! Up there,” he added, “is where St. Benedict wrote his Rule and monastic life began. Every monk you’ve ever seen got his ideas about how to live from an old document written right up there. Its significance to the Christian mind can’t be overstated. We are going to call it home for a little while. It is an island in a rising sea of despair. You may think you’ve seen hard times, but harder still are coming. Math does not lie.”

I was intimidated and awed when I arrived at the top. From the bottom the abbey had looked like a toy, a dollhouse. But when I was standing beside it the walls were as heavy and thick as those of a castle. The windows were small and there was only one way inside, through an archway with the word “PAX” inscribed at the top.

PEACE.

It looked more like a threat or a command than a prayer.

Peace… or else.

My father—perhaps as a joke, because fathers lie to their children for humor—had led me to believe that voices live inside rock. When I was little, maybe six, he took me to the Pantheon in Rome. Inside was the domed roof with the hole in the top where the rain had been pouring in since 128 AD (long before Montecassino was built). When you stand beneath that dome, toward the sides, you can hear whispers. They come from all over the room, but when I was a child I did not believe they came from the other people. I was certain—and my father confirmed it—that the words came from the rocks, and they spoke in Latin and Greek and Hebrew and other ancient and exciting languages because it was not the rocks speaking but instead the remembered words spoken in there by the dead. Rocks did not speak, but instead retained the sounds, the very vibrations, of every word spoken in their presence. Somehow, when forces aligned, those words were released and if you listened carefully you could hear the conversations of the dead. “Not ghosts,” my father said. “The past. Which is far more interesting.”

To me, Montecassino was made of the same rock. Standing there, however, I sensed more: Unlike the Pantheon, which was a dead place and a museum and a tourist attraction, this monastery was no relic, no ruin. It was alive. Words were being spoken in those languages even now, and so many more. Inside the rock were the stories of fifteen hundred years; stories that were not trapped in the cloisters but had already broken free long ago to change the world. Outside the entrance I could feel the pulse of the world thumping beneath the floors and I could already hear the whisperings of the crypts.

In Cassino, I had had no idea any of this was up here: a fortress in the clouds. For someone who wanted to hide as I did, there was perhaps no better place.

When we entered the compound through the archway, the scorching sun reflected off the sandstone, making the air shimmer and become heavy. Through the archways to my left I saw the brown and green of the valley dotted by the small villages below. Around me there were monks, like back in Rome.

“I’m thirsty,” I said to Pietro, hiding the rest of my concerns.

“I know.”

“I need to pee.”

“We will get water in and out of you soon.”

“I have to go now,” I said.

“We will now meet the abbot,” he said with my emphasis. “He is very old. Old enough to have shrunk. There will be an exchange of papers and blessings. Your relief will be that much greater when all is done.” He turned to me, looking serious. “Again: be quiet and, no matter what I say, you contradict nothing or there will be no food, water, or toilet for you.”

The old man arrived a few minutes later dressed in the black robes of the other monks. He must have been eighty years old. Two other monks flanked him, their hands clasped inside their long sleeves.

Pietro said something in Latin, or what I assumed was Latin because it wasn’t Italian and it involved monks. The abbot responded in kind. Pietro handed the abbot a letter, which had been sealed. The monk opened it and read it immediately. It looked very official and had many stamps. When the abbot nodded, Pietro introduced me in Italian as Massimo (no family name) and then christened me a second time that day by giving me a title: assistente del maestro di restauro e conservazione—assistant to the master of art restoration and conservation. This is how I was introduced to the monks—a teenager, my eyes black and swollen, two blue handprints around my neck. One by one they shook my thin hand and welcomed me to this house of God with not a question asked.

Such were the times:

Assistente.

Maestro.

I thought it was a joke but the monks accepted it, and after my needs were met and I was fed, I was led to a room where I then slept for more than twelve hours.

Maestro Houdini kept his other promise and put me to work the next day, rising at seven in the morning, long after the first prayers by the monks.



SO BEGAN A PERIOD OF peace and healing and exploration.

But also delay.



ON THE VERY FIRST DAY Pietro came into my room and saw that I was fed, washed, and rested, he said, “Stay here. You will have work to do soon enough. Before that I must prepare my tools and establish my authority and presence here so whatever I choose to do later will not be questioned. Magic, my young friend, is all about preparation. And illusion is about drama. More on this another time. Now I must go.”

Five minutes after he left, so did I. Who wouldn’t?

There was no map of the monastery. No guide. It was not a shape that one can easily describe and its layout lacked the symmetry one expects to find in a great cathedral. No, this was a place unlike any other place. As I snuck out of my room and ventured into the halls and corridors, archives and basilica, along the outer walls, and deep into the labyrinths below—some of vaulted gray stone and dust and others of mosaics of blues and golds—I came to imagine the place as a mighty ship.

Unfortunately, the only mighty ship I knew by name was the Titanic.

Imagine a ship on a sea of green grass at the highest point of a mountain with nothing else surrounding it. From its decks one could see all around without obstruction; the village of Cassino below, the road that snaked its way up and down, the fields and flowers outside, the tiny goat paths leading to further mysteries in the hills and forests beyond.

The ship itself was made of white stone except the lower parts of the walls where the foundations flared outward like a fortress and the glimmering abbey above gave way to ten million stones below. The roof was made of reddish and orange tiles, even the basilica in the middle and toward the prow. The two exceptions were the green domes: one above the church and the other near the outer walls.

On either side of the nave—all safe within the walls—were two cloisters with green parks in the middle and archways that led to walkways around them. At the entrance to the basilica itself was a massive stone patio with a fountain in the middle. Leaving it behind, I would walk under the porticos and come to the top of the enormous staircase; a staircase as wide as the church itself that went down toward the back of the ship, passed between the statues of St. Benedict on one side and his sister, Scholastica, on the other, passed the fountain from which the monks still drew water, to my favorite outside spot: the archways that looked westward and over the rolling hills that masked any sign of human life.

It was not the outer walls of the monastery, however, that liked to talk. It was the interior walls. It was the walls of the museum that no one frequented but me, and the archive rooms with the tens of thousands of papers and books and manuscripts and scrolls. It was the dark corners where secrets had been exchanged over the millennia, and where everything undocumented and hidden had produced their force.

The voices grew louder the deeper I went.

There were stairs. Too many to mention. I would open a wooden door and find stairs. I would see a wrought iron gate and behind it were stairs. There were stairs behind bookcases like in the old stories of haunted houses and there were stairs going down into places too dark to visit.

On that first day I covered as much ground as a child could and it was a miracle I even found the surface again. Over the months to follow, the abbey of Montecassino would become the building—the structure—I knew best in the world, better than my school in Rome. Better than the halls of the university where I would explore, bored, waiting for my father to emerge from one overwrought meeting or another.



“ARE YOU READY?” PIETRO ASKED me in the morning.

“For what?”

“Work. Perhaps you’ve heard of it?”

“What work?”

“You are the assistente del maestro di restauro e conservazione. Or have you forgotten already?”

“You were serious?”

“As far as you are aware, we are here to protect and safeguard the art of Montecassino from the challenges posed by the war around us. The rumbling. The pollution. The unforeseen.”

“How?” I asked.

“I’ll worry about that.”

“I want to go to Naples,” I said, though after four days in the peace and excitement of the monastery I was no longer so sure.

“No one’s stopping you. But your timing is poor. Is someone waiting for you?”

I admitted they were not but I had people there.

“Are you certain they are there?”

I admitted I was not. But where else would they be?

The obvious answer—dead—eluded me then.

“I suggest you wait for the right moment,” he said to me.

“When is that?”

“Moments present themselves. That’s what makes them moments.”

I didn’t understand and the blankness on my face must have been readable because he responded to my silence: “The ancient Greeks had two words for time. One was ‘chronos.’ That was like… time passing. Minutes and hours and such. The other was ‘kairos.’ That meant the right or opportune moment, like the perfect instant to loose an arrow. Today we have lost that distinction but the Greeks were right, as usual. Put your trust in kairos, not chronos, Massimo. There really are opportune moments if you open yourself to seeing them. Now: I see from your shirt that you’ve had breakfast. So… if you’re not leaving immediately, we can go be productive, yes?”
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PIETRO HOUDINI MENTIONED THE CURSE to me a month later when we were in the abbey on a hot Wednesday morning in late September, deep underground in one of the vaults. Pietro was touching up a fresco and I was doing whatever he told me to do. On that day, like most other days, I was cleaning the already-clean brushes and listening to him talk. My sense of urgency to go south was suspended if not gone. I was content to be out of Rome with a comfortable place to hide.

The particular fresco he was working on was called The Annunciation. Maybe a third of it remained on the wall. I remember it having pinks and yellows and presenting a summer day with one figure standing before another, bent at the knee. I was fourteen and only marginally a Catholic. My father was a professor and secretly leaned toward the socialists in our fascist Italy. I didn’t properly understand the figures in the fresco or what they meant. Angels and saints, I supposed.

The vaults were generally cool because they were deep underground but this one was hot because of the powerful lamps he used to illuminate the cave and its paintings. Pietro was shirtless and caked in the dust kicked up by our presence. Our bodies were both damp, my own shirt soaked.

I understood, to a point, the work he was doing because he had explained it when I first followed him down one of those long staircases into the first of several vaults we’d work in. Already, though, I had some suspicions that he might not be who he said he was. Rather than worrying me, it was a comfort. It meant—in this respect at least—he was more like me than other people were.

“When I’m not with you I’m usually up in the archives doing some homework. There are some, shall we say, items I’m trying to find that are related, shall we say, to my southern journey. Unfortunately, the monks have not done a terribly good job classifying their loot. So it’s a bit of a project. When I’m with you, we’re doing this,” he said, as though it were obvious. “If the painting does not flake and is only dirty,” he said, “there is no need to take risks by using paint. It is enough to put five drops of lemon juice into a teacup of lukewarm water and then—using a cotton ball—moisten the cotton and dab the oils. They will come alive as you do. Later, after it is dry, I dissolve half a teaspoon of sodium carbonate crystals in a cup of warm water. And then I dab the surface, being careful not to remove any of the paint that might flake. If it does flake, I keep it to myself and tell no one.”

Other days we would catalogue art upstairs, or else check the mountings on paintings so they might not fall off if the world started to shake. Other times—rather arbitrarily, I thought—he’d remove some other pieces from the walls and wrap them in fabric and box them.

It all seemed madcap to me, but his actions and my understanding mattered far less than our time together and the words spoken. Our best conversations—or I should say, his best oratory—were always underground, when we were most isolated, most protected, and most alone.

He spoke as he worked and I watched. At times his topics were informational. Other times he rambled. Pietro Houdini had the sorted mind of a scientist but the spirit of a shaman who had seen too much and expected to see much more of it. Rather than recoil into silence as others might—as many did during that war—he exploded into words. The man I knew was a thinker and a storyteller and a liar who had as little reverence for the facts as P. T. Barnum. And yet, his dedication to truth—to God’s own truth, a truth Pietro claimed to know and I now believe he did—was bottomless. “Bottomless” was a good word too: I hear him now falling endlessly towards the truth and leaving behind him the wake of an eternal scream.

Everything was fodder for Pietro’s tall tales and exaggerations, but it was his radical capacity to live that eventually kept us all alive as long as it could.

“I met a most interesting monk the other day,” he said as I watched him do next to nothing: dabbing a single square of a blue mosaic tile for what seemed like hours. “His name is Tobias. I put him in his early thirties but he barely needs to shave, making me think he’s younger, and yet his magnanimous spirit makes me feel he’s older. I therefore have no idea and because I have no idea I chose not to ask because the uncertainty is fun.

“He comes from Aosta, south of Geneva and west of Milan. I have always thought of Aosta as ugly and industrial and I said so, but he insists to me that the center has a charm I have not experienced, that the people have a warmth I have not felt, and the scent of the alpine glaciers reaches them on just the right days and accentuates the taste of the food. I believe none of this but I found his attempt to defend the city noble and it touched me because it carries with it the unstated premise that the entire population will be better off if only he can convince me of what he sincerely believes. I find that self-sacrificing as well as flattering. So I now have complete faith in him.”

“Why?”

“Why? Why? There he is, willing to risk ridicule and contradiction only to raise the reputation of a people who cannot even hear or benefit from his efforts. This is the heart of a good man. Misguided, perhaps, but… he’s a monk, so one expects that sort of thing. When he isn’t roused about the magic of Aosta he likes to talk about music. He was telling me,” he added, “about the music collection here at Montecassino. It is a fascinating subject! Most of the music is considered profane—that is, not sacred or religious music—because the collection was formed organically through the donations of various collectors, most of whom were Neapolitan families, mostly between the years of 1837 and 1839. Normally all the nineteenth-century books and private documents are kept deep, deep underground in the cellars that no one ever visits. But in this case, a special room was selected in 1838 to house the entire music collection. Ten thousand manuscripts! No one had any idea what was down there. Which composers were down there. Whether operas and arias and symphonies were down there that were otherwise lost to the entire world. Imagine. One single copy of an opera that has never been heard and that might inspire generations of other musicians; might bring joy and light and tragedy and understanding to millions. In a single spot below our feet right now.

“Well, as it happens, I was not the first one to think about this. Tobias said that a Benedictine monk and organist named Don Luigi De Sario arrived and he took it upon himself to check that all the music was indeed ordered by the name of the composer, was correctly classified, and had a proper location number. Tobias says there is music going back to the sixteenth century! He says there are a number of first editions including Breitkopf editions of Mozart operas as well as an F. A. Hoffmeister from Vienna. No one knows they’re here. I think I might steal one before we leave. In any event, all of this has a funny way of making me think about paperwork. It is the scientist in me, alas. I see the absence of order, and I feel the hunger to differentiate what is different, to build classification systems, to build an index! Oh, the allure of a fine index is something a child cannot understand, so I will confess this to God later rather than burden you. To see everything in your reach, and have it under such control, is a feeling of power that borders on the… well. Again, you are but a child. The Germans,” he said, pointing at the ceiling because all Germans everywhere were upstairs, “understand this kind of elation, but for them it is a relief and not a joy. Joy is not for them. This is why these particular Germans cannot be trusted.”

There was more.

More dates. More names. More great events (“Did you know that in 1936, only a few years ago, they discovered the first Latin Passion play, written right here at the abbey, that preceded the earliest one known by more than two hundred years? It came into being because of a new concentration on Christ’s human suffering. It culminated in new religious art. Right here, Massimo!”). More testimonials (“This is not only a repository, or a place of idle prayer, Massimo. It is a cultural center where the West produced its most significant works…”). More people and their views. More reasons to tell God or, under no circumstances, admit something to Him.

It was all incomprehensible and thoroughly hypnotic.

I didn’t wear a watch, but I knew it was shortly after Terce, or midmorning prayer at the abbey, on that hot Wednesday morning when Pietro made that statement that seized my attention and imagination. I knew this because the Benedictines held to a rigid schedule that I had learned quickly on arrival so I could make sense of the bells and movement around me. Second prayer was at nine. Even though I couldn’t see or hear them above us, I could feel them at prayer. I would like to say that I could sense their words traveling to God but that was not the sensation I had. Rather, it felt as though the abbey was emptied as the monks turned away from corporeal matters, and as the spirits of the monks faced the divine, I became more free to breathe; free to move and escape the scrutiny of questioning eyes and the curious attention of the adults.



FROM MY ARRIVAL AT MONTECASSINO that August until that particularly hot Wednesday I had rarely spoken and only listened. I had little to say and no desire to talk. When I was restless I would explore the abbey (inside and out, top to bottom, hiding from the monks like they were wraiths). My silence had not been a problem because Pietro had done enough talking for both of us. I spent most of my time that late summer cleaning brushes and listening. Those were my two jobs. “Keep cleaning the brushes, especially if you hear someone coming. And listen to me talk. You don’t have to pay attention. There will be no test. But you must feign interest at all times.”

I liked both of my jobs. The brushes were beautiful instruments made of sable. When no one was looking I would run their soft bristles across my face the way I had seen my mother apply makeup. I had never felt anything so luxurious. Making them wet seemed a shame but they felt the same once they were dry again, so it didn’t pain me. The brushes—aside from their contact with my skin—were never dirty because never once did he use them to touch the surface of a painting or mosaic or fresco. Not a single time, in those early days, did I see the man paint anything at all; not in those early days, and certainly not to restore anything. Instead, he applied his cocktails of chemical solutions to the frescos with damp cloths, or else he closed off rooms to the monks and staff and visitors with the pronouncement that it was their breath that was causing the deterioration:

“Your life is killing them,” he said. “You may enjoy them or you may save them, but you cannot do both.” Other times we would place buckets of salts in damp rooms to dry out the air and regulate the moisture. All of this was work of a sort, but none of it involved painting and none of it was work as I would ever have so named it before. And if it was work—which it appeared to be—how did it work? Pietro’s actions seemed like those of an alchemist and his ramblings part of an incantation.

What was happening, though, was being done with flair.

That September morning I watched him work and listened to him talk and through his ramblings I found my own voice again; as though his curiosity and interest and words were a current and I had no choice but eventually to submit and start talking too.

When I did it was not in the only-child voice I had had with my parents in Rome, not the one that insisted, that yelled to friends, that blathered about the other children at school, or the voice that accompanied my slaps on the table when I was certain—certain the way only a fourteen-year-old during a world war could be certain—about whatever damn thing I’d been certain about. No. That voice was silenced. The one that returned to me (that came to me?) was a smaller one but far more powerful. It was a questioning voice. A voice of inquiry. Pietro called it “the voice of creation” because it was questions that created possibility.

I wanted to know about that word he used when he made his pronouncement: curse.

I believed in curses as much as I believed in spiders and clouds and bombs. These things were real. If Pietro was cursed I wanted to know about it. More than that: I wanted to know how it worked. How curses worked seemed important.



PIETRO WAS IN A MOOD that morning and it wasn’t because he’d been affected by his own rant or because the Benedictines were at prayer. Rather, he was in a mood because the Germans were back.



THEY HAD BEEN COMING TO see the abbot over the last few days and the visits were on Pietro’s mind. He hated the German soldiers, like everyone else did, but something about their presence annoyed him. He had seen two German officers start to “haunt the abbey” (his phrase) and he had heard they were asking for the abbot. He didn’t know why and he wanted to. He sensed it was important. If it involved Montecassino, he said, it had to be important. (“Nothing insignificant has ever happened here, including us, Massimo. Believe me. We are already part of the history of this place.”)

I couldn’t make sense of his frustration. The Germans were everywhere, weren’t they? Why not here? Consequently, his mind was going in one direction while mine was going in another and his hands were busy while mine were idle. The inharmonious mood forced me to speak. After all, I took his pronouncement about the curse at face value. It never crossed my mind that maybe he wasn’t cursed. After all, I certainly was. My parents had been. Italy was clearly cursed. Probably the entire world was. It was a world war, I’d heard. Such a thing can’t happen naturally.

Pietro seemed to have some insight into how it all worked and I needed to know.

Curious as I was about the curse, I was still too scared of the answer to ask it directly so I started someplace else with my newfound inquisitiveness: “Is that why you chose his name? Houdini’s?”

“What?” he said, his hands stopping. He turned to me as if aware of my presence for the first time. It was reasonable. Perhaps I had only just arrived.

“You said that life clings to you like a curse and you would escape it if you could. Houdini was a master of escape. Is that why you chose that name? Because he too was a master of illusion and escape?”

“You think Houdini is not my real name?”

I smiled for the first time since the bombing. Not because his question was funny but because it was so outrageous. “Houdini isn’t a real name,” I said. “Is it?”

“It was Harry’s name. Why not mine?”

“I heard he made it up.”

“Who told you that?”

“My father.”

“Did he like Harry Houdini?”

“Yes.”

“Your father was right. And so are you. Well done.”

“Are you escaping from something?”

“You want to know my secrets,” he said, as though it were a fact. He was sitting on the three-legged stool and relaxing his heavy body on his knees. He raised his finger to his head and spun it around. “I see the mechanisms moving. When I found you in Cassino, you were struck silent. Then you found your voice. Small things, ‘I’m thirsty, I’m tired.’ Then you started requesting things. ‘Pass the salt.’ You’re a child, you don’t see this, but these are the steps of recovery. Finally you asked the big ones. ‘Who are you, what are we doing here?’ You’re returning. This is good. Your grief and pain about your parents and your injuries will remain, but your journey through purgatory is coming to an end. Now, as you step further into the light, you move beyond mere needs and statements of fact into the highest form of consciousness. You know what this is?”

I shook my head.

“Curiosity. Yes, yes, of course a squirrel can be curious and we don’t consider her intelligent, but we do consider her well. Conscious. Alive. Aware. The curious mind is the living mind. Have you ever seen a puppy?”

I nodded.

“Their minds are everywhere. This is interesting and so is that. That is even more interesting! Eyes everywhere, paws tripping over each other, up on a leg, down the leg to chase a pigeon, ears at attention, and the nose. Oh, the nose! In this, in that. Curiosity everywhere. Every moment. No time for study or reflection or contemplation. No time for reasoning or solving problems. But we are not talking about utility here. We are talking about the beating pulse of life. Curiosity is life, Massimo. This is why nothing sleeps more deeply than a puppy or a baby. Because living makes you tired. So now, here you come. Asking your first questions and they are about my name. Fine. Houdini was a master of escape. Good for you. Perhaps I would like to be. But there are differences between us. He was tormented more by death than life. He declared once that if he could find his way back from the other side he would. For ten years his wife, Bess, waited in séances on Harry’s birthday for her beloved to reappear. He never did.”

“But… you chose his name, right? What’s your real name?”

“You want to know about my real name?” he then asked, as if called back from a reverie. “You’re the first one brave enough to ask. I thought you were going to ask me why you wash the brushes we never use.”

“I want to know that, too.”

“What else?”

“I want to know about the curse.”

“What curse?”

“You said life clings to you like a curse. Is there a curse or is that a…”

“Metaphor.”

“Right,” I said, though I wasn’t sure. I had forgotten the word.

“So. Your silence has been a ruse. All this time you have been assembling your questions for an assault.”

I said nothing. I hadn’t thought of it that way, but perhaps that was what I’d been doing.

It was often like that with Pietro.

“Let’s start easy and work upward. We clean the brushes for the monks,” Pietro said as he shifted focus from the black of an angel’s hair to the golden tips of her wings. “They check on our progress, and when they do, they see the frescos, they see the brighter colors, and they naturally look to the brushes, and their minds connect all the pieces. They are theologians by profession, Massimo; they have faith in coherence. They apply it to everything. It’s adorable. So, to them, the brushes must play a role. To support their faith, we keep them clean and wet and moving so as not to confuse them. This is the assurance they crave and these are tough times. No need to become a new burden on their souls. This is my attitude. Right now their souls are burdened by two German officers who keep showing up and there is a mystery afoot as to why. Montecassino is not like other places. There is a commanding position over the Liri Valley, which is the only way to get to Rome from the south with tanks. There is also treasure here. Treasure that would make pirates weep and Nazis drool.”

Before Pietro answered my other questions, however, the abbot surprised us by coming down the long flight of stone stairs. He came with questions of his own for Pietro. It turned out they answered mine, after a fashion.



THE ABBOT PAUSED AT THE bottom, having successfully descended the treacherous steps, and he placed his hand against the wall to steady himself or possibly the abbey, which I’m sure he took to be moving. Pietro and I glanced at each other and without a word it was clear we both suspected that his visit had something to do with the German officers. Pietro stopped cleaning the black hair of the girl and stood to receive the abbot. On surveying the environment, the abbot politely but also pointedly asked, “Why do you need an assistant?”

I remember being dumbfounded that he was curious about me. Who was I? No one. I ate little, said less, and caused no trouble. Why should a man who negotiates with empires and God care about me?

Pietro nodded in confirmation that he had understood the abbot’s question. He took it as proof that the monks were irritated. Rather than calm the abbot, however, he did the opposite: “If my mouth is not moving, my hands will freeze up and the movement of my hands is what saves your frescos. My hands and mouth are connected and they move in concert with one another, producing words and deeds together just as the cellist moves the bow across the strings. The sound does not exist without the movement, and the movement cannot help but create sound. This is what humans are. Words and deeds. There is nothing else. They can no more be separated than the spirit removed from the body.”

It was an odd thing to say to a monk who spent most of his life in comparative silence.

“This does not answer my question,” said the abbot.

“I need an assistant because I need assistance. I need an assistant to talk to as I work. There is a great deal to be done here. The art of Montecassino is world-famous and the danger to it is real. Without an assistant, God might think I am talking to Him. Given the dearth of mercy in the world—and the things I am inclined to say about it—it is better for everyone if God not be the audience for my pontifications and rants. Such words, Father, coming from deep inside the abbey, might be mistaken for prayer and this would be good for no one. I suggest you consider the boy part of the war effort and our investment in him an act of mercy on our Lord and Savior.”

“How is the boy a mercy for the Lord?” the abbot asked.

“By listening to me, and being the audience for my words, he is freeing the Lord from distraction. He is making it possible for God to concentrate on something other than me.”

“The world burns, Maestro Houdini,” the abbot said to Pietro. “You think your voice can attract the interest of the Almighty to the point of distraction?”

Without a laugh or a smile Pietro said, “Yes.”

I believed him. He had made clear to the abbot and me that God listened to Pietro Houdini unless Pietro Houdini was speaking to me. I was there to clean the brushes so the monks would remain calm. I was there to listen to Pietro to keep God calm. I was there to protect God from Pietro Houdini, the man who wanted to escape.

“I can see in your eyes that you did not walk all the way down here to talk about the boy. You want to talk about the Germans, but then you looked at us and thought better of it. So I will take the burden off you. Who are the Germans, Father?” Pietro asked him as Archabbot Gregorio Diamare paused at the bottom of the stairs he was about to mount and prepared himself.

“They just want to talk,” he answered.

“About what?”

“Art.”

“What about art?”

“I’m still listening, Maestro. Thank you for caring and for your continued assistance.”

“This conversation isn’t over, Abbot,” Pietro said to the abbot’s shadowed legs as they labored up the stairs.

To our mutual surprise, the legs answered: “I’m sure it has only just begun, Signore Houdini.”

Alone again, Pietro turned back to the mosaic. I too looked at it, but I wasn’t interested in the mosaic: I was interested in what Pietro might be looking at.

The Annunciation got its name from the moment when the archangel Gabriel told the Virgin Mary she was pregnant with the Lord. The word itself—annunciation—means to pronounce: to make a declaration. Had Mary asked the Lord what was happening to her body? What had brought on the changes, as she had done nothing new herself? Had Mary even inquired? If not, why not? If so, why do we credit Gabriel and the Lord with a pronouncement rather than Mary with her question? Maybe this moment was a response to her. Maybe it was an apology.

Surely she deserved one.

Has a god ever apologized to a woman?

This was the question I was on by the time Pietro started answering anything. He was a little behind me:

“No. Houdini is not my name, but Pietro is. I didn’t choose the name Houdini,” he said without his usual glib tone, picking up the thread of our prior discussion. “You do not choose a name from the darkness of war. When the darkness sees you, it announces your name to you and you accept.” He wiped the sweat from his forehead with his arm. His shoulders sank slightly. “As best as I can tell, it is much the way that writers choose the names of their characters. They seem to step out of the void and demand to be recognized. The difference is that a nom de guerre comes from the dark whereas in literature the characters emerge out of the light.”

Which kind of name was Massimo, I wondered? Pietro had chosen my name, had he not? Was he the exorcist who had extracted my nom de guerre from the darkness? Or had I done it myself by hearing him incorrectly? Did my new identity emerge, therefore, out of my own internal hell? Or maybe—possibly—was my new name a fiction and not a lie? Was Pietro Houdini my author and was Massimo his blessed creation that sanctified the secret I had only half formed myself? Could it be, as I hoped, that Massimo and Houdini were characters in a wonderful story yet to be written that would see us through the war?

Either way, I was filled with new questions now and, therefore, as Pietro had explained to me, with life.



IN THE COMPANY OF TWO painted saints and a shirtless sinner, in that deep vault below the summit of Montecassino, I found not only questions but my first answers. I learned that I was both a blessed and cursed thing occupying a unique and inexplicable position between Pietro and God. I learned too that I was not to be alone in that space; something else was there occupying it with me. Whatever it was felt bigger than coincidence but smaller than destiny. I felt that I was doing what I was supposed to be doing; that I was caught up in something real and significant and that the people around me had been waiting for me to arrive and that whatever was going to happen next—with the abbot, with the Germans, with Pietro, with the art—was now free to progress because I was there to participate.

In Rome I was subject to the forces of the war and Pippo haunted my nights.

In Montecassino I was now an actor and my days were safe inside the walls of the abbey.

In Rome I was a girl whose parents were dead and I was afraid.

At Montecassino I was a boy called Massimo and I was strong and alive and so was everyone and everything around me.
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MY QUESTIONS CONTINUED AS LIFE returned and I settled into being Massimo and the assistant to the Maestro. Pietro Houdini, though pleased with this, did not exactly reward me with a rush of facts and honesty. Rather, they dripped out of him, and my thirst was not sated.

For one thing, I did not take his pronouncements about his new name as a complete answer. He had provided only an explanation of where “Houdini” had come from. I wanted to know who he really was. That would take more time, and only after some dramatic events involving murder and arson. These were still the quiet days.

That day—the day of my awakening—Pietro finished his work on the mosaics (such as it was) and wiped his face and neck with a cloth. As he started packing up the materials into his work box he shook his head again. I felt that he was recalling his unsatisfactory conversation with the abbot and in that moment I wanted to make him feel better and, perhaps, myself too.

He saw me looking up at the ceiling and through the rock, through the abbey, to the source of the footfalls up above that we could both feel but not hear.

He smiled.

“Ask me. I’m prepared to talk, but only if you’re clever enough to ask the right questions. Otherwise, what’s in it for me? I’m too old to share your sense of wonder. But I can enjoy the company of a good detective. So: start simply but directly.”

“The Germans,” I said.

“Yes. The Germans. But Germans are people from Germany. Nothing more or less. They are not a question.”

I was confused by this. He tried warming me up.

“What do you think of the Germans?” he asked me.

“Their language is ugly. It sounds like a doctor’s handwriting.”

“Ah,” Pietro said, pushing away the notion. “In fact their language is quite eloquent, rich, and very good for both opera and science, which is a unique combination. You think it’s ugly because their soldiers are mean, which is fair enough, but it is mainly because you are Italian and Italian is the most beautiful language in the world. English is flat and listless though inventive and precise. French can make claims to beauty, I admit, but it is not inviting. The French want their beauty to themselves and the foreigner can feel it in every conversation. Alas for them, beauty that is hoarded can never glow as brightly as beauty shared. Beauty is nothing without love and generosity, Massimo. No one sees a flower and hides it. But if a foreigner speaks even ten words of Italian we embrace him like a lost relative whose soul has returned to us. In this way, French loses to Italian. German is painful to your young ears because it is a language of creation and destruction. More than anything it is a language of time. German never lets you forget time and therefore mortality. That, more than anything, is what makes it both honest and cruel. But in that space there is a wistfulness. A realization that moments are precious. You start to see the precision of their language as an attempt to not miss anything. From that perspective, you can begin to hear the love.”

I had nothing to say about this so I waited. Waiting always worked with Pietro:

“So,” he jumped in. “What is a better question? What should a young detective ask?”

One of the reasons it was warm down there was because of the flood lamp. An industrial thing, it cast a penetrating cone of light at the wall that, for all I could tell, was half the power of the sun. The cleaner the wall became from Pietro’s efforts, the more it reflected the light and the cave glittered with the flecks of gold leaf from long ago. This also meant Pietro’s face and beard and torso were lit on one side whereas the other was in comparative darkness.

“Why are the Germans here?” I asked.

“Brava. Or bravo as you now prefer,” he said, both revealing and forgetting himself. “What kinds of Germans? I see no dentists or taxi drivers.”

“Soldiers.”

“Indeed. Why are the German soldiers here. Now. That word… ‘here.’ Where did you mean? Earth? Italy?”

“Why are German soldiers in the monastery?” I said. And because the incongruity—the specificity of the thing—was too much to ignore I added, “And why does one of them have a red Fiat convertible?”

Pietro lowered his voice conspiratorially. “Good. Very good. Not only soldiers, Massimo. Officers. Those are good questions. This place is filled with monks. Most are here for life, with a few visiting for one reason or another. So why are there German officers here to consult with the abbot and why does the abbot wear these consultations like a yoke that is so heavy he can think of nothing else to openly complain about than a child in the cellar playing with brushes? These are also my questions. They are the questions we are going to ask Brother Tobias over dinner tonight. We will ask Brother Tobias because I rather like him. You see, beyond being a music lover like all the best people, his soul is torn between St. Benedict’s admonition for silence and a peasant’s unstoppable need to gossip. This makes him conflicted, complex, and fun to torment. We are becoming friends. He also takes my confessions. He is the only priest I tell. My sins are the deepest and most interesting of all the people here. He’s the kind of man who appreciates things like that, and there is really no point in pouring forth to an audience that doesn’t appreciate you.

“You and I will take the side of the devil tonight and encourage his desire to talk. Have you ever seen a pail tip over? Yes? It will be like that. Once he begins to talk, no force will be able to hold back the flood of words. But! And this is important: I need you to not interrupt him or correct me. You and I are after something specific, my young detective. We need to nudge him into revealing what he considers a secret. If we nudge him in the wrong direction we risk the words of Brother Tobias spilling out on the wrong side. This would be very bad for us because knowledge is precious during a war. So are words, even if they come loose and easy. We cannot trick him into revelation more than once.”

Pietro snapped his fingers. “Are you getting this? Your face is listless.”

“Yes,” I said.

“So we have the mystery of the German soldiers to solve, and you seem set on uncovering my own secrets. So be it. But there is also a problem, which is different from a mystery. That problem is your future and safety. Now, like you, I am determined to get to Naples, which is either a great coincidence or we have both been drawn together by a force outside ourselves, which is what I suspect.

“You only happened upon the abbey by happenstance. I, however, have come to Montecassino for very specific reasons, because passing through the abbey is essential for my mission, which must end in Naples for not one but two very specific reasons that I am not—at the moment—at liberty to reveal. But for you… I am not convinced that Naples is the direction for you to travel. Maybe someday, but not now and not soon. Perhaps when the war is over.”

I started to object but he raised a finger and his look was severe. “You must understand, Massimo, that the battlefront is not safe for you. If you travel south, you will meet the front. If you stay here, the front will meet you because the Allies are coming and the Germans are dug in and waiting for them. So you can’t stay here or you will die. Everyone in the valley below is going to die. The view from the Chiostro del Bramante—where the statues are outside—is painful to me because, like Cassandra, I know what is about to happen yet I cannot stop it. What looks to be peace is only the calm before death. It makes me sad. I have considered the wisdom of sending you off into the countryside alone but Italy has lost its mind. There’s martial law all over the country, and new resistance movements and partisans are harassing the Germans who are coming down here to man the front. There are Axis planes overhead and Allied bombers. There are criminals and gangs, opportunists and fools. There is no certainty anymore, Massimo. There is no knowing who the enemy is or where the danger may come from. The inexperienced will consider this the fog of war and look for the patterns within. But I know the truth, which is that the chaos is the pattern. It is very hard for certain minds to accept that conclusion. This is now a land without heroes and villains.”
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