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For Bethia and Sofia


. . . though I’m poisoned,
choking on the small change

of human hope,
daily beaten into me

look: I am still alive –
in fact, in bud . . .

from ‘The Wishing Tree’
          by Kathleen Jamie




Part One
Internment




Prologue: Ceremony, 2005

I

For a reason Rosa could not explain, the face of the Madonna filled her with terror. She stepped back, sucking in stale air. The guide looked at her, smiling, pleased with her reaction.

‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ he said.

She nodded. It was. But there was something wrong; something more than the aged transparency of the Madonna’s skin or the remoteness of her smile. It was the direction of her gaze.

Emilio’s Madonnas always looked straight ahead. It was what made them different. People remarked on it, at each of his exhibitions, their directness. Each had its own expression, not the usual bland spiritual nothingness but an expression of real human suffering. This Madonna avoided her, looked down, towards the infant and the olive branch in her arms, and it disturbed some root in Rosa, wrenched it from deep, clay-set soil.

She looked away, at the carved wrought-iron screen, the cold walls lined with frescoes that smelt of musk and damp. Even after all these years, the colours were still pure, clear water blue and sun soft yellow. There were delicate lanterns made from thin battered tin, salvaged wood and concrete carved into elegant shapes, saints and cherubs. The walls of the iron hut had been plastered over and painted with hundreds of tiny bricks, like the inside of a real church. She thought of the men, painting brick after brick, each one as grey as the last, the tediousness of the task. She thought of Emilio, as he was then, and the root tugged a little further.

She looked back to the Madonna. She thought of herself, as she was then. Some pictures came before her. She shook them off. It was an old Rosa she was remembering, not herself. The Rosa of before was somebody different, somebody she couldn’t now know.

Yet another Rosa left the little white chapel.

[image: Image]

A wall of wind hit them as they opened the heavy wooden door. The rain had passed, but they could still see it across the water, streaking over smudged fringes of land. The veterans were lined up to say goodbye, and she thought about removing her cardigan because it was mild, despite the rain. But she looked at the people waiting to meet them, the shrunken men so smart in their suits and some in their old uniforms, with their badges and their polished buttons, and left it on, because it was smarter than the old blouse she had on underneath.

They stood at the edge of the path. Their guide, who was called William, introduced them to each of the veterans in turn. They shook hands, smiled, exchanged meaningful glances. Emilio looked across to where the waves broke against the Barriers. Beside the concrete, white powder beaches had formed.

‘The beaches?’ he said, as William led them towards the car park. ‘I don’t remember them.’

Rosa looked at him. That morning, he had forgotten the name of their son.

‘No,’ said William. ‘You wouldn’t. They’ve been created by the force of water, driving sand up from the sea. Some people say they should take them down.’

‘The Barriers?’ asked Rosa. ‘But why, after all that work?’

‘Some people think it’s bad for the environment,’ William went on, ‘taking away the natural habitats of things.’ Rosa shook her head. Nowadays people were always making things, she thought, and then throwing them away.

‘But the residents would never have it,’ said William, ‘and anyway, some other creatures will have settled in now; and people will want them protected. You can’t protect everything.’ He shook his head. ‘They’ll always find something to complain about.’

Rosa nodded, though she wasn’t really listening. It was getting cold. She followed Emilio down the gravel path towards the car.

A young man stood in their way. His feet were rooted. His hair and coat were swept sideways by the wind.

‘Oh,’ said William, ‘I forgot to tell you. This is the man from the BBC. They hoped they could do a short interview with Emilio later.’

‘For the television?’ asked Rosa, adjusting the fringe of her cardigan.

‘Yes. It’s something they’re doing about the war, for one of these history programmes, you know.’

‘A documentary,’ said the young man. ‘About the chapel.’

‘I think that will be fine,’ she said, biting her lip, looking at Emilio. She repeated the request to him, a little louder than before, and he nodded. Bene.

She held Emilio’s arm tightly as they walked to the car, guiding his small wavering steps. She felt a resistance in her arm. Emilio was turning. She turned too and they looked back towards the chapel, the little white hut with its tiny bell that moved in the wind but made no sound.

Emilio stood rigid and his breath rasped in his throat.

‘You’re cold,’ she said.

‘I’m not cold.’

‘You are cold. You should have worn the scarf I bought you in Edinburgh.’

Emilio shook his head and stepped forward. Rosa followed him, also shaking her head.

‘Where is it?’ asked Emilio, feeling the sides of his trousers.

‘What?’

‘That thing I lost.’ He was agitated, digging so hard in his pockets that his trousers were slipping down at the back. Rosa pushed him on, embarrassed.

The chapel seemed lonelier now, a grey-white hut against a grey-white sky, wind whipped. Rain drove in from the sea.

William had stayed behind on his mobile. Now she heard him come up fast behind them. He caught her arm. He pointed to a tall figure talking to the journalist.

‘That’s him,’ he said. ‘The other prisoner I told you about. He flew in this morning.’

‘What a pity he missed the ceremony,’ said Rosa. There was something vaguely familiar about the man.

‘We wrote to them all,’ William went on, ‘but we didn’t know how many of them would still be around. Or fit for the journey, if they were.’

Emilio had walked back to the start of the path and stood looking at the front of the chapel, at the cracked dead face of Christ surrounded by his crown of thorns.

‘What’s his name?’ Rosa asked William, as the figure grew nearer.

‘His name is Bertoldo,’ William shouted above the wind. ‘Bertoldo Zanini.’

Up ahead, Emilio turned, catching the sound of their voices. He looked at Rosa, a little lost, then smiled as he caught her eye. He sat down on the stone wall, balancing his arms on his stick.

‘Yes,’ said Rosa, ‘I’m sure he’s mentioned that name.’

They walked up towards where Emilio sat. He was turning something over in his hands.

‘This is it,’ he said. He gave it to Rosa and she passed it to William.

‘How remarkable!’ William said, examining it with interest. It was a small wooden cigarette case, roughly made, inlaid with different colours of wood and varnished.

‘It was given to him, here,’ said Rosa. ‘He’s kept it all these years. He wanted to bring it back.’

William wasn’t listening. He looked past her at the man now approaching them. He must have been older than Emilio but his hair was long and thick, and swept back over his wide head. He walked with the full swing of a young man.

‘Mr Zanini?’ asked William, extending his hand, which still held the wooden box.

Bertoldo took the box, and then shook William’s hand. He turned to Emilio and his eyes were wet.

‘Emilio?’ he asked.

‘This is it,’ said Emilio, pointing to the box. ‘This is the thing I lost.’

Bertoldo looked at Rosa.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s his memory, he can’t always . . .’ Her voice faltered as Bertoldo nodded his head slowly.

‘And so you’re the famous Rosa,’ he said.

The rain passed again and a long finger of sunlight brushed across the grass, turning it from grey to luminous green. The colour faded as fast as it had appeared. They left the little white chapel and climbed into their warm cars.

II

At William’s brown-harled house they removed their coats, shaking off the water, apologising to the aproned woman who took them with the tips of her fingers. She introduced herself as Lily, William’s wife. They walked into the sitting room and were hit by a wall of moist heat. Tropical flowers made of plastic leaned against the window. The clouded glass outside streamed with the rain that beat hard against it, the land outside a dark green mush. A gas fire whined in the grey-tiled hearth, and Rosa warmed her calves in front of it. She examined the pictures: a cardboard-framed photograph of a young boy, in the black costume of a graduate, a young girl in a shirt and tie, perhaps fifteen, with the flop of hair they wore these days, straight and right over their eyes, so they couldn’t even see their way along a road without tossing their heads like horses. There were horses too, sealed in a frame, pulling a cart down a muddy lane.

‘A nice painting?’ she asked Emilio.

‘Certainly,’ he said, but he was looking elsewhere, at the cornice work. In recent years home maintenance had been higher on Emilio’s list of priorities than art. ‘A bad job,’ he said, loudly. ‘Not even proper plaster, just that cheap shaped foam.’

‘Be quiet!’ Rosa said, looking around, but William was only just coming back into the room.

‘Won’t you please have a seat,’ he said in his sing-song way, so that he sounded almost like an Austrian. ‘It’s too bad about the weather. June is usually such a lovely month in Orkney.’

They sat. Lily brought in a tray with a teapot and milk in a jug. Then there was tray full of food, tiny white triangles of bread filled with a salty fish paste, rough brown cakes with yellow butter, pancakes with lemon curd, little pink wafers.

‘These are your children?’ asked Rosa, pointing to the pictures on the mantelpiece.

‘Oh, yes, but they’re older than that now,’ Lily answered. ‘Married. Flown the nest. In fact, Margaret is expecting in October.’

‘Congratulations, you are going to be a grandmother.’

‘I know. It’s a strange feeling.’ She smiled, shook her head and looked out of the window. The rain had shifted momentarily and Scapa Flow was streaked with lilac clouds. ‘Do you have grandchildren yourself?’ she asked.

‘I have four, but I don’t see them so much. They all have to move to the cities, you see, for work.’

‘Hard when they’re far away,’ said Lily.

‘It is,’ said Rosa. ‘But I’m used to it I suppose. My work also used to take me away from home.’

‘What did you do?’ asked Lily.

‘I was a tour guide, for the skiing, you know.’

‘Very exciting,’ said Lily. ‘But difficult, with a family.’

‘In some ways,’ said Rosa, ‘though I was never too far away, Germany and Switzerland, usually. And what about you?’ she asked. She was always uncomfortable talking about herself for too long.

‘Oh, I’m not a great traveller,’ said Lily. ‘I only worked now and again, in the shop.’

‘And your children?’

‘They’re in Edinburgh.’

‘A beautiful city.’

‘But such a long way away,’ said Lily. ‘I wish they were nearer, especially with a grandchild on the way.’ She gave a small sad smile and Rosa wanted to take her hand.

‘Though the travel is easier now,’ she said instead.

They sat before the hissing fire, pouring tea. They talked about exiled children, the prices of flights, about trains and buses and boats and cars.

‘But it’s a changed world,’ said Lily.

‘Such a different world,’ said Rosa.

‘Of course they have to do it. They have to go where the work is.’

‘But isn’t it such a pity,’ said Lily. ‘The way they feel now is that they can’t be happy at home. Home isn’t good enough for them. If they stay at home it is as if there’s something they’ve missed.’

Rosa nodded.

‘When I was young,’ said Lily, ‘no one even married off the island. Someone come over from Caithness was an incomer.’

‘An incomer?’

‘A stranger. An immigrant.’

‘Well,’ said Rosa, ‘even if you go away, you always return, I suppose, in the end.’

‘Home is where the heart is,’ said Lily lightly, pouring charcoal-coloured tea into plastic Bank of Scotland mugs. The conversation had reached a neat conclusion, and she was content. She took a bite of a biscuit and sat back in her chair. But Rosa sat up straight, broke her biscuit in half and examined the two sections.

‘Funny,’ said William, taking a sandwich, ‘how it’s always the same, fashion. When one generation is about to die off, people start getting interested in all the memories they’re about to lose. I’m thinking about the BBC, you know?’

The tea was strong and hot, and Rosa began to be hot too, and took off the cardigan that Emilio had bought her in Edinburgh. That’s was how it was here, you must constantly be adding or removing clothes.

‘Well, he should be here soon,’ said William, when Rosa had eaten and Emilio had pretended to eat. Rosa watched him desperately. His appetite had dwindled to nothing, she thought, in the space of weeks. She put on her cardigan.

‘Mr Zanini?’ asked Rosa.

‘No, the journalist. Mr Zanini will be here a little later. He wanted to see the sights so we sent him off to Skara Brae.’

‘Ah,’ said Rosa, smiling weakly, ‘wonderful.’ They had gone to see it themselves, the day they arrived. William had told her that people had lived, cooked, eaten, loved and fought in those little stone huts. But she couldn’t see it. It was too far-off in time. She had looked at the stacks of grey stone and then left to walk along the beach, studying the imprint of sandworms on the backs of the shells.

III

Bertoldo took off his scarf and sipped his tea. He hated the stuff, it tasted like dishwater, but there was nothing else on offer and the talking had made him thirsty. Emilio was asleep on the sofa. Rosa talked with Lily in the kitchen.

‘How did you feel,’ asked the reporter, ‘when you were enlisted?’ Bertoldo watched with satisfaction as he switched on his tape recorder.

‘Oh,’ said Bertoldo. ‘I wasn’t enlisted. I volunteered. But how did I feel?’ He laughed softly. He leaned his head back in his chair and was silent for a moment.

Then he began.

‘At school they gave me a toy rifle. I stood in line with the rest of the boys, dressed in our black caps and black shorts, with our rifles over our shoulders. And we learned to march. I was good at it. We marched everywhere, up and down, on the spot, round in circles. We could march like the Romans, better than the Romans. So we marched like that, lined up like little tin soldiers. For four years we marched up and down, round and round, on the spot. Like all small boys, I loved to march, and I loved my little rifle.

‘We learned to sing too, although in this our talents were more variable. But by the end of our time there we had opened and tuned our lungs, controlled the deepening of our voices. Those Fascist tunes were simple enough.

‘They trained us well in the marching. By the time I was twenty I was an expert. I was expert at little else.

‘Then, as you know, Mussolini proclaimed that we were to go to war, and this is the way we had it sold to us. We were going to reclaim the land that those motivated only by greed in England and France were trying to withhold from us. It was our right, that’s what he said. I had nothing to keep me there, so I bought it all, fell for it hook, line and sinker. Really I just wanted to travel, wanted to go to America, like we all did back then. But I had no means of getting to America, whereas the bountiful Duce had kindly offered to pay my passage to war in Africa. There, he said, when the heathen had been converted to the one and only holy church, land that was green and plentiful would be found for everybody. Sounds pretty funny now, doesn’t it? It sounded great to me, mostly because I hated Napoli. My mother agreed that it was a sensible plan because by then she hated Napoli too, but most of all she hated being poor in Napoli. I would send something back, I said, soon as I was able.

‘I stood at the door dressed in my cap and trousers that were absurdly wide at the knee, where they were wrapped round with leather puttees. The clothes were thick, woollen and warm. My mother said that was a good thing, it could get cold, she said, in the night, in those places.’

Bertoldo stopped, took off his blazer. He looked at the ground for a moment, shaking his head. The journalist waited, frozen, his pen poised. The sound of Emilio’s thick breath filled the room, and even the women in the kitchen seemed to have fallen silent. Then Emilio snorted suddenly and moved his head to the side.

Bertoldo looked up. He smiled and turned back to the young man.

‘And so off I went, marching in line again, off to the boats that were to take us to the desert war. How did I feel? Angry. More than anything else, I felt angry. But, and this is hard to explain, it was a good anger. France and Britain had their empires. For years they had surrounded us by stealth. Now it was Italy’s turn. I felt strong. There were hundreds of us, fit, strong young boys like me, ready to fight, or so it seemed as I marched alongside my camerati, singing, with my real rifle tapping against my shoulder-bone, keeping time.

‘It was a clear morning in spring and the ocean was a true azure. We leaned over the sides of the boat, waving to the crowds as the big boat heaved out of the port. I waved back and I was a boy again. A great plain of ocean lay before us. I stood at the front of the boat as we dipped into it, bouncing the satisfying weight of rifle on my shoulder. We broke down into the waves and then up, up towards the big blue sky.

‘A fisherman looked up at me, momentarily, scowling, and I saw in his face a look that reminded me of my father, though I hadn’t seen him for years. He was in America, my mother said, and I used to study the pictures on the American cards he sent back every year. Finding no other use for them, my mother stuck them on the wall. I was sure in my young mind that my father had the face of President Roosevelt.

‘Anyway, here was President Roosevelt was throwing live fish into a barrel. Wedges of glittering bodies flipped in the sunlight, then slowed and settled into the crates of dying fish below them. For a moment I held his gaze, and then he turned back to his catch. I aimed my rifle at his back, laughing.’

IV

‘So then you went to Africa,’ said the journalist quickly, checking his watch. He had a talker, he thought. He’d have to rein him in. ‘Tell me, briefly, what that was like.’

‘Yes, I’d like to hear that too,’ said William. He sat down, one arm extended along the back of the sofa.

Bertoldo smiled. ‘Have you got a train to catch?’ he asked the young man.

‘No,’ he said, ‘but I have to write the script by . . .’

‘Well,’ said Bertoldo, ‘then just listen.

‘When we got off the boat at Benghazi it was all that we had been promised. A prosperous city, if a little faded. The beach was lined with grand white buildings, elegant archways and tall palms, and the road was firm. Out of the town, the land all around was green and fertile. Tall rows of barley, maize and wheat rose up on either side of the road. There were some plantations of olive trees, I remember, and some citrus. The Arabs watched us pass, some standing in groups outside their little square houses that looked as if they were baked from clay. Some sat in the dirt, a tattered array of junk spread out in front of them. There were some beautiful things, carved wooden boxes, brightly coloured woven cloth. But others had just emptied the contents of their house and tried to sell their pots and pans, a headscarf or a single sandal. They studied my uniform, new as a pin.

‘The ground grew stony, and then soft. The crops vanished quite suddenly, and so did the trees. We started to remove parts of our uniform, as the wool became damp with sweat and stuck to our skin. With each step our boots sank deeper. At first there was transport on the open backs of trucks. But the trucks disliked the desert heat. They got thirsty, they coughed and hissed, and had to be repaired. Some seemed to disappear overnight. We were told they were needed elsewhere. As we marched we sang. Our singing had improved. We sang the Fascist songs but we had begun to sing other songs as well, arias from the operas and the songs of our home towns.’

Rosa had come to stand at the door of the kitchen, her mouth slightly open. Now she came into the room, sitting on the sofa beside William. Emilio had opened his eyes and appeared agitated. He moved his hands in small circles on the upholstery of his chair.

‘But as the months went on the few trucks we had left began to slow. Then, one by one, they stopped. We set up camp, waiting for supplies. We began to run out of water. A cupful was enough to wash and shave. If you wanted to drive a man to murder you only had to knock over his cup. The little packets of pasta that needed water to swell them to a satisfying meal remained dried and skeletal in our packs. Eventually we ate them that way, hoping they could find enough water in our bodies to reconstitute themselves. Each day the sun melted the dust until it welded itself to our skin. In the night each grain became a tiny, burning icicle.

‘“Not long now,” said the Comandante, every morning. And then one morning, “I’ve received a telegram from Signor Graziani himself. The supplies are on their way.”

‘They sent motorbikes, though not enough for all. We marched on, the bikes at the head of us. They travelled so much more easily in the desert grit that it was hard to see why they weren’t used by everyone, but then of course it wasn’t really so hard to see. It was for the same reason that our trousers were so baggy and made of wool, the same reason that some of us still wrapped our cloaks around our packs rather than ditching them, and the same reason we did not dare shoot anyone for fear of losing ammunition.

‘“These desert conditions are very difficult,” explained our Comandante. “It is not easy to get the supplies through quickly. But they will come. They are on their way at this moment.”

‘A few weeks later our food supplies were almost out. Rationing was tightened. I shaved dry to save on water. My face was crisscrossed with cuts and blackened in the sun until I looked like one of the damned Arabs themselves.

‘And then came the end, for me. I remember it well.’

‘Yes,’ said the journalist. ‘What were your thoughts at the moment of capture? What were you doing?’

Bertoldo looked distant. He took a deep suck of air. Emilio had started to raise himself up from his seat.

‘Che cosa?’ Rosa asked Emilio quietly, but he waved her away with his hand.

‘There were no thoughts,’ said Bertoldo. ‘But I can tell you exactly what I was doing, at the moment of capture. I was squatted over a hole in that area at the back of the tent that was reserved for ablutions, with my bloody scorched bowels exploding into the earth, then retching into that same hole, not even hearing the voices of comrades coming nearer, their warning shouts.

‘When at last I understood I rubbed my hands with sand and lit a cigarette with a shaking hand. I imagined the heat of the smoke would burn the disease from my belly. I glanced down at my matchbox. The face of Benito Mussolini stared back at me, eyes wide, chin stuck out. I remembered the face of the only dead man I had ever seen during the war, in the minefield as we passed through, a fallen sweeper. It’s not the way you think, the first time, seeing a body. Not like at a funeral. There was no time to react to it, that is, to the enormity of death. But I remembered one thing, that, like mine, his matchbox had shown the face of Il Duce, and from his pockets had fallen the Libretto personale that would never be completed. As, now, neither would mine. I put Mussolini’s face into my pocket and inwardly apologised to Il Duce for what I was about to do. Then I stood up, ready to surrender.’

The young man stared. Emilio finally pushed himself from his chair and Rosa helped him to the bathroom. Lily clattered plates in the kitchen, a little too loudly.

‘I hope he’s all right,’ said William.

‘Yes,’ said Bertoldo, though he seemed distracted. He settled further into the armchair and crossed his legs. Then he continued, a lemon-sharp edge to his voice.

‘Of course, as with everything in life, for me, somebody else had got there first. I went to join the rest of my battaglione where they stood beside the truck, hands open and empty above their heads.’

V

‘And so now to you, Emilio,’ said the journalist, changing the tape in his recorder. ‘Tell me about Lamb Holm. What was your relationship like with your captors?’ he asked.

‘Oh, very cordial,’ Emilio answered, after a long pause. Rosa watched him as he squirmed on the seat. He seemed agitated. He looked at the tray but the biscuits had gone. ‘Very cordial,’ he repeated.

‘But there must have been some conflict there.’ The young man turned his head to the side. Emilio looked out of the window, as if thinking.

‘Is his English . . .?’ the journalist began.

‘It’s fine,’ said Rosa. ‘He understands you.’ Rosa had started to finger the large button on her cardigan. It was tortoiseshell and, she noticed for the first time, decorated with tiny golden shreds. Emilio looked back at the young man, opened his mouth. The young man picked up his pen. But Emilio had lost interest. He changed position, thrust his hand down the side of the sofa.

‘Emilio,’ Rosa hissed, seeing Lily looking at him.

Emilio raised his hand and lowered it, his usual way of telling her to simmer down. ‘I’m sure I put it down here,’ he said.

The journalist sat forward. ‘You know,’ he said, ‘all these guys, living together on this tiny island, day in, day out. Surely you got on each other’s nerves?’

Emilio was quiet, but he looked thoughtful. The young man tried again. ‘There was a strike at first, was there not, when the prisoners refused to work?’

‘Leave him,’ said Rosa. ‘Be patient. He can tell the story.’ She looked at Emilio expectantly. ‘Emilio,’ she said after a few minutes, ‘you remember?’

She looked for his eyes, but Emilio looked down, towards his empty hands. The journalist turned off the tape.
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