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Chapter One: Dreaming of Mozart

Sunday Morning, January 27, 1946
The Veneto, outside Aviano Air Base, Italy

Mozart. Corporal Jake Conegliano, US Army Intelligence, was sound asleep and dreaming of Mozart when he first heard a knocking on the door of his quarters. Not just any Mozart but The Marriage of Figaro. Yes, Figaro, with the count pounding on his wife’s bedroom door while her suspected lover scurried off to hide in her closet.

 What had started as gentle taps grew ever louder until Jake awoke enough to realize the door banging was not from any opera. Instead, it was the Abbé Luigi Hudal, a priest from Santa Maria dell’Anima, the local Catholic Church adjacent to the air base. Abbé Hudal, an Austro-Italian with a gruff baritone voice, was calling out, “Corporal Conegliano. Conegliano, aufmachen! Open up, open up.” So much for Figaro, the count and the woman of his dreams.

 Throwing on a robe, Jake went over and opened the door. Abbé Luigi Hudal was a lean and angular clergyman whose cold dark eyes reminded Jake of a reptile, ever ready to strike. Abbé Luigi Hudal, who oversaw the Santa Maria dell’Anima choir, did however admire Jake’s polished tenor voice.

 Beyond the sight of Hudal’s profile filling the doorway, Jake could see a clear blue sky—a good omen for travel after days of rain had drenched the entire Veneto region of northeastern Italy. Jake’s shoebox-sized quarters were once the storeroom of an old farm house adjacent to the airbase outside Aviano. At war’s end, with the Nazis routed out of the surrounding countryside, the Brits had taken over Aviano. Jake, a communications and radar intelligence specialist who also spoke fluent Italian, had been lent by the US Army to assist with highly classified technical upgrades to their avionics command.

 Working with the English was a far better gig than liberating Dachau as he had done the preceding April. That was as close to hell on earth as he could have ever witnessed, and those images of human savagery and evil—pure evil—were forever imprinted in his soul. If there was but one lesson he had learned during the war against Hitler, the Nazis, the Italian Fascists, and their allies, it was this: any society that depends on conscience has no defense against a sociopath who has none. But in a month when his enlistment was up, it would be over. Jake would be going back home to his family in the Bronx, a free man.

 Abbé Luigi Hudal barked out an apology for waking him up, one that sounded more like a Nazi officer giving orders. Hudal needed a tenor to substitute in as the lead with the choir at church that morning for Sunday’s prayer service. He insisted Jake join him in honoring il buon Dio.

 Jake told Abbé Hudal that no, he didn’t have time for church. He had a four-day pass for his first stretch of leave since the war had ended six months earlier. He and Lt. Foxx, the British officer in command of the intelligence unit, were soon to be heading off to see an opera in Treviso, a half day’s drive south. Given that the roads had been battered by the January rain storms that had turned the local streams coming out of the mountains into pavement-devouring torrents, the lieutenant had insisted on an early morning start to ensure they reached Treviso by curtain rise that evening.

 “It’s Mozart’s birthday and we’re going to see The Marriage of Figaro,” Jake said. Fragments of his dream recirculated in Jake’s mind’s eye in anticipation. He’d seen the opera a number of times at the Met while growing up in New York thanks to his father, Abe, who supplied the opera house with much of its lighting and sound equipment and had been savvy enough to negotiate season tickets as partial payment for his services. Before the war, Jake not only heard stars such as tenor Beniamino Gigli, bass Ezio Pinza, and the legendary soprano Rosa Ponselle, he had also watched when his father helped record some of the Met’s legendary radio broadcasts.

 “Ja, Mozart, eh?” said Hudal in his thick Austro-Italian accent. “But a proper Catholic soldier ought to first pay his respects to the Good Lord above on a Sunday. I insist you come, my son.”

 Though Jake loved to sing in the choir—one of the few acts of normalcy he had experienced in his three years of war duty—he had a built-in antipathy to Hudal. He never trusted harsh and intolerant spiritual leaders who clearly lacked empathy, especially those who insisted on telling him how to act or behave.

 “Sorry, not today, Father. But I’d be happy to join your choir again next Sunday.”

 “You will anger the Lord if you fail me today. And it will cost you in confession.”

 “Not so,” said Jake unmoved by the notion of Catholic guilt. He pushed back on the priest’s pressure. “I’ve sung in your choir since arriving here only because it pleases me to do so. It’s got nothing to do with being Catholic.”

 “Watch your words, son. Don’t stray into blasphemy. And Mozart is no defense. The man himself was a Mason, a heretic whom God punished for his sins with an early death.”

 “Really?” That Hudal had disparaged Mozart made his dislike of the priest and the tactic of guilt ever stronger. Jake adored Mozart’s operas so much so that he even felt a kinship with them, especially Figaro, Don Giovanni, and Cosi Fan Tutte, the three comedies Mozart had composed with an Italian librettist and priest, the Abbé Lorenzo Da Ponte.

 “Yes, son. Now get dressed und komme mit.”

 “Don’t bother yourself, Father. I won’t be there today, but I will be happy to serve your Lord next Sunday.”

 “But I insist. You must. Get dressed. I’ll wait.”

 “Father, stop. You need to know I’m Jewish.” This was not something Jake generally shared or let on to with others. It was one thing to be battling the Germans who had murdered Jews all across Europe but quite another to constantly be confronted with anti-Semites among the Allies, a cruelty he witnessed all too often in his own barracks. He was glad for the relative anonymity his Italian surname, “Conegliano,” gave him while in the army.

 Hudal’s eyes flashed a rage that emanated from deep in his soul as he shook his finger in Jake’s face, “Don’t lie like that to me. A good son of Italy . . . now that is blasphemy.”

 Jake pulled the Jewish star he wore around his neck out from under his robe. Though he wasn’t very religious himself, after all he’d witnessed at Dachau, he’d become ever more determined to stand up to Nazis, Fascists, and bullies of all stripes, including the Abbé Hudal. “I’ll be there next Sunday, but not today. Mozart awaits.”

 The priest blanched upon seeing that six-cornered star. It was as if the Abbé Luigi Hudal had witnessed the great Lucifer himself standing there with horns on his head and a pitchfork in hand. “Oh no you won’t,” Hudal spit out. “Not then, not ever. I cannot have a Jewish heathen in my church. You’d be bringing Satan himself right to my door.”

 Fed up, Jake let Hudal have it. “You’re damn right, Father, I’m gonna bring the devil straight into your church and let him drag you down through the gates of hell.” Jake slammed the door shut, continuing to curse, “you son of a bitch,” under his breath as he did so. Yes, Mozart was waiting, but the depth of his own anger surprised even Jake.

 And it was time to dress. Jake was in fact looking forward to the drive through the Veneto countryside, something he had not yet been able to do since his arrival at Aviano in September. His family, Italian Jews who hailed from this very region, had emigrated to the United States and settled in New York. All through his childhood, he had heard stories from his parents about their village, Ceneda, a place they considered sweet and magical, a land nestled beside a crystal-clear stream bubbling out of the mountains, with fields full of wheat, dairy cattle, grapevines, and home to the world’s finest prosecco. It was tucked somewhere in the foothills of the northern edge of the Veneto. His mother, Rosa, and her family came to America around 1911 when she was but ten. Abe, his father, had left their village three years later when he was fourteen, just months before the start of the First World War.

 Though Jake was able to spot on a map the nearby town that gave his family their surname, “Conegliano,” try as he might, he remained disappointed that he could never find Ceneda anywhere. It was the one village in Italy he had been determined to visit before going home, if only to tell his folks he’d been there and experienced the magic of their childhoods.

 It was about half an hour later that Lt. Enrico Foxx, a British intelligence officer with the Coldstream Guard—and a fellow opera lover—pulled up in front of Jake’s cottage in a battle-scarred jeep that looked as if it had seen more combat than Patton’s tank command. The roof was gone and the body was splashed with mud, dents, rust, and a few bullet holes. Foxx, a notorious Casanova who resembled the actor Errol Flynn, had two young Italian women with him in the jeep: a redhead in the back and a dark-haired one in the front passenger seat. The lieutenant was whistling the Guard’s regimental theme, “Non più andrai,” which Jake immediately recognized as not only being from The Marriage of Figaro but a song that British foot soldiers adopted way back in 1787 as their own self-deprecating equivalent of “You’re in the Army Now.”

 Jake, who by this time had traded his robe for his dress uniform and a winter-weight wool overcoat, had not expected to see the two young women, but knew it shouldn’t have surprised him. Lt. Foxx had a reputation as a skirt chaser around the base, particularly among the local ladies, many of whom found desperately needed work at Aviano as housekeepers, cooks, and such. With a collapsed postwar economy, times were tough, and as his mother had once said to him, “Work that puts food on the table carries no shame.”

 He didn’t know what line of work these two young ladies were in, but not having been in the company of a female since enlisting out of college, Jake was not about to ask or even guess. The trip to Treviso was the lieutenant’s treat, born not only out of their mutual love of opera, but more importantly Jake’s successful implementation of their top-secret avionics protocols—actions that earned Foxx’s unit a citation and put the lieutenant on the promotional path toward captain. Foxx had even booked and paid for two rooms at a hotel near the opera house for himself and Jake—and for Jake, just shy of turning twenty-one, even that was a new treat. In all his young life, he had never stayed in a real hotel.

 Foxx finished up his whistler’s version of “Non più andrai” by singing the last few lines in a rich and full baritone voice,


 Alla vittoria!

 Alla gloria militar!

 Alla gloria militar!”



 After his final breath of song, the lieutenant pointed to the young woman in the back seat. The wind from the drive over had blown her lengthy copper-red hair all about, giving her the appearance of the goddess in Botticelli’s Birth of Venus—if you ignored the filthy jeep in the picture.

 Ever the proper and fastidious officer, the lieutenant snapped an order for Jake to hop aboard the jeep and take a seat beside her. “That amorous little butterfly is your date, Corporal,” said Foxx, pointing to his Venus. She was all smiles, amiable and zaftig, attributes that pleased the young GI.

 “She goes by ‘Greta.’ Doesn’t speak much English—not that Italian should be an issue for a fine feathered Adonis such as yourself. Take good care. And the ‘Queen of the Night’ upfront, that’s mine: Dolcetta Spinoziano.”

 “Yes, sir.” Jake saluted and on command he tossed his knapsack into the back and slid onto the bench seat beside the red-haired goddess.

 His Botticelli may have worn a bit too much perfume, her stockings had a few runs, and her cloth coat barely looked warm enough for a four-hour drive in an open-air jeep, but if the poverty that characterized postwar Italy left much to be desired, Jake was not one to complain. Her skin was a delicate white, her face angelic, and her lips red and creamy. He felt a hunger, a passion not experienced since school days back in the Bronx.

 Other than photographing the starving living skeletons of Dachau, Jake had not even been in the vicinity of a woman during his three years of enlistment. He inhaled Greta’s perfume; “Escada,“ she said. Sweet as incense—and smiled to himself. It was indeed the first whiff since he had kissed his mother goodbye back in New York. To be sure, this indeed pleased him very much more.

 Yes, for Jake a four-day pass, a hotel, an opera, and a lovely young woman beside him, all conspired to make this January day, Mozart’s birthday, even more bright and festive. To hell with the Abbé Luigi Hudal. To hell with his anger.

 After setting the jeep back in gear and on the road again, Lt. Foxx made the day a tad warmer by pulling out a flask of brandy from his coat.

 “The heater’s out, so this will have to do.” Always the gallant officer, he offered it up to Dolcetta first. She took a hearty swig, then passed it back to Greta as Foxx toasted, “Happy Birthday, Mr. Mozart,” which Jake, without thinking, immediately translated in Italian, “Buon compleanno, Signor Mozart.”

 Greta strained to greet him in stunted English over the roar of the jeep’s engine, an annoying racket that made talking and listening a challenge in any language. Her words emerged from those painted lips with a decided German accent. “Allo . . . Ich, Io, I Greta, Greta Tedesco . . . “

 “Piacere. Mi chiamo Jacopo. Please to meet you. I’m Jake,” he added continuing to mix Italian and English for the benefit of Greta. It was a childhood habit learned in the Bronx where his mother, Rosa, always spoke to him in Italian to ensure that he would grow up bilingual. By contrast Jake’s father, Abe, insisted on communicating solely in English, “The language of business and the future.” Jake’s Italian nonetheless rolled off his tongue effortless, “Mi chiamo Jacopo Conegliano.”

 His use of Italian immediately put Greta at ease. “Italiano Americano, si?”

 “Si, yes. Sono di New York, but, ma, my family, la mia famiglia is from the Veneto, è Veneta, A village near Conegliano, a vicino Conegliano.

 In response and over the rumble of the jeep’s engine, Greta explained to him that she too was now working at the air base. But when Jake asked her what she did there, Greta shook her head and refused to tell him. Instead she said she came from a small village near Bolzano on the Austrian-Italian border where most everyone spoke a mixed German/Italian dialect. As the eldest daughter in a family of seven and with her father, a church organist, who was drafted into the army, missing on the Russian front since 1943, she had to help support her family by working and sending home as much money as she was able. And as Jake was quick to notice, she had the bluest of blue eyes that verily sparkled in sunlight and contrasted sharply with her milk-white complexion and fiery hair.

 There was definitely a story there that intrigued Jake, but the noise made further conversation near to impossible. And although the weather wasn’t half bad for January, the wind chilled them all. Greta snuggled up next to Jake, and how could a lonely GI not appreciate that? He put his arm around Greta and pulled her tight, as tight as if they been longtime lovers out for a ride in a friend’s convertible sports car.

 This being Jake’s first venture off the base, the sights of the northern Italian countryside his parents had so vividly described to him all through his childhood enthralled him. The land was indeed as picturesque and dreamy as the images his folks had fed into his imagination. The winter rains had turned fallow wheat fields green with new sprouts. Every village they passed was prettier than the previous one, and in the far distance the Alps, capped with snow, punctured the clouds and set a boundary between earth and the heavens.

 As romanticized as the sights were for Jake, the roads themselves were rather the opposite. Fallen rocks, potholes and the occasional bomb crater filled with mud, shrapnel, and rainwater made it impossible for Lt. Foxx to drive in a straight line. He verily slalomed his way between the obstacles.

 And it was not long into their drive that their troubles began, real troubles that would soon alter Jake’s life forever. As they neared the village of Sacile, signs posted in Italian warned them that the bridge ahead was out.

 “Damn it!” snapped Foxx, who was determined to make it to Treviso on time. “I was dreading this.” He pulled the jeep over to the side of the road and reached into his coat for a map.

 Foxx spread out the map looking for a detour, but all he could see was a spider web of country roads, most of which were little more than dirt tracks. Frustrated by this turn of events, the lieutenant was all gestures and prime English curses.

 Jake asked Greta if she knew the roads around here. She shrugged and told him, “No, sono di Bolzano. Sono una pianista, non una navigatora.”

 “Sei una pianista? You’re a pianist?” He asked with a touch of amazement in his voice.

 Before she could answer the lieutenant cut in, “During the war she rehearsed the singers for Teatro La Fenice in Venice. But enough of that, Corporal, right now we need to find an acceptable detour.”

 Jake was astonished. La Fenice, “The Phoenix,” was one of the most famous opera houses in the world. He wanted to ask her more, much more, but before he could do so, Dolcetta, who up until then had been totally silent on their drive, spoke up.

 “I know. I tell you roads. We go qui. Take strada li. I know them,” she said in hesitant and broken English and Italian. The young brunette could not have been more than seventeen or eighteen. Her hair was pulled back in twin braids. Under her worn overcoat she was wearing khaki trousers, combat boots and an olive green military issue turtleneck sweater.

 Ever the officer, Foxx snapped an order at her, “Well, which one. Tell me so we can get the hell out of here.”

 Dolcetta pointed to a thin line on the map. “Qui. Strada, qui. Go qui. Take strada li, a Caneva.”

 It was clear to Jake that the lieutenant understood little of what she said and sure enough, in frustration Foxx turned to him. “Corporal, I cannot make heads or tails out of what she is saying. Translate. And quickly.”

 “Yes, sir. She says we go here,” said Jake pointing to a line on the map, “And then we take this road up to the village of Caneva.”

 “Then where?” snapped Foxx again.

 Dolcetta turned back around to Jake. The two conversed rapidly in highly animated Italian while Dolcetta simultaneously indicated a route on the map. But it was Dolcetta’s eyes that caught Jake’s attention, dark portals that flashed an intelligence, wisdom, and strength deeper and more profound than her short years. It was then, with something Jake called his “peripheral memory,” he recalled seeing this young woman, this khaki-clad girl actually, on the base coming and going from the intelligence unit. Though that explained her wardrobe, he could not help but wonder what sort of women Dolcetta and Greta actually were and how they ended up in the lieutenant’s jeep.

 When at last she went silent, Jake translated for the lieutenant. “We take this road through Caneva. There we turn west and go up through Silvella, through these passes to the railroad junction town of Vittorio Veneto. That’s where she’s from. It’s her home.”

 “Prende il nome da una battaglia molto famosa che pose fine alla prima guerra mondiale,” added Dolcetta.

 “Now what is she saying?” demanded the lieutenant.

 “Oh, just that Vittorio Veneto is very famous. It was named for the last battle of the first World War.”

 “Corporal, I don’t need a history lesson. Just get me on a road to Treviso.”

 “Yes, sir. Here.” Jake again sketched out the route. “From Vittorio Veneto we turn south east to Conegliano, which is where she said my family surname comes from.”

 “Corporal, stop with the history lesson. Directions, man, directions, focus on getting directions.”

 “Yes, sir.”

 The roads Dolcetta had indicated on the map were as poor, if not worse than the roadway they had been on initially. War, neglect, and bad weather had conspired to make them ever unpleasant with endless ruts, bumps, rocks, and mud. They crossed bridges over raging streams that seemed held in place by little more than habit. At times they paralleled a rail line and at other moments they zigzagged across those same tracks.

 Still they persevered. And while the driving may have been tough on the lieutenant, little could have dimmed Jake’s pleasure at having Greta snuggled up against him. While his eyes devoured the scenery, he imagined that his parents, grandparents, and great grandparents had probably experienced and enjoyed it too. He felt at home. These were his roots; this was where he was from. He imagined what his life could have been here, tucked into one of those farmhouses they passed along the road . . . a glass of prosecco in hand, flames crackling in the fireplace, a simple piano with a Greta of his own at the keys, her copper-red hair flashing in the firelight. And playing Mozart, yes, playing his beloved Mozart on a Bosendorfer, the best piano in the world . . .

 It was a sweet dream that abruptly crashed into reality as they passed through a seemingly deserted enclave too small to even consider it a village, just a small cluster of whitewashed buildings with red clay tiled roofs. Some were burned out, others had collapsed facades.

 “Look there, Corporal,” said the Lieutenant indicating a stone wall. At chest height were rows of bullet holes and dark brown stains, no doubt from blood. “The war reached deep into these hills.”

 “Tedeschi kill many qui“ Dolcetta mimed shooting a machine gun. Yes, the Germans had executed many. And in his peripheral memory Jake realized that most of the buildings they had passed in the last hour had been similarly desecrated. War was indeed hell, and beyond the paradisiacal childhood his parents had so lovingly described, he wondered what his fate would have been had he grown up here in the Veneto. Would that have been his blood on those walls? Would the evil he witnessed at Dachau have repeated itself here? He was a Jew, so he knew the answer was unequivocally yes. And as his encounter with the Abbé Hudal reminded him, it was never easy to survive as a Jew in an essentially hostile Christian world.

 As they drove on in silence, the blue sky clouded up. A dense fog hung over the foothills and above the mountains hung blackened storm thunderheads. Somewhere past the village of Sarmede, the parallel road and the rail line both started across a particularly steep gorge carved out by a tributary of the Piave River. The bridge for the road made it all the way across, the rail line, not so much. Lt. Foxx stopped the jeep in the middle of their bridge and pulled out a camera from beneath his seat.

 “You do know how to use this, Corporal, I presume.” Foxx passed the camera over to Jake and then eyed the wreckage. As the technology grunt in the intelligence unit, Jake was often called upon to be the man behind the camera who documented anything and everything the army required, even though his true specialty was as an analyst of electronics and radar data.

 The railroad bridge appeared to have been blown apart many months, perhaps even a year, earlier. In the river gorge below was the rusted-out wreckage of a locomotive and a German army supply train, as many as a dozen cars all together. The river currents swirled around and through them, adding fallen trees, weeds, and rocks to the piles of debris.

 “Sono io. L’ho fatto. That’s me. I did that,” said Dolcetta. She drew a line across her throat. “Ho ucciso molti nazisti. Killed many Nazis.”

 Jake was taken aback yet again by her claim. Who were these women Lt. Foxx had brought along? A classical pianist and a partisan warrior? This was unlike any trip to the Met with his parents to hear Mozart’s Cosi Fan Tutte.

 “Pictures, Corporal, get snapping. We’ve heard all about this attack at HQ. A fortunate detour after all. But be quick. We need to roll before those rains hit again.”

 Jake and the lieutenant walked over to the side of the bridge to examine the wreckage below. As ordered, he began to take recon pictures, while Foxx continued to explain.

 “Yes, Dolcetta had described the attack by her team of partisans in her debriefing, but until now, no one at the base had seen it firsthand. Superior work. Took the bridge out just as the locomotive was crossing. Look there. A perfect demolition and the rest of the train followed her into the ravine. Can’t tell you how many of our boys’ lives she saved by taking out those Germans. The best battles in a war are the one you don’t have to fight. Yes, a real work of art.”

 At least two Panzer tanks and a half dozen field artillery pieces were among the wreckage along with cases of what had probably been ammunition and small arms. Jake made certain he captured it all on film before returning to the jeep where Dolcetta sat stoic and quiet in the front seat. Who was this girl in green who blew up bridges and killed Nazis? Even Greta looked upon her fellow traveler with awe and respect. No frivolous “Dorabella” or “Fiordiligi,” were these two young women.

 They drove on. The road past the bridge was even more torturous than before. Old bomb craters filled with rainwater and mud, pockmarked what little asphalt remained and made driving even more dangerous as they were often filled with tire-shredding shrapnel.

 And the closer they came toward Vittorio Veneto, Dolcetta’s professed hometown, the nearer the holes and craters were to each other. Getting between them without driving off the road was akin to threading a needle at twenty miles an hour. The lieutenant’s driving skills were truly put to the test, but as they passed an abandoned farm house just a single kilometer out of Vittorio Veneto, his luck ran out.

 The right rear wheel of the jeep caught the lip of one such crater and a bit of shrapnel blew out the tire. The jeep spun violently into a ninety-degree turn, which snagged the left rear tire, blowing it out as well.

 Ever the good soldiers, Jake and the lieutenant exited the jeep and surveyed the damage. Two tires gone and only one spare.

 Dolcetta spoke up to tell them that there is a meccanico, a car mechanic, just ahead at the edge of the village of Vittorio Veneto. As always, Lt. Foxx took charge. With military precision, he ordered Jake to replace one tire with the spare and then, when he finishes, they’ll attempt to have the jeep limp into town to have the other one replaced.

 So as to preserve his good clothes as much as possible from the mud and dirt, Jake rolled up his cuffs and then taking off his top coat and dress uniform shirt, tossed them in the back of the jeep. In good order the lieutenant slipped rocks under the other tires to prevent the vehicle from rolling as Jake began to jack up the jeep.

 Greta sat down on a boulder by the side of the road to watch and wait, but Dolcetta, their young partisan fighter, joined the men in their effort. Like any army motor pool grunt, she wrestled the spare off its mount and rolled it over to Jake just as he pulled the blown tire off its hub.

 As Jake then worked at positioning the spare onto the wheel, he sensed Dolcetta over his shoulder staring at his two hands, an action that made him most uncomfortable and a little bit embarrassed. Jake had a birth defect or more accurately a family genetic trait that normally no one ever noticed except when he played the piano. His right pinkie finger was abnormally long, as long as his ring finger, while the left pinkie was abnormally short. His father had it as well and reputedly so did his grandfather and every other male in their family. Growing up, his friends in school had often teased him about this oddity, which made him highly self-conscious of the defect, so much so that to prevent it from being noticed he often curled his fingers under his palms. But mounting the wheel left him exposed so he made quick work of the repairs.

 If she had noticed though, the khaki clad girl said nothing.

 Just as Jake finished, a light drizzle began to fall. Speaking fluent German, the lieutenant instructed Greta to take over the driving while he walked ahead to direct her around the worst of the potholes. Jake and Dolcetta were assigned to trail behind the wounded jeep so as to push whenever that might become necessary. In this way they ever so slowly began to cover that last kilometer to Vittorio Veneto.

Each of the several times the jeep became stuck in a pothole, Jake and Dolcetta set their hands on the back of the vehicle and pushed with all they had. It was a messy task and both their trousers were splattered ever more by mud. And each time they pushed, Jake tried to hide his pinkie fingers from her gaze.

 But Dolcetta, who was not the least bit self-conscious, rapidly changed the mood from tragedy to comedy by singing aloud in a crystal clear and powerful soprano voice, “Non più andrai.” And as Jake and Dolcetta pushed the jeep out of the mud yet again, all four of them joined together like a chorus in belting out Mozart’s soldier’s song of self-deprecating humor.


 No more, you amorous butterfly,

 Will you go fluttering round by night and day,

 Disturbing the peace of every beauty,

 A little Narcissus and Adonis of love.

 No more will you have those fine feathers,

 That light and dashing cap,

 Those curls, those airs and graces,

 Those womanish rosy cheeks.

 Among soldiers, by Bacchus!

 A huge moustache, a little knapsack,

 A musket on your back, a saber at your side,

 Your neck straight, your head erect,

 A big helmet, or a big head dress,

 Lots of honor, very little pay.

 And instead of the fandango,

 A march through the mud.

 Over mountains, through valleys,

 With snow, and days of endless heat,

 To the music of trumpets,

 Of bombards, and of cannons,

 Which, at every boom,

 Will make bullets whistle past your ear.

 Cherubino, on to victory!

 On to military glory!

 On to military glory!”



 When they finished, Jake asked her in Italian, “So you know the opera.”

 “Certo! Of course, I do. Every song from The Marriage of Figaro, most of Don Giovanni, and even some of Cosi Fan Tutte. The man who wrote those lyrics for Mozart, the Abbé Lorenzo Da Ponte, was an Italian priest from the Veneto. During the war, when we were camped up in the hills, we sang at night to keep our spirits up. And you, you remind me of Figaro himself.”

 “What do you mean?”

 Dolcetta turned to Jake and said just above a whisper so none of the others would hear, “Sei un Ebreo di Ceneda.”

 “A Jew from Ceneda?” Jake was taken aback and could not believe what she had just said. How had she known that?

 She pointed to Jake’s Jewish star that dangled out from under his tee shirt. “Quella stella mi dice che sei ebreo e le tue mani mi dicono che sei un Conegliano di Ceneda,” which Jake knew translated as, “That star tells me you are a Jew and your hands tell me you are a Conegliano from Ceneda. Those hands are like Figaro’s birthmark.”

 Jake was even more astonished when Dolcetta pulled out a Jewish star from under her turtleneck that she wore on a chain around her neck. Her star was carved onto a crushed bullet casing. “Sono anche un’ebrea di Ceneda—I am also a Jew from Ceneda.”

 Thoroughly confused, Jake could only speak in fragments, “But you, but you . . . Hai detto che eri di Vittorio Veneto—You said you were from Vittorio Veneto.”

 By now they were close to town. Dolcetta nodded in the direction of the first building on the outskirts which was indeed the auto garage, a two-story building with an apartment upstairs. A faded sign read, “Meccanico di Ceneda.“

 Dolcetta explained to him in greater detail that Ceneda, had been renamed Vittorio Veneto after that battle she spoke of earlier, the one that ended the First World War. “Vittorio Veneto is Ceneda. Welcome home, Ben tornado.”

 She continued to describe how, before the war, there was once a thriving Jewish community of perhaps twenty families who had lived in the area for hundreds of years. A few still resided in the confines of the old ghetto when the war broke out, including the Coneglianos. All the males in that family for many generations had the same hand anomaly. As soon as she saw Jake’s fingers she knew.

 “Are there any Coneglianos still in Ceneda? My parents would be thrilled to know I met them.”

 “No, nessuno. No one.” Dolcetta verily choked on her words as she wiped her eyes, the first display of emotion Jake had seen from her.

 Jake wondered, were those rain drops or genuine tears? Though this tough partisan girl quickly composed herself, he guessed tears. “Were any Jews survivors?”

 She held up two fingers, then used them to wipe her face again. “Solo io e mio grande zio, il rabbino Spinoziano—Just me and my great uncle, Rabbi Spinoziano.”

 Dolcetta went on to explain that she and her elderly uncle were away deep in the mountains delivering supplies to a remote monastery, Santa Ava della Stelle, where one of their distant cousins, a Benedictine monk, lived when the Germans took control of the town and its railroad hub at the end of 1943. Her uncle was sheltered by the Benedictines as one of their own until the war ended, and she joined the partisans and became a fighter at fifteen. Everyone else, including her own mother and father, sisters and brothers, aunts and uncles, cousins and neighbors, friends and strangers—all Jews—were either murdered on the spot or transported away to the Nazi death camps back in Germany. When the war ended, Dolcetta and her uncle returned to the village. They hoped other survivors would also come home. They waited months, but no one did. She and her uncle had become the last Jews of Ceneda—and when they were gone, five hundred years of history would disappear as well.

 As Jake looked up at the village shrouded in fog on the hill before him, the very place where his parents had been born, whatever joy he might have felt to have at last found their hometown was vanquished by the horrors of the war and the truths Dolcetta had just shared.

 The drizzle had turned into a light but steady rain by the time they were able to maneuver the jeep into an open garage bay. The Meccanico di Ceneda building was itself an ancient relic of a bygone era. Old wagon wheels and horse tack that hung on the walls, betrayed its origin as a livery stable and stagecoach stop. Jake reclaimed his dress shirt and winter coat while Dolcetta introduced her companions to the local mechanic, Ferruccio Fresia, a man whom she had known from the village since her childhood. He was with his granddaughter, Olivia, a highly curious girl of perhaps eight who delighted in being her grandfather’s assistant. Ferruccio also owned one of the few telephones in the entire town, but only by virtue of the fact that his shop was the closest building to the main road in and out of town. Ferruccio, a veteran of the First World War, had a maimed left leg and walked with a decided limp.

 Translating for the lieutenant, Jake explained their dilemma. With Olivia trailing close behind, Ferruccio examined the jeep and then the damaged tires, shaking his head all the while. Olivia mimicked him. There was nothing he could do, both tires had shredded sidewalls and were therefore impossible to repair. And when asked if there might be a replacement wheel in the village, Ferruccio told them no, “La guerra ha preso tutto.” The war has taken everything. But he was confident that he might find one in Treviso, as it was a big enough city with many cars and trucks.

 Jake translated a back-and-forth conversation between the lieutenant and Ferruccio as to how to proceed. Finally, Lt. Foxx announced his decision and the logic behind it.

 Ferruccio’s truck only had room for three counting the driver. Jake was to remain behind with the jeep while the mechanic would drive with Foxx and one of the ladies in his truck to Treviso. After buying the replacement tire, the lieutenant would remain in Treviso while Ferruccio returned home with the new wheel. Jake would finish the repairs and then join him in Treviso.

 Given that Greta did not know the roads in this region and Dolcetta did, Foxx decided that they switch partners for the moment: Greta would accompany him to Treviso now, while Dolcetta would remain behind so that she could help Jake navigate the roads later that day. They would leave immediately.

 When Jake translated the lieutenant’s plan to the two women, the switch caught Greta off guard. She was sincerely disappointed, a sadness she shared with Jake. For his part, Jake explained that it was only for a few hours before they would be reunited, and that he, as a mere corporal had to follow orders—even if those orders meant surrendering the pleasure of her company to Lt. Foxx for the afternoon.

 Greta hugged Jake and kissed him on both cheeks. But after starting to walk toward Ferruccio’s truck, Greta quickly turned back, grabbed Jake and wrapping him tightly in her arms, gave him a full on lip-smacking embrace. Out of the corner of his eye, Jake spied little Olivia watching as if taking notes.

 And as this was Jake’s first kiss in three years, the two of them did not break from their embrace until the lieutenant—his patience over—ordered them to finish up and get a move on. Time was wasting.

 The rains were beginning to fall ever heavier as Ferruccio’s truck pulled out of the garage and onto the road to Treviso. From somewhere off in the village, church bells rang out for the noon hour, shaking Jake out of his love-sick reverie and reminding him that it was indeed a Sunday.

 Dolcetta motioned for him to follow her into the labyrinth of alleys and byways that constituted Ceneda, “Come, mangiamo, we eat.”





Chapter Two: Dolcetta

Sunday afternoon, January 27, 1946
Ceneda, the Veneto, Italy

Mozart. Yes, it was Mozart’s Birthday. As Jake followed Dolcetta, he reflected on the peculiar irony of being stranded on Mozart’s birthday with a Jewish partisan fighter in the town of his parents’ births listening to the chimes muffled by the fog of the very same church bells that had peeled off the hours all through a childhood they had once described as magical. But now, as the rain fell, they reminded him more of Mozart’s Requiem for the dead, and all that had vanished in a cesspool of hate and violence.

 Dolcetta led him on a path that climbed up through the village. Their track had so many twists and turns that Jake, a trained cartographer with an excellent sense of direction, could not fathom where they were headed. Built on a hill at the lower edge of the Alps, Ceneda eschewed straight lines. Everything was contorted. One house seemed piled upon another but at odd angles. And one family’s attic would have been another’s basement. Although Jake could not make heads or tails of where they were or even which direction they were facing, he imagined that his parents, growing up here as children, had known every brick and stone of this village.

 About halfway up the hillside they passed through a gate that marked the entrance to the old Jewish ghetto. As they walked through, Dolcetta pointed out a rusted mezuzah nailed to the inner post below a street sign that read, “Via Giudecca.“ She told him that in centuries past—up until Napoleon’s victories over the ruling Austrian aristocracy—the gate would have been locked every night in order to separate Jews and their religious heresies from their Catholic neighbors. The unspoken truth, however, was always the real fear: the perceived need to prevent cross boundary romances and the exchange of bodily fluids. In reality she said, over five centuries there were many “mixed” marriages and other more secretive liaisons. Regardless of religion, she asserted, everyone in Ceneda was family, blood family. Everyone, even the Fascists who had sided with the Nazis.

 Inside the ghetto all was quiet; most every corner was deserted save one light that shone from a building that was once the synagogue of Ceneda.

 “The eternal light still glows?” Jake asked in Italian.

 “No,” she said, also in her native tongue, “That was extinguished three years ago when the Nazis ransacked the synagogue. What you see is my uncle working at his office next door.” Dolcetta explained that since Rabbi Geremia Spinoziano, who was eighty-seven years old, had returned at war’s end from hiding out at the monastery, he had dedicated himself to gathering up all the surviving records, photographs, books, furniture, musical instruments, and important papers that had been left behind by the former residents of the ghetto. The temple’s main sanctuary, which had been desecrated by the Germans, had become in essence a storeroom. With no longer having any sheep in his flock to serve, the rabbi took on as his life’s final work the sorting and preservation of every key element that documented the history of their community before it all vanished.

 “What happens when he’s done? Where do the records go? Who will look after them?”

 “Non lo so. I don’t know. He’s almost finished, and it will probably fall to me to keep these records, these holy records, the genizah, but I . . . Non ho più casa, I have no home and cannot imagine living here in Ceneda much longer among ghosts.”

 “Then the history of Ceneda dies?”

 The girl in green shrugged, “Perhaps.” She looked at him straight in the eyes. “Perhaps you, Jacopo Conegliano, the last of the Coneglianos, you should bring the records of our town’s history, our sacred genizah, to a new Ceneda that you will create in America.”

 Before Jake could even formulate or consider an answer, Dolcetta opened the door of the synagogue. Rabbi Geremia Spinoziano, a sprightly, but gray-haired man who wore a red beret and a black suit that was nearly indistinguishable from the garb worn by the Abbé Luigi Hudal, rose to greet them. He embraced his grandniece with a warm hug, and then after a quick introduction to Jake, he welcomed the young corporal with an ever more enthusiastic bear-hug.

 “Un figlio prodigo è tornato,” said the rabbi, a prodigal son has returned.

 Lunch with the rabbi in the kitchen of his apartment adjacent to the synagogue was an unusual affair for Jake. In addition to the four bottles of prosecco that Dolcetta brought up from a wine cellar cleverly hidden beneath the basement, it began and ended with a single dish, typical winter fare for peasants living in the mountains: heaps of pasta—in this case gemelli—prepared carbonara-style using eggs and a local soft cheese not unlike parmesan, mixed with grilled bits of ham and sliced almonds. Jake ate his fill and drank the prosecco with the same abandon any battle-weary GI would have done on the first hours of a four-day pass.

 And it also marked the first time since he was a child at Van Cortland Park in the Bronx with his mother and her friends that he spoke exclusively in Italian as their host, Geremia, knew no English.

 But it was the ham that caught Jake by surprise, not exactly kosher, he thought for a rabbi and so he asked him about it.

 “Ah, white meat,” laughed Geremia. “You’re as curious as your father, Abe, was when he was a boy. A good trait. Did you know that I officiated at his bar mitzvah? That was when . . . before the First World War . . . yes . . . 1913. He was brilliant, a great student, one of my best ever—save, perhaps, for my grandniece here, Dolcetta. Abe not only knew the Torah but also the sciences, literature, poetry, and of course opera. He loved opera. He even sent me recordings from New York. It was in his blood, which doesn’t surprise me. Everyone in Ceneda loves opera. And you say Abe still sells sound and lighting equipment to the Met in New York?”

 “Yes, but what about the ham? You were going to explain?” Mellowed by the alcohol, Jake had taken an almost immediate liking to the Rabbi. Geremia had the countenance of a New York Chinese restaurant Buddha, a laughing, smiling happy Ho Tai who somehow, in the midst of hell and destruction, had found the means to preserve and maintain both spirit and dignity.

 “Impatient too, just like him as well. Your father wanted to know everything—but yesterday. He devoured books as readily as you’ve vanquished your pasta and that prosecco,” the rabbi said as he refilled Jake’s glass. The walls of Geremia’s apartment were insulated from the outside world by endless shelves, each stuffed with volumes of books. “Abe read all of them, as did she before the war,” he added pointing with the bottle of prosecco at Dolcetta, who blushed. “An education is the one possession thieves can never steal.”

 Since their arrival at the synagogue an hour earlier, Dolcetta had changed out of her muddy clothes and into a turquoise cotton shirtwaist dress. She had untied her braids and combed out her long chestnut hair, but she still wore the only shoes she probably owned, those combat boots. And although images of Greta’s blue eyes and warm lips flashed through his mind, Jake could not help but notice how much more attractive Dolcetta was, even in a simple A-line dress. And for him the concept of attractiveness went far beyond the physical. There was depth and intelligence, strength, and fortitude, all softened by an infinite sweetness. He wondered how Greta was faring in the company of the lieutenant. Still he’d never met anyone quite like Dolcetta, a dark-haired girl with whom he felt a kinship and familiarity that utterly surprised and caught him off guard. And speaking exclusively Italian with her and the rabbi made him feel even more at home—he knew with certainty he was among his own people for the first time since being shipped off to war.

 “But you were inquiring about the ham, weren’t you,” asked Geremia over the drumming of the rain on the windowpanes. What had been a light shower had now become a major downpour.

 “Yes, sir,” said Jake, very much enjoying his prosecco.

 “Please,” said the rabbi, “None of this ‘sir,’ nonsense. We are all family here. You should call me Geremia. Even your grandfather and I were friends growing up here.” He turned to Dolcetta. “In the genizah chest in my study, there’s a package of photographs. Please, my dear, bring it here.”

 Dolcetta made her way through a wide archway into the rabbi’s office, where a fire roared away in its hearth, keeping the entire downstairs of the house warm. The bond of affection between uncle and niece was clearly obvious to Jake, and Jake, well, Jake was a happy young man just watching Dolcetta walk wearing that soft cotton dress. He could not but help notice how she moved with the grace of a willow tree swaying in a soft summer breeze.

 “How is it a reverent Jew can eat ham? That is what you want to know, yes?” asked Geremia.

 “Yes, sir.”

 “Geremia. You must call me Geremia, just as you father and grandfather did. You have their hands, their fingers, but you also have their heart, their soul, and their intellect. Let me tell you then and never forget this: true religion has nothing to do with theology, liturgical ceremonies, sectarian dogma, or dietary rules. When I hid out in that monastery, I became for three years a monk. Not on the inside, but on the outside. I shared the life my cousin, Adriano, and his brethren had taken on, and in so doing, I survived the Holocaust that swirled around us. I wore the black robes of a Benedictine with no less authority than if I had been a Harlequin during Carnevale. It was a costume, one I wore to camouflage myself, one that allowed me to live and ultimately return home to myself. And now, I wear this red beret—a hat our ancestors were once forced to wear outside the ghetto—as my tribute to the dead and murdered among us. As soldiers in a uniform, you and my Dolcetta have done the same, yes?”

 Dolcetta returned with the photographs and set them on the table before her uncle.

 Geremia leaned in close to Jake. “Do you know what God is—if there is even such an entity as God after all we have witnessed these past few years? God is not the providential, awe-inspiring deity as claimed by the children of Abraham and Isaac. God is but the fundamental, eternal, infinite substance of reality, the first cause of all things, and the substance of all things. God is not a judge who rules upon how well matters conform to his purposes. Nor is God a wise and just being who resides in a heavenly throne while making exceptions to the natural law because we either anger or please him. No, God, my God, the God I called my congregation to honor, is only the natural universe in all its unique, infinite, and eternal glory. There is no judgment. And this insight, which is openly available to all, leads us to the highest state of human accord. Happiness occurs when one understands and accepts the laws of nature and then experiences the peace of mind such knowledge brings. For me true religion only consists of one simple moral rule: love your neighbor. Yes, marry one another. And then practice justice and loving kindness with your fellow human beings on this lifeboat we call planet earth.”

 For Jake, the rabbi’s simple but profound humanism stood in opposition from the Abbé Luigi Hudal’s guilt laden and anti-Semitic tirades earlier that morning.

 The rabbi opened up the portfolio holding a collection of faded black and white photographs. He flipped through them until he came to one taken more than thirty years earlier inside the synagogue of Ceneda. Four people stood below a glowing Eternal Light and in front of an open ark. In the center was Jake’s father, Abe, at age thirteen, holding the Torah in his arms—his pinkie finger anomaly clearly visible. Behind him stood a younger Geremia dressed in his rabbinical robes and on either side of Abe, were his parents, Jake’s grandparents.

 “Here you see in the past your family, a splendid past, but when I look at you two on the cusp of tomorrow,” he said glancing back and forth between Dolcetta and Jake as if they were indeed a couple. “I see the future of our people. Isn’t that the true message of The Marriage of Figaro that you will see tonight? True love prevails over all threats and that the potential for a life of harmony and joy is infinite and must not be squandered?”

 Such talk made Dolcetta uncomfortable. Nudging her uncle, she asked, “Will you tell him about the ham, already?”

 Well into his fifth or sixth glass of prosecco, Jake—lightheaded as he had become—was anything but impatient, he hung on Geremia’s every sentence as the rabbi continued.

 “Yes, I will. The dietary kosher laws are no more sacred that this photograph. They were constructed in ancient times to protect people from eating food that was easily subject to contamination and disease. For someone today to hold these laws out as more important than life itself is nonsense. Those guidelines became law only to protect our lives, not destroy them. And so, when I was a monk, and when I was near to starvation and again when I returned home and there is still very little food about, I ate all the ham and pork I could to nourish this old body of mine and stay alive. To have done otherwise would be an aberration of the love and wisdom that is at the heart of Judaism.”

 The rabbi interrupted himself and turned to address Dolcetta, “And the manner in which you grilled those bits of chopped ham along with the slivered almonds was perfection itself. If there is a Heaven in my future, my dear Dolcetta, your cooking certainly opened the door.”

 “The secret, Uncle, was grilling them together until they turned a smoky brown, and then and only then adding them to the pasta, egg and cheese.”

 “It was fabulous,” piped up Jake. “As magnificent a cook as my mother was, I have never tasted a carbonara as good as this.”

 “Carbonara gemelli ebraico,” said Dolcetta.

 “Ah, you see Jacopo, she cooks like an angel, she cleans up like a goddess, and she kills Nazis with bare hands. And one day my little niece will make a fine wife for some lucky man . . .”

 Geremia let his last words hang in the air before continuing. “And do you want to know what Judaism truly is? I will tell you the secret, it is this: When you warm other people’s hearts, you warm yourself. When you support, encourage and inspire others, then you will discover support, encouragement, and inspiration in your own life. And when you love and when others love and honor you, you create family and community. That, my children, is Judaism, that is love, and that is my blessing for both of you.”

 Geremia got up from his chair and walked over to a table in the study where a hand-cranked phonograph sat beside an upright piano and a rocking chair. He shuffled through a collection of records and finally, after loading one, he motioned for Jake and Dolcetta to come into the study and sit upon a couch near the fire. “I am going to play but one song, one I am sure you both know. The music was composed by Mozart, but the lyrics were written by a man who grew up here, a man who understood the longings and passions of the human soul, the Abbé Lorenzo Da Ponte. It is a duet from his opera, Don Giovanni, where it is used as a sly seduction song.”

 “ ‘La ci darem la mano,’ “ both Jake and Dolcetta immediately said aloud.

 “Ah, yes, indeed. My two little scholars here are correct. But bear with me. Instead of picturing Don Giovanni singing this as a song of deliberate and wanton seduction over a hapless Zerlina, I want you both to close your eyes and hear it instead as if it were sung by a love-struck Figaro to his beloved Susanna. Listen here and then examine what is in your own hearts.”

 As the needle touched the vinyl the old 78 crackled alive with a recitativo. Jake instantly recognized the voices, “Dio mio, that’s the Met’s recording of Don Giovanni! Ezio Pinza and Rosa Ponselle. February 5, 1934. I was there. My father helped with the recording. I was just nine. It was my birthday.”

 “Wonderful. Yes. It is one of the albums your father sent me years ago,” said Geremia, pausing the record. “Life comes full circle when we least expect it. But no, Ponselle played Dona Anna. Editha Fleischer sang Zerlina. Now, again, close your eyes. Both of you. Sit back and let your dreams rule the day.”

 Jake did as instructed and, warmed by the prosecco, he slid back into the same half-awake dream he had been in earlier that day when the Abbé Luigi Hudal first knocked on his door. Beside him he heard Dolcetta breathing softly as Geremia reset the needle to the recitativo. And as the rabbi had directed, Jake surrendered the image of the ever-sly Don Giovanni and found instead a madly-in-love Figaro singing to his beloved Susanna as the music began.

 The male voice sang in recitativo:


 With noble birth, noble manners

 Go always hand in hand;

 I’ll show you an example;

 This very moment I will make you my wife.



 The female soprano responded:


 You?



 He continued in recitativo:


 I, for certain: Come to my little villa,

 Oh, come, my fairest jewel,

 There I will wed thee.



 In his mind’s eye Jake became Figaro while a vision of Greta as Botticelli’s Venus rose naked from the sea, her long red hair swirling around and caressing him as if the arms of a sea creature.

 The male voice segued into full song:


 There I’ll give you my hand,

 There you’ll say yes:

 See, it is not far,

 my love, let’s leave, my beloved.



 Jake saw himself luring this dream Greta toward him; she’s tempted but hesitant.

 She sang:


 I would like to, yet I would not,

 My heart trembles a little,

 It’s true, I would be happy,

 But he may just be deceiving me!

 But he may just be deceiving me!



 Jake’s arms reached out toward Greta.

 He sang:


 Come, my beautiful beloved!



 His vision of Greta leaned in and then retreated again into the fog—where he saw Lt. Foxx reaching for her.

 She sang:


 I’m sorry for Masetto.



 He sang:


 I will change your life.



 Jake reached for her but Greta’s image began to fade . . .

 She sang:


 Soon I won’t be able to resist,

 I won’t be able to resist,

 I won’t be able to resist.



 He sang:


 Let us go!



 Greta’s arms reached toward him but it was too late. The lieutenant pulled her away.

 She sang:


 Let us go!



 Greta vanished into the mists of illusion.

 He sang:


 There I’ll give you my hand,

 There you’ll say yes:

 See, it is not far,

 My love, let’s leave, my beloved.



 And once more in his mind’s eye he lured her back. But no, it wasn’t Greta, it was Dolcetta. What was she doing there?

 She sang:


 I would like to, yet I would not,

 My heart trembles a little,

 It’s true, I would be happy,

 But he may just be deceiving me!

 But he may just be deceiving me!



 He sang:


 I will change your life.



 Jake reached for this vision of Dolcetta, but she too hesitates.

 She sang:


 Soon I won’t be able to resist

 I won’t be able to resist.



 Dolcetta swayed back and forth in her turquoise dress. He fell to his knees before her.

 He sang:


 Let us go!

 Let us go!



 Dolcetta took his hands in hers.

 She sang:


 Let us go!

 Let us go!



 She lifted him up and they sang together:


 Come, come, my darling,

 To soothe the pangs

 Of an innocent love.

 Come, come, my darling,

 To soothe the pangs

 Of an innocent love.



 Hand in hand they moved off toward the fog of illusions.
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