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I

The Commanding Officer of Adolf Hitler’s crack SS regiment took his leave of the Pope at 11.33 am on July 29th, 1943, unaware that he was closer to death than at any time during the bloody campaigns he had fought in Europe and Russia.

By 11.40 am Josef ‘Sepp’ Dietrich was walking briskly — a marching step almost — across St. Peter’s Square towards the line of white travertine stones that links the embracing arms of Bernini’s colonnade and marks the boundary of Vatican territory inside the city of Rome.

Behind Dietrich, former butcher and Munich bully-boy, a young man with the face of a saint and a 9 mm Walther pistol concealed beneath his jacket signalled to an older man stationed on the boundary line.

The older man, his bald patch as neat as a skull-cap, signalled back with the current edition of L’Osservatore Romano, The Vatican newspaper.

As Dietrich passed the Egyptian obelisk a sudden gust of wind disturbed the sultry day blowing plumes of spray from the two fountains, dislodging a prelate’s hat and startling a flock of pigeons into flight.

Dietrich, pugnaciously built, big-eared and cold-eyed, noticed none of this: he was too preoccupied with the speed of recent events. The Allied Invasion of Sicily; the withdrawal of his own regiment, Die Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler, from the Russian front to Italy; the dismissal and arrest on July 25 of Benito Mussolini by his own people.

The next event, Dietrich brooded, would be the capitulation of Italy to the Allies. So? Germany would be better off without them!

By the time Dietrich reached the black Mercedes-Benz waiting for him near the boundary line, the man with the bald patch had climbed into the driving seat of a Fiat 500 fuelled earlier that morning with Black Market petrol.

Dietrich paused beside the Mercedes, drumming his fingers on the bonnet. Beside him stood a plain-clothes driver, rigidly to attention waiting to dive for the door-handle.

But perhaps a walk. It had been a long time since Dietrich, founder in the early ’30s of a unit of shock troops that were the forerunners of the SS, had walked for pleasure. You didn’t walk for pleasure in Russia; you didn’t do anything for pleasure in Russia — except kill Russians.

He turned to the driver. “I’m going to walk back.” The driver displayed no surprise. “Follow me at a discreet distance.”

Dietrich set off towards the Tiber, sweating inside the double-breasted grey suit that he had last worn at a meeting with Hitler at the Eagle’s Nest in the Bavarian mountains.

The suit hung loosely on him. Small wonder after the deprivations of Russia; the battle for Rostov — the Leibstandarte’s first defeat — the Arctic winter of ’42-’43, the Pyrrhic victory at Kharkov.

But in any case, Dietrich felt uneasy in civilian clothes. He was born for uniforms, swaggering uniforms with a silver death’s head badge on the cap, the double runic ‘S’ on a steel helmet, leather belts with My Honour is my Loyalty inscribed on the buckle.

But in Rome the Germans wore civilian clothes. They were not an occupying army. Not yet.

Dietrich observed with contempt the Italians walking the streets of their capital. In particular the men. They couldn’t wait to get out of uniform, and despite the shortages of war they still managed to groom themselves as beautifully as Berlin fairies.

When Dietrich reached the great rounded bulk of Castel Sant’ Angelo, once the military bastion of Rome, he toyed with the idea of recommending that all Italian deserters be thrown into its mediaeval dungeons. And the Jews, of course. As he crossed the Ponte S. Angelo, spanning the khaki-coloured waters of the Tiber, he smiled for the first time that morning.

Behind him, a hundred yards between them, two cars followed — the black Mercedes and the little Fiat. The man with the bald patch had now been joined in the passenger seat by the young man with the Walther. They were arguing.

* * *

The plan had been simple but conceived in haste.

Word had reached the partisans from The Vatican — next to Switzerland the biggest nest of spies in Europe — that Hitler’s most feared and fearless soldier, Sepp Dietrich, had been granted an audience with the Pope.

The core of the partisani was comprised of Italian officers and troops who had seen their fellow countrymen executed by the SS on the Russian front for lack of enthusiasm for what was, to them, an insane and suicidal campaign. Dietrich, the embodiment of SS fanaticism, was an irresistible target in Rome.

But the partisani, busy deploying themselves for the inevitable German occupation, were not yet organised. Dietrich might only stay in Rome for a few hours: the assassination plot had been devised in less than thirty minutes.

According to The Vatican source, Dietrich would, after his audience with the Pope, visit the Most Rev. Alois Hudal, the German bishop renowned for his Nazi sympathies, at his church, S. Maria dell’ Anima.

The site of the church was ideal for the assassination. A stolen German stick-grenade tossed as Dietrich climbed out of the Mercedes, a maze of escape routes through the old, cobbled streets.

The young man with the saintly features had served on the Russian front, and he had been posted outside The Vatican because he could immediately identify the SS Commander. He would signal to the older man who knew Rome as intimately as a cab driver. As soon as Dietrich took off in his Mercedes the older man would drive his Fiat through the short-cuts and tell the assassin to take up his position.

And it all might have gone smoothly enough if Sepp Dietrich hadn’t decided to take a walk in the sun.

In the Fiat the young man said: “We should kill him now.”

The older man gripped his arm. “Patience, my friend.”

“Patience!” Hysteria played tricks with his vocal chords. “The biggest bastard unhung strolls in front of us and you talk about patience!”

“He will go to the church. Then we will have him.”

“Supposing he doesn’t. Supposing he changes his mind. Supposing he decides to fill his guts with pasta instead of seeing a priest.”

The older man shrugged. He was a Sicilian, said to be a relative of the legendary Mafia leader, Don Vito Cascio Ferro, and his violence was controlled and reasoned. He wished it was he who had the Walther in the belt of his trousers.

He tried to reason with the younger man whose brain had been touched by the Russian winter. “If you tried to shoot him now there would be no escape. And in any case you might miss. What is the range of a Walther P. 38? The same as a Colt .45, forty-five metres, no more. And even as you pulled the gun he” — pointing at the driver of the Mercedes — “would kill you.”

And, thought the Sicilian, under torture you would blow everything.

The hand of the younger man strayed inside his jacket. “You didn’t see what he and his sort did in Russia. You didn’t see them beat men to death with the buckles of their belts.”

“The SS?” Unsolicited, a note of admiration crept into the Sicilian’s voice. “Ruthless, perhaps,” shrugging, “but certainly the best troops in the world. Possibly the best the world has ever known.”

The younger man stared at him. “You admire them?”

“I’m merely saying they’re good soldiers.’

The younger man tightened his grip on the butt of the Walther. “Are you sure you are fighting on the right side?”

“Oh yes,” said the Sicilian, “I’m sure of that. You see I’m a Sicilian,” as if that explained everything. “But it doesn’t prevent me from admiring an enemy. Even before I kill him,” he added.

They were across the Tiber now, turning left in the direction of the Piazza Navona. The Sicilian sensed that their private crisis was over: if the trigger-happy novice at his side had made a move he would have done it on the bridge.

The young man sulked. “You know something?”

“What?” braking when the Mercedes slowed down as Dietrich stopped to take off his jacket and drape it over one arm.

“I think you were scared back there.”

“Of course I was.”

“I could have killed him.”

“Of course you could,” the Sicilian said, taking one hand from the wheel and feeling the bald patch as though he wanted to doff it.

“I’ll tell the others about this,” said the young man and the Sicilian thought: “Not if I cut out your tongue, you won’t.”

Now Dietrich was crossing the road, gesturing to the driver of the Mercedes to stop.

“Now what?” said the younger man.

“Wait and see,” the Sicilian said.

As they passed the stationary Mercedes they saw Dietrich sit down at a white-painted table outside a trattoria. Immediately a waiter with a black bow-tie and a white apron was at his side.

“You see,” the young man said, “he’s going to stuff himself with pasta.”

I hope he doesn’t expect meat sauce,” the Sicilian said. “Times are hard.”

“What are we going to do?”

“What can we do but wait?”

The Sicilian parked the Fiat beside the flaking trunk of a plane tree. “I suggest,” he said to the younger man, “that you take a stroll. Two men waiting in a car are always suspicious. Believe me, I know.”

* * *

Dietrich didn’t order pasta. He didn’t seem to have the same stomach for food these days. He ordered a bottle of Peroni beer, put his feet on the chair opposite and tried to relax. But it was difficult. There was too much on his mind, not the least of which was his audience with the Pope.

Dietrich had determined not to be overawed. After all he had but one God — Hitler. And Hitler had responded to his worship to the extent of admonishing Heinrich Himmler Reichsführer of the SS: “Dietrich is master in his own house which, I would remind you, is mine.”

Dietrich had anticipated a measure of servility from the Pope. After all, The Holy See was in peril: the German 3rd Panzergrenadier Division lurked threateningly outside Rome and Hitler was reported to have stated: “I’ll go right into The Vatican. Do you think The Vatican embarrasses me?”

Certainly not. Nor would Pius XII embarrass Sepp Dietrich.

And yet when he entered the audience chamber and saw the Pope in his white and gold robe seated on a throne on a small platform, he had immediately felt intimidated. It was all stage management, he told himself. All the old tricks of assertion — the enforced wait outside the chamber, the dominant positioning of the throne, the lighting.

But it was more. Dietrich found himself not only in the presence of the Pontiff but of a consummate diplomat who, speaking fluent German — he had been Papal Nuncio in Germany for many years — committed himself with gentle authority to absolutely nothing.

But, Dietrich comforted himself as the cool beer coursed down his throat, I did make my point. Perhaps I didn’t extract a promise but my request was not denied.

He ordered another beer from the waiter who was probably a deserter or a conscientious objector. God, how he loathed Italians.

This time he gulped the beer. Attacked it in the way he satisfied all his appetites. But, when all the beer was gone, he finally acknowledged the root of his unease which he had been concealing from himself ever since he had left The Vatican: for the first time in his life he had admitted the possibility of ultimate defeat; for the first time in his life he had admitted the fallibility of the Führer. And to the leader of the Catholic Church!

Sepp Dietrich flung some money onto the table, swung his legs off the chair and strode across the road to the Mercedes.

To the driver he snapped: “Now take me to this other crow.”

* * *

The grey Fiat beat the Mercedes by thirty-eight seconds to the Vicolo della Pace where, at No. 20, visitors were admitted to S. Maria dell’ Anima.

The young man who had rejoined the Sicilian dashed into a doorway and spoke urgently to a partisan named Angelo Peruzzi, who was waiting with the German stick-grenade hidden in a worn leather brief-case.

Peruzzi nodded, gesturing impatiently to the young man to get out of the way, and slipped the leather tongue of the briefcase. He slid one hand into the briefcase and grasped the hollow wooden handle of the grenade. An observer might have assumed that he was fingering a Bible because he was dressed as that most inconspicuous of Roman inhabitants — a priest.

He walked swiftly up the cobbled side-street, arriving outside No. 20 just twenty seconds before the black Mercedes arrived.

And then the course of Italian history, of world history, might have been changed if it had not been for a beautiful Jewish girl named Maria Reubeni.


X

The preparation of Kurt Wolff for his role in Grey Fox proceeded methodically but slowly.

He had to be led gently towards acknowledgement that the war was lost. He had to be guided towards the realisation that the only hope of fulfilling the Aryan dream was to save the life of the man who had dreamed it. Not only that but he had to be sheltered from a few brutal facts. You could not totally conceal the existence of concentration camps but you could ensure that he had no contact with the Totenkopfuerbände, the Death’s Head organisation of the SS who guarded them.

In this context the conspirators were aided by Wolff’s own mental outlook. Hatred of the Jews had been implanted in his mind a decade ago when he was still a schoolboy; he accepted that sub-human races had to be repressed, but his vision was shuttered when he considered the methods of repression. In this he was identical to many thousands of other Germans.

There was one other sublety to be observed. Ultimately, of course, Wolff had to come into close contact with Hitler. But not yet. One glimpse of the Führer in one of his maniacal outbursts and disenchantment might set in.

All Sepp Dietrich’s energies were now employed in the great ‘tactical withdrawal’ across Russia and he appointed a wounded Major-General in the SS personnel department in Berlin to complete the education of Kurt Wolff.

The department was one of twelve principal departments in the complicated structure of the SS and it was headed by SS-Obergruppenführer Maximilian von Herff who was directly answerable to Heinrich Himmler at his offices in Prinz Albrechtstrasse.

The Major-General’s name was Werner Harzer. He was an aristocratic zealot who worshipped Hitler but despised Himmler whom he privately described as ‘that myopic chicken-farmer.’ (Himmler had bred chickens before turning his attention to humans).

He was fifty-two years old, sleek black hair needled with grey, very correct and intelligent. He walked with a stick, his thigh having been shattered by a soft-nosed bullet at Stalingrad, and there was a sliver of shell-casing somewhere in his abdomen which the surgeons had decided to leave there; casual acquaintances left his presence with the firm impression that he wore a monocle: he didn’t.

In the spring of ‘44 Kurt Wolff was posted under protest to Berlin having failed a medical; according to the doctors, acting under orders from Dietrich, his interrogation by the Russians had aggravated his old injuries.

Wolff detested his duties in the personnel archives of the SS; Harzer understood his feelings. “Two war-horses put out to pasture,” he sympathised.

“But can’t you countermand my posting, Gruppenführer?” he asked Harzer one day, standing to attention in front of the General’s desk.

Harzer motioned him to a chair. “You know better than that,” he said mildly gazing through the window at the budding linden trees. “Dietrich has refused your request; that’s all there is to it.”

“I’m perfectly fit,” Wolff said. He covered the two nail-less fingers of his right hand with his peaked cap.

“Not according to the doctors.”

“They’re sending seventeen-year-old boys out to the Russian Front. Surely I would be of more use than them? And what,” he demanded, “about my supposed genius with tanks?”

“That is none of my business.” A disciplinary touch of frost in his voice. He tossed Wolff a sheaf of papers. “Check out the ethnic origins of these gentlemen. They want to join the SS.”

“Are they out of school yet?” Wolff asked.

“That,” Harzer said quietly, “will be quite enough of that.”

But later he softened. He visited Wolff in his own office, a spartan place furnished with a green, metal desk, two chairs and three filing cabinets.

He offered Wolff a cigarette from a silver case embossed with a family crest. They drank ersatz coffee.

“You’ve got to learn to relax,” he told Wolff.

And he meant it. There was a tautness about Wolff’s face that he didn’t like: frayed nerves were not acceptable in the man chosen to implement Grey Fox.

Wolff, he thought, had changed a lot since he had first been chosen. Hardly surprising after what he’d been through. But mostly the changes were for the good: there was a leanness of character that had not existed before.

He leaned forward in the stiff-backed chair and lit Wolff’s cigarette. Wolff regarded him warily: the general was not one to socialise.

Harzer inhaled deeply, blew out a jet of grey smoke and said: “I’m thinking of taking a couple of days off and going into the country.”

Wolff waited.

“I have a place in the Bavarian Alps. You could meet my daughter, I think you may have a lot in common. Would you like to come?”

“I should be delighted,” said Wolff because there was nothing else to say. It wasn’t an invitation: it was a command.

* * *

Frieda Harzer served lunch.

Rich meaty soup followed by succulent wurst and sauerkraut washed down with a Bavarian wine.

Wolff watched her as she moved round the long oak table. Blonde hair coiled in two ropes, alpine complexion, the blue eyes of her father, full-breasted but slender-waisted, head held with the arrogance of her breeding.

Harzer had often talked about her and, from what he had said, Wolff gathered that she could be troublesome. Sometimes the General stopped in mid-sentence when about to embark on one of her indiscretions, but many people did that in Germany these days.

Wolff had gained the impression that the cause of the friction was political. She did not believe in The Struggle. Wolff could imagine the General’s pain.

Harzer was a widower. Frieda was his only child. And she despised everything he believed in. Everything I believe in.

But, whether or not she believed in National Socialism, Frieda contributed to the war effort. She worked as a nurse in a military hospital in Berlin and now had ten days’ leave.

She lifted the bottle of wine from a silver ice-bucket and said: “As you see we do not go short of anything here.”

“Why should you,” Wolff remarked politely, “if there’s plenty of everything.”

Harzer said: “It’s all home produce. Even the sausage.”

The farm-house was wedged into a foot-hill of the Alps south of Augsburg, about fifty miles from Wolff’s home. On one side lay a verdant valley, on the other pine-clad mountains.

The window of the stone-flagged dining room was open and spring breathed through it. Wolff smelled blossom and clean air. He bit into the sausage, felt the skin snap in his mouth and the juices flow; he sipped his wine and decided to forget his frustrations, to forget the war for a couple of days.

Frieda Harzer said: “I’ve heard a lot about you Hauptsturmführer.” There was irony in her tone when she gave his rank.

“Kurt, please,” he said. “We’re not in Prinz Albrechtstrasse now.” Although he couldn’t imagine himself calling Harzer by his first name.

“Very well, Kurt. But the rank suits you.”

“Thank you,” he said.

“You are a very military-looking person. But not Wehrmacht material, of course,” aware of the SS view of conventional soldiery.

Wolff smiled at her. “I don’t think the General would agree at the moment.” Wolff wore flannel trousers, an old blue, V. necked sweater and a worn blue sports shirt.

“Nonsense,” she said. “You’d look military — sorry, SS — if you came dressed as a harlequin at a fancy-dress ball.”

The knowledge pleased Wolff even if it wasn’t intended as flattery.

“I should like to see you in nurse’s uniform,” Wolff said, sensing the girl’s hostility which was stimulating because most girls were only too pleased to be seen in the company of an SS officer in his black and silver finery.

“You might one day — if you’re wounded.”

The General interrupted. “Kurt has already had his share of wounds.”

“All for a good cause,” said Frieda.

“I’m a desk-bound clerk these days,” Wolff told her.

“And you yearn for action?”

Wolff nodded.

“I know, they all do. The SS, that is. First out of their beds, first to be discharged. Heroes every one of them. Except, perhaps those in the camps —”

“Frieda!” The frost was back in the General’s voice.

“All right, they don’t exist. Do you have any views on racial superiority, Kurt?”

Wolff said: “Yes I do. I believe we’re superior.”

She was about to reply but Harzer told her to serve the sweet. So at least he still had the authority to discipline a wayward daughter.

The sweet was chocolate cake with three layers of thick cream. And then coffee. Wolff declined the cognac. The General lit a cigar. Wolff relaxed contentedly. One day, he decided, he would retire to Bavaria. After The Struggle was over. He imagined himself in a farmhouse like this, with fumed oak furniture and clean-smelling rooms, dried flowers in the vases and snow falling and melting in the courtyard outside and, to his surprise, he had two flaxen-haired children and Frieda was their mother.

The General rose, reached for his stick and said: “I’m going to take a nap.” And to his daughter: “Show Kurt our domain.”

“Do you like walking?” Frieda asked. “Or will we have to march.”

“I’ll stroll,” Wolff told her.

* * *

Lying on his bed fully-clothed Harzer pressed his finger into his belly. Sometimes he thought he could feel the sliver of Russian metal embedded there. He wished they’d taken it out. His hand strayed down to his ruined thigh; beneath it, although he tried to exercise, the calf-muscles were withering. After the war, he thought, he would die; not just fade away, as the Tommis said.

But first he would make sure that Frieda’s future was assured. His beautiful, wilful Frieda, so much like the girl he had courted in those terrible starved days after the First World War; the girl who had died giving birth to Frieda. Why did Frieda have to reject everything that he worshipped?

What if she ever discovered that he planned to rescue the Fuhrer so that his dream could still one day become a reality?

The sliver of metal made its presence felt; Harzer winced.

He wondered if he had made a mistake by introducing Wolff to his daughter. If she could in any way influence him with her rebellious views.

But no, Harzer comforted himself, Wolff was too dedicated a Nazi to accept the arguments of a self-opinionated, twenty-year-old child.

But I would like to have Kurt Wolff as a son-in-law, he thought. He dozed fitfully.

* * *

The distant peaks of the Alps were sprinkled with snow. Wolff believed he could smell the snow; it smelled of iced sugar.

Frieda, wearing a suede jacket, strode manfully beside him.

“You’re marching,” he told her.

“It runs in the family,” she replied.

“Are you ashamed of your heritage?”

“Of course not.”

They walked downhill, past cows and goats and chickens, past a water-mill, along a path beside a small, slow river until they came to the village.

A group of old men were putting up a stage in the main street at the point where it was bridged by a closed rooftop passage with a clock set in its walls.

Frieda pointed at them. “There aren’t any young men left. Soon there won’t be any boys.”

“What are they doing?” Wolff asked.

“Preparing for a festival when we drive out the devils from the village.”

“And do they go?”

“Not willingly. There are lots of battles.”

They left the village and sat in a field. Green pastures tilted away from them down to the foot of the valley; small clouds cast moving shadows on the mountains. A small blue butterfly flitted past.

Wolff lay back with his hands behind his head. He sighed luxuriously. “I’d forgotten all this existed,” he said.

“But to you it’s just an excursion. You’ll be happy to be back in Berlin. You’re a town boy.”

Wolff shook his head lazily. He told her about his father’s vineyards.

“And your father?”

He died when I was in Russia. He had been in the Cavalry and he never wanted me to join the SS. Somehow it put up a barrier between us. I never understood why.”

“I do,” Frieda Harzer said.

“Please enlighten me,” Wolff said, determined not to allow her to spoil the afternoon.

“He was a soldier,” Frieda said.

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“The Army represented our honour. It was the only thing we had left in those days.”

Wolff raised himself on one elbow. “The Army was a mess. Its spirit was broken. They were no longer soldiers. The core around which Germany was rebuilt was the SS.”

“I’ve heard all this before,” she said, chewing a blade of grass. “From my father.” She lay back; the suede jacket fell open and Wolff stared at the swell of her breasts. Why in God’s name were they talking politics? She said: “Do you believe in the destruction of a race because they’re subhuman?”

Wolff remembered all the anti-Semite teaching at school lodged in his brain as firmly as grammar. He had never allowed himself to question it; he didn’t intend to do so now. He knew certain camps existed; he had no wish to know anything about conditions inside them.

He said: “Look, I know I’ve been pushed onto you. We have been thrown together. I’ve only got another thirty-six hours.” He gestured towards the valley, towards the white-tipped mountains. “I’d like to enjoy this, to share it with you. Can we forget politics?”

She gazed at him, the blue sky in her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said.

He wanted to place his hand on her breast, but he knew it would be rejected. If any feeling grew between them it would be a gentle process, an old-fashioned courtship. There was no immediate, fierce chemistry. What would I find at the end? Contentment, perhaps?

Gently she placed one finger on the scar on his cheek. “You were lucky,” she said. “My father tells me that you won the Knight’s Cross.”

Wolff stood up. “Let’s go back to the village and help chase those devils out.”

They went to a small cafe filled with old men wearing hats bladed with feathers, and their plump wives. They drank tea and ate pastries and Wolff learned more about Werner Harzer’s daughter.

She had studied languages in Munich. She had spent nine months in Italy — “to learn the language of our allies.” But she had rebelled against a future laid out for her as neatly as a landscaped garden. She had taken up nursing; she had seen young men blinded, mutilated, broken; she had sat at their bedsides holding their hands as they murmured the names of wives, sweethearts, parents. “And you wonder why I feel the way I do?”

“They were soldiers,” Wolff said. “They knew it might happen.”

“None of it need have happened,” she said. “None of it.”

They walked back towards the farmhouse in the alpine dusk. The mountains seemed to have moved closer, dark and sharp. The air was chill.

Tentatively Wolff asked if she was engaged.

“When I was eighteen I was fond of a man.”

“A soldier?”

She drew away from him. “He was a Jew. He was taken to a camp. He’s dead.”

* * *

The two days passed like hours. Then Harzer and Wolff flew back to Berlin in a Junkers 52 transport plane which had dropped some of the first bombs in the Spanish Civil War.

That night Harzer limped through the rubble from the previous night’s air-raid to an apartment block not far from the Brandenburg Gate. Or what was left of an apartment block.

Soft rain was falling and the clouds were low; he doubted if the bombers would return tonight. The smell of destruction was thick in Harzer’s nostrils as, leaning on his stick, he laboured up a flight of pitted stairs.

He was let into the apartment by a Brigadier in the SS, Fritz von Geissel, a nondescript man with a tactician’s brain, not unlike Adolf Eichmann in appearance.

The apartment, furnished with deep leather chairs, red plush curtains and a chandelier, was covered in dust and smelled of whitewash.

“So,” Harzer said, sinking into a leather chair and accepting a cognac, “they almost got you last night.”

“Let’s hope it’s true about lightning not striking twice in the same place.”

Von Geissel spread out a map of Europe on the mahogany table. He prodded it with one well-manicured finger. “The pincers are closing,” he said. “Russia, Italy … Soon the hammer blow in France.”

“How much longer do you think?” Harzer asked.

“I give us another year. The Fuhrer will fight to the last.” He ran his finger across Europe to Italy. “But we have to move quickly.”

They had joined the SS together and, although they weren’t close friends — von Geissel was too clinical for Harzer’s taste — they shared common aspirations.

Harzer reached for his stick and joined von Geissel at the table.

Von Geissel’s finger stopped half way down the Italian mainland. “Kesselring’s doing a superb job but he can’t hold Cassino much longer. When that falls the Allies will link up with their forces at Anzio and the road to Rome will be open. By the way, how is our young hero?” pouring them both more cognac.

They retired to the leather chairs in front of the fireplace where wood, salvaged from the debris outside, burned brightly.

Harzer said: “A fire in April?”

Von Geissel shivered. “I’ve never been able to get warm since Russia.” He lit a cigarette. “You were about to tell me about Wolff.”

“He’s living up to our expectations.”

“I knew he would,” von Geissel said drily. “I personally pulled out two of his fingernails.” He sipped his cognac reflectively. “But we have to speed things up now. His education must be completed.”

“I know what you’re thinking,” Harzer said. “He’s got to get to know Rome. I’ve been working on it,” he added.

“Good. It’s quite simple really. He’s got to visit Rome before Wayne Mark Clark does.”

* * *

Two days later Harzer summoned Wolff to his office. “You and I,” he said, “are going for a drive,” buttoning his long black greatcoat.

“A drive, Gruppenführer?” the informality of the two days in Bavaria forgotten.

“That is what I said, Hauptsturmführer.”

Harzer took the wheel of the big Mercedes tourer; Wolff sat beside him.

As he drove along a street of shops, bomb-blasted windows boarded up with wood, Harzer said: “What I am going to say to you now is very important. Listen very carefully and don’t interrupt.”

“Very well, Gruppenführer.”

“You have been chosen for a very important mission. So important that only a few people know about it. It is therefore vital that you tell no one about your movements. Not even Reichsführer Himmler knows about it,” he added, glancing at Wolff’s face.

The big open car turned a corner where workmen were filling a bomb crater. Harzer skirted the crater and headed west along Charlottenburger Chaussee.

“Rome will fall soon,” the General said abruptly.

“But Kesselring is fighting magnificently. They say that more than twenty thousand troops have been killed at Anzio.”

“Rome will fall.” The frost in his voice again. “But you will have left before it does fall.”

“Left?” Wolff stared at the General in astonishment. “Left where, Gruppenführer?”

“You are being posted to Rome for special duties.”

Wolff gazed blankly at the General’s profile. “I don’t understand.”

“I don’t intend that you do. Just believe me that you have a vital role to play in The Struggle. A role perhaps in history.” Harzer braked and winced as pain shot up his leg; he shouldn’t have been driving but an open car was the best place for a briefing like this. “I want you to stay incognito in Rome for as long as you can. I want you to familiarise yourself with the centre of the city. In particular with The Vatican. We have a man there,” he said. “A monk. He will show you what you will need to know.”

“Can you give me any idea what this is all about?”

“Not yet,” the General said, adding: “I’m sorry but that is the way it has to be. There are too many subversive elements in Berlin just now. It is in your own interests that you don’t know too much at this time.”

“But, Himmler —”

The General cut in tersely: “This order comes from Sepp Dietrich. As you know he answers only to the Führer. By the way,” in a more conversational tone, “how’s your Italian?”

“Non-existent.”

“As I thought. You are about to have a crash-course. Five days. You should be able to pick up enough to order yourself a bottle of Chianti.”

When they reached Spandau, Harzer stopped the Mercedes outside a suburban house with a green, chalet-type roof. “This is where your tutor lives,” he said.

They walked up the garden-path lined with rose-bushes and Harzer rang the bell.

The door was opened by Frieda Harzer.


XI

On March 20th, the same day that Kurt Wolff received his new orders, Maria Reubeni had a violent argument with the Sicilian in a deserted chapel near Rome’s railway marshalling yards.

Gradually the partisani and the Jewish underground movement had been drawing apart. They no longer had any use for each other; and the Jews feared that any violence instigated by the partisani would bring reprisals on their own heads.

They were to be proved right.

There was also hostility between Jews and partisans, engendered by the suspicion that one was informing on the other.

Liam Doyle was under suspicion, but not by Maria who believed implicitly in the priest. She alone knew the agonies of remorse he had suffered before the round-up of the Jews in October. She alone knew that betrayal was totally repugnant to such a man.

Nevertheless someone was betraying them. Six Jews had been taken by Kappler from an address known only to the nucleus of DELASEM; the cellar in the Borgo had been raided and Carlo — poor winter-crazed Carlo — had died in agony with two bullets fired deliberately into his belly.

It was getting dark as Maria made her way to the chapel which the partisani had taken over since the raid on the cellar in the Borgo.

On the way she paused outside the store where, as a young girl, she had come shopping with her parents although it was non-Kosher. Even now, with its shelves almost bare, she could recall its spiced flavours. Pyramids of lemons and oranges, zucchini laid out as neatly as crayons in a box, piles of artichokes and trusses of pasta, a great barrel of anchovies in brine, forbidden hams hanging from the ceiling, a counter spread with pizza. And always an orange or a piece of nougart slipped to Maria by the owner when his wife wasn’t looking. And the noise, ah the noise — bartering, squabbling, boasting, laughing, sometimes weeping. Maria heard it all again as she stood outside the almost empty shop as the dusk turned to blacked-out night.

What was to become of her people? Not just the Jews, the Romans. Embroiled in a war they had never wanted, even though some of them might have thought they did because it was all such a show in those early days and all Italians were actors. They even made a show of their poverty: the young man with the silk suit and camel coat draped carelessly over his shoulders was probably a pauper. Their litigation was a show — the cases were rarely settled; their commerce was a show — impossible promises made to please the customer; their love affairs were a show — litanies of flattery expended on a girl tourist before leaping on the bicycle hidden round the corner and pedalling furiously back to a stout wife and three children. Life itself was a gaudy, glorious show.

If I ever wanted to illustrate the Italian character to a foreigner, Maria thought, I would bring him to this store. As it was in the old days. As perhaps it will be again some day.

Now she took to the back streets. A curfew was in force and German patrols would be out in strength.

When she reached the chapel, a man stepped from behind the portal and clamped a hand round her mouth; she felt the barrel of a pistol in her back.

“When I take my hand away I want you to identify yourself,” the man said. “Very softly. No tricks.”

She gave the password. Garibaldi.

“Very well. Now walk in front of me.” he took her round to a side-entrance and tapped on the door. It sounded like morse, but Maria didn’t know what it meant. The Sicilian opened the door. “Is she all right?” the guard asked.

“She’s all right,” the Sicilian replied.

Three of them were seated by the dusty altar, the light from three prayer candles gleamed on the crucifix. One of the men was Angelo Peruzzi; she could hardly distinguish the features of the other two squatting on the perimiter of the candle-light.

A coffin was open beside them; it was full of grenades.

She sat on the end of a pew.

The Sicilian said: “To what do we owe the honour?”

“I have a request to make.”

“Let’s hear it then.”

The Sicilian hadn’t been near her apartment for two days. She knew this was because he was planning an act of violence which he wanted to keep secret from her.

He passed her a bottle but she pushed it away. “Altar wine,” he said. “I take your point.”

They waited for her to speak.

She spoke hesitantly at first. Then, gaining confidence: “I want you to call off whatever you’re planning.”

“And what might that be?” asked one of the two unidentified partisani.

“I don’t know exactly but,” gesturing towards the coffin, “those grenades aren’t for playing beach bowls.”

The Sicilian stood up. “How do you know that we are planning anything at all?” He held up his hand. They listened. The approaching drone of aircraft.

The Sicilian glanced at his watch. “They’re early tonight. Ironic if they should drop a bomb on us just when we’re planning to help them out. Now” — he turned again to Maria — “just how do you know that there is any plan at all?”

“I guessed it,” Maria said.

“Come now.” The Sicilian drew his knife from his belt.

“Can I speak to you privately?”

He shrugged. “If you wish.”

They walked down the aisle. “Well?”

“You talk in your sleep,” Maria lied because it was Angelo Peruzzi who had told her. “Do you want me to tell the others that?”

His reply was drowned by a bomb exploding near the marshalling yards.

The Sicilian swore. “Do the fools realise what harm they’re doing? They pound Monte Cassino to rubble, they shower bombs on the Eternal City … If they carry on like this the Italians will hate them more than the Krauts.”

Another bomb exploded. Nearer this time. The whole chapel seemed to move and the crucifix toppled from the altar.

They walked back to the altar.

The Sicilian said: “So, what is it that you want of us?” He had dropped the question of Maria’s source of information.

“I don’t know what you’re planning,” she said. “But I guess that it’s something big.”

Angelo Peruzzi said: “Very big.”

The Sicilian turned on him. “Shut your mouth you.”

This time the bomb blew in a stained glass window. They ducked as slivers of coloured glass knifed across the chapel. One piece cut the Sicilian’s hand. He wrapped a handkerchief round it.

They stared at Maria as though she had guided the bombers to the chapel. One of the unidentified men spoke. “Well, what is it you want?”

Maria searched for the right words. It was no time to get carried away by uninhibited passion. “As you know,” she said carefully, “there are many thousands of people in hiding in Rome. Not merely Jews, gentiles as well. Men like yourself.”

“We can take care of ourselves,” Angelo Peruzzi said.

She ignored him. “So far the Germans have, by their standards, been restrained. Except, of course, on October 16th. If you pull something big then there will be reprisals. Innocent men and women will be tortured, deported, killed.”

Angelo Peruzzi said: “By which you mean Jews.”

“By which I mean everyone. The Allies will soon be here. It isn’t worth it,” she appealed to the Sicilian.

The Sicilian said: “What do you want us to do — collabor ate with the Krauts?”

“There will be plenty of time to fight them,” Maria said, “when they have left Rome. The Allies will need you up north.”

The Sicilian shook his head, massaging his bald patch with his wounded hand. “Our place for the time being is Rome. It is our duty to harrass the enemy. You have heard the BBC broadcasts. The Germans are edgy; they know that Rome will fall. We must hit them. After all,” he said, “what is a resistance movement for?”

“And he likes killing Krauts,” Angelo Peruzzi remarked.

The Sicilian didn’t contradict him.

“And you’re willing to sacrifice the lives of innocents? Men, women, children …”

“War is hell,” the Sicilian said sardonically.

It was then that Maria lost control. “You’re just a bunch of bastards trying to prove yourselves. Hundreds will die because you want to play at being Errol Flynn. What were you all doing when Mussolini, that blacksmith’s son-of-a-bitch, was yelling about power and glory in the Piazza Venezia? Hugging yourselves with delight, strutting around in your blackshirts —”

The Sicilian reached her in one stride and put his hand on her mouth. “Hold your tongue. No one here was ever a blackshirt.” He removed his hand. “Now get out, run home.” His eyes were dark in the candlelight and she could feel his brutal strength. “If any of this reaches the Germans then we shall know where the information came from. And as for your tame priest …” The Sicilian gestured across his throat with his forefinger.

When Maria stumbled out into the darkness the drone of the Flying Fortresses was receding. She looked around. The bombs seemed to have hit everything except the marshalling yards.

* * *

Later that night the Sicilian called at Maria’s apartment. He had for once made a miscalculation: he had underestimated her, assumed that he had merely witnessed an Italian Jewess cutting loose.

She opened the door of the apartment. “What do you want?”

“I want to talk.”

She let him in.

“You have a little brandy?”

She poured him a measure.

He sat down. “Have you ever wondered why the Germans leave the neutral territories of The Vatican alone? Not just The Holy See, all their other little sanctuaries.”

Maria shook her head.

“Maybe they want to use them themselves one day.”

“Maybe.” She wasn’t interested, although soon she was to remember his words. “Will you call off what you’re going to do?”

“I can’t do that. You must understand,” his voice softening.

As he reached for her, Maria grabbed a pair of red-handled kitchen scissors. “Keep away from me.”

He looked at her reflectively. “And I think you would do it,” he said.

She held the scissors tightly.

He stood up. “Me ne frega.” And was gone.


XII

The partisani struck on March 23rd.

They had noted that, foolishly, a German military detachment marched down the same small street in the centre of Rome every day. The street was the Via Rasella which lies off the Via delle Quattro Fontane.

At 3.45 pm a bomb exploded killing thirty-two or thirty-three (accounts varied in Rome) members of the 11th company of the 3rd Bozen Battalion.

According to some authorities the bombing was the work of Communists to provoke massive reprisals, instigate insurrection and publicise the Reds as the leading freedom fighters. According to others it was straightforward partisani.

The German Commandant in Rome, General Kurt Maelzer, known as The Drunkard King of Rome, immediately ordered the execution of everyone living on the Via Rasella.

The head of the German Embassy in Rome, Eitel F. Mollhaussen, persuaded him not to make such a savage reprisal. The matter was referred to Berlin.

Hitler and Himmler reacted promptly. Every able-bodied Italian was to be shipped to labour camps in Germany.

At this stage Field Marshal Albert Kesselring intervened. He told Berlin that the deportation of the Italians to Germany would deprive his hard-pressed troops of transport.

Kesselring won the day and signed an order that ten Roman citizens should be killed for every soldier who had died.

But the prisons didn’t hold enough Romans to make up the quota. The Gestapo under the command of Obersturmbannführer Herbert Kappler took to the deserted streets to round up the balance. Jews in particular.

* * *

Maria Reubeni heard what was happening at 8 pm. She raced round to her parents’ home.

Her father was sitting at her mother’s bedside holding her hand. She was unconscious.

Maria told him what was happening. He didn’t seem to hear. He said: “Your mother is dying.”

Her voice broke hysterically. “Did you hear what I said? The Gestapo are coming.”

“So? Let them come. It doesn’t matter any more.”

“Are you crazy? We can get out through the back-yard. There’s a church round the corner where you can hide.”

He gazed at her and there were tears in his eyes and he said again: “Your mother is dying, Maria.”

“We can get a doctor to the church.” She came closer to the bed; her mother’s eyes opened and she smiled at Maria; then they closed again.

“You must pray, Maria.”

Maria knelt at the bedside as a rifle-butt burst open the door leading to the street. Heavy footsteps pounded up the stairs. The door swung open.

An SS Captain strode in, pistol in hand. Behind him stood two soldiers carrying Schmeissers.

The Captain pointed at Maria’s father. “Out into the street.” Maria flung herself at the Captain clawing at his face. He threw her against the wall; she hit her head on the corner of the bookcase and fell to the floor semi-conscious.

Her father bent and kissed his wife’s forehead. He paused for a moment and then said softly: “It is over.”

The Captain dragged him to his feet. “Come with us.”

“Willingly,” he said.

* * *

Next day 335 prisoners were taken by truck to the Fosse Ardeantine caves — a few more than the ten for one quota.

They were ordered out of the trucks and taken into the caves in groups of five where they were forced to kneel and were then shot in the back of the neck.

Kappler then ordered his men to cover the bodies with lime. The caves were sealed by a blast of dynamite.

Hearing the shooting and the explosion, prisoners-of-war hiding in the nearby San Calisto catacombs assumed that the Allies were on the outskirts of Rome and began to celebrate.

* * *

On March 25th the German High Command issued a statement which appeared in the newspapers of Rome:

On the afternoon of March 23 criminal elements committed acts of violence by means of bombs against a German column passing through Via Rasella. In consequence, thirty-two members of the German police were killed and a number of them wounded.

This brutally violent act was committed by Communists of Badoglio’s party. Investigations are being made as to the crime being caused by Anglo-American influence.

The German High Command is determined to crush the activities of these villanous bandits. No one will be allowed to sabotage the renewed Italo-German cooperation. The Command has ordered that, for every German who was murdered, ten of Badoglio’s Communists shall be shot. This order has already been executed.

Maria glanced at a
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