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PRAISE FOR DYING DAYS


‘In Dying Days, Anthony Byrt pits two armies – and two ideologies – against each other in the standoff for Trieste, threading a spine-tingling thriller with the shadow of early Cold War brinkmanship. The electrifying result is as vivid as a spy novel yet as unnerving as a fairytale made real.’

Catherine Chidgey, author of The Book of Guilt

‘Dying Days has a complex plot and is set in a complex time, but Byrt handles it with ease, gently leading the reader to the edge of the limestone hole to reveal the awful truth, that in the aftermath of war ideas take a long time to die, compromises must be made and the winners quickly lose their heroic lustre.’

Pip Fioretti, author of Bone Lands

‘Incredibly well written with totally believable, interesting and funny dialogue. These compelling characters are brilliantly centred in time and place. A wonderful retelling of the human and military side of an interesting and still relevant period of history.’

Heather Morris, author of The Tattooist of Auschwitz

‘Dying Days offers an intriguing plot, complex characters you want to journey alongside and a mystery whose unravelling keeps you glued to the page. A fascinating window into the twilight years of World War II.’

Danny Ben-Moshe, author of The Watchmaker’s War
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For K and J






FOREWORD

This is a work of fiction, except for the events that happened.

Trieste was one of the last cities in Italy to be liberated from Nazi rule. Following the Italian capitulation in September 1943, the Germans installed a brutal SS force to occupy and police the city. Headed by Odilo Globocnik, these men had, until their new deployment, been central figures in Aktion Reinhardt, the first stage in the mass extermination of Jews.

Globocnik and his men had established the Belzec, Treblinka and Sobibor camps in Poland, confiscated vast amounts of money and property from their victims, which was used to sustain the German war effort, and employed the gas techniques that would also be used for mass killings at Auschwitz. It’s estimated that Aktion Reinhardt was responsible for up to two million deaths. The group also established a killing facility in Trieste itself, at the Risiera di San Sabba.

Through the early months of 1945, Marshal Tito’s Yugoslav Army fought ferociously up the Dalmatian Coast. In April, with the Germans retreating, Tito ordered his forces to concentrate their energy on getting to Trieste as quickly as possible. But the Western Allies also wanted control of the important port city. Prime Minister Churchill, in particular, saw it as a crucial future communication and supply line up into Austria.

The Yugoslavs made it to Trieste on 1 May. The New Zealand Army – the advance troops of the British forces – arrived a day later. Globocnik and many of his senior officers had managed to escape before either army arrived.

The race for Trieste ended in a stalemate, and the standoff that followed – between the New Zealanders, with the British and American armies behind them, and the Yugoslavs, who were closely allied with the Russians – became known as ‘the Forty Days’. Some historians have suggested it was the first event of the Cold War. Geoffrey Cox, Lieutenant-General Bernard Freyberg’s head of intelligence during the New Zealanders’ push to Trieste, later wrote that ‘throughout the five weeks during which the negotiations were conducted between Washington, London, Belgrade and Moscow about the future of the territory, the strain within Trieste never slackened’.

This strain wore away at both armies through the month of May and into June. Dangerous rumours, night-time disappearances and the ghosts of fascist and Nazi control fuelled the tensions, threatening to turn allies into enemies.

This is one account of those events. There are others, which align in certain respects and diverge in others. There may well be further differing versions in the future. But that is in the nature of a story shaped by lies, and by killers: the truth is buried in a deep hole somewhere, with the victims.





PROLOGUE LONDON, 26 OCTOBER 1945, 15:14


THE BACKGROUND IS AS FOLLOWS.

Allegations were made by the Italian Committee of Liberation that, during last May, the Yugoslavs threw large numbers of Germans and Italians into several pits in the countryside surrounding Gorizia and greater Trieste. The State Department felt that full investigations should be made. Our Rome Embassy strongly agreed with this view.



Brawley didn’t need to read any more. He closed the file and slid it back across the table. ‘Have you lost your fucking marbles? Caccia will have your head if he knows you’ve smuggled this out.’

Twentyman snatched the file back and almost knocked over his pint. He reached to catch it with his free hand but stopped himself as it resettled on its base, a gentle, foamy slop down its side. It was barely three in the afternoon, and the fire-warmed upstairs bar of The Feathers was filling with dreary Whitehall middlemen escaping their dreary Whitehall desk jobs. They made a low and lazy hum, like wintered bees.

‘Spare me,’ Twentyman snapped. ‘The office is leaking like mad. And this is hardly top secret. It’ll likely be in The Times by tomorrow morning. You probably knew about it before I did.’

Brawley said nothing, picked up his own drink. The deep, grey bags behind Twentyman’s glasses suggested the lad wasn’t getting enough sleep. Brawley thought he’d lost weight too.

‘Or perhaps you didn’t,’ Twentyman continued. ‘In which case I’ll precis the rest, given I know how busy peacetime is keeping the good officers of MI6.’

‘Busier than ever, lad.’

‘The essence of the thing is that despite Thirteenth Corps pulling up shreds of gore-matted clothing, pieces of rotting horse and headless corpses, there’s apparently no clear evidence that the victims are specifically Italian, nor that they were executed in May, nor that they were dumped by Tito’s fighters. Thus, in Colville’s wisdom, it is time to call it a day and abandon the whole bloody thing.’

‘Colville’s just the messenger. It would’ve been the PM.’

‘I don’t give a damn whose decision it was. It’s bloody wro—’

‘Which has what, exactly, to do with me, boy?’ Brawley interrupted. ‘Or the service more generally? Or, frankly, you? Because, given what is currently unfolding in this fair land of ours, let alone across a continent we just had the good grace to liberate, I’m not sure any of us – and particularly a young, enthusiastic official of the Foreign Office – should be expending our valuable time wringing our hands over a few Italians and Slavs killing each other in the far corner of the Adriatic. They’ve been doing it for centuries. No reason to assume they’re going to stop now.’

The young man flipped open the file again, flicked through several sheets. He pulled one out and shoved it across the table.

‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘In fact, I completely agree. They can do as they please. This’ – he pointed at the sheet now in Brawley’s hand – ‘is what I care about.’

Brawley pretended to give it his full attention, moving his lips as he cast an eye over it, then read it aloud. ‘ “AFHQ informs that no evidence has come to light regarding the rumoured murder of New Zealand soldiers. Their bodies are said to have been thrown into a pit but operations have revealed nothing yet of interest.” Seems clear-cut to me.’

‘Yet. Not definitive.’

‘The date of this is the fifteenth of September,’ Brawley pointed out. ‘More than a month ago.’

‘Correct.’

‘Find the one from the fifth of October. Read it to me.’

Twentyman suddenly looked unsure. He found the telegram in question and cleared his throat like he’d just felt the first scratches of a viral infection. ‘ “Team of Allied Force Headquarters officers investigating Yugoslav atrocities in Venezia Giulia have sent a report on the alleged murder of New Zealand soldiers. They state that, in spite of extensive checks amongst the various—” ’

‘ “Amongst the various authorities,” ’ Brawley continued from memory, cutting across Twentyman, ‘ “and also other individuals in a position to know, there is nothing to indicate that this rumour has any truth to it.” ’

Twentyman sat back, removed his glasses. ‘I knew I needn’t have bothered. You’ve read the whole fucking file already.’

‘Not all of it. Just the parts I knew you’d be in a stew over.’

Brawley watched Twentyman have a long drink of his pint, then take out a cigarette. He’s pausing to regather himself, Brawley thought, wondering if he has a move available or it really is game over. Brawley took in the room and recognised a man sitting alone by the fire, left leg crossed over his right, picking at one of the tufted sofa’s buttons.

‘And he’s one of them?’ Twentyman asked, striking a match.

‘Sorry – who is what?’ Brawley said, turning back. ‘I don’t follow.’

‘ “Individuals in a position to know.” Your man in Trieste would be one of them.’

‘Our man who was in Trieste,’ Brawley replied. He could give him that much, at least. ‘But yes, the investigators checked in with us – we spoke with him.’

‘And he said what, exactly?’

‘What he said exactly is none of your business. What he said generally is written down, right there in front of you. A nasty rumour. And – not that I have any obligation to share this with you, but if it helps in any way to get you from out of my arse – it was his view that it probably started with a few last krauts who stuck around to see what sort of trouble they could whip up after they’d lost the city. Perhaps the last remnants of the propaganda unit they had there during the occupation. Masters of pouring pestilence into local ears, apparently.’

‘And you believe him?’

‘I’ve no reason not to. He’s an impeccable agent. Knows Trieste inside out.’

‘And he was working with the reds?’

‘If by that you mean the local partisans, yes. Or are you now joining in the great Foreign Office panic that every agent we have east of Geneva has already been corrupted by the Russians?’

‘Not panicking. Just pointing out that it’s conceivable your man might lie to protect his Yugoslav friends.’

‘What do you want me to say? It’s conceivable that any man can lie. I looked my son in the eye this morning and told him I thought he had a good chance of making the school’s First XV this year. Do I think our man’s lying about this? No.’

Twentyman scratched his temple.

He’s finally realised, Brawley thought. The end of the road. ‘Look, lad. We’ve enough genuine intrigues on our hands. We don’t need to manufacture any more. The New Zealanders haven’t raised any concerns. AFHQ has investigated. Attlee’s put a line through it. I’d say that’s your cue to do the same.’

‘I want to talk to him.’

‘Who? Our agent? No.’

Twentyman sat up. ‘Where’s he stationed now?’

‘We’re bringing him in soon. Not, I’m sorry to inform you, because our organisation is crawling with double agents, but for some much-needed respite and cleansing lungfuls of London air.’

‘When will he be back? Let me interview him.’

‘Afraid it doesn’t work like that. I realise the office now feels it has total control over us, but there are still operational delicacies.’

‘That isn’t—’

‘That is, Mr Twentyman. The best I can offer you is another pint of bitter.’

‘No, thank you.’

‘Then I’m going to suggest you get that file back to King Charles Street, before Caccia or Bromley or anyone else up the chain discovers you took it along for an afternoon drink and an animated conversation with a colleague from the SIS. At least that’s how that fellow there on the sofa will report it.’

Twentyman turned to see the man swirling ice around his whisky, studiously ignoring them. He stood and reached for the file but Brawley put his hand on it before he could pick it up.

‘If you’re still of a mind to pursue this,’ Brawley continued, ‘which, again, seems inadvisable to me, I’d suggest you give some consideration to the larger factors at play here.’

‘Which are?’

‘Next time, lad. Next time, provided the Adriatic doesn’t blow up between now and then, and provided you don’t do the same to that promising career of yours.’ He tapped the file with his index finger. ‘After you’ve put this back where it belongs, go home and get some sleep. The world always looks a little less conspiratorial after a decent kip.’

Brawley took his hand off the file and Twentyman snatched it up. The young man slipped it back into his briefcase and headed down The Feathers’ stairs.

The agent from Five, who’d done such a terrible job of disguising his surveillance – which was probably, Brawley decided, the point – stood up and stretched, left the pallid dregs of his whisky behind and followed Twentyman out into the grim Whitehall light.





PART I THE DANCE






TRIESTE, FIVE MONTHS EARLIER, 15 MAY 1945, 19:06

The sculpted stairs that led up to the house looked like they’d been cast in wax rather than cut from stone. Madigan pressed his boot against the bottom step’s curled lip, as though it might give under his weight.

The first trucks came up the steep hill, rolled through the gates and pulled up near him. He watched as men spilled out – a cascade, all officers, clean-shaven, hair clipped and oiled. A New Zealander, glassy-eyed and tanned, no more than twenty-two, passed close to him and pointed at the orange peel at his feet. ‘Worried about catching a cold tonight?’ The boy’s companions laughed.

Madigan said nothing. He ate a segment, the juice sharp in his throat.

At the top of the stairs, the villa’s dark entrance swallowed the men whole. Madigan waited until the flow of bodies slowed to a trickle, then made his own way up and headed for the ballroom.

Laughter and deep voices bounced off the painted ceiling, an electrified rumble. Lieutenant-Colonel Cowan, the commanding officer for most of the men in the room, lingered near the door. The Baroness put a hand on Cowan’s arm. He turned towards her, smiled.

Madigan kept to the walls, avoiding the eyes of the handful of men he’d interacted with over the past fortnight.

The band’s trumpeter gave a quick blast, three notes that cut through the room. Every man turned towards the doorway.

The girls entered in pairs, some looking like twins in dresses cut from identical fabric, mouths newly painted in the same deep shade, a fresh stick having done the rounds outside. Cowan and the Baroness greeted each curtsying duo like cats who’d just seen their next meal land on a fencepost. Beyond them, the officers straightened their backs, their hunger pitched in a different key.

As the girls moved towards the waiting men, they were split apart and new pairs formed, awkward greetings in soldier’s Italian, shy curtseys in reply. The band started up and the men took it as their signal to pull the girls close. The room warmed by a couple of degrees.

The Baroness’s final flourish was to present Cowan with a stunning girl, all dark hair and curves. Blood crept up the lieutenant-colonel’s neck, a sheepish flush, as he took her arm and led her towards the dancefloor.

The Baroness walked over to Madigan.

‘It’s a shame a specimen as perfect as you isn’t out there too, swaying amid all these other magnificent tall trees,’ she said. ‘Although perhaps these girls are a little too well-bred for your tastes?’

‘Or too young.’

She laughed. ‘There is that too, I suppose. It’s important to show appropriate thanks to our protectors, though, yes?’

‘I’m more concerned about protecting them from themselves. Most of them won’t have been so close to flesh this fresh in years.’

She tutted. ‘So vulgar, Alex. Cowan has promised that his men will be on their best behaviour. And these young ladies are the city’s finest.’

Madigan knew what she meant; he just wasn’t sure he agreed. The daughters of Italian and Greek merchants, bankers and forgotten counts and countesses. Impeccable bloodlines preserved by their parents’ elastic politics, now being pawed at by soldiers from the other end of the earth.

‘Have a drink, Alex. It’s almost over. Your friends know that too.’

He tipped his head towards the dancers. ‘These are my friends, Baroness.’

She brushed his hand. ‘Well, that’s marvellous news. You were always too clever not to remember that eventually. I think they’re tremendous new acquaintances too.’

Madigan watched her move away and discreetly berate Filippo, her butler, who was playing head waiter for the night. The old man nodded and headed for the ballroom’s door.

The Baroness had won the New Zealanders over with a sob story about armed and savage Yugoslavs shooting her peacocks and terrorising her grandchildren, showing no respect for the rules of Trieste’s social order. Cowan and his men had happily galloped to her rescue, turning the Villa Bravin into an officers’ club for the duration of their stay in the city.

Cowan’s boss, Brigadier Gentry, had laid claim to the Grande Albergo, Trieste’s best hotel, as his HQ. General Freyberg was ensconced in the castle at Miramare, his sentries spending their days diving nude from its jetty into the sparkling May sea. When the German commander for Trieste had surrendered, he’d also been relieved of his new BMW; the word was the officer who seized it was planning to ship it home to Wellington. The Baroness was perfectly happy to keep feeding the Kiwis’ newfound refinements by offering up Trieste’s thoroughbred daughters to them.

The band leader picked his moment to push the heat up. The dancers relaxed into each other, awkward gaps closing, eyes meeting, mouths opening into freer smiles. The group pulsed at its perimeter, a breathing, in and out with the beat. Dark patches bloomed on khaki backs. Pinned hair started to fall loose.

Madigan watched Filippo ease through the mass to the makeshift stage and lean into the band leader, who nodded. After one more number, he stopped his players and announced that supper was served.

The girls, each and every one, dropped their partners’ hands as if they’d just noticed they were covered in sores and swarmed the buffet. Even for Trieste’s wealthy families, rationing under the Yugoslav occupation had been brutal. Madigan felt a citrus gurgle in his stomach as he watched the young women shovel down boiled eggs and slices of cold meat. The New Zealanders stood stock-still, dumbly watching.



Hungers met, the girls and the soldiers made their way to the villa’s front steps to smoke, as a battalion pipe band started up on the lawn.

Purple streaks ripped the sky open, the last wounds before dark. Wisteria scent hung heavy. The steps gave an unimpeded view across the Gulf of Trieste, the perfectly flat horizon, somewhere near Venice, slicing the world in two as if it had been opened with a razorblade. The girls, ignoring the band, leaned close to each other, laughing, soldiers’ cigarettes hanging between their fingers. The men sat next to them, swapped glances, lifted eyebrows.

Filippo came and stood next to Madigan in the doorway. ‘Sounds worse than the peacocks when the Slavs were strangling them,’ he said.

Madigan grinned. ‘How many did the Baroness lose?’

‘A couple of hens, and just the one big boy before I stopped them. I think that’s what upset her most. One of her favourites. I won’t miss him, shitting everywhere and squawking all the time.’ He pointed at the New Zealanders. ‘This lot moved in before the Slavs could come back for a second helping.’

Filippo signalled over his shoulder, back towards the ballroom. ‘You’d best eat now if you want something. She’s asked me to get the rest of it out of here before these girls make even more of a mess.’

Madigan thanked him and headed to the remains of the food. He took two thick chunks of bread, put a slab of meat between them, ate an egg.

Threading his way through the bodies on the steps, moving men with the touch of a shoulder, he headed towards the huge greenhouse, where he’d picked the orange earlier. The family who built the villa had made a fortune from coffee, and the orangerie, alongside an indoor semi-tropical garden, had been one of its legendary luxuries. Madigan glimpsed two bodies on the other side of the greenhouse’s glass. The girl met his eyes for a second, then tucked her flushed face into her new lover’s neck.

He cut through the dark and into the thick woods behind the house, following the switchback path that led to the top of Mount Bravin. Two weeks earlier, a group of local teenage boys had hidden up there from a gang of men who’d only just abandoned their black shirts for new uniforms. The change of outfit hadn’t fooled the boys; they knew who the men were, what they’d done. On the night of the 29th, as the men stood outside a cafe on Piazza Oberdan, laughing at their good luck, the oldest of the boys, Edo, had walked up and stabbed one of them in the neck, three quick blows with a short blade.

Blood poured onto the street and Edo ran, but not fast enough. One of the men recognised him. As the city fell apart the following day, they tracked Edo and his pals into the woods behind the villa. There was a brief exchange of fire. Most of the boys managed to get away but Edo was separated and sought refuge in a small cave. The men found him and slit his throat, left him slumped beside the cave’s mouth.

Madigan had liked Edo a lot, liked his smarts. He had used him and his brother to run small jobs, keep an eye on street corners, let him know who came and went from certain buildings. But the boys thought they could fight to win their city back, even though they were barely strong enough to hold revolvers steady in front of them. They were wrong.

He searched for the spot where Edo had died but the light was gone. He turned back to the villa, following the glow from its arched windows.




The dancers vibrated with the day’s last heat, a new charge running through them from the food. Madigan felt someone standing just behind him.

‘It’s a good dance, eh, Alex?’

Marco, the Baroness’s cousin. Madigan had seen him on the steps earlier, the only man not in uniform. He wore a cream double-breasted suit, with a deep-blue tie the same colour as his eyes.

‘Not my kind of thing, Marco.’

Marco ran a finger and thumb over his thin moustache, a pinch from the middle that brushed outwards. ‘Not enjoying yourself? Come and have a drink with me.’

Madigan followed him out of the ballroom and down the long hallway, towards the villa’s main staircase. Two girls emerged from a side passage. One of them fell off her heel as she turned; her companion caught her arm with a snort. The girl who’d tripped met Madigan’s gaze squarely, a short pause in her breath and a smile, eyes filled with laughing fire. Once they’d passed, he heard a whistle and giggling; an invitation to dance. He didn’t turn to respond.

Marco and Madigan headed up the staircase, under portraits of long-dead ancestors. They weren’t the Baroness’s; her late husband, a wine merchant, had bought the villa from the Italians who’d originally built it. The head of the family had placed a wrong bet in the Great War, gone bust. After moving in, the Baroness had kept the paintings and just about everything else the same.

When her husband died, Marco took over the wine business, which, for the past couple of years, had proved the perfect cover for his new passion: selling narcotics at outrageous margins to Nazi officers. Cocaine came in from South America. Opium and hashish, despite every known trade route being cut off, somehow found their way into his cellars. Marco was resourceful, well connected, and never let the war get in the way of a good party.

On the library’s desk was a bottle of Dolcetto, already half drained. Marco pulled the cork, poured two glasses, handed Madigan one and sat down behind the desk.

Madigan raised his glass. ‘Nice suit, Marco. New?’

Marco ran a hand over his jacket sleeve. ‘I can put in a word for you with my tailor if you like, Alex. He’s a very busy man but I’m sure he’ll find a way to fit you in.’

‘Thanks. But I’ll likely be gone before I can collect it.’

‘Trieste without Alessandro Madigan!’ Marco grinned. ‘I can’t even begin to imagine it. You’re practically part of the shadows now.’

Madigan drained the glass and held it out for more, mainly to make the man stand up. ‘What do you want, Marco?’

Marco stepped back, a defensive posture, arms raised. ‘Nothing more than the wise opinion of a friend.’

‘About what?’

‘About the current state of play. In the city.’

‘You don’t want my opinion. You want to know who you should hitch your wagon to.’

‘Is there anything so wrong with that?’

Madigan pointed at the door. ‘Seems to me the Baroness has already made that decision for you.’

Marco sat down again, sipped his wine. ‘Throwing a party is one thing. Business is another. My Italian friends are getting more nervous every day—’

‘And your German friends are gone.’

‘And so I’m starting to wonder,’ Marco continued, ignoring Madigan’s jab, ‘if they’re right. Maybe Marshal Tito does win. And I begin to think: where does that leave my family’s long-term interests?’

‘Yugoslavs like wine too. You’ll be fine. And there’ll always be a market for your other imports.’

‘They might like it. Are they going to pay for it? That is my question.’

‘That I can’t answer. But I’d be more worried about the welfare of some of your guests downstairs, and their families, than how many barrels you’re going to shift next year.’

Marco waved a finger. ‘So you do know something you’re not telling me, Alex.’

‘I know plenty of things, most of them irrelevant to you.’ Madigan stood and put his empty glass on the desk. ‘And if you haven’t got anything for me, I will bid you good evening.’

Marco looked up at him, as if about to say something, then smiled again. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve offended you, Alex. That wasn’t my intent.’

‘No offence taken. I’m just not in the mood to share opinions. Information, possibly. When the terms are equitable.’

Marco stood, held out a hand. ‘Understood. If I hear anything useful, you’ll be the first to know. Please don’t be a stranger, Alex. You’re always welcome here.’

Madigan nodded, opened the door.



Downstairs, bodies swayed as the band played a slow number. Madigan heard the trucks outside before any of the dancers picked up on it. As the sound grew, the lights went up, the band stopped and the couples reluctantly unpeeled.

There was a thick buzz of conversation, enough for the exchange of names, tenuous threads to unlikely futures. With the curfew fast closing, the girls were bundled down the villa’s steps and into the backs of the trucks, like refugees. The Yugoslavs had already shown that the ten o’clock cutoff was a rule not to be tested, and a truck or two filled with pretty rich girls, out late after dancing through the warm evening with New Zealand officers, was a propaganda gift they wouldn’t turn down.

Madigan looked at his watch. It was going to be tight; they’d all need to be locked up at home within the hour. And that’s probably just as well, he thought, looking at the glowing men they were leaving behind.

In Trieste, everyone was hungry for something.





16 MAY 1945, 07:19

The day’s first butter-yellow light pressed through the blinds and spread across the wooden floor. Madigan followed its slow creep as far as the edge of the bed, then plunged his feet into it.

He opened the blind and looked down at the silent street. At the corner, everything was the same. A New Zealand jeep on one side, three soldiers sitting in it, smoking. Opposite, two Yugoslavs, leaning against the newsagent’s shutters.

He’d slept alone, again, and badly. Claudia hadn’t been there when he got back from the villa. Since the start of May, he’d stopped trying to anticipate her movements. She’d be there when she could, he told himself. But he always felt her absence as a bodily tension, a tightness through his arms and chest.

He put water on to boil, emptied the coffee Claudia had brought him last time into the pot. He poured half the water over the coffee, then took the other half into the bathroom and emptied the kettle into the basin to shave.

A bedroom, a living room with a kitchen, a bathroom with its own toilet. He was still adjusting to the size of the apartment; it was twice as big as any other place he’d stayed in Trieste. It was in a good part of town, too, just down the hill from the Rossetti Theatre and a couple of blocks from the city’s enormous synagogue, which, rather than burning to the ground, the Nazis had decided to use as a storehouse for all the art and books they’d looted from Trieste’s Jews. A German civil servant and his wife had lived in the apartment until the end of April. Madigan had no idea if they’d managed to get out before the Yugoslavs arrived.

He put on his uniform, its new, heavy drill itching against his skin, and headed down the curving stairs and out into the street. The morning’s warmth started soaking through the stiff material instantly. The Kiwis on the corner, boys of about twenty, raised a sleepy salute. The Yugoslavs had stopped bothering.

He passed the old Generali building at the bottom of his street and crossed Via Carducci, then headed through Piazza della Fabra to Via Mazzini. He followed it all the way down to the waterfront, to see if the picture outside the New Zealanders’ headquarters had changed.

If anything, it was worse than it had been, more desperate. Outside the Grande Albergo, Kiwi sentries fended off women whose husbands or sons had disappeared from their homes overnight. A lance-corporal speaking broken Italian tried to organise them into a line. The women weren’t having any of it, their distress deepening the longer they were denied an audience. In the harbour, the sweepers had finished clearing German mines and British ships had rolled in – a far bigger naval presence, Madigan thought, than was necessary.

He doubled back, passed the Palazzo della Borsa, and headed up the Corso, towards the headquarters of 412 Field Security Section, the British Army’s intelligence unit for Trieste. The FSS had only been in the city a week but it was already wildly bloated: too many men with too little understanding of what was going on milling around inside one of Trieste’s huge bank buildings, pretending to process overnight reports. The fact they’d put Bill Holden in charge of the Civil Intelligence crew was the only reason Madigan had agreed to work with them at all.

Two lean young Scots stepped aside as he approached the bank’s massive doors. The desk sergeant waved him through and he took the stairs up to the first-floor meeting room, a bank manager’s once-grand office.

Holden nodded without breaking his flow as Madigan entered. Holden’s height, six-foot-five, was always a shock. He was still as thin as when they’d first met, almost a decade earlier. Still just as blond, just as fresh-faced. He leaned against the edge of a desk, arms folded, interrogating a young officer Madigan didn’t recognise.

‘And the Yugoslavs will be gathering where tomorrow?’

‘The Rossetti Theatre, sir. Under heavy guard.’

‘How many inside?’

‘Thirteen hundred or thereabouts, sir.’

Someone whistled. ‘Should be quite the show. Do we know if Kveder is speaking?’

‘Yes, sir. Uršič too. And Bevk.’

Holden turned to Madigan. ‘Any more light you can shed on this, Major?’

‘They’ll choose their delegates for the administrative council,’ Madigan replied. ‘They’ll make a song and dance about it being a democratic process, crow about how they singlehandedly defeated fascism, et cetera. My understanding is they’re treating it as a box-ticking exercise. Nothing more.’

‘All right,’ Holden said. ‘Let’s wait for the list of the confirmed assembly members before we get too worked up about it. And how was the Kiwi soiree up on the hill last evening, Major? Everyone behave themselves?’

A ripple of laughter.

‘As far as I can tell, yes. Lieutenant-Colonel Cowan and his men appeared to have an excellent time.’

‘Well, good for them. And they’ve got this parade when, McRae?’

McRae, an intelligence officer Holden had pulled from the Scots Guards, sat up straighter.

‘Nine-twenty, sir. Starts in about half an hour. Then they’re having their sports day at the stadium.’

Holden puffed out his cheeks. ‘High times for the Kiwis. We’ve got people in place for the parade?’

McRae nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘All right. What else?’

There were updates from Gorizia and Monfalcone, more debates in Rome about what should happen next, new intelligence coming out of Ljubljana. Tito’s forces had pushed as far north as Carinthia and were throwing their weight around in a couple of the smaller towns. There were more complaints about Yugoslavs sweeping up Italians, reports from Kiwi patrols about civilians being marched to the central station in the middle of the night.

At nine-thirty, Holden wrapped up the briefing. ‘Major,’ he said as the men began to leave, ‘hold back for a minute.’

Madigan closed the door and Holden slumped into his chair. ‘These arrests, Alex.’

‘What about them?’

‘They’re becoming a problem. The New Zealanders are getting very agitated. Some nasty rumours too.’

Madigan had heard them. ‘I’m not sure it’s going to stop, Bill. Not after they confirm control of the city tomorrow night. What do you want me to do?’

Holden stretched his long arms over his head. ‘Honestly? I don’t know. Have a word, I suppose. See if there’s any way to take the heat out of it. At least for a few days.’

‘I can try.’

‘You’re good, otherwise? Nothing untoward last night?’

‘Other than it should never have happened?’

Holden tipped his head to one side, paused. ‘Well, that can’t be changed now,’ he said. ‘Do speak with your contacts, though. See if they’ll consider taking a breath.’

Madigan nodded, turned, shut the door behind him.

Back out on the Corso, the scene had changed. New Zealand and tricolour flags hung from windows. Madigan heard a deep drone above, looked up and saw the shining outlines of a Wellington bomber squadron passing low enough for the Yugoslavs to feel the beat of their wings. As the planes went over, he picked up a different dirge. Bagpipes, followed by a column of New Zealand men coming down the hill, cooking in the morning heat.

Madigan turned away from the bank and headed for the waterfront again, before Cowan or any of his other officers leading the parade saw him.



Martin – Madigan didn’t know his surname and nor, it seemed, did anyone else in Trieste – was built like a bull. He was happy to fix things for people who paid, either for his services or for the coffee he somehow never ran out of at his cafe a few blocks back from the port, in an alley narrow and dark enough that you only went down there if you were dead certain what you’d find at its end. The rumour was even the SS had turned a blind eye to some of Martin’s activities in exchange for a regular cup.

He looked up from behind the bar as Madigan entered. ‘You need to see him,’ he said, in Italian. A statement rather than a question.

‘I do,’ Madigan replied. ‘Thank you.’

Martin disappeared through the door behind the bar. The only other customers were two Slovenians in civilian suits, hunched together and talking quietly at one of the small tables. Madigan watched them in reverse, in the bar’s bottle-lined mirror. He caught snatches of their conversation – a business transaction.

Martin quickly returned.

‘No answer?’

‘He says ten minutes.’

Madigan read one of the Slovene newspapers on the bar while he waited. Most of it was news about the council elections. The unions had all held branch meetings and selected their delegates for the meeting at the Rossetti. By the end of the process, Trieste would have a constituent assembly, a hundred or so communists running the place.

The two civilians stood and put some coins on the bar. Just as they left, the small frame of Luka Gorenc came through the door.

Gorenc was a senior intelligence officer with the Slovenian Liberation Front in Trieste, the local Slovene underground – which was now thoroughly above ground, with the arrival of Tito’s forces. When Madigan had arrived in Trieste two years earlier, Gorenc had been his first contact. He spoke excellent English, they were about the same age and they’d both been in Spain. The fact that Gorenc was half a foot shorter than Madigan was the only significant difference in how they viewed the world.

Gorenc took a place at the bar. Martin put coffees in front of them, then headed back to his office.

‘So he calls me,’ Gorenc said, pointing at where Martin had been standing, ‘and says the Englishman wants to talk. All this time and you still don’t tell him your name?’

‘He knows my name. But I love that I’m the only Englishman in your life.’

‘Don’t get too excited. You’re just the only one Martin knows about. What’s so important it can’t wait?’

‘The arrests,’ Madigan said.

‘Which ones?’

‘All of them. Too many for HQ’s liking. New Zealanders are getting twitchy too.’

‘What’s “twitchy”?’

‘Nervous. Annoyed. Both.’

Gorenc sipped his coffee, smacked his lips, sighed. ‘The same New Zealanders who keep the beautiful Italian girls with them all day at the Bagno Savoia in the sunshine? The ones who have their priests hide fascists in coffins and smuggle them to Venice? The ones marching around the city today making a terrible noise with those ridiculous squeezing bags? They can fuck themselves, Alex.’

‘Who taught you that?’

‘Fuck themselves? One of my other Englishmen.’ Gorenc clenched a fist, pumped it a couple of times. ‘I like it a lot. You like it?’

‘Very much. I like squeezing bags too. They’re called bagpipes.’

‘They sound like a cow shitting out bees.’

‘The arrests, Luka.’

‘What do you want me to do, Alex? You want me to tell you everything will be fine tomorrow?’ He made a popping sound, a magician’s hand movements. ‘No more?’

‘That would actually make my life much easier, yes.’ Madigan drank his coffee in one hit. ‘I just need to know – does it go up or down from here?’

‘Does what go up or down?’

‘The daily number, Luka. We need it lower. Every day the nonnas are lining up outside New Zealand HQ and asking for their boys back. It’s not good.’

‘Most of those nonnas didn’t mind when their boys were wearing black shirts and burning Jews out of their houses.’

‘That wasn’t all of them and you know it.’

‘More than your side acknowledges, Alex. Maybe you don’t remember things so clearly. Maybe you believe the Italians’ bullshit too.’

‘And you think rounding people up in the middle of the night and throwing them into the foibe is going to help your claim to the city?’

‘Rumours.’

‘Germans said the same thing.’

They stood silent for a minute, but the air quickly cleared.

‘Alex, it’s not us anymore.’ Gorenc ran a finger around the lip of his cup. ‘At first, yes. But now it’s all coming from Central Command. Tito’s secret police are everywhere now. OZNA. I don’t like it either.’ He paused. ‘Up or down – that’s what you want to know?’

Madigan nodded.

‘Truthfully, Alex? Up.’





16 MAY 1945, 15:42

On the track, eight sweat-drenched, skinny men picked up their knees under the brutal afternoon sun as the bell rang for the mile’s final lap. Bibs with bold capital letters flapped against their chests. A runner for D Company was out in front.

The hum of laughing men, waiting in singlets and shorts for their events, filled the shaded grandstand. Towards the back was an officer, still in uniform, writing in a notebook.

Madigan remembered the face. He was one of the men under Geoffrey Cox, Freyberg’s head of intelligence. As soon as the New Zealanders had arrived in the city, Madigan had received orders to make contact with Cox and provide him with any information he might need, to help the Kiwis avoid a scrap with the Yugoslavs. They’d met in a suite at the Grande Albergo, and although Cox had sent his subordinates out of the room, this man had met Madigan’s gaze squarely before he left. Sharp blue eyes and a long nose that made him slightly bird-like, heavy growth already pressing through his morning shave. Late twenties, maybe thirty.

Madigan walked up the steps. ‘You the scorekeeper?’ he asked.

The man snapped the notebook shut. ‘No,’ he replied. No smile offered.

‘Donnelly, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, it is, sir. Sorry, I can’t recall where we’ve met.’

‘Very briefly, with Cox,’ Madigan said. ‘Would have been on the third, at NZHQ. I’m Madigan.’ He extended his hand.

‘Right, of course. Sorry.’ Donnelly took his feet down from the bench in front of him. ‘It was a busy few days. Memory’s a little hazy. I don’t think you were in uniform then?’

‘I wish I wasn’t now, to tell the truth. Mind if I sit down?’

Donnelly gestured towards the space beside him. Madigan sat and looked out. The hazed horizon was lined with Mussolini’s apartment blocks, big boxes with perfectly aligned windows and balconies – Italy’s remaking half-complete, before it all fell down.

Trieste, and Fiume further down the coast, had been symbols for the fascists right up to the capitulation: cities with large Italian populations marooned on the wrong side of the Adriatic. The land around Trieste, rocky and sun-bleached and jagging out into the sea, looked and felt like it belonged to Istria. The architecture inside the city, before Mussolini’s stark interventions, belonged to the Austrians. But most of the people on the streets spoke the same language as in Venice and Milan, and for the fascists that meant Trieste belonged to Rome.

‘You’re not dressed for competition,’ Madigan said.

‘In this heat, you’d have to be mad.’ Donnelly pointed at the track. ‘Look at those poor bastards.’

The runners had crossed the finish line. Half of them lay on the ground with forearms over their eyes, gulping in air; the others were buckled at the waist.

‘Remind me who you’re with, Major?’

‘Right now? Field Security Section.’

‘And before that? SIS or SOE?’

‘I’m not sure the distinction matters very much at this point.’

‘I suppose it depends on whether you prefer just sneaking around in the dark, or sneaking around so you can blow shit up in the dark. Seems a fair distinction to me.’

Madigan smiled. ‘Dynamite scares me. Good enough?’

They watched the winner of the mile stumble up to the top step of a makeshift dais and raise an exhausted arm. He bent forward to receive his cardboard medal and the grandstand’s ironic cheers.

‘How long have you been in Trieste?’ Donnelly asked.

‘Since before the Italians pulled out.’

‘So are you the reason every other Slovene and Eyetie in this town has a rifle and a couple of grenades under his bed? That’s what you blokes do, isn’t it? Give the locals guns and slink back into the shadows?’

‘Shadows can be helpful,’ Madigan said, pointing up at the grandstand’s roof. ‘And you’re giving me too much credit. You’re part of Cox’s team, yes?’

Donnelly nodded.

‘Is he here?’

‘No. Miramare with the General, last I heard.’

‘I didn’t see either of you last night at Villa Bravin.’

‘I wasn’t going near it,’ Donnelly said. ‘Bloody terrible idea. Now we’ve got a pack of officers with their pricks on high alert, and all the boys under them gossiping about what they’re assuming they missed out on. And pretty girls grinning at them everywhere they go. Recipe for disaster, if you ask me.’

‘Cox feel the same?’

‘You’d have to ask him. What is it you’re doing here at our little athletics festival, Major? Surely you’ve more important things to attend to this afternoon than watch the colonials have their running races?’

‘I was hoping I might bump into your boss. But you’ll have to do.’

Donnelly laughed. ‘You certainly know how to make a bloke feel special. How can I help?’

‘We know your lot are getting frustrated with the arrests. Frankly, so are we.’

‘But?’

‘But I think you could help the situation by toning things down.’

‘You mean by not throwing balls in posh villas and inviting all of Trieste’s gorgeous rich girls along for a dance and a cuddle?’

‘That would be a start. Or parading through the city like you were the ones who liberated it. Also the city beach. Keep it for yourselves, by all means. Just leave the girls out.’

‘And you think this will make a difference to the arrests.’

‘No, I don’t. But it might make it less obvious that you’ve already decided who Trieste belongs to. Right now I’m not at all convinced that you fellows have a clear picture of what’s actually going on here. The Yugoslavs think the Italians have done a job on you.’

Donnelly reached under the bench for his canteen. ‘The Jugs would say that. What do you think?’ he asked.

‘I think they have a point.’

Donnelly’s eyes were fixed on a high jumper hurling himself over a bar. Madigan could see he was considering something, one eyebrow raised, his bottom lip screwing slightly to the side.

‘For what it’s worth, Major, you don’t have to convince me. The way we’re behaving is daft. But look around. Most of these blokes are buggered. The older ones just want to go home. And the young ones want to head to Rome for a decent bout of drinking and rooting before they’re shipped off to Japan. So they look at the Jugs and they think, “These fuckers are keeping us here for no reason.” ’

‘Well, it’s not their decision. And the more aggravated they get, the more chance we’re all stuck here for longer. Or worse.’ Madigan stood up, extended his hand again. ‘Have a word with Cox. Leave it to him to kick it up the chain.’

‘Will do. What’s the best way to get in touch? If we need to find you.’

‘FSS headquarters. Which company are you backing?’

‘C. Getting thumped, though.’ Donnelly opened his notebook again. ‘Best of luck, Major. Nice chatting with you.’



Madigan walked back into the city, crossing to the shady side of the street at each corner. But there was no hiding from the heat belting out of the stone buildings, up from the roads. At each major intersection, the picture was the same
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