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This one’s for Kate.


 
We talk just like lions

But we sacrifice like lambs

—“ROUND HERE,”

COUNTING CROWS 
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

During a four-day period, starting on September 28 and ending on October 1, 1943, a band of Italian street orphans, numbering less than three hundred, took on an advancing German Panzer Division that had been sent to finish the destruction of their home city of Naples. The boys and a handful of girls, armed only with primitive weapons and an arsenal of street cunning, fought with bravery and distinction.

It is a story I have heard many times. My mother always told it to me on the nights when I had trouble sleeping. She had lost a six-month-old son to the bombing of Salerno in 1943, and her story, told in her native Neapolitan dialect, always ended in tears for both of us. 

As I got older and spent many months across many years in southern Italy, I heard different versions of the same story from people who had suffered through that war and through those days, many of them relatives. I have been a close friend for nearly twenty years with one of the boys who was part of that battle. For him, the victory was cruel: he lost a mother and two sisters in the rubble that was Naples.

I am not a historian and this book is not factual. All the characters are fictional, as are the details of the battles. The dialogue and settings can be found nowhere but on these pages. But at the very heart of this novel, at its deepest center, there is a simple truth: that a band of children, stripped of all that mattered to their lives, stood up against the most powerful army ever to invade their soil.

This novel stands as a testament to the courage of the scugnizzi of Naples. And to the blood they spilled.

—LORENZO CARCATERRA

FEBRUARY 2002


 
PREFACE

The German tank stopped in front of the small stone house, its tracks grinding the quarter-acre vegetable garden into pockets of dust. A German officer, young and in full battle gear, stood alongside, a bullhorn in one hand, a lit cigarette in the other. He raised the bullhorn to his lips, staring out with crystal blue eyes at the alarmed faces, young and old.

“You must leave now,” he commanded, his voice echoing through the funnel of the horn. “Take no possessions, take no food. This is no longer your home and this is no longer your property. The city is now under our rule. There is always a price to be paid for betrayal. This is yours.”

He saw the old woman out of the corner of his right eye.

She walked with a hobble as she rushed out of the back of the house, her arms wrapped around a three-foot statue of the Virgin Mary. She was dressed in black, with a hand-knit black shawl draped across her shoulders, her long strands of hair, white as an afternoon cloud, rolled and held in place by rows of thick pins. The war had cost her all she had once called her own—a husband she loved, sons and daughters who doted on her, grandchildren she cuddled in her arms, singing them to sleep in the silence of the Neapolitan night. Her home, where she was born, the place where she had made a life for herself and her husband, was now in enemy hands. All she had left was the statue that had been in her family for three generations. Gianna Mazella, seventy-eight years old, riddled with the pains of advancing age and the weight of a broken heart, would rather be found dead than let it fall into someone else’s hands. So she ran with her head down and her lips pursed against the sculptured edges of the statue, murmuring words of prayer as she moved over strips of parched land in search of safety. Her old heart was beating hard and fast, heavy patches of sweat forming on her back and chest, rivulets of perspiration running down the sides of her olive-skinned face. “Madanna Mia, famme arrivera in tempo,” the old woman mumbled into the cool marble, her arms gripping the statue as if it were a life preserver. “Ti prego, famme arrivera.”

The German officer turned to his left, looking down at an infantryman with his rifle at his side. The officer nodded and the soldier dropped to one knee and brought his rifle up against the base of his shoulder. His right eye squinted shut, his left searched for the old woman in his scope. “Do you have her in range?” the officer asked.

 “Yes, sir,” the soldier answered without a shift in position. “I can graze her in the arm or leg. That will bring her to a stop.”

 “We are not here to waste bullets,” the officer said. “Nor are we here to stop escaping prisoners. We are here to kill them.”

The soldier closed both eyes for a brief moment and rubbed the fingers of his hands together, looking to free them of sweat. “I have the head shot, sir,” he said softly.

 “Then take it,” the officer told him.

The young soldier gave the trigger a gentle squeeze, the mild recoil jolting him slightly. He opened both eyes and brought the rifle back against his chest. He saw the old woman spread out, facedown across a dry patch of dirt, lower limbs still twitching, blood oozing out of a large gaping wound in her temple, the religious statue next to her, inches beyond her grasp.

“Well done,” the officer said, turning away from the soldier. “Perhaps now the rest of these Italians will realize it doesn’t pay to ignore our orders.”

 

In the late summer of 1943, Naples was a city under siege.

Italy was once the third and weakest spoke in the Axis wheel forged by Germany and Japan as each nation sought to grab a piece of the world. Now the country and its citizens found themselves the victims of an abrupt switch in gears. Their once beloved leader, Benito Mussolini, in power since 1922, had been ousted from office by the anti-Fascists and was on the run in northern Italy, turning futilely to his last remaining ally, Adolf Hitler, for help. This left the Italians, for the most part, leaderless and stripped of any hope for a reasonable peace.

For the first fifteen years of Il Duce’s reign, from 1922 to 1937, Italy had thrived.

Roads long abandoned and unfit for use were dug up and repaved. Factory doors once bolted were opened wide and the businesses running at full capacity. Museum works were refurbished and the train stations modernized. Crime that was once rampant, claiming thousands of victims a day, was shut down, the criminals either behind bars or beneath freshly turned ground. A once starving populace pranced around with full stomachs and pockets crammed with cash. The Italians, who for decades had been treated as the adorable doormats of Europe, reveled in their fresh avenues of strength. “We are the new America,” Italians would brag in long letters sent to relatives living and struggling in the States. “We no longer need to leave our land to find fortune.”

The Italians, especially those in the more impoverished southern regions of the country, took to heart Mussolini’s words and beliefs. “It is better to live one day as a lion than a thousand years as a lamb” was a credo that even the youngest schoolboy could recite. Mussolini promised his people riches and glory not seen since the days of the Roman Empire, and for many years they believed in all that he said and all that he did. The Italians would follow him in any quest and answer his call to conquer any land. 

The arrival of World War II brought a vicious and brutal halt to those dreams of power and respect, and forced Italians to awaken to a national nightmare.

The once rebuilt and redesigned infrastructures were blown to shreds by the onslaught of Allied bombing raids. Relics and artifacts that had withstood the battering of centuries now caved and shattered to the tumult of war. Mussolini’s government bolted and the people’s mood turned from adoration to rage as they saw their lands destroyed and the bodies of loved ones, young and old, in uniform and out, dead for reasons no one could fathom. The dictator’s once-mighty government shattered into tiny glass particles and was dispersed throughout Italy, its officers seeking solace in any port that would have them. The new government, led by a weak puppet named Marshal Pietro Badoglio, failed to rally the spirits of his people, who were short of food and fuel and living in a cauldron of destruction and upheaval. One hundred and ten thousand Italian soldiers lay dead in the frozen tundra of the Russian front, sent there by Mussolini to aid Hitler in his maniacal quest. An equal number of bodies were scattered throughout the Italian countryside and in North Africa, all of them victims of their leader’s thirst for world domination.

The years of victory were quickly erased from Italian memories.

By the summer of 1943, Italy was being attacked on two fronts, turning the country into one large battle zone. The combined Allied forces of American and British troops occupied lands and islands to the south. Sicily, Salerno and Paestum all fell in quick succession. At the same time, what had been an uneasy German friendship now turned into full-blown Nazi rage. Suddenly, Hitler’s air attacks and tank divisions throttled the Italian seacoast, Naples taking the hardest of the hits.

 The Nazi high command had deemed Naples a port city that could not be left intact or it would become a stronghold for the Allied forces, giving them a clear path to the open sea. They knew it was inevitable that an American/British takeover of the city would occur, so a sinister three-step program was set in motion to ensure that miles of burning buildings, downed electrical wires, blown water systems and bombed-out roads would form a welcoming committee. Phase one was to evacuate anyone with the strength to walk out of the city. Phase two involved nighttime aerial attacks, aimed at destroying any structure that could be used by the enemy as housing or as a place to store arms. The final phase involved the complete and total destruction of Naples, a city that had withered but never fallen to the onslaught of dozens of conquerors over a handful of centuries. “If the city cannot belong to Hitler,” one German commander fumed, “then it will belong to no one.”

Any Neapolitan who resisted evacuation would be subject to the whim of the commanding officer in the sector. The few members of the growing Italian resistance fled to the surrounding hillside to await orders that were expected to come from the north. The Neapolitans were not sure of their future, but neither were they foolish enough to believe that the Germans planned to bring them out of Naples and usher them into a safe environment. They understood that they were being led to slaughter. It is why all resources were used to hide their children from Nazi eyes. The majority of those children were boys. Such thinking reflected a belief that boys would be best able to survive and cope on their own, which easily fed into the southern Italian reluctance to ever leave an unmarried daughter behind, regardless of circumstances. “Our families walked to a death sentence,” said Fabrizio Serra, who turned eighteen the day the Germans came into the city. “The lines started forming early in the morning, men and women marching side by side, leaving behind the only place they had ever lived. None of them turned around. No one could stand to see their homes burned, their animals killed, their furniture destroyed. I was hiding in a corner of a church steeple, looking down at the long lines stretched throughout the city. The only voices I heard were German, yelling out orders, setting fires, shooting anyone who refused to listen or who moved too slowly. My mother, father and aunt Julia left that day. They had accepted their fate. As he passed by the church, my father glanced up at me, one hand over his heart. It was his way of saying good-bye.”

They were piled onto the backs of flatbed trucks and herded into empty cargo trains at the main terminal. They walked with the slow gait of the defeated, tattered shoes leaving behind small mounds of dust, arms heavy by their sides, heads too weak to gaze at anything other than the dirt and cobblestones in front of them. The people of Naples had handed their destinies to a dictator who had promised them a piece of paradise on their ride to world rule. In its stead, there was now a land of darkness and upheaval, sadness and loss at every turn.

 

The boy’s name was Vincenzo Scolardi and he ran down the narrow streets, dodging cracks in the pavement and shattered stones, an early morning mist resting like a large quilt over the length of the city. He had a round, brown-crusted loaf of bread jammed under one arm and a string of rosary beads wrapped around the fingers of his left hand. He kept his head down, his thin-soled shoes landing softly on small puddles of brown water and hard edges of broken glass. The boy was tall for sixteen, with rich, curly brown hair, olive eyes and a casual manner. He had been both a gifted student and a superb soccer player prior to the eruption of the war. But neither school nor sports were what inspired the boy now. He loved and lived for a life in the military, eager to carry on a family tradition begun by his great-grandfather Giovanni, who held high the banner of a unified Naples, fighting alongside the legendary Giuseppe Garibaldi during his march into the city on September 7, 1860. Vincenzo devoured books on military history and tactics, envisioning the day when he would lead his own troops into the firestorm of battle.

He had spent the night sleeping under an old cot topped by a soiled mattress in a deserted apartment off Via Toledo, waiting out the bombing attacks that greeted Naples each night. His mother had sent him out earlier in the day in search of black market bread, which arrived nightly, carted in by flatbed trucks and sold in the darkness of quiet alleys. The war had stripped Neapolitans of even the most basic necessities, and they were forced to dole out small ransoms for what had once been inexpensive staples.

The trucks had been late.

They usually drove into the alleys at nine, but were delayed by mines and German checkpoints. The boy waited on a long, quiet line until nearly midnight for the round loaf that would serve as that day’s meal for his mother and two sisters. The air-raid alarms sounded seconds after the boy paid for the bread. He dropped his lira into the hands of a black marketer he had come to know, nodded and turned to leave. “Don’t go home, Vincenzo,” the man whispered from the emptiness of the dark truck.

 “My mother’s waiting for this,” Vincenzo said. “My sisters haven’t eaten all day.”

 “Forget about tonight,” the man said. “Let them have their bread in the morning.”

“I’m not worried about the bombs,” Vincenzo said. “I’ve run through them before.”

“It’s not the bombs you need to be concerned about,” the man said. “It’s the thieves who wait to steal the bread you buy. They haven’t eaten all day, either. And they never pay for what goes in their mouths.”

Vincenzo stared at the man, not sure whether to trust his own instincts or the word of a seller who profited from the hunger of his own people. “I’m not afraid,” Vincenzo said, looking around him at the now empty alley.

“Nor are you foolish,” the man said. “Find a warm place and wait out the night. You can make your run in the morning. Feed your family a good meal then. It’s a better choice than arriving home with empty hands.”

 The first of the bombs fell in the piazza off the alley, sending debris and dust flying into the night air, the area now lit with flames. The truck’s engine kicked over and the man stood away from Vincenzo and let the cover drop over the back of the truck. “Save yourself,” the man said as he disappeared from view. “And the bread, too.”

 

Vincenzo waited until dawn before he braved the run back home.

He turned the final corner and skidded to a stop. He stood across from where his house had once been and stared at the crumpled mass of pink stucco, cement and wood. He dropped the bread and fell to his knees, head bowed, hands spread down the length of his face. He began to moan, moving back and forth in painful rhythms of agony, his body lifeless, his muscles weak. He lowered his head to the top of his knees and shook with rage and remorse. He didn’t need to look, didn’t need to search through rubble to find what he already knew to be true—they were dead.

His mother, who had born the weight of the war with stoic strength and love, was gone from his life. His younger sister, always quick to tease him and who loved to hear him laugh, lay crushed under the weight of stones that had once kept her safe. His older sister, who sang and rocked him to sleep when he was a toddler, reached out to her mother one final time before the bomb tore apart their lives.

Vincenzo lifted his head, his face rich with tears and sorrow, and looked to the sky, searching through morning mist for the faces he loved. He let out a series of loud screams, his hands held tight, pounding at the ground around him. No one heard. No one saw. No one came. He was a lost boy now, adrift without a home or a family to fill it. He was a victim of the war, joining the ranks of so many Italians who had been stripped of all they held close to their hearts. He was still only a child, but now he would be forced to set aside such thoughts, to think and fend like a man, responsible to no one other than himself. And he was in pain; sharp, agonizing jolts jarred his every movement. At that moment, empty of all feeling, ripped away from all that he loved, the boy wanted nothing more than to die. Instead, Vincenzo faced the long and grueling process of burying his family.

 

“You want a marker for the graves?” his friend Franco asked. Franco was fourteen, with a muscular frame, crisp dark eyes and a thick head of hair that he hated to have cut, long locks ruffled by the slightest wind.

The boy shook his head. “I’m the only one who needs to know where they are,” he said. 

 “I’m sorry, Vincenzo,” Franco said. “They did not deserve to die like this.”

Vincenzo stared at the graves and nodded. “No one does,” he said. 

“Maybe if they had left along with the others,” Franco said. He stood next to Vincenzo, his right foot resting against a crumpled stone wall that had once been the older boy’s home. “Left when the Germans told them to leave. Maybe today they would still be alive.”

“My mother said that if we were to die, we had earned the right to die in our own city,” Vincenzo said.

“You heard the soldiers with the bullhorns,” Franco said. “You read the leaflets they dropped. They’re coming back. This time with tanks and many more soldiers. They’re not going to stop until they destroy all of it.”

 “I heard them,” Vincenzo said. “And I believe them. What they can’t have, they want no one else to have.”

 “These graves we made won’t last very long,” Franco said. “The bombs will see to that.”

Vincenzo looked past Franco and out across the smoke and ruin of Naples. “The bombs can’t hurt them anymore,” he said.


 
BOOK

ONE

. . . We are but warriors for the working day.

—HENRY V

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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45TH THUNDERBIRD INFANTRY DIVISION HEADQUARTERS SALERNO, ITALY. SEPTEMBER 25, 1943

Captain Edward Anders leaned under the warm shade of a fig tree, a lit Lucky Strike hanging from his lips, and stared down at the beachhead below. His troops had been in the first wave of the attack to capture a city whose name he had never heard before the war. It took the combined forces of American and British troops nine days to advance past the beach and up the side of the sloping mountain where he now stood, smoking the last cigarette in his pack. Behind him, a command post had been set up inside a long series of brown tents. Inside the main tent, there were 3,500 sets of dog tags scattered in four wooden boxes, waiting to be mailed Stateside for eventual delivery to the relatives of the men who had been lost in a fight for sand and rock. Anders stared at the mountains above him, up toward Cassino, then back down toward the city of Naples, and knew there was still a lot of hard fighting left.

“Hey, Cap,” a voice behind him said. “Word is you want to see me.”

“It was more like an order,” Captain Anders said. “But let’s not stand on formalities.”

Captain Anders turned to look at Corporal Steve Connors as he stood at attention and held his salute, the Gulf of Salerno at his back. Anders brushed away the salute. “From what I’ve seen, you have as little patience for that shit as I do. Which probably means neither one of us is going to get far in this army.”

“I just want to get far enough to go home, Cap,” Connors said. 

“Will Naples do you in the meantime?” Anders asked.

“What’s in Naples?”

“Most likely nothing. From the reports I’ve seen, the city’s already nothing more than a ghost town.”

“But still, you want me to go,” Connors said.

He removed his helmet and wiped the sweat from his brow with the sleeve of his uniform. Steve Connors was twenty-five years old, a college graduate and second-year law student from Covington, Kentucky. He was just shy of six feet tall with a middleweight fighter’s rugged build, topped by thick strands of dark hair, brown eyes and a wide smile that balanced out a hard edge. He had fought under Anders’s command for fourteen months, pounding and slashing his way from one blood-drenched beachhead to the next, always the first in line, always the first to fire. He had a street fighter’s instincts for battle and survival and was, as far as Captain Ed Anders was concerned, the best soldier for the task at hand.

“It might just be a ghost town with two of our men in it,” Anders said. “We had a handful of G.I.s helping the Italian resistance—or whatever the hell was left of it. Most of them slipped out before the evacuation. Two didn’t. They could be dead. They could be hiding. They could be back in the States for all I know. But we’ve got to find out.”

“I go in alone?” Connors asked.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Anders said.

“Very much, sir.”

“I’d like a bowl of my wife’s white bean soup,” Anders said. “But that’s not going to happen, either. You’ll be part of a three-man team. You go in, as quiet as you can, check out the city and see if you can find our guys.”

“Who else is on the team, sir?”

“If our soldiers are still in there, they might be hurt. So you’ll take one of the medics, Willis. And then another good rifle to cover your back. That’ll be Scott Taylor.”

Connors winced at the sound of Taylor’s name. “Every man out here has a rifle, sir,” he said. “Not just Taylor.”

“But not every man’s going,” Anders said, raising his voice. “Taylor is. I know you two rub each other the hard way, but this ain’t the senior prom. If it gets tight, he’s somebody good to have on your side. Neither one of you has to like it. You just have to do it.”

“Yes, sir,” Connors said. “Anything else I need to know?”

“Not a damn thing.” Anders reached into the front flap of the younger soldier’s shirt and pulled a loose cigarette from his open pack. “Just radio back what you see. We’ll do the rest.”

“And if we don’t find our men?” Connors asked. “What then, Cap?”

“Enjoy your stay in Naples,” Captain Anders said as he turned and headed back up to his command post.


 
2

16TH PANZER DIVISION HEADQUARTERS 

FIFTEEN MILES OUTSIDE OF ROME, ITALY. SEPTEMBER 25, 1943

The eighty Mark IV tanks sat in long silent rows. German soldiers were scattered about, searching out shade and a cool place to doze. Colonel Rudolph Von Klaus stood in the open pit of his tank and stared at the note in his hands. The words on the paper had been passed down directly from Adolf Hitler himself. They were as simple and direct as any order he had received in his twenty-five-year military career. “Allow no stone in Naples to stand” was all it said.

To a precise and proud officer, the order read as nothing more than a complete waste—of a city once bold and beautiful, of a Panzer division that had fought too hard for too long to be reduced to a mop-up unit, and of time, of which there was precious little left before this wretched war would reach its ruinous conclusion. Naples had already been contained, its streets emptied. Aerial bombings had destroyed any buildings that could possibly be of future use to the enemy. It was a mission of madness. Just one more foolish request springing from the unhinged mind of a leader he found lacking in military logic.

Von Klaus folded the order into sections and shoved it into his pant pocket. He gazed around at his troops and took some comfort from the fact that as inane as the order was, its simplicity would at least guarantee that he would not have to leave behind any more of his men, lying dead or wounded on a battlefield. After the Naples mission, Von Klaus was scheduled to head back home, to a wife he had not seen in two years, a daughter who would now be eight and a son too young to remember the last time his father cradled him in his arms. Von Klaus was only forty-six years old, but felt decades past that. Nothing, he believed, aged a man more than having to face the reality of inevitable defeat.

“The tanks are repaired and fueled, sir.” The young soldier stood several feet across from Von Klaus, half-hidden by the shadows of dangling tree limbs. He looked to be months removed from his teenage years.

“Good,” Von Klaus said. “And the mules have been fed as well?”

“Yes, sir,” the soldier said. “Earlier this morning.”

“Check on them again tomorrow,” Von Klaus told him. “Until then, enjoy this warm Italian sun.”

“Sir, if I may, some of the men were wondering when we would be moving on,” the soldier said.

“Do you have a girl back home that you care about, Kunnalt?” Von Klaus asked him.

“Yes, sir,” Kunnalt said, surprised at the question. “We plan to marry once the war is over.”

“Then go and find a large rock, sit down and write her a letter,” Von Klaus said. “Make it a long one and take your time doing it. I’m in no rush to leave. The empty buildings of Naples will wait for us.”


 
3

LUNGOMARE, NAPLES

LATE NIGHT 

SEPTEMBER 25, 1943

Two hundred boys and girls were spread out around a large fire, the flames licking the thick, crusty wood, sending sparks and smoke into the starlit sky. Their clothes were dirty and shredded at the sleeves and cuffs, shoes held together by cardboard and string. All their memories had been scarred by the frightful cries of war and the loss that always followed. The youngest members of the group, between five and seven years old, stood with their backs to the others, tossing small pebbles into the oil-soaked Bay of Naples. The rest, their tired faces filled with hunger and sadness, the glow from the fire illuminating their plight, huddled around Vincenzo and Franco. They were children without a future, marked for an unknown destiny.

Vincenzo stepped closer to the fire and glanced up at the sky, enjoying the rare evening silence. He looked down and smiled at two small boys, Giancarlo and Antonio, playing quietly by the edge of the pier, their thin legs dangling several feet above the water below. He glanced past them at a girl slowly making her way toward him, squeezing past a cluster of boys standing idle and silent. She was tall, about fifteen, with rich brown hair rolled up and buried under a cap two sizes too large. Her tan face was marred by streaks of soot and dirt. She stepped between Vincenzo and the two boys, her arms by her side, an angry look to her soft eyes.

“Where do we go from here?” she asked.

“The hills,” Vincenzo said with a slight shrug. “It seems the safest place. At least for now.”

“And after that?” she asked in a voice younger than her years. 

“What’s your name?” Vincenzo asked, the flames from the fire warming his face.

“Angela,” she said. “I lived in Forcella with my family. Now I live there alone.”

Forcella was the roughest neighborhood in Naples, a tight space of only a few blocks that historically had been the breeding ground for thieves and killers and the prime recruitment territory for the Camorra, the Neapolitan Mafia. “Forcella?” Vincenzo said to her. “Not even a Nazi would be brave enough to set foot on those streets.”

“Especially after dark,” Franco said, laughing.

“But they did,” Angela said, lowering her eyes for a brief moment. 

“What do you want me to do?” Vincenzo said. “Where do you think we should go? Look around you. This is all that’s left of us.”

“So we run,” she said, words laced with sarcasm. “Like always.”

Vincenzo stepped closer to her, his face red from both the fire and his rising anger. “There is nothing else to do,” he said. “You can help us with some of the little ones. A lot of them are too sick to walk.”

Angela glared at Vincenzo for several moments, lowered her head and then turned back into the mouth of the crowd. 

 

Vincenzo walked in silence around the edges of the fire, the sounds of the crackling wood mixing with the murmurs of the gathered teens. They were all children forced to bear the burden of adults, surviving on the barest essentials, living like cornered animals in need of shelter and a home. They had been scattered throughout the city, gutter rats in soiled clothing, enduring the daily thrashings of a war started by strangers in uniforms who spoke of worlds to conquer.

They had been born under the reign of Benito Mussolini and his fascist regime. As the United States suffered through the pangs of a Great Depression, Italy lived under the warmth of economic prosperity. Its fields were flush with crops and its factories filled to capacity with products that brought the country headfirst into the modern age. Now, the fields were burned and barren, the factories bombed and bare. Where there was once hope, there now rested only hunger. Where once visions of great victories filled Italian hearts, there was now nothing more than the somber acceptance of a humiliating defeat.

“Naples has always been ruled by outsiders,” Vincenzo said, stopping alongside Franco and tossing two more planks of old wood onto the fire. “We’ve always been someone’s prisoner. But in all that time, the people have never surrendered the streets without a fight. This war, against this enemy, would be the first time that has ever happened.”

“Who are we to stop it?” Franco said, staring into his friend’s eyes.

Vincenzo stood in front of the flames, his shirt and arms stained with sweat, light gray smoke filling his lungs. He then turned and walked away, disappearing into the darkness of the Neapolitan night.
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A HIGHWAY ROAD, TWENTY-FIVE MILES OUTSIDE OF SALERNO 

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Steve Connors shifted gears on the jeep and eased it gently past a large hole in the dirt road and onto a long patch of brown grass. He killed the engine, grabbed a newspaper off the passenger seat and stepped out of the jeep. He lit a cigarette as he walked and folded a four-week-old edition of the Cincinnati Enquirer over to the sports section. He scanned past the headlines, searching for the baseball standings and the box scores.

“Why we stopping?” Scott Taylor asked, sitting in the front seat of the jeep. Taylor was twenty-four, a year younger than Connors. He was tall and muscular with short blond hair and pale skin that was quick to redden under the Italian sun, a high school football star back in his hometown of Pittsburgh. The two had known each other since basic training and shared a mutual respect for their respective battle skills and a dislike toward one another for almost everything else.

Connors flopped down under the shade of an old fig tree, leaning his head against its rugged bark. “Germans mine everything,” he said. “A road leading into Naples is one they wouldn’t miss. Which means we have to drive on grass. Which means before I start, I need a break.”

“I don’t need convincing,” Willis, the medic, said, jumping out of the backseat of the jeep and walking toward Connors and the shade. Willis was still a teenager, even though he tried to act older. He was the only child of a single mother who worked as a schoolteacher back in Davenport, Iowa. Willis was slight, had thin brown hair and walked with a farmer’s gait. He was a good medic and never panicked under the rush of battle. “Besides, you can only ride in these jeeps for so long. Makes your whole body numb.”

“I’ll wait here,” Taylor said, stretching his legs out and lighting a cigarette.

“That’s a good idea, Taylor,” Connors said, his eyes still shut. “I’d hate to have some sheepherder come along and drive off with the jeep.”

Connors tipped his helmet down across his face and allowed his mind to drift back to the many lazy afternoons he had spent across the river from Covington, sitting in the cheap seats at Crosley Field. With a youthful and still innocent exuberance, Connors would cheer the Cincinnati Reds to victory, savoring the win even more if it was brought about by the exploits of his favorite player, first baseman Frank McCormick.

Connors didn’t have much nostalgia for home, other than the normal longing for family and familiar faces and places. But not even the brutal events of a war could diminish his love for baseball. He longed for a game that was at once so simple yet so strict with its traditions and its rules. He loved the finality that embraced the two teams at the completion of nine innings, only to see each one grasp a new beginning with the start of the very next game. He lifted his helmet and gazed out at his surroundings, craters and rubble dotting a landscape once rich with vineyards and villas, and knew that such simplicity never could be applied to the much harsher rules of war.

After each Reds home game, Connors and a small pack of friends would drive over to Bob’s Restaurant, a twelve-mile run off the flat-road highway connecting Cincinnati to Cleveland, and order up a tableful of onion-smeared cheeseburgers and a platter of gravy fries, the entire greasy meal washed down with long-neck bottles of root beer and cream soda. Those days seemed so far removed from him now, distant memories from an orderly world.

The months he had spent in Europe, fighting battles in places he used to read about in schoolbooks and novels, had changed both his outlook on life and the direction he envisioned for his future. If America had been able to steer itself clear of war, Connors would have finished off his years of law school, settled down with a local girl and carved out a life as a tax attorney working for a Cincinnati firm, walking a similar life path as his father. And, much like his father, Steve Connors knew he would have lived out his days a happy man. But now, after all that he had seen and all that he had done as a soldier, he realized he would never be able to accept such a set-in-stone existence. He wasn’t quite sure what his new course would turn out to be or what events would enable him to give it shape and substance, and for now he didn’t feel any urgent need to know. For the moment, Connors was content with the knowledge that he had not only survived the rugged call of battle but thrived under its constant, daily pressure.

None of his combat moments, he honestly believed, required bravery or defiant acts of courage, and none contributed to his abilities as a soldier. He simply was a young man incapable of accepting defeat from anyone, at any time, and that is what helped fuel his desire not only to fight but to survive. It was a character trait that had followed him from early childhood and one he had never taken the time to notice. Especially since his unwillingness to concede a loss usually occurred over such unimportant events as a Little League baseball game, friendly nights of poker or a drag race in a remodified Chevy down dusty Graves Road outside Batavia, Ohio. But in war, such a trait looms large enough to gain attention and change the course of a man’s life.

Connors rested the sports section on his legs and looked out at the silent countryside. The area between Rome and Naples had been shelled hard, destroying most of the standing structures and turning Mussolini’s modern roadways into a graveyard for busted tires and broken axles. Yet despite all the damage, the region still retained the core of its stunning beauty and hard-to-resist charm. It was a stubborn land, much like the people who had lived off it. He lit a fresh cigarette, rubbed at the back of his neck and stared over at Willis, stretched out under the tree across from his. He glanced over at Taylor, stubbornly stewing in the front of the jeep, the sun turning his cheeks and forehead the color of beets, and shook his head.

In many ways, Connors feared for his future back home in America more than he feared any battle he would face here in Europe. He was a less complicated man living in Covington. There, he had understood his place and his standing, all the pieces of his life evenly and conveniently sorted and wrapped. But all that had changed, starting in those first weeks at basic, going right up to the final bullet he had fired during last week’s taking of the Salerno beachhead.

It often startled him to discover how calm he was in the midst of battle, how in check his emotions stayed and how he was able to rein in his fear and use its energy to his advantage, even as all around him the faces of the familiar fell dead. He thrived on the confrontation with the enemy and seemed impenetrable to their vicious and steady assault. No one in Covington would ever have envisioned him to be the soldier he had turned out to be. Back home he was the guy who was always quick with a sharp answer, ready and eager to make light of any situation. On European soil, he proved to be even quicker with a rifle, finding peace in the hard moments of a tense fight. He knew he would never find such peace back home, sitting in a quiet corner of a tax attorney’s office. He wondered if all that would change for him yet again, once he got back Stateside and lived among the surroundings he had always called his own. Part of him hoped so. 

And, strangely, part of him didn’t. 

The dog’s growl forced open his eyes.

Connors turned his head and saw a cream-colored bullmastiff standing a few feet to his left, its thick jowls curled in anger, a wide blotch of blood staining its massive left hind leg. He stared at the dog for several seconds, trying to decide if it was looking for a fight or just on a break from one. He lowered a hand off his leg and stretched out his fingers, reaching for a pack of Necco wafers wedged in the center of his K rations. The dog caught the hand motion and took two steps forward, heavy paws digging into the soft, dark dirt. Connors pulled the wafers from his pack and tossed them toward the dog, watching as the animal’s eyes shifted away from him and toward the food. He sniffed at the wafers, small lines of foam forming at the edges of his jaw, and then raised his right front paw and kicked the package back under the shade of the tree. Connors slapped his hand against the dirt and laughed. “I can’t even get a starving dog to eat this shit,” he muttered.

Willis turned his head and looked over his shoulder at the dog. “Cars in my town ain’t as big as that dog,” he said.

“He’s as scared as he is big,” Connors said. “So if you’re going to move, do it slow.”

He heard the rifle click and turned to see Taylor standing in the front seat of the jeep, his weapon pointed down at the dog. “So long as that dog stays in place, you do the same,” Connors told him.

“We’re here to find two soldiers,” Taylor said. “I didn’t hear anything about any dog.”

“Pull that trigger and you’re going to have to deal with me.”

Connors stood and, with one hand held out, fingers curled inward, took several slow steps toward the mastiff. The dog lifted his head and crouched down even more, his growl holding steady. “I’m gonna check your wound,” Connors said in a soft voice. “See how bad it is and if there’s anything I can do about it.” The dog began to sniff at his knuckles. “All I ask is you don’t take a chunk of my ass.”

The dog licked at Connors’s hand, the snout of his nose rubbing against the side of the soldier’s leg. He gently patted the dog’s massive neck, searching for a collar. “Looks like you’re out here on your own,” he said. “Like us.”

Connors squatted down and looked at the wound. The bleeding had slowed, but the cut was still open and raw. “He looks like he might need some stitches,” Connors said to Willis. “You up for that?”

 Willis walked on hands and knees toward the mastiff, stopping at eye level across from the wound. “Don’t see how I can botch it up any worse than I do on you guys,” he said.

The mastiff turned his massive head and stared at Connors. “You’re just going to have to trust us,” he said to the dog. “Same as we’re doing with you.”

Connors turned to Willis. “What do you need?” he asked.

“Get me some water from out of that stream,” Willis said.

Connors walked over to a small stream, pith helmet in his right hand. He lowered the helmet into the still waters and brought it back to the surface, thin lines slipping down its sides and onto his wrists. He came up behind the dog, still holding his place, and kneeled in front of the wound, pith helmet cradled between his legs. “Okay,” he said to Willis. “Now what?”

“I’ll get my pack and bring back the supplies I need,” Willis said. “You run water over the cut. Do it about two or three times if you have to, just enough to wash off the dried blood. Then I’m going to dab at it with some wet gauze, clean up the area around the wound. Then I’ll either tape him up or stitch him.”

“You ever have a dog, Willis?” Connors asked, watching the mastiff flinch as the water fell down the sides of his wound, turning the dirt around his back paws into small puddles of red soil.

“Grew up on a farm,” Willis said. “Don’t think there was an animal we didn’t have. How about you?”

“Always wanted one,” Connors said. “But my folks didn’t need another mouth to feed.”

Connors made four trips to the meadow and back, clearing enough blood away for Willis to get a good look at the cut. “He took a hit of shrapnel,” the medic said. “Nothing too heavy, just enough to slice him. I’ll put some medicine on it and then bandage it up. And if he can stop chasing rabbits for a few days, he should be good as new.”

Connors stood in front of the dog, watching Willis work on his wounds, his back to Taylor’s rifle. “What was the plan?” he asked Taylor. “Shoot me and then the dog?”

“Only if I had to,” Taylor said. “And believe me, I wouldn’t lose much sleep over either of you.”

“He for real?” Willis asked, gazing over Connors’s shoulder at Taylor.

“We run into trouble, we’ll be glad he’s with us,” Connors said. “The rest of the time he’s like having a rotting tooth.”

Connors watched Willis work on the mastiff’s wound for the better part of the next hour. He was careful not to hurt the animal, dabbing at the cut, never pushing or prodding. He ripped open a powder pack and poured its contents over the cut, patting the thicker parts into the open edge with a palm full of wadded-up Waldorf toilet paper. Then he triple-wrapped thin slabs of gauze around the edges of the cut and tied them into place under the dog’s stomach. For his part, the dog never barked nor growled, content to let the young stranger go about his business. The overhead sun was hot and bright, the branches of the trees wilting under its steady gaze.

When he was finished, Willis paused to wipe his forehead and take a long drink from his canteen. He passed a hand across his mouth and looked over at the dog. “He’s probably thirsty, too,” he said to Connors.

Connors nodded, bent down and patted the dog’s head. “I suppose we could be rubes and have you drink from the stream over there, but you’ve been pretty good about all this, so some fresh water isn’t all that much to ask in return.” Connors bent down, cupped his hand, poured canteen water into it and held it up to the mastiff’s mouth. He smiled as the dog lapped up four handfuls, the large tongue slurping his fingers dry each time. “Okay, bud,” Connors said, capping his canteen. “That’ll do you until your next fight.”

Connors walked back toward the tree, folded his newspaper and shoved it into his pack, picked up his gear and rifle and then headed for the parked jeep. He turned to look at the dog, the animal’s eyes aware of his every move. Willis stood across from him, his gear already on his back. Behind them, Taylor, his rifle at ease, sat back down in the front of the jeep, wiping the sweat from his face and neck with a white cloth. “You be good,” Connors said to the dog. “If you see any Germans, bite them.”

 Connors and Willis walked together toward the jeep, the dog following slowly behind them. “Thanks for doing that,” he said to Willis.

“He’s the first patient I’ve had since I’ve been out here who hasn’t bitched and moaned about my medical abilities,” Willis said.

“You two ready?” Taylor asked. “Or do you want to see if any birds need their wings mended?”

Connors tossed his gear into the jeep and jumped in behind the wheel. He turned the ignition key and started the engine, shifting gears from neutral to first. Then, for the only time that day, the bullmastiff barked, loud and often, running toward the jeep as he did, staring up at Connors with round, pasta-bowl eyes. Connors kept both hands on the steering wheel, his own eyes fixed on the empty road leading into Naples. He took one hand off the wheel, reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a piece of gum. He unfolded the wrapper and shoved the slice deep into a corner of his mouth. He turned to look at the bullmastiff, now sitting alongside the jeep. They stared at one another for several moments, the sun bearing down hard.

“Get in,” Connors said, reaching back to pat the rear seat. “Take you as far as Naples. After that, you’re back on your own.”

“Are you nuts?” Taylor asked. “We can’t take a dog with us. It’s against any orders anybody would ever give.”

“He could be a help,” Willis said.

“Another wilted mind heard from,” Taylor said, turning to glare at Willis in the backseat. “How the hell is a dog going to be any help? Wounded one to boot.”

“He might know his way around the city,” Connors said. “Sure to know it better than we do. Besides, it’ll give Willis something else to look at other than the back of your scrawny neck.”

“Which, I should mention, if it gets any redder I could heat my lunch on it,” Willis said.

“Give him some space,” Connors said. “He’ll need room to drool.”

Connors watched as the mastiff jumped into the backseat, his 140-pound girth taking up a solid portion of the rear, and nestled alongside Willis. “They grow dogs big around here,” he said, looking toward the road, turning the wheel to the left, grinding the clutch into gear, scattering patches of dry grass and dust in his wake, riding along the tree lines. “I hope the same isn’t true about the women.”
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SANTA CATERINA A FORMIELLO, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

The two boys knelt before the main altar of the old church, their heads bowed in prayer. The church, with its tilted dome and boxlike design, was a cherished remnant of the Renaissance, built in 1593 by Romolo Balsimelli, an obscure architect who never planned on his work standing for centuries, defiant in the face of war and neglect. The church was cool, dark and silent, the whispers of the two boys echoing off the stone walls and shattered windows.

“I can still smell the bowls of Mama’s lentils,” said Giancarlo Bardini, at twelve, the older by two years, sitting in a straw chair facing the main altar. “Me eating them with a spoon and you with bread.”

“Is Uncle Mario with us, too?” Antonio asked. He was shivering, huddled close to his brother, back of his head leaning against the top rung of his chair.

“Always,” Giancarlo said to him with a smile.

“And Nonna Maria?”

“In her chair, fanning herself,” Giancarlo said.

The older boy stood and looked around the empty, dust-filled church. “We need to go and join the others,” he said. “We don’t want to be left behind.”

“Just one more prayer,” Antonio said. “The one I always save for Mama.”

Giancarlo nodded, watching his brother walk the three steps up to the altar. “You say more prayers than a priest,” he whispered.

Antonio stretched his small frame across the base of the altar, stretching to reach the large cross resting in the center. His small hands gripped the base of the heavy cross, bedded down with jewels and sparkling stones. He slid it closer toward him, easing it across the smooth surface of the cold marble, and tilted it toward his face. As he reached up to kiss the crucified body of Christ, he saw the wires attached to the base of the cross and heard the click of the mechanism that snapped the fuse of the mine. Antonio let go of the cross, stepped back and turned to look at Giancarlo for one final time, his wide and frightened eyes telling him what they both already knew.

The explosion rocked the church to its foundation. Thick shards of marble and wood flew through the air, mixing in a violent dance with the shattered columns and broken glass hurtling toward the ceiling that was lined with a painting of Saint Catherine, her arms spread wide, surrounded by angels riding on puffs of clouds. Below her, buried under the collapsed altar and the mounds of destruction set off by the blast of a German mine, the bodies of Antonio and Giancarlo Bardini lay facedown and still, the darkened remains of the cross resting between them.

Their war had finally found its end.
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MAIN STREET OUTSIDE THE CHURCH OF SANTA CATERINA

A FORMIELLO, NAPLES. SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Vincenzo and Franco lead a slow-moving contingent of two hundred or so boys and girls through the empty streets of Naples. They walked with their heads down and in silence, the few belongings they had left bundled up inside of old shirts and flung over their shoulders. “When do you think we can come back?” Franco asked, wiping sweat from his brow with a torn rag.

“Maybe never,” Vincenzo said.

The front door of the church blasted open. Shards of marble, wood and shattered glass embraced the street. Vincenzo and Franco scattered to the ground, covering their heads against the force of the fiery blast. Behind them, the other children scampered for any visible signs of cover, thick streams of smoke covering them like a warm brown blanket. A large marble statue of Saint Catherine was knocked off its pedestal and fell facedown across the front of the church entryway, splintering into two large chunks. 

Vincenzo got to his feet and waded through the burning smoke, making his way to the front entrance, now nothing more than a small wall of silent flames. He stood there for several long seconds, the smoke washing past him, the fire licking at his legs and arms, before stepping into the remains of the church. He walked past the crumpled piles of wood and stone, rays of sunlight slicing in through the cracks in the stained-glass windows from above. He stopped in front of the main altar, its thick marble split in two, one side resting at a slant, its sharp ends imbedded against a side wall. A thin river of smoke floated past his legs and his eyes were tinged red from the heat and flames. He shifted his feet and brushed against a rolled-up set of rosary beads. Vincenzo bent down, dropped his hand into the clouds of smoke and picked them up. He stared at them, letting the beads rest against the sides of his fingers. He closed his hands around them, bowed his head, turned and walked out of the church.

He stepped through the charred opening and walked past Franco and Angela, ignoring the faces of the boys and girls who stood in a large huddle around the front entrance and walked back toward the center of the city. “Where are you going?” Franco asked.

“I’m staying,” Vincenzo said, not bothering to turn or lift his head.

“And do what?” Franco asked.

Vincenzo stopped, gazed at the faces that surrounded him, frightened and confused, all grouped together on an empty street across from a burning church. He took a deep breath, the smoke still burning his lungs, and looked at Franco. “Kill as many of them who come back as I can. Until they kill me.”

“You walk into a grave if you do that,” Franco said, stepping closer to him, Angela by his side.

“If I’m going to die, I’ll die here,” Vincenzo said. “In my city. On my streets.”

Vincenzo looked up at the black smoke billowing from the church and then into the eyes of the faces surrounding him. He lowered his head, turned slowly and walked back down the center of the street.

Franco and Angela watched him go. They stood in silence, their breath coming in spurts, their faces and necks tinged with sweat. They looked at each other and nodded, then started to walk toward Vincenzo, following him back into the heart of the city. The crowd of more than two hundred milled nervously about, mumbling in low tones or exchanging furtive glances, apprehension and indecision the rule of the moment. Then, the wave back began. Three boys broke from the pack and followed Franco and Angela. Soon, five more trailed them. And then another five. Then, eight others gathered their belongings and shifted direction.

In all, it took less than fifteen minutes for the entire band of street boys and girls to turn and begin a slow walk back to nowhere.
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PALAZZO CESARINO, NAPLES 

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Carlo Maldini stood against the side of a broken window and stared down at the street below. He took a long drink from a half-empty bottle of wine. He watched the flames bring down the walls of what had once been his favorite church, too used to violence to be moved by what he saw, unaware that two boys had perished in the blast, all in the quest for a silent prayer. Maldini was fifty-six years old, dark hair tinged white at the sides, face speckled with the remnants of a three-day growth. He was thin but muscular, bones built solid after many years spent running a railroad engine for the Italian National Service. His clothes were old, torn and in need of a cleaning. On most days, Maldini was too deep into his wine to notice.

The burdens of war had turned Carlo Maldini into a weathered man with a sad face. Benito Mussolini’s dream of an Italian empire spanning continents had cost Carlo a wife and two sons and filled him with an anger and frustration that bordered on madness. He rubbed a soot-smeared hand across his forehead and gulped down another mouthful of wine. He had spent many a Sunday in that church, walking side by side with his family, their heads bowed in solemn prayer, listening to soft words of peace spoken by a priest too young to comprehend the eventual price of war.

He gazed up the street and watched the large group of children march back down the main road, their final destination unknown to him. He turned his head and stared across at the young woman standing with her arms folded and her eyes focused on the activity below. She looked so beautiful in the early-morning sunlight that filtered in through the huge holes in what was left of their home. From where he stood, staring at her through the glazed effect of one too many bottles of wine, the woman looked exactly like her mother. She had long dark strands of hair gently brushing the tops of her shoulders, a round, unlined face filled with the power and passion of her youth, and olive-shaped eyes that could easily burn a hole through the very soul of a man. Her name was Nunzia. She was twenty years old and his daughter, the only child he had left to lose.

Maldini could not leave Naples when the Germans had ordered the evacuation of the city. He was too drunk and too crammed with rage even to move. He cowered in the basement of his building, hiding behind long-discarded bureaus, his Nunzia at his side.

“We must go,” she had said to him. “We’ll hide in the mountains and then make our way north, up toward the Americans.”

Maldini could only mumble senseless words about a family he no longer had and happier days he would no longer see. He tried pushing his daughter away, struggling to free himself of her grip. “I won’t leave you here,” Nunzia said, her tender voice filled with defiance.

“There’s nothing left for me, little angel,” Maldini said to her, a sad smile crossing his lips, one hand gently caressing his daughter’s hair. “I have my wine and my memories. That’s all a man like me needs.”

“I’m staying by your side, Papa,” Nunzia said.

“Your mother was stubborn,” Maldini said, a rush of madness in his voice. “She wouldn’t leave either, not when I asked her to. Begged her to. And now she’s dead. They’re all dead. And those that aren’t will soon join them.”

“Then we will die here, Papa,” Nunzia said. “In Naples, where you belong. Where we both belong.”

“You don’t belong with a drunk,” Maldini said.

“I belong with my father,” Nunzia replied.

Maldini swallowed a long drink of wine and rubbed the visions from his eyes. He stared at his daughter as she turned her look toward him. 

“What will they do?” Nunzia asked. 

“Something foolish, no doubt,” Maldini said.

“I heard a rumor in the piazza yesterday,” Nunzia said. “From Signora Matturano. She told me while we were pulling up water from the well.”

Maldini rested his head against a cracked wall and snickered. “Americans are in Salerno fighting,” he said. “Nazi soldiers are spread throughout Italy. And what are the Italians doing? Spreading rumors. If medals were given out for gossip and rumors, Italy would be crowned champion every year.”

“She said the Nazis were coming back,” Nunzia said, ignoring her father’s sarcasm. 

“Let them come,” Maldini said with an indifferent shrug. “There’s nothing left for them to take.”

Maldini took a long swig of the wine and rested the bottle on the wooden sill. He stared out the window as the caravan of children began to disappear from view. “And how does Signora Matturano know all this?” he asked. “Did the Nazis call and tell her?” 

“She said there were leaflets dropped from planes,” Nunzia said. “Her grandson, Franco, showed her one. He’s in that group of children down there. I can take you to meet them. I know where they’ll sleep tonight.”

Maldini looked away from the window and stared at his daughter. “Why would I want to do something so crazy?” he asked.

“To help them, Papa,” she said. “In case the Nazis come back.”

“Help them get killed!” Maldini shouted, his voice echoing off the barren walls. “Have I not seen enough of my own blood lost? Now you ask me to put the lives of strangers on my head, too. Leave it as it is, little one. Each to his own destiny.”

“If they’re staying and the Germans are coming back, they’ll be forced to fight,” Nunzia said, not backing down. “With your help or without. If that happens, most of them will die.”

“That’s a decision for them to make,” Maldini said. “Not for me. Take a good look at me, Nunzia. Open your eyes and look beyond your father and see instead the madman who sits in his place. Then tell me, what help can that be to any man or boy?”

“You can tell them what they don’t know, Papa,” Nunzia said, stepping closer to her father.

“And what is it you think this old drunk knows, little girl?” Maldini asked.

“You know about the guns,” Nunzia said.
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PIAZZA PLEBISCITO, NAPLES 

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Vincenzo stood in the center of the largest square in Naples, surrounded by the Palazzo Royale and the church of San Francisco di Paola. Hundreds of children were spread throughout the square, waiting for some direction, some voice to tell them what to do. Franco and Angela walked past the crowd and stood across from Vincenzo, their backs cooled by the shadows of a large statue. 

“I counted twenty-three knives and four handguns,” Franco said. “One of them looks like it works.”

“A map of the city would be a good thing to have,” Vincenzo said.

“So would more guns,” Angela said.

“We need to keep the youngest children out of sight,” Vincenzo said. “We don’t know what’s coming and when, but we have to keep them safe. They should have gone to the hills.”

“We can use them as messengers if we need to,” Franco said. “Nothing more than that.”

Vincenzo walked around the large square, staring at the ground, gazing under piles of rubble, looking down at shattered cobblestones. “Not every bomb the Nazis dropped on us exploded. There are at least a dozen here in the square.”

“If we can find some carts, we can gather them up,” Franco said.

“How do you know the bombs will be of any use?” Angela asked. “They didn’t explode when they were dropped from a plane. What are we going to do? Slide them toward the Germans?”

“I have no idea,” Vincenzo said, with a voice filled with weary irritation. “All I know is they are bombs and that they do explode.”

Angela turned and sat under the shadow of the bronze statue of King Ferdinand I, leaning her back against the cold marble. “You haven’t said anything about me being a girl,” she said.

“What’s there to say?” Vincenzo said with a slight shrug. “You want to stay, you can stay. Girl or not.”

“Would you turn me away if you could?” she asked.

“You’re not the first girl to fight for Naples,” Vincenzo said. “Eleonora Fonseca fought in the rebellion in 1799. Did pretty well, too, at least from what I read about her. She helped in the victory that made the city a republic.”

Angela nodded her head. “What else do you know about her?”

Vincenzo walked closer to Angela, a sparkle in his eyes. “She had her moments,” he said. “When the Cardinal came to power, he had the leaders of the uprising punished. He ordered Fonseca taken to the Piazza Mercato. She was put on a scaffold and executed.”

Vincenzo glanced over Angela’s shoulder and winked at Franco. “Cheer up,” he said to her. “Nazis don’t use scaffolds.”

“How many of them will there be?” Angela asked, a slight trace of fear creeping into her diffident manner.

“We won’t know until they’re back in the city,” Vincenzo said. “If they really do come back.”

 Angela looked around her, at the boys and girls spread throughout the square, sitting under the warmth of a loving sun. “How do we keep them alive?” she asked.

Vincenzo stayed silent for several minutes before answering. “The streets are our best weapon,” he said. “We use what they give us. The dark alleys and the paths under the sewers. Hidden walkways inside churches and museums. Tunnels outside the railroad station, guard towers of Saint Efremo, castle grottos that lead out to sea. If we use all that, we can fight and never be seen. We’ll be an invisible army. One that can beat the Nazis.”

“Beat them!” Franco said with an air of frustration. “Entire armies couldn’t beat them. They’ve killed over four hundred thousand Neapolitans and none of us has even seen a German soldier except from a distance. But you can talk about beating them with an invisible army of children. The words of one lunatic put us in this place, Vincenzo. I’m not ready for the words of another.”

“It’s been tried before,” Vincenzo said. “Against an army just as formidable.”

“When?” Franco asked.

“The sixteen hundreds, during the Spanish rule,” Vincenzo said, “a young fishseller named Aniello led a band of rebels against Ponce De Leon. They were short on weapons, but used what they had and fought well. Not very different from what faces us.”

“What happened to them?” Angela asked. 

“They were betrayed,” Vincenzo said, jamming his hands in his pockets. “And Aniello was captured. The Spanish cut up his body and tossed it on top of a large pile of cow shit.”

Franco looked at Vincenzo and grinned. Angela leaned her head down and covered her mouth. 

“What?” Vincenzo asked.

“If you’re going to keep telling us these stories of yours,” Angela said, “it might be nice if one of them, just one, ended on a happy note.”


 
9

16TH PANZER DIVISION, FIFTY MILES OUTSIDE OF ROME 

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Colonel Rudolph Von Klaus raised his head up to the warm sun, helmet resting on the edge of the tank, goggles loose around his neck. He found the ride down the coastline, dotted with farmlands and vineyards, a peaceful one and a welcome break from the toils of war. His troops seemed equally invigorated, each soldier eager to complete his mission in Naples and head home for some promised relief. He wondered what they would find back in Germany. Would their cities and towns be as battered as those they had crushed in Italy? Would their people be as withered and beaten down, as weary as the Italians he encountered, who seemed to have surrendered their very souls to a lost cause? No one, Von Klaus believed, could comprehend the cost of war more than a military man, and no one bore its damaging effects more than an innocent civilian. He was relieved it would all soon be at an end.

He caught the movement behind the large bush out of a corner of his eye.

Von Klaus tapped one hand on the inside lid of the tank and reached for his revolver with the other. The machine-gun unit shifted under him, moving slowly to its right, the bush in its target sites. “Draw him out,” Von Klaus said in a calm voice.

Six machine-gun rounds pelted at the dirt around the bush, kicking up small armies of dust and rocks. Within seconds, two small, thin arms were raised up, barely visible beyond the lush leaves of the bush. “Hold fire,” Von Klaus ordered.

Von Klaus watched as a barefoot boy in shorts and a dirty white T-shirt stepped out from behind the bush and walked toward his tank, arms still raised. The boy stopped at the edge of a dirt patch, his round face looking up at the colonel. Von Klaus stared down at the boy, momentarily flashing on an image of his own son, and hoped his child would never have to endure such conditions. “How old are you?” Von Klaus asked him. He spoke in a fluent Italian he had quickly mastered during a year spent as a student in Florence.

“Seven,” the boy answered. He spoke without either hesitation or fear.

“And what were you doing back there?” Von Klaus asked.

“Hiding,” the boy said.

The soldiers surrounding him erupted into chuckles and laughter. Von Klaus looked around at his men and then back to the boy. “You’re not very good at it,” he said.

The boy nodded and wiped at the sweat forming along his upper lip with the front of his shoulder, his arms still held high. “Are you a soldier in the Italian army?” Von Klaus asked him.

“No, signor,” the boy said. “I’m too young to be a soldier.”

“Then you’re too young for me to take as prisoner,” Von Klaus said. “So bring your arms to rest.”

The boy did as he was told, his eyes darting around at the soldiers next to him, rifles by their side. “My brother Marco was a soldier,” the boy said, looking back at Von Klaus. “He was in the war in Africa, fighting the English. He was killed there.”

“Who looks after you?” Von Klaus asked.

The boy hesitated, reluctant to reply. He stared at Von Klaus and shook his head. “I don’t need anyone,” he said.

“Your leader would be proud of you,” Von Klaus said, his voice soft and sad. “If he were still in charge. Have you heard the news? About Mussolini?”

“Is he dead?” the boy asked.

“Not yet, but it won’t be much longer,” Von Klaus said. “He’s signed over his command to the Fascist Grand Council. He’s no longer in power. And you no longer need to fight.”

“Are you going to kill me?” the boy asked, the first hint of fear etched in his voice.

“What’s your name?” Von Klaus asked.

“Massimo,” the boy said.

“Why would you ask such a question, Massimo?” 

“You’re a Nazi,” Massimo said, his lower lip starting to tremble. “And Nazis killed my mother and father.”

Von Klaus shook his head. “No,” he said. “I’m not going to kill you, Massimo. But I am going to give you an order and I expect it to be followed.”

“What kind of an order?”

“I want you to go up deeper into the hills,” Von Klaus said to him. “Find a bigger bush to hide behind. And this time, stay low enough to the ground that you will not be seen from the road. You never know. There might be more Nazis behind me. Can I count on you to follow such an order?”

“Yes,” Massimo said.

“Good,” Von Klaus said. “Spoken like a true soldier.”

The colonel nodded as he and Massimo exchanged a final glance. Then the boy turned and ran back up the sloping hillside, higher and deeper into the coverage than when he had first been found. Von Klaus looked away once the boy was out of sight and caught a disapproving glance from his second-in-command, Sergeant Albert Hartz, standing alongside his tank, arms folded across his massive chest.

“Would you have preferred I shot him dead?” Von Klaus asked.

“He’ll run and tell others our position and where we’re heading,” Hartz said.

“What others? All the other seven-year-olds?” Von Klaus said with a smile. “Nonetheless, inform high command. Let them know there may still be children hiding in the area. That should satisfy any of your concerns.” 

“It is still a risk I would not have taken, sir.”

“Then you can take a measure of pride in knowing that you are a better Nazi that I am,” Von Klaus said. 

The colonel turned away from Sergeant Hartz, rapped on the side of his tank and looked back up at the hillside as his Division continued its slow descent into Naples.
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CASTEL DELL’OVO, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

One hundred boys and girls sat around the castle’s edge. Carlo Maldini stood to the side, the back of his wool shirt soaked with the sweat brought on by the early-morning heat. Nunzia was off to his left, her eyes studying the faces of Vincenzo, Franco and Angela.

“Are you the leader?” Maldini asked Vincenzo. 

“I don’t lead anybody,” Vincenzo said. “They followed me.”

“That means they’re looking for you to lead.” Maldini eased himself past Nunzia and stood towering above Vincenzo. “Except in many cases, the good Lord sends bread to those who can’t chew.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Franco asked, looking over at Vincenzo and Angela.

“It means your friend here acts like a leader, even talks like one,” Maldini said. “But he doesn’t think like one.”

 “I told you, I’m not anyone’s leader,” Vincenzo said.

“Then why are you here?” Maldini asked. “And why do they follow you? It’s because they heard you talk. But that only gets you so far. Now they need to see you think.”

“We’re making a plan,” Angela said. “Just in case the Nazis do come.”

“Does this plan call for weapons?” Maldini asked. “Or are you just going to stare at the Nazis until they leave?”

“Many of us have knives and a few have handguns,” Vincenzo said. “It’s not much, but it’s a start.”

Maldini turned away from Vincenzo and stared out at the glimmering waters of the bay. “Think back,” he said. “Think to when the Nazis first came to Naples. What is the first thing they did?”

“They took away the guns and rifles our fathers kept,” Franco said.

“That’s right,” Maldini said, glancing over Franco’s shoulder as twenty more boys hustled to join the group. “And they took them where?”

Vincenzo stepped away from Maldini and looked down at the water splashing against the sides of the pier.

“That’s right,” Maldini whispered. “They threw them in the bay.”

“How deep?” Vincenzo asked.

“Fifty feet,” Maldini said. “Seventy-five at the most.”

“Can they still be used?” Angela asked.

“Once they’re dried, cleaned and oiled, they’ll be good as new,” Maldini said. “Maybe a bit rusty, but nothing worse than that.”

“And we get them out how?” Vincenzo asked. “It would take every free hand we have a full day to dive down and bring up each gun. And that’s assuming we were good enough even to do something like that. Then you would need another full day to dry them out. The Nazis might be in the center of the city before one of us would be able to fire off a single shot.”

“You’re not thinking!” Maldini said, between clenched teeth, his index finger jabbing against the side of his temple. “You’re ready to fight any Nazi who might come into Naples, but you don’t even know how to pull guns from still waters.”

Maldini stepped away from the edge of the pier and walked in a tight circle around Vincenzo. “My daughter tells me you are a student of history,” he said to him. “You should know your religion as well.”

Vincenzo glared into Maldini’s eyes, the older man’s harsh words a chilling challenge to the boy, forcing him to look beyond the words and pictures of old schoolbooks and confront the reality of his situation. If the leaflets were right and the Nazis were returning to Naples, it would not be words that would force them to take a step back, but the actions of the children that stood in a circle around them. Vincenzo looked away and glanced at the long row of fishing boats moored to the dock, their oars spread out on the hot ground to dry. “The boats,” he said.

“That’s right,” Maldini said, smiling. “The boats. You will do as the apostles once did. You take the boats out and let the waters fill your nets. Only in place of fish, you pull up guns.”

“Will you stay and help us?” Franco asked.

“It is no longer my war,” Maldini said.

“I will help you,” Nunzia said, arms at her sides, her eyes hard. “And so will my father. It is better for him to drink his wine in the middle of the bay than behind the window of an empty building.”

Maldini stared at his daughter for several moments, then looked at Vincenzo and shrugged. “It is easier to fight a Nazi than go against the wishes of a Neapolitan woman,” he said.
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IL CAMALDOLI, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Steve Connors lay prone in the warm grass and looked down at Naples. He rested his binoculars by his side and turned to gaze out across the bay, toward the islands of Ischia and Capri in the distance, and then back down to what had once been a city. The bullmastiff lay head first next to him, his face buried between two large legs, asleep. Taylor and Willis sat behind him, each picking at the contents of a small can of hash with the edges of a cracker.

Connors ran a hand across the stubble of his chin, his eyes burning from the hot sun and the difficult drive. He had come to Naples expecting to see ruin, the same as he had come across at every one of his stops in Europe. But he had not been prepared for the level of destruction that stretched out before him.

He lay there and stared at the devastation for nearly an hour. He had seen men die and had buried soldiers who had become friends in a short span of time. But those were losses sustained in the fiery heat of battle. What he saw now was affixed to a larger, even more frightening plateau. On that bluff, surrounded by pristine waters and lush islands, Steve Connors was made a witness to the price of war. There, during those long moments under the blazing Italian heat, the history of the most conquered city in Europe played itself out through the eyes of a tough young corporal from the small town of Covington, Kentucky.

Naples has known neither peace nor prosperity in its centuries by the sea.

It began as a Greek settlement, a port of rest for seamen coming in from Asia Minor, sometime in the fifth century. The Greeks named the town Neapolis, which translates to New City. Under their rule, Naples began to develop. An extensive roadway system modernized access into and out of the city, and its citizens were taught and encouraged to speak Latin. Soon, the Greeks were ousted and the remnants of the Roman Empire took their place, only to be supplanted by the Byzantines.

From that point on, Naples became the lethargic host to a revolving door of nations quick to conquer and just as eager to leave behind snatches of their culture and flee at the approach of the next enemy. The Normans were followed by the rule of the Swabians, who then fell to Charles of Anjou, who quickly branded the area surrounding the city as his own, crowning it the Kingdom of Naples. The Aragonese period, which began in 1441 and lasted until 1503, brought about cultural upheaval and the building of the great works of architecture, a few of which Steve Connors could still see from his post. Then came the arrival of the Spaniards, who ruled until the Austrian takeover in 1707, who then ceded the city to the Bourbons in 1734.

By the eighteenth century, Naples had grown into the most populated city in Europe, one to which other national leaders would point to as the urban ideal. This moment of glory was not to last, however, as the city was brought to its knees by two blood-drenched and bitter revolutions. The Parthenopean Revolt began as a battle between intellectuals and ended with the cream of Neapolitan culture hanging by their necks. The French arrived with yet another revolution, this one led by Napolean’s brother, Joseph Bonaparte. After the Bonapartes were handed their European walking papers, the city was delivered back into the hands of the Bourbons. It was under their rule that the Camorra, the Neapolitan Mafia, first began to organize, initially giving themselves the less-sinister-sounding name of the Fine Reformed Society. They built a steady network, one that would never relinquish its power, maintaining an iron grip on the city through every passing decade, regardless of what foreign powers entered its gates, bending only slightly to Mussolini’s rule. To this very day, the members of the Camorra remain the undeclared kings of Naples, immune even to the outbreak of war and the evacuation of its people.

Finally, on September 7, 1860, Giuseppe Garibaldi took control of the city, the first Italian to do so since the time of the Romans. It was to remain under the unsteady reign of Italian hands until the first of the Nazi bombs came crashing down.

The turbulence of its history has contributed to the complexity of the Neapolitan character. The men are, by nature, cynical and have little respect for authority. A close-knit group, they are distrustful of strangers. They look with dubious eyes at even the most benign acts, knowing that behind each kind gesture lurks the potential for betrayal. Within their own country they are disliked, dismissed as shiftless, lazy and brimming with criminal intent. They wear the stripes of national hatred as a badge of civic honor.

The women are fiery and loud, ruling over their children and younger siblings with tightfisted control. They are passionate in both love and anger and are not afraid to display their emotions in public, unlike their more educated counterparts to the north. They love to sing; fine, textured voices bellowing out mournful words to typically sad, Neapolitan ballads from “Soli, Soli Nella Notte” to “Un Giorno Ti Diro.” Most of the songs are tearful reminders of loves lost and lives burdened by the weight of poverty and illness. Neapolitan women are stubborn, religious and superstitious, believing in the magical healing powers of both saints and sinners. They attend church and lay down a gypsy’s curse with equal abandon. 

The complex genetic mix of so many different countries invading their city has given the women a distinct look, one that makes it possible for them to blend together as one on the streets of Naples and to stand out in a crowded marketplace in Milan. Their hair is dark and usually kept long, their eyes almond-shaped and the color of Greek olives. Their smile is wide and expressive and their laughter is as rich and textured as the red wine they are not shy about consuming. They grow old with comfort, wearing their age with as much pride as they would a rare new dress. Advancing years bring a firmer grip on their family rule, and they hold on to this control with dictatorial force. Their only known enemy is the one who blocks the path they have chosen.

Connors stepped back from the bluff and stuffed the small binoculars into the rear of his pack. “Never seen churches so big,” he said to Willis and Taylor, glancing over at the sleeping mastiff. “You could fit half of Covington inside any one of them. And there are so many. The people who lived on those streets must have given a lot of hours over to prayer.” He turned to take one more look down through the smoldering smoke and misty haze of the broken buildings below. “Didn’t seem to do them all that much good though, did it?”

“I never used to pray,” Willis said. “Not until I started eating army rations. Now I pray before every meal.”

“You think we’ll ever get a taste of that Italian food we hear the Dagos in our unit talk about?” Taylor asked, holding up his can of hash. “Or is this as good as it’s going to get?”

“I wouldn’t mind a nice cool glass of wine myself,” Connors said. “All we got in Covington is moonshine and watered-down beer.”

“From the looks of what’s left of that city down there,” Taylor said, “the only wine bottles we’re going to find are broken ones.”

The first shot rang out and bounced off a rock, missing Connors’s leg by less than an inch. The second one clipped the back of the tree where Taylor and Willis were eating their hash, sending both men scurrying for cover. “You see anything?” Taylor shouted out, rifle at the ready, as he braced himself against the side of a large boulder. 

Connors looked at the mastiff and watched as the dog stood, his eyes staring up into the clearing to his right. “In the thick bushes,” he said. “About two o’clock.”

“How many you figure?” Willis asked. He was laying flat down, the tree his only cover.

Connors ran from the edge of the bluff and threw himself to the ground, seeking cover behind a small stone wall. Two bullets rang out, each nicking off a piece of rock. “So far, I figure it’s just the one,” he said. “But the others could be out there waiting for us to make a move.”

Taylor raised his rifle above the boulder and fired off two quick rounds into the bushes overhead. “Save your ammo,” Connors said. “Count on seeing him, not on luck.”

“If he’s in there, I’ll bring him out,” Taylor said, checking his ammo belt. “When I do, you take him.”

Connors nodded. “Willis, you any good with a gun?” he asked the medic. 

“I’m better with wounds,” Willis said, his head still down.

“You figure Krauts or Dagos?” Taylor asked, his knees bent, waiting to make his move.

“Italians have no reason to shoot at us now,” Connors said. “My guess is a Nazi scout team.”

The mastiff’s bark forced Connors to turn to his left and he fired off two rounds as soon as he saw the glint of a rifle. The second bullet found its mark as he heard a loud grunt and saw a German soldier fall face forward into a row of hedges. Taylor looked over his shoulder and then waved across to Connors. “The medic covers me,” he said. “And you take out the other German.”

“He’s got the sun to his back,” Connors said. “You’re going to be shooting into glare. He’ll have clear sight on you. None of us will have it on him.”

“We can’t wait,” Taylor said. “There might be more than two or there might be more coming. Or he can radio back for help. I’m moving and I’m moving now. Back me.”

Connors took a deep breath and nodded. “Go,” he said. 

Willis and Connors fired into the hedges above them as Taylor made his way up the bluff, running from tree to tree, looking to gain leverage on the hidden soldier. The mastiff stood next to Connors, protected by the row of stones. “I’m just shooting blind rounds here,” Willis said. “I’m going to move to that tree to the right.”

“Stay put,” Connors said. “Let Taylor get to the top of the hill, then we both move.”

“Got an aunt back home like you,” Willis said. “All worries and no smiles. I’ll meet you at the jeep.”

Willis jumped to his feet and ran for a large tree covered by a thick circle of shrubs. “Willis!” Connors shouted, watching as the medic stepped into the green patch, the area below his feet too dense for him to see the hidden mine. The explosion sent Willis flying back, his chest and face blown away. He lay there, still and dead, a young boy from Iowa who had promised his mother he would make it back home.

Connors lowered his head and took in several slow, deep breaths. “Damn it,” he said. “Goddamn it!”

He looked back up and saw that Taylor was now directly across from the German’s position. Taylor was well-hidden by the trees and took careful aim with his rifle, looking to shoot low and hit at the ground cover. He fired off three quick rounds and popped out an empty ammo clip. He reached behind him for a new eight-bullet clip, the smoke from his rifle drifting into the air and giving away his position.

Connors saw the German move away from his coverage and raised his rifle.

He had him in his scope lines when he saw Taylor move toward the soldier, firing off a steady stream of bullets. Connors held his aim until he had a sure shot and then both he and the German soldier squeezed their triggers at the same time. They both hit their target.

It took Scott Taylor the rest of that afternoon to die.

Connors lay there and held him in his arms. It was all that was left for him to do. He couldn’t radio back to headquarters for help, not that it would have been able to save Taylor’s life. The transmitter had been blown to bits along with Willis, but even if he still had it, he couldn’t risk giving away his position to any other Germans who were in the area. So, instead, Connors just sat and listened to a soldier he had never liked gasp and wheeze his final words. Taylor told him as much as he could about his life in the short hours he had left. Connors nodded and smiled when the words called for it, wiping the younger soldier’s brow and promising to let his family back home know how brave he had been.

“I never did want to come to Italy,” Taylor said, blood running in a thin line out of his mouth and down his neck. “Now I guess I’ll never leave.”

“You shouldn’t have moved,” Connors said. “I had him. All you needed to do was hold your position.”

“Can’t let you be the hero every time,” Taylor said, managing a snicker.

“It wouldn’t have killed you,” Connors said.

“Thanks for staying with me,” Taylor said. 

“You’d have done the same,” Connors said.

“Don’t bet your life on it,” Taylor said, his eyes closing for a final time.
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PORTO DI SANTA LUCIA, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Twelve rowboats, in rows of two with four to a boat, slowly made their way out from the shore of the bay.

Maldini and Vincenzo rode in the lead boat, the older man pulling on a set of wooden oars, gliding them through the calm waters. The boats were weighed down with massive fishing nets curled up and running along their centers. The hot sun was now at full boil, its scalding rays browning the backs of the rowers. They slapped hands full of seawater on their shoulders and arms, seeking a mild dose of relief.

“How will you know when to stop?” Vincenzo asked.

“My father fished these waters most of his life,” Maldini said. “He made sure his children knew the ways of the sea. The tide moves at its own pace, affected only by time and weather.”

“Which means what?” Vincenzo asked with unmasked impatience. 

Maldini pulled his oars out of the water and rested them inside the boat. “Which means,” he said, “that we are here. Floating above the guns.”

“Should we drop the nets?” Vincenzo asked, standing on unsteady legs in the center of the boat.

“It’s what I would do,” Maldini said. “But then, I’m not the one in charge.”

Vincenzo cupped his hands around his mouth, balancing himself against the bumps of the small waves. “Lift your nets,” he shouted to the boys in the other boats. “And hold them above your heads. Stand as steady as you can.”

The boys grunted and grimaced as they went about a task that normally required the girth and strength of grown men. They struggled with the nets as a few of the younger kids fell over the sides of the boats and one nearly capsized his small vessel. “Have them bend their legs,” Maldini told Vincenzo. “It will help steady their weight.”

Vincenzo shouted out the new instructions and then looked back at Maldini. “How far do the nets need to be tossed?” he asked. 

“Enough to stretch them out,” Maldini said. “Fifteen feet would be a decent throw. Even ten feet would be acceptable. Anything less, we would pull up nothing but sand and shells.”

“They’re not strong enough to make that long a throw,” Vincenzo said, sitting back down in the boat, his hands resting on Maldini’s knees.

Maldini stared at Vincenzo, the stubble on his face glistening from the spray mist of the waves. He then turned to look back at the boys struggling with the nets. “Grab that rope from the bow,” he ordered. “Run it through the ring behind me and then go boat to boat and link them together. It will keep us in tight formation. I’ll meet up with you and Franco in the last boat.”

Vincenzo tore off his shirt, ran the thick chord through the circular ring at the nose of the boat and dove into the sea. He swam with one hand, holding the rope above his head with the other, pulling it toward the extended arms of a curly-haired twelve-year-old. “Give it back to me at the other end,” Vincenzo told him, “then jump into the water. It will be easier for you to empty the nets from there.”

Maldini was in the water, swimming toward the last boat on the line. He stopped and turned back toward Vincenzo. “Have the youngest child swim to shore,” he called out. “We need more boys. As many as can be found. It will take many hands to lift the nets from the bottom.”

Franco and Angela helped pull Maldini into the last boat.

The older man was winded and had swallowed enough water to give his throat a salt burn. “Do you think the apostles had as much trouble with their nets?” Franco asked.

“Probably not,” Maldini said, still gasping. “But they had Jesus on their side. You’re stuck with me.”

 

The boats were lined up and tied together, bobbing in unison to the splashing beat of the waves.

More than seventy-five boys, heads floating above the rising tide, swam on either side of the small crafts. Maldini stood in bare feet, square in the center of the first boat, the edge of a rolled-up fishing net gripped in his hands. Vincenzo, Franco and Angela flanked his sides, each holding the same net, waiting for Maldini to give the order. “The higher we throw it, the farther out it will go,” he shouted. “It should float up and out, unfurl like an old flag. Angela, you tell us when.”

Angela steadied her feet and tightened her grip. She looked down at the water to make sure none of the boys were close enough to get trapped in its pull. “Forza, Italia!” she yelled as she reached up with all her strength and, along with the three others, fell back as they let the net go. They sat in the boat and watched the net float in the air, gently spread out and cover the water as if it were a crisply ironed tablecloth.

“Did we do it?” Franco asked. “Is it out far enough?”

Maldini rubbed the top of the boy’s head, both of them watching as the net sank slowly to the bottom of the bay. “You did well, Franco,” he said. He turned to face the others. “You all did. But we still have four nets left to throw. And after that comes the hard part. Pulling them up.”

“We only have three more nets for the guns,” Angela said as she glanced down the side of the boats.

“That’s right,” Maldini said. “But I asked two of the younger boys to bring out another boat, take it past us to the point and drop their net out there. With what they’re going to get they don’t need to throw it far or wait very long.”

“What are they getting?” she asked.

“I can only pray that they come back with enough fish to feed us all,” Maldini said. “We’ll have a hungry group on our hands at the end of the day.”

“I guess now you could really use some help from Jesus,” Franco said. “He did some of his best work with fish.”

“Jesus never fished in the Bay of Naples,” Maldini said. “In our waters, the fish fit a man’s net like a well-made pair of shoes.”

“Keep the knots in your hand and the rope wrapped around your arm,” Vincenzo yelled to four boys swimming around the edges of the boat. “If you lose those, we won’t be able to bring the net and the guns to the surface.”

“I’m holding it as tight as I can,” a cheery-faced seven-year-old said. “And I will pull them up by myself if I have to.”

“How could Italy lose a war with a man like you on its side, Lucca?” Vincenzo said. 

“Because we always let the ones without heart lead us,” Maldini said, leaning over the boat and splashing cool water on his face. “The ones with heart are left to die.”
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IL CAMALDOLI, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

The bullmastiff led the way down the side of the bluff, walking with delicate ease along its narrow path. Connors followed, one hand holding his rifle belt, the other resting inside his pants pocket. His uniform was sprinkled with dust and blood. He had buried Willis and Taylor at the top of the bluff, overlooking the Bay of Naples, using their helmets and rifles as markers.

They had parked the jeep under an old pine tree, inside a neglected olive grove. There was little wind and the heat was cooling down with the evening shade.

The bullmastiff saw the boys before he did and took a run toward them, barking and kicking up pockets of dust and dirt with his paws. Connors flipped his rifle from his shoulder to his hands and fast-stepped down the path toward the jeep. He stopped between the dog and the four boys sitting in his jeep, rifle at his side. One of the boys had his fingers wrapped around the ignition key. They were thin, dirty and disheveled and none was older than fourteen. Connors looked at each one, getting only frightened stares and nervous shifting in return. The mastiff had his paws on the side of the jeep and was low growling, ready to pounce at any sudden movements. 

“Do you speak any English?” he asked.

“We all do,” the oldest of the four stammered.

“How is that?” Connors asked. “That you all speak it?”

“We are taught to speak three languages,” the boy said. “Neapolitan first. Then Italian and then English.”

“Why are you here?” the boy in the front passenger seat asked. 

“I was about to ask the same question,” Connors said, looking from the boys to the dog. “And since I’m the one with the rifle, I’d like my answer first.”

“We’re looking for Nazis,” the boy said. “See if they’re really coming to Naples again. And then report back.”

“Report back to who?” Connors asked.

The four shot quick glances at one another and then looked back down at the dog and the soldier. “The others in our group,” the one holding the ignition key said. 

“Let’s say the Nazis are coming back,” Connors said. “What happens then?” He walked closer to the jeep, rifle slung once again over his shoulder.

“I guess then we fight,” the boy closest to Connors said.

Connors stared at him. The boy’s eyes were dark and rich; his face round, sweet and innocent; his hair clipped back and short. “Fight the Nazis?”

“That’s what you do,” the boy said. “Why can’t we?”

“The Nazis have a habit of shooting back,” Connors said. “That’s one reason to think about.”

The boys stayed silent for several seconds, eyes glancing up toward the ridge where the firefight had taken place.

“Does your dog understand Italian?” the boy in the back asked.

“That’s all he understands,” Connors said.

The boy in the back smiled at the dog and snapped his fingers. “Scendi jou,” he said in as firm a voice as he could muster. “E siedati!”

The bullmastiff lowered his paws, stepped back from the jeep and sat on the dirt, his mouth open, large tongue dangling. Connors looked at the dog and then back to the boy. 

“It’s good to know he listens to somebody,” he said. “Tell you his name if I knew it. But I can tell you mine. It’s Connors.”

“I am Dante,” the boy in the back said. “The boy next to me is Claudio. And the two in front are Gaspare and Pepe.”

“How many are there in this group of yours?” Connors asked.

“About two hundred,” Dante said, stepping down from the jeep. “Maybe two hundred and fifty.”

“All boys?”

“A few girls, but not many,” Gaspare said. “Just the ones without any family.”

“Any American soldiers down there?” Connors asked, leaning against the side of the jeep, his helmet off and resting on the hood.

“You’re the first one any of us have seen,” Dante said.

“What about Italian resistance?” Connors said. “Any of them with you?”

“No,” Dante said. “They left before the evacuation.”

“Are we your prisoners now?” Claudio said, speaking for the first time. He was the youngest, his brown hair touched with streaks of blond, looking nervous and ill at ease in the rear of the jeep.

“Why don’t we say that for the time being we’re working together,” Connors said. “At least until we see how everything in Naples plays out. Just me, the dog and the four of you.”

“What is it you want us to do?” Dante asked with a hint of suspicion.

“It’s not anything that’s going to get you into trouble,” Connors said. “If I’m anywhere in this, it’s on your side. Understand?”

“Si,” Dante said, nodding along with the three other boys.

“Good,” Connors said, throwing off his pack and wedging it in the back of the jeep between Dante and Claudio. He tapped the younger boy on the knee. “You’re going to have to ride on your friend’s lap,” he told him. “We need to make room for the dog. The same goes for the two of you in front.”

Connors waited for the boys to shift seats and then snapped his fingers and watched as the mastiff hoisted himself into the back. “His breath is horrible,” Claudio said, cupping a hand in front of his face. “He smells like old feet.”

“He’s not the cleanest duck in the pond,” Connors said, jumping behind the steering wheel. “But he’s good company and he smells trouble long before it hits.”

“What do you call him?” Claudio asked, moving his hand from his face to the top of the mastiff’s head.

“I only knew one Italian name before I ran into you guys,” Connors said, shifting into reverse and moving back toward the road. “And that’s Benito. So that’s who he is. At least to me.”

“You named him after Il Duce?” Gaspare said, his olive eyes flushed wide. “In Naples that could get you killed.”

“We’re not in Naples,” Connors said. “Yet.”

“You still haven’t said what you want us to do,” Pepe said, partly hidden under Gaspare’s weight.

“Benito understands you a lot better than he does me,” Connors said. “Be great if one of you could tell him to stop pissing in the jeep.”
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16TH PANZER DIVISION, SEVENTY-FIVE MILES OUTSIDE OF NAPLES. SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

The four Mark IV tanks were lined up, gun turrets facing the front of the large pink stucco house. German soldiers, armed with machine guns and flame throwers, approached the house from the rear, trampling over grapevines and fig leaves. Von Klaus stood in front of his tank, staring out at what had once been lush gardens and fertile fields. He marveled at the design of the house. The walls were built thick enough to keep out the harshest summer heat and the most chilling winter winds. The marble steps leading to the oak-wood front door were expansive, black iron handrails helping to guide the path. The entryway had the look and feel of a palace hidden in the middle of paradise. A palace he now needed to bring to ruin.

“Has the house search been completed?” Von Klaus asked Kunnalt, standing alongside him.

“Yes, sir,” Kunnalt said. “The last of our men should be coming out at any moment.”

“And what did they find?”

“It’s been pretty much gutted, sir,” Kunnalt answered. “A few paintings left on the walls. Some furniture scattered about in the downstairs rooms. Nothing that appears to be of any value.”

Von Klaus turned to Kunnalt and smiled. “At least not to us,” he said. He walked a few steps closer to the house, gazing up at the windows to each room, every one shiny and clean. “For an abandoned home, it’s very free of dust, don’t you think?”

“I hadn’t noticed, sir,” Kunnalt said, in step behind the colonel. “Perhaps it hasn’t been left empty very long.”

“Have the house searched again,” Von Klaus said. “And this time, look beyond what it is the owner wants you to see.”

“Looking for what, sir?” Kunnalt asked.

“This is the home of a very rich man,” Von Klaus said. “And more than likely a very smart one as well. A man like that would plan ahead. He wouldn’t flee from such a place like a crazed peasant with all the valuables he could carry on his back. He would make sure those valuables would be safe, hidden from all eyes. They are in this house, Kunnalt. And I would wager that when you find them, you will also find that man.”

Kunnalt snapped his heels, gave the colonel a crisp salute and walked back toward the front entrance to the house, shouting out orders as he moved. Von Klaus reached up and grabbed a tree limb resting just above his head. He snapped off a batch of thin, red grapes and held them in his hands. “I would have preferred wine,” he whispered, pulling the grapes from their stems. He leaned back against the side of his tank, eating the grapes one at a time, and waited.

It was just after dusk when the colonel looked up and saw Kunnalt leading an elderly man in a soiled suit out of the house. The man had hair the color of snow and a beard as thick as a farmer’s hedge. He was short but stout and moved with the quiet dignity of one bred to wealth. He walked with his head raised, his eyes fueled by an angry fire.

“You were right, sir,” Kunnalt said, standing in front of the colonel, the man just off to his right. “There were a number of hidden passageways throughout the house, each of them leading to a series of large underground rooms.”

“And what were in these rooms?” Von Klaus asked, gazing over at the man.

“As you expected, sir,” Kunnalt said with an air of admiration. “Old portraits in large frames, wooden boxes filled with jewelry and several yellow envelopes sealed and stuffed with money.”

“Which room did you find him in?” Von Klaus asked, tilting his head toward the man.

“He was in the subbasement, sir,” Kunnalt said. “Hiding in a small closet off the main hall.”

 “Everything you found belongs to me,” the old man said in a hard voice. “And to my family. Anyone else who takes it is nothing more than a thief.”

“That’s a fine-quality suit you have on,” Von Klaus said to him. “And it is a truly beautiful home that you own. In addition, you have all this wealth stored inside of it, enough to feed all that’s left of Naples. Every Italian from Rome down has been stripped of all possessions. The only ones left untouched, as you seem to have been, are the Blackshirts. The Fascists. Which would make you a follower of Mussolini. Is that correct?”

“I believe in Il Duce, si,” the man said, not backing down. “And I always will.”

“Loyalty is always admirable, but in your case, it’s also foolish,” Von Klaus said. “As of today, the Italians want your beloved Mussolini dead, the Americans want him captured and we Germans really don’t know what to do with him. We have enough buffoons in our high command as it is. Which leaves you a loyal man with no place to turn.”

“He will not abandon those who stay by his side,” the man said. “Il Duce will be back and Italy will again belong to him.”

“Perhaps,” Von Klaus said in a sterner voice. “And if he does return, I hope he rewards your loyalty with a new home and new riches. Because as of this moment, all that you own is the suit you wear. The rest now belongs to Germany.”

“This land has been in my family for three generations,” the man said. “No one can take it from us. Not even Il Duce himself.”

“Your family may have owned the land, but they never worked it,” Von Klaus said. He gazed at the man, his eyes gleaming and hard. “That’s a duty people like yourself reserve for the poor.”

“It’s not against any laws to employ farmhands,” the man said. “And we took good care of them. Treated them as if they were members of my own family.”

Von Klaus walked in a small circle around the man. “And where is the poor side of your family now?” he asked.

“Most of them fled,” the man said. “A few stayed behind and were killed. They were foolish enough to go against the power of Il Duce.”

“Yet you not only stayed, you’ve managed to survive,” Von Klaus said. “With most of your wealth still at your disposal. Seems a poor way for a man to care for members of his family.”

“They made their choice,” the man said. “And now they have to live or die with the results of that choice.”

Von Klaus nodded, the son of a working-class Berlin mill worker about to pass judgment on the landed nobility that stood before him. “And I have made mine,” he said. “And you will have to live or die with the results of that choice.”

“What are you going to do?” the man said, all the confidence and arrogance seeping from his body. 

“What I was sent here to do,” Von Klaus said, giving the man a last disdainful look. He turned and stepped toward the front of the house. “Empty the house of all its goods,” he shouted to his men. “Then blast it down. I don’t want even a stone left untouched. Use the flame throwers and torch the surrounding property. All of it, from one end to the other. Once I order the pull out, I want two tanks to stay back and mine the areas around the four sides of the house. I want nothing left standing. Nothing! And I want the smoke to be seen for miles. To be seen and smelled by everyone hiding around us.”

“You bastard!” the old man shouted at Von Klaus. “You heartless bastard!”

Von Klaus stared down at the man and smiled. “To a soldier doing his duty, that is considered the highest of compliments,” the colonel said. 

The old man stood his ground, breath coming out in hard gasps through his open mouth, his hands trembling. He shook when the first blast from a tank shattered the front door of his home and his eyes welled with tears when a second ripped through a third-floor bedroom. The third explosion stripped the man of all judgment. He rushed toward the colonel, standing now a dozen feet away, sanity giving way to suicide.

“I will kill you for this, you Nazi bastard!” he shouted, running at Von Klaus with both arms extended. He had a small revolver gripped in one trembling hand. It had been jammed inside his tobacco pouch, hidden from the soldiers’ search.

Colonel Von Klaus watched as he raced toward him, his manner relaxed and indifferent. He didn’t flinch as the two soldiers to his left fired three shots into the old man, dropping him face first onto the red dirt that lined the front of the house. Von Klaus walked over to the body, reached down, took the revolver from the man’s hand, and put it inside the front pocket of Kunnalt’s jacket. “A keepsake,” he said to him. “For the time we spent together.”

“Do you wish him buried, sir?” Kunnalt asked.

“Leave him for Il Duce,” Von Klaus said, walking away from the explosions and fires, back toward the quiet of his tank. “When he returns.”
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PORTO DI SANTA LUCIA, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

An orange sun was resting on still water in the distance. A line of boys stood along the stone edges of the shore. In the middle of the bay, the four wooden boats lurched to starboard, pulled down by the weight of full nets. Around them, boys and girls bobbed above the waterline like buoys, each holding on to a square of netting or a chord of rope. Vincenzo stood in the center of the rear boat, staring down at the water and at the fishing nets he had helped pull to the surface, each holding thick piles of rifles and handguns. All around him there was a stunned and happy silence, as the boys, on shore and in the water, stared with amazement at their catch of weapons.

“Is this all of it?” Vincenzo asked Maldini. He reached an arm into an open lip of the net, pulled out a lupare and held it firmly in his grip.

“It is all you will need,” Maldini said. He was stretched out across three wooden planks, face up to the darkening sky.

“Thank you,” Vincenzo said.

Maldini raised his head and looked over at the boys swimming in the water. “Look at them,” he said. “They are so happy. They see the guns and believe that now they can fight the Germans. And most of them will die, each with one of those guns in his hands. You should curse me for that, Vincenzo. Not thank me.”

Maldini stared at Vincenzo for several moments, seeing in the boy’s brooding eyes the same burden of loss that he himself carried. He turned and looked around him at the joyful faces floating in the water and wished they could all be tossed back into another time and place, one that was miles removed from the death they had seen and the destruction that followed. But he knew it to be nothing more than a foolish whim. In time of war, Maldini had learned, life was broken down into a series of moments, each branded into memory. Most of those moments were etched in a horror that would forever be sealed inside the dark reaches of the mind. A few, a very precious few, brought a smile and along with them a sense of once again being alive and filled with hope. Maldini knew as he stared down at the boys and the arsenal of weapons they gleefully embraced that this was such a moment.

“Death will come when it chooses,” he said to Vincenzo. “But for today, we are alive, and for that we should celebrate.”

Franco looked out at the coastline, at a boat rowing slowly toward them, four small boys struggling with the weight of the oars. “Fresh fish roasted over an open fire would be a perfect way to start,” Franco said. “That is, if our little friends managed to catch something other than a chill.”

“Have the boys put the guns in the boats and row them to shore,” Vincenzo said to Maldini. “I’ll swim out and help bring in the fishermen before it turns dark.”

“No,” Maldini said. “I’ll go and help the little ones. You stay. You be the one to tell them to load the guns on board.”

“What difference does it make who tells them?” Vincenzo asked.

“The difference is not for now, but for later,” Maldini said with a smile. “They need not only to trust you, but listen to what you tell them to do. No matter what happens. The sooner that starts, the better.”

Maldini stood, patted Vincenzo on the shoulder and jumped into the cold water. He was halfway out to the lone rowboat when Vincenzo’s orders echoed across the waves. He stopped, turned and smiled when he heard the loud cheers from the boys that followed in its wake. He floated in the waves and relished the sight of happy faces and sounds of joyful laughter as the guns were tossed from net to boat. 

That would be victory enough for this day.
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45TH THUNDERBIRD INFANTRY DIVISION HEADQUARTERS SALERNO. SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

The three officers leaned over the edges of the map and studied the various pieces that were spread across it. Captain Ed Anders reached across the map and moved a tiny wooden tank farther south. “This is where we should be by now,” he said, frustration and anger edged in his voice. “We haven’t moved in over a week. And I still don’t have a goddamn idea why.”

“Montgomery,” Captain Jack Sanders said. He was thirty-five, five years older than Anders, standing off to his left, taller and with thinning blond hair and a thick white mustache. He was a career army man, joining up the day after he finished high school, leaving behind three sisters, a widowed mother and a small grocery store in Gainesville, Florida. “The man won’t make a move unless the odds guarantee a victory. He just can’t afford to lose a battle.”

“The general is doing a slow burn of his own,” Captain Frank Carey, the third officer in the tent, said. Carey was in his mid-twenties, stationed with the Thunderbirds’ sister division, the Texas, and was viewed by the other officers in both groups as a five-star in the making. His words carried a hint of his Macon County, Georgia, upbringing. “But there isn’t all that much he can do about it. Ike said to sit tight until Monty gives the word.”

“Any news from your recon team?” Sanders asked Anders.

“Not yet,” Anders answered, shaking his head. “But it’s still early. The trip down doesn’t look like a long one on a map. But the way the Nazis have those roads mined, it’s gonna take them a couple of days to get into the city.”

“You expecting them to find anything?” Sanders asked.

“Not really,” Anders said, standing away from the map. “My guess is the two operatives we had working with the Italians got out before the evacuation. But they can give us a better idea of what’s left down there. The Nazis know we’re going in there someday. My guess is they’ll be looking to rip apart everything they can.”

“They’ve been doing that since we got here in July,” Carey said, staring at the clear sky outside the tent flap. “You know, my wife always wanted to see Italy. We used to talk about it before the war. Now, it’s going to be a lot of years before I can bring her here and give her something to see.”

“How much help can we expect from this new guy in power, what’s his name again?” Sanders asked.

“Marshal Pietro Badoglio,” Anders said. “He’s a paper soldier, and if the reports we get are reliable, pretty much an idiot.”

“You figure the resistance leaders will listen to him or will they just fire on anybody that drives into the city?” Sanders asked.

“I wouldn’t count on much of anything from him or them,” Carey said. “The government Badoglio set up collapsed before we even got here. The people out there are on their own again. If you ask me, they’ve been that way since this war started, and frankly, they’re a lot better off.”

“We’re here to help them,” Anders said. “But by the time we’re through, we’re going to end up doing just as much damage as the Germans.”

“I’d end this damn war tomorrow if I could,” Frank Carey said. “And get everybody back to wherever the hell it is they belong.”

The three officers stepped out of the tent and walked down a narrow road toward their waiting jeeps. They walked in silence, each feeling at loose ends, uncomfortable with the lag in the regular battle patterns they had grown accustomed to as they led their troops through the center of the Italian heartland. They were in a rush to end their days of war and return life to a semblance of what it had once been. It was a dream everyone in and out of uniform hoped to turn into reality.

While they walked the grassy slopes of an Italian town newly conquered, they knew that back home in America, flour, fish, beef and cheese could only be bought with red ration stamps and the sale of sliced bread was banned. In Washington, D.C., the Jefferson Memorial was dedicated in a presidential ceremony and the Pentagon was completed and newly occupied. Movie theaters gave citizens looking for visions of better days Hollywood versions of war with the successful films Guadalcanal Diary, Watch on the Rhine, Five Graves to Cairo and Gary Cooper and Ingrid Bergman in For Whom the Bell Tolls. Count Fleet won the Kentucky Derby and Duke Ellington had yet another hit with “Do Nothin’ Till You Hear from Me.” Selman Abraham Waksman, a forty-three-year-old Rutgers University professor of microbiology, introduced the world to antibiotics, while penicillin powder was applied for the first time in the treatment of chronic disease. Race riots scarred Harlem in New York while soft-coal workers threatened to walk off the job, urged on by the president of the United Mine Workers union, John L. Lewis. And the New York Yankees won another World Series.

“I wonder what the winters are like around here,” Sanders said, looking to his left as he led the way down the road.

“At the rate Monty and the Brits are moving, we may find out,” Carey said.

“He’s going to have to move sooner than that,” Anders said. “Even his own men are starting to make fun of him. And he has to know that the longer he takes to move into Naples, the more time he gives Patton to move through Italy. To those two, it’s never been about wars and men. It’s about headlines.”

“There is some logic to what Monty’s doing,” Carey said. “Let the Germans go into Naples and let them go in strong. Once they’re in, they’ve got their backs to the sea. There’s no place else for them to go. We come in, close ranks on the roads out of town, and we got them.”

“Unless that’s what they want us to do,” Sanders said. “You guys know as well as I do, the Nazis mined every damn road from Rome to Naples and in between. They mined the bottom of the bay, which can cause our ships a lot of trouble. They mined the walkways and the hillsides. Hell, the bastards even mined their own dead soldiers. The way they have it set up, they can knock off a quarter of our troops without having to fire a single round.”

“You think that’s what’s holding Monty back?” Anders asked. They had reached the base of the road, their backs turned away from the bay. “He’s worried about getting through the mine traps?”

“I sure hope that’s not the case,” Sanders said. “If it is, then we will be here all winter, and we’ll need Patton to liberate us.”

“You look around and see the faces of these Italian people,” Frank Carey said. “They never wanted any part of this war, no matter whose side they were on. They want to farm, not fight. But when we leave here, they’re going to be left with nothing more than holes in the ground and dead bodies to put inside them.”

“What makes them so different from us?” Anders asked. “We’ll all have bodies to put away once we get home.”

“But we’ll still have a home,” Carey said. “Nobody bombed it or ransacked it. Nobody took our clothes and burned our property. It’ll all still be there, the way we left it. Might need some touching up, but it’ll be standing and our families will still all be there. The people who lived here lost that and I don’t know how you ever get something like that back.”

“It’s not our worry, Frank,” Sanders said. “We’re soldiers and nobody gives a good damn what we think or how we feel. We’re just here to take the land, call it a win and then call it quits. We didn’t ask to be here either, anymore than the Italians want us here. Believe me, I’d much rather die with my feet tucked under the sheets of my own bed than in a vineyard on a hill in Italy, no matter how beautiful it is. But I don’t worry about that, either. I’m here to fight, not fret.”

Carey looked at Sanders and winked at Anders. “I couldn’t help but notice that you Florida boys get a little testy when you’re standing under the sun too long,” he said to Sanders. “You’d think you’d be used to it by now.”

“It’s the swamp gators I miss,” Sanders told him with a smile. “Having those suckers floating along the sides of your boat usually has a soothing effect on a man’s tolerance for bullshit.”

“I’m going back to my troops,” Anders said. “See you guys at tomorrow’s briefing. Unless we get an order to move out. In which case, I’ll see you on the road to Naples.”

“Last division to reach the city gets clean-up duty,” Sanders said. “What do you say? You two up to it?”

“I’ll be on my third shower by the time you two come rolling in,” Carey said. “Count me in on that bet.”

“I’ve never seen the day when my Thunderbirds get bested by the Texas,” Anders said to Sanders. “Make sure your boys have plenty of cleaning supplies in their gear.”

“Brag all you will, boys,” Sanders said, starting to walk from the group. “But we’re the ones assigned to follow Monty. Which means we’ll be the first Americans in the city.”

“You’re forgetting something, Jack,” Anders said. “A minor detail, but a detail nonetheless.”

“What would that be?”

“While we’ve been up here shooting the shit, one of my recon teams has been heading for Naples,” he said. “That’s a Thunderbirds recon team. By this time tomorrow we’ll be the first ones in.”

“Looks like you got yourself hit with a sucker punch,” Carey said to Sanders. “Don’t matter all that much, though. Since you’re the unit following Monty, you may never get to see Naples at all.”

“That’s right,” Anders shouted out to them from the base of a ravine. “You know that saying, ‘See Naples and Die.’ It should really be ‘See Naples when Monty dies.’”

The loud laughter of the three captains echoed off the silent hills of the Italian coastline.
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VIA TOLEDO, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Connors eased the jeep to a stop, gazing through his windshield at the two boys blocking his path, one of them resting a foot on top of a firm, round ball. They both looked to be about eight years old, wearing threadbare outfits grafted from the torn clothing left behind by adults. The smaller of the two smiled at Connors, his bare foot rolling the ball with the edges of his toes. He had golden brown hair and sea-colored eyes with a dark leather tan covering his mostly bare body.

“Togliati da mezzo ragazzi,” Dante said from his seat in the rear. “Move out of the way. He’s an American. Here to help us.”

“Are these two part of your outfit?” Connors asked, keeping his eyes on the smiling boy.

“Yes,” Gaspare said. “The big one is Roberto. He doesn’t trust anyone, not even us, and we are his best friends.”

“The other one is Fabrizio,” Dante said. “He likes everybody. He loves to play football and is very good at it. He not only looks like a little German, he plays like one, too. He may one day have a chance to play for Team Naples.”

“If there ever is a Team Naples again,” Claudio said.

Connors jumped from the jeep and stretched out his back and arms. “I didn’t even know they played football in Italy,” he said. “I always thought it was an American sport.” 

“It is all we play in Italy,” Pepe said. “It is the national sport. Every city has a team and from there the best players are picked to represent Italy against all other countries.”

“You ever played against a team from America?” Connors asked.

“We have never seen a team from America,” Gaspare said. “But if there is one, Italy can beat it. You may be better at winning wars, but you can never beat an Italian in football.”

“You talking about college ball or professional?” Connors asked, watching as Fabrizio’s gaze moved from him to the mastiff, now standing by his side.

“Here, in Italy, a boy plays football from the day he takes his first step,” Dante said. “We don’t need someone to teach us or show us how. It’s just something we all know how to do.”

“And he’s the best player in your group?” Connors asked, pointing at Fabrizio as he walked toward him. 

“No one is better,” Claudio said. “He can control the ball and the field. And when he runs, he is like a bird, impossible for anyone to catch.”

“That sounds to me like one helluva football player,” Connors said, standing across from Fabrizio. “Are you as good as your friends say?”

Fabrizio nodded, eyes shifting from the American to the mastiff and back. “Maybe one day we can play a game,” he said in a soft voice.

“That would be fun,” Connors said. “All we would need is a little time and a nice place to play. And one of you would need to bring a football.”

The boys in the jeep all laughed, while Fabrizio lowered his head and giggled. “The sun has played a trucco on your eyes, American,” Gaspare said. “The football is right in front of you. There, under Fabrizio’s foot.”

Fabrizio flipped the round white ball from his foot to his knee and then with his arms spread out, bounced the ball from one leg to the other, his eyes fixed on the bullmastiff, the smile glued to his handsome face. He then lifted the ball skyward with the front of his foot, bouncing it from his forehead to his upper thigh, keeping up the rhythmic beat without ever losing his balance. Connors took a step back and removed his helmet. “He’s pretty good,” he said to the boys behind him. “With a beach ball. How good he is with a football is a whole other question.”

“What are you saying, American?” Dante asked. He jumped out of the rear seat of the jeep, caught the ball off Fabrizio’s forehead and shoved it at Connors. “This is not a beach ball. It’s a football.”

“That’s not like any football I’ve ever seen,” Connors said, shaking his head. “Maybe what you guys play over here is a whole lot different from what we play back home. You wear pads and helmets when you play?”

“Cose sono pads?” Fabrizio asked. 

“They protect your shoulders and legs,” Connors said.

“From what?” Dante asked, flipping the ball back to Fabrizio, who caught it with the flat of his knee and resumed his bouncing routine.

“So you don’t get hurt when you block on the line or tackle a player coming at you on either a run or a pass,” Connors said. “It prevents a lot of injuries.”

“In football, speed is all you need to stay safe,” Gaspare said. “These other things you talk about can only slow a player down.”

“What do you like about the football you play, American?” Fabrizio asked, resting the ball against the side of his ankle.

Connors placed a boot on the bumper of the jeep and pulled a cigarette from the front pocket of his uniform. “I like that we play it in the fall,” he said, lighting the cigarette and exhaling a drag, thin puffs of smoke clouding his face. “When the weather turns cold and the wind blows down heavy from the hills. I like the smell of the air and the feel of the breeze. I like running on hard ground, the ball held inside my arm, the other fellas rushing in to tackle me and keep me from getting too many yards. In lots of ways, it’s not so much the game itself for me. I like baseball a lot more and I’m much better at that. But I love the time of year football is played. People back home always seem happier in the fall, holidays closing in, days getting shorter, sitting around warm fires at night, close to your family, your friends. When you’re in the middle of it, you think you have nothing but a lifetime filled with days and nights like that to look forward to. Then a war comes along, shoves you in places you’ve never been before and you wonder if you’ll ever see another fall like the ones you remember.”

The boys moved around the sides of the jeep, their feet kicking at dirt and rocks, their heads bowed, an uneasy silence warming its way into their happy moods. “In Italy, football is played every day, no matter what month, no matter the weather,” Dante said. “But for all the boys here, the best day to play was Sunday. After mass and before the big family meal.”

“All the squares in the city and all the parks would be filled with people watching their children playing football,” Gaspare said. “Our mothers would pack baskets with fruit and cheese and wine. Our fathers would stand off together, cheering us on, smoking cigarettes, laughing and talking with their friends.”

“The city was so alive, so happy,” Claudio said. “I’d look away from the game and find my mother and father in the crowd, always with smiles on their faces. It was everyone’s happiest day.”

“Now Sunday is just another day,” Pepe said.

“Have you ever lost anyone, American?” Dante asked Connors. “Someone close to you?”

“Not the way all of you have,” Connors said, shaking his head. “The war hasn’t cost me family. The people back home have died the way they were meant to die. But you get close to people when you’re in the army, go through training with them, travel across an ocean together, fight a few battles next to one another. Then one day a bullet lands or a bomb explodes and those friends are gone. You have that happen enough times, you pull away. You learn that war isn’t the best time to go looking for a new batch of friends.”

Fabrizio stepped up to Connors and tugged at the back of his shirt. “I will be your friend,” he said to him. “And to your dog, too.”

Connors smiled and kneeled down in front of Fabrizio. He picked up the football and held it in his hands. “He’s not my dog,” Connors said, inching his head toward the bullmastiff. “We just travel together. But I think having you as a friend is something we both would like.”

“And I will teach you to play football,” Fabrizio said, taking the ball back from Connors. “I will make you the best American player in Naples.”

“Then something good might come out of this war after all,” Connors said, rubbing the top of Fabrizio’s head. He glanced over at Roberto. The boy had kept his head down and his eyes to the ground since Connors first pulled up and had yet to speak a word. “What about you?” he asked. “You going to try and make a football player out of me, too?”

“He doesn’t speak,” Dante said. “He listens, but never says a word.”

“He used to talk all the time,” Claudio said. “There were days when we wished he wouldn’t talk. But those days are in the past.”

“Why won’t he talk?” Connors asked.

“His father was anti-Mussolini,” Pepe said. “So was most of his family. When the Nazis first came into Naples, the Fascists pointed them out. They were branded as traitors to the cause.”

“The next day the Nazis went into their home,” Dante said. “Waited until the middle of the night to do it. Woke them from their sleep and killed everyone in the family. All except for Roberto. They left him alone, surrounded by the bodies of his mother, father, grandmother and two sisters. Pepe’s father found him there early that morning. From that day to this, he has not made a sound.”

“We look out for him,” Fabrizio said, putting a hand on the taller boy’s shoulder. “He is our friend. Just like you.”

Connors put out a hand to touch the boy, thought better of it and then turned and jumped back behind the wheel of the jeep. “Pile in, all of you,” he said in a low voice. “I think it’s time I got a good look at the rest of your squad.”
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CASTEL DELL’OVO, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

The wood fires, spread out across the long stone entrance, lit up the cloudless sky. Off in a corner, standing on centuries-old steps, their backs to the sea, three boys sang the words to “Guarda Un Po.” Along the farthest side of the castle walkway, stretched out across the length of the path, handguns, rifles and starter’s pistols lay in one long row, drying from the heat of the fires and a warm night. Well over a hundred boys and girls were scattered across the open space, sitting around the four full fires, each eating a long meal of fresh fish grilled on wooden sticks and drinking from bottles of wine brought up from the castle basement.

“It’s nice to see smiles on their faces again,” Nunzia said. She was sitting across from the main fire in the center of the road leading to the castle, a tin cup filled with red wine by her feet, looking at the cluster of boys stretched out around her. “At least for one night.”

“A smile goes hand in hand with a stomach full of food,” Franco said. “It’s been a while since many of them have had both.”

“How soon you think before the guns are ready?” Vincenzo asked. He was resting across the cobblestones, his arms folded behind his head, legs crossed.

“Maldini said they should be dry by morning,” Franco said. “Then they’ll need to be cleaned. If we could find some oil to coat them, it would be even better.”

Nunzia looked across the square, at three boys struggling with a wheelbarrow filled with an unexploded bomb. Beyond them, two younger boys bounced a small black ball against the side of a brick wall.

She saw the jeep swing its headlights into the piazza and come to a sharp halt in front of a statue. She watched the soldier get out, a large dog following close behind, and walk into the center of the square, staring out at all the activity around him. He turned to look toward her, their bodies separated by distance and a large bonfire, their eyes meeting for a brief instant.

“The Americans have finally arrived,” Nunzia said in a calm voice. “At least one of them.”

 

Connors and the mastiff slowly weaved their way past the scattered children. Their quiet murmurs and soulful singing echoing off the large, barren castle walls, the fires crackling and sparkling high into the air.

Connors stepped over two sleeping boys and turned past the edge of a fire when he saw an older man walking toward him, a small glass in his right hand. “You in charge here?” Connors asked, stepping in the man’s path.

The old man shrugged. “They don’t even trust me to make coffee,” Maldini said.

“Then who?” Connors asked.

Maldini downed the remainder of his drink, wiped his lips with the palm of his right hand and then turned toward the edge of the pier. “The boy in the long-sleeve shirt,” he said.

Connors looked past the blaze of flames and down toward the darker end of the pier. “The one next to the girl?” he asked.

“Yes,” Maldini said.

“You’re kidding, right?” Connors asked. “He’s only a kid. Where are the others?”

“What others?” Maldini asked, walking with Connors now toward Vincenzo and Nunzia.

“Anyone else,” Connors said. He glanced down at a group of kids drying wet guns and rifles with torn rags. “Resistance fighters. American soldiers. You can’t be the only adult here.”

“My daughter would give you an argument about how much of an adult I am,” Maldini said. “But I’m the only one here old enough to join an army.”

“And what’s going on with all this?” Connors said, pointing at the kids with the guns and another group wheeling a bomb inside the castle walls. “What’re all the guns and bombs for?”

“They’re getting ready,” Maldini said.

“Ready for what?” Connors asked.

“They think the Nazis might be coming back to Naples,” Maldini said.

“They probably are,” Connors said. “What’s it to these kids?”

“They’re going to fight them.”

Connors stopped, turned and stared at Maldini. He held the look for several seconds and then smiled. “That’s great,” he said. “No really. It’s a great idea. I don’t know who came up with it, you or the kid, but I wish I had thought of it. In the meantime, I don’t suppose you found a radio while you were digging up all these rifles and bombs. The one I got is pretty banged up.”

“No,” Maldini said, glancing over Connors’s shoulder and watching Vincenzo, Franco, Nunzia and Angela come toward them. “There aren’t any radios in Naples.”

“I have to get word to my command,” Connors said. “See if I can get some trucks sent down here and get these kids out.”

Connors pulled out a crinkled pack of cigarettes and offered one to Maldini who shook his head. “I have enough bad habits,” he said.

“How do you fit into this?” Connors asked. “Or you just somebody else that’s eager to die.”

“You know me so well and we only just met,” Maldini said with a chuckle. “I was drafted, just like you. Except I didn’t get a uniform with a fancy patch on the sleeve.”

“You even try to talk them out of it?” Connors asked.

“I no longer try to tell people what to do or what to believe,” Maldini said.

“Our decision was made before you got here,” Vincenzo said, standing behind Connors. “And it won’t change, even after you leave.”

Connors tossed his cigarette into the fire and turned toward the boy. He glanced over at Nunzia and then focused his attention on Vincenzo. He caught the boy staring at the Thunderbird patch on his sleeve. “We need to talk,” Connors said to him. “Just you and me. Quiet and alone.”

“We can talk here,” Vincenzo said.

“Yes, we could,” Connors said, “but we’re not.” He grabbed the boy by the arm and lead him away from the fire toward the darkness of the silent castle.

 

They were in an entryway lit by two hanging torches. Connors was pacing, his boots echoing off the stone steps. Vincenzo stood with his back against the cold wall. “Here’s how it’s going to work,” Connors said. “First thing in the morning, you round these kids up and get them to follow me out of the city. If that doesn’t happen, then you and me got ourselves a serious problem.”

“What will you do?” Vincenzo asked. “Shoot me if I don’t do as you say?”

“I just might,” Connors said.

“This is our fight,” Vincenzo said. “Not yours.”

“What makes you so sure there’s even going to be a fight?” Connors asked. “That the Nazis are heading back into the city?”

“Every night their planes dropped leaflets down on us along with the bombs,” Vincenzo said. “Told us that tanks would be coming in after the air raids ended, to destroy what was left of the city.”

“If that’s true, then it’s all the more reason to get these kids out of here now,” Connors said. 

“Everyone we ever trusted has betrayed us,” Vincenzo said. “Everyone we believed has lied. Your words don’t mean anything to me or to those outside. You’re just another uniform marching through the city.”

“You got a chance to save those kids,” Connors said. “Instead, you’re going to let them stay here and, if the Nazis do show up, watch them die.”

“What difference does it make where we die?” Vincenzo asked. “In the city fighting or on the road running?”

“The Nazis come back in here, they’re not gonna see kids,” Connors said. “They’ll see targets. Treat you no different than they would me.”

“They’ve treated us in worse ways,” Vincenzo said. “They haven’t killed your family. They haven’t blown up your home. They haven’t burned your city.”

“I can’t let you or these kids be left here to die,” Connors said. “You have to understand that.”

“You have no choice, American,” Vincenzo said. “And you have to understand that.”
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GRAND BALLROOM, VILLA PIGNATELLI, NAPLES 

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Carlo Petroni lit a hand-rolled cigarette, wooden speckles mixed in with stale tobacco, and looked around at the barren ornate ballroom that was often used by the Fascist high command as a place to convene meetings. The villa was once the site of the finest gardens on the Italian coast, designed by the great Giovanni Bechi himself. Now the grounds lay scorched, lush green lawns and rose beds turned brown by the constant aerial attacks. Petroni looked away from the flowered patterns lining the walls and turned to the curious faces that surrounded him. He was eighteen and a convicted felon, sentenced by an Italian court to two years in the boys’ prison at Saint Enfermo. He had been a street orphan long before the first bombs fell on Naples, left to fend for himself since early childhood, abandoned by both parents and family. He was in charge of a small team of thieves who ate the food they stole and sold their pilfered goods through the black market. Petroni was tall and muscular, dark hair nearly shoulder-length. He had a small scar below his lower lip and a much longer one running down the length of his right arm. His war had not been against the Nazis or the Fascists, but had been fought instead on a daily basis inside the brutal walls of a prison without rules. Each day was a quest for survival, warding off surprise attacks from vengeful and frustrated guards and other inmates eager to get a grip on his access to the black marketers working the alleys and dark rooms of Naples.

When the German evacuation came, the Nazis opened all the prison doors and sent the convicts back to the street. Most of them did as they were told and walked out of Naples, under the steady gaze of Nazi guards. Petroni made sure he and his team of thieves hid and waited. He saw no profit in fleeing. Nor was there any in fighting, as far as he could tell. But Petroni did see a potential opportunity opening up in the next few days. If it all evolved as he envisioned, Petroni would end up with the Germans on one side, the Americans on the other and the Italians, as always, stuck in the middle. It was a golden moment to make some money and begin his postwar life with a pocketful of cash. All he needed to do was play one side against the other and stay alive. And those were talents Carlo Petroni had learned to master since he was a toddler just free of diapers.

“How much longer do we wait?” Piero asked. At thirteen, the youngest thief in the group was quiet and shy, two traits that hid the fact that he was also deadly with a knife and all too willing to prove it. 

“Until we see Nazi uniforms,” Petroni said. “And then we’ll find out if what we heard is true, that some crazy boys are going to try and stop them from doing what they were sent to do. If that happens, then we step in.”

“Step in and do what?” another in the group, Aldo, asked. “Fight with the boys against the Nazis?”

Carlo looked at the boy, his same age but much smaller in both stature and girth, and shook his head. “The guards beat on your head a little too much while you were inside,” he said. “What are you thinking? We join no one’s army. We listened to no one while we were under Mussolini’s rule. Why should we listen to anyone, especially those our own age, when there is no one to rule?”

“So what do we do?” Marco asked. He stood apart from the group, staring out through a broken window at the remains of the gardens below. He was shirtless and shoeless and had a small handgun wedged in the back of his brown pants. “You say we’re going to step in. What does that mean?”

“It means money in our pockets,” Petroni said. “We follow all that goes on between the Germans and the boys. We join with both groups and tell each what they need to hear. Tell the Nazis where the boys are hiding. Tell the boys where the traps are set. Stay back and watch as they all kill each other.”

“I haven’t heard anything about money yet,” Piero said, still not convinced Petroni’s plan was worth his time or energy.

“The Germans will see us for what we are and they will pay for the information we give,” Petroni said, stomping out the last of his cigarette with the heel of his foot. 

“The Germans have money they can give us, maybe even some food,” Marco said. “But the boys have nothing to give. So why bother with them?”

“Everyone has something,” Petroni said, standing and walking between the small gathering of boys. “If these street fighters can’t give us money or food, we’ll take their weapons or clothes. But we’re looking for more than that from them. The Nazis won’t stay long. They’ll set the city on fire and leave, head back to Rome and then to the north. That leaves Naples to whoever’s left, and that will be us.”

“They’ll know we’re convicts,” Aldo said. “And they’ll know not to trust us. Why would they take us in?”

“Because we can fight,” Petroni said. “Probably better than anyone in their ranks. They sit around fires at night and talk like brave men. But none of them has been in fights like we have, none has killed to survive. They’ll want us because they’ll need us. They won’t be happy about it, they’ve been warned all their lives to stay away from boys like us. But the people who were so quick to warn them away are dead, and we are still here. Ready to help them.”

“How many are there?” Piero asked.

“Does it matter?” Petroni asked with a shrug. “A hundred, maybe two hundred. Even if there’s a thousand, what difference does it make? Each one in our group is worth fifty of theirs. It’s a match made in hell and hell is where we live.”

“And if we’re found out?” The question came from a large boy sitting on the one chair left in the room, his long legs stretched out before him, arms folded across his chest, his dark eyes rimmed red from infection. “Or even if a few of them suspect us of dealing with the Nazis. What then?”

Petroni walked toward the boy, arms spread wide, a bemused look on his face. “You’re the last one I’d expect to hear such a question from, Bruno,” he said with mock surprise. “You know the answer to that better than I do. In fact, you know it better than anyone in this room.”

“I just want to hear it come out of your mouth,” Bruno said, raising his eyes up to Petroni. “Have you say it to me and everyone else here. It’s a decision that needs to be made now. Before it starts. And once you make it, you have to keep to it.”

“There is no problem with this, Bruno,” Petroni said. “Not for you, me or anyone who’s spent a day inside that prison together. If our plans are found out or even if you suspect someone of knowing what we’re up to, then that person must die. Whether he is a German soldier or an Italian boy. The same punishment applies.”

Bruno Repello pulled up his legs and stood. He was several inches taller than Petroni and, at twenty, the oldest of the group; he was also its most violent member. He was born into a family of Camorristas that held the city in its grip much like a hawk would hold a squealing mouse. Mussolini’s reign had tempered their control, but not enough to wash the taste of power from their mouths. Repello knew that eventually Naples would be returned to its people, a war would end, Germans and Americans would go back to their own lands, savoring a victory or overcoming a defeat. And once again, the Camorra would control the streets. He wanted to be at the controls when that happened. “Then we have talked enough,” he said to Petroni. “Let’s go out and meet our new friends and give them all the help they need.”
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16TH PANZER DIVISION, FORTY MILES OUTSIDE OF NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Colonel Von Klaus stood in the center of the railroad tracks, looking down at the large electrical circuit box by his feet. “Are these the main power feeds?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” Kunnalt said. Ernst Kunnalt was tall, with a thick head of red hair buried under his large pith helmet and a relaxed sense of humor he very seldom exhibited around his more serious-minded fellow soldiers. He relished his role as Von Klaus’s aide-de-camp and made sure that all his assigned missions were completed promptly, no matter how uncomfortable they might be. “These go in to all the railroad connections. The men discovered another one a half-mile farther down the road that leads into the city.”

“Destroy them both,” Von Klaus said. “I don’t want anything to be able to get in or out of Naples. Also, cut any electricity that may be feeding into the city. There is to be no power of any kind at any time.”

“Most of the current was cut off by the evacuating team,” Kunnalt said. “From the looks of it, they were pretty thorough.”

“Not thorough enough,” Von Klaus said. His voice was hoarse, aggravated by a rash of allergies from which there was no relief. Physically, Von Klaus was more suited to the hard-rock terrain and subzero temperatures of the Russian front than to the sun-drenched and dusty roads of southern Italy. “These last few miles, we’ve passed a number of overhead lines. One or two might still be active. Send a team of men and two tanks to backtrack and cut down any wires they find. Also blast apart the poles and any boxes that may contain electrical wiring. I don’t want anything left that has even the remote possibility of being reconnected.”

“And where would you like the mines placed, sir?” Kunnalt asked. “We’ve already buried fifty of them under the tracks. Any train that happens to come through won’t make it into the city.”

“I want them everywhere you can place them,” Von Klaus said. “Side roads, dirt roads, main roads. I want it so no one can follow us into or out of Naples. I also want bombs on timers set on all perimeters, covering railroad tracks and the main highways.”

“Timed to go off when, sir?” Kunnalt asked.

“Give them the maximum time,” Von Klaus said. “Give it enough so all the tanks are a safe distance away. And keep the bombs clear of the mines so one doesn’t set off the other. Once that is completed, we can move into Naples.”

“Do you anticipate any resistance?” Kunnalt asked.

“Who is there left to resist?” Von Klaus asked. “The advance scouts reported little movement throughout the city. Children and the elderly mostly, neither of whom should pose a problem. We have more than enough to handle whatever there is. It shouldn’t take us more than two, three days on the outside to complete the mission.”

“I’ve never been sent to destroy a city,” Kunnalt said, gazing up at the bright sky. “I guess it’s not something you think about when you go off to fight a war.”

“Losers destroy,” Von Klaus said. “Winners conquer. You just happen to be on the wrong side, Kunnalt. If you were with Patton, you’d have sat next to him as he rode through the streets of Sicily, mobbed and cheered by its people. Instead, you will be by my side, riding into an empty city to bomb and burn whatever is left. To the losers fall the unpleasant chores.”

Kunnalt stood next to Von Klaus, each relishing the silence that surrounded them. “There are farmlands and houses on either side of the tracks,” Kunnalt said after several moments. “Shall I have them searched?”

“There’s no need,” Von Klaus said, shaking his head. “Split the division and have the farmlands torched and the houses destroyed. We’re to leave nothing behind but burnt ground. Let them have their victory, but let it come at a price. I may be out here on a loser’s mission, Kunnalt, but I guarantee you, I’ll make it a successful one.”
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VIA VICARIA VECCHIA, FORCELLA, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Angela cut a thin slab of cheese off a week-old hunk of provolone and handed it with the tip of the knife blade to her cousin, Tino. Crowding beside her in the small olive grove, the boy grabbed the cheese with dirty fingers and jammed it into a corner of his mouth. “Chew slowly,” she warned him. “This is the last of the food.”

“Are you going to have some?” Tino asked. He was seven, the only relative she had left. He was rail skinny and had severe asthma, his attacks coming on without warning and often lasting for hours. With medicine in short supply, Angela felt he was only a frightened breath away from death.

“I had mine for lunch,” she said.

“Thank you for taking me here,” Tino said. “It’s been a while since I got to see them. I was worried the bombs had moved the graves.”

“I told you they wouldn’t leave you, didn’t I?” Angela said, gazing down at the simply marked graves of her aunt Carmella and uncle Francesco. Tino’s parents had been killed during a morning bombing raid.

“Yes, you did,” Tino said.

“I’ll leave you alone with them,” Angela said. “I’ll wait for you over by the olive trees.”

Tino nodded. “I’m going to tell Mama and Papa I caught a fish and that I helped clean it and grill it. I think they will be happy to hear that.”

Angela kissed the top of his head. “Don’t forget to tell them yours was the biggest fish in the net. And you were the youngest one in the boat.”

“I’ll also tell them you have been taking good care of me,” he said. “So they don’t worry so much about me.”

“And then tell them you’ll be the one taking care of me when I am old and ugly and too fat to move off a chair.” Angela began walking up toward the olive grove. “And no one else can stand to even look at me. But you will be there, Tino, with your smile, a large basket of fruit by your feet and your arms filled with new dresses.”

“Every day,” Tino said in a low voice. “I promise.”

 

Angela leaned against a thin olive tree. She used to love this time of day, cooking smells blending with the odor of wood burning in stone fireplaces, signaling that the afternoon meal was coming to a full boil. Shoeless children crammed the alleys and halls leading into their crowded apartments, the echoes of youthful laughter bouncing off hard walls. Elderly women, dressed in widow’s black, sat on straw chairs, an arm’s reach from the kitchen entrance, peeling skin off fresh vegetables.

Angela was born in Forcella and had lived in the tough neighborhood all her life. She knew full well what the rest of the city thought of the people who prowled its streets; there was hatred in the stares and venom in the whispered comments whenever she ventured out of her part of town. Her people were feared and despised, written off as thieves and ruffians, quick to snatch a purse or take advantage of a wayward tourist. She was old enough to understand that many of those feelings sprang from truth, that the high incidents of crime and the large enclave of criminals who lived on Forcella’s darkened streets had earned it the right to be called the most dangerous area in Italy.

But she also knew it was the poorest and most neglected neighborhood in Naples. The men were the last hired for jobs and the first to be laid off when factory work was in decline. Many of the women, her mother included, married after they were pregnant, and were often abandoned after several difficult and violent years, left to tend to the needs of small broods of hungry children. Kitchen pantries were as bare as a poor man’s pockets, and the black market thrived on the streets of Forcella years before war brought their trucks into even the richest areas. The days were filled with struggle and the night hours were held hostage to the whims of despair on these five ragged city blocks that no one in Italy wanted to know about. Forcella was Harlem, Watts, East St. Louis and Appalachia all jammed inside a small pocket of a city in decay, with no chance for either rescue or redemption.

But Angela Rummerta never saw Forcella as a neighborhood in turmoil. It was her home and she had long ago learned to love the odors of the fruit and fish carts that rambled past her bedroom window in that quiet hour before the sun began to share its light. She knew the words to the soulful ballads sung by women young and old as they hung morning wash on clotheslines too weak to bear their wet burden. She saw smiles and knowing nods where strangers were timid witnesses to hard looks and shifting glances. She could navigate herself into and out of every secret alleyway in the neighborhood’s tight streets and could travel blindfolded the hidden passages that linked one stone tenement to another. Now, standing with her back to a burnt-out olive grove, looking down at a little boy crying over the graves of his parents, she longed for the sights and smells of her old neighborhood as much as she did for the family she left buried in its ruin. Angela knew all that was now a part of her past, to be revisited only in memory.

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and rested her head against the base of the tree, its bark singed from the heat of the bombs.

She heard the snap of the twig but didn’t move.

She steadied herself and waited, listening for the weight of the next step to tell her what she needed to know. She held her breath and looked across the dirt path and spotted Tino, clearing debris from his parents’ grave. A childhood spent on the hard streets of Forcella had taught Angela how to distinguish between the simple rustling of an early evening breeze and the slow, deliberate movements of lurking danger. She turned her head to the right as soon as she heard the small stone roll against the side of a tree. She spread her feet, took one more look down at Tino, and then jumped to her right.

She stood, her arms by her side, her dark shoes firmly planted on brown soil, staring at the thin end of a German soldier’s rifle. The soldier was young, in his early twenties at most, tall and gaunt, his uniform suited to a much larger man, hanging loose across the sleeves and trouser legs. He motioned with his rifle for her to raise her arms and move back against the tree. Angela moved with careful steps, praying that Tino would not call up to her, shielding him from the German’s flat eyes with her body. The soldier dragged his feet several steps forward, the heels of his boots kicking up pockets of dirt, staring at Angela, a brown-tooth smile spread across his face. He said something in German she did not understand, then lowered his rifle and rested it against the side of her dress. He held the smile as he used the rifle to search her body for weapons, running it slowly around her waist and against the sides of her neck, then down her hips, stopping at her ankles. Angela swallowed hard but held his gaze and didn’t flinch when he brought the rifle against her inner thighs and began to move it slowly up. She nodded at the soldier and smiled, lowering her arms slightly, bringing them down to the edge of her blue blouse, her fingers skimming the length of her long, brown hair. The soldier’s eyes widened as he held the rifle butt inches below the front of Angela’s panty, swaying it gently from side to side. The soldier stepped closer, keeping one hand on the rifle, stroking her face and neck with the other. She ran her tongue across her dry lips and rested a hand on top of his, rubbing the tips of his fingers. “Bella,” the soldier said, using all the Italian he knew, leaning toward Angela’s face, their lips only inches apart, rifle now hanging down against his leg. The arid heat of his breath warmed the side of the girl’s cheek and neck and a dirt-smeared hand ran its way around the edges of her small breasts, squeezing and pinching them through her thin layers of clothes. He brought his mouth down hard against hers, the pressure of his cracked lips forcing Angela’s eyes shut and pushing her head up against the thin tree. The soldier let the rifle fall to the ground, both his arms now wrapped around the back and waist of his Italian catch.

Angela rested one arm around his shoulders and rubbed the top of one of her legs against the soldier’s knee. She moved her free hand down beneath her hair and under the top of her blouse. She gently unclipped the snap on the knife strap she kept around her neck, held in place by a brown leather wrap given to her by a grandmother keen on the ways of wayward men. She gripped the handle on the sharp, slender blade and brought it out of its sheath, still holding the soldier’s kiss, feeling him unbutton her blouse and move his hands onto her flesh. Angela tossed off the soldier’s helmet and grabbed the back of his head, pressing her lips tighter against the force of his kiss. She tasted his saliva, bit at his tongue and then let the power of the knife take its course.

She plunged the sharp end of the blade deep into the soft part of his chest, finding an opening between uniform and skin. She went in hard, held it in place for several seconds, feeling the soldier bite down on her tongue, both of them tasting the blood. His eyes were open now, wide and filled with fright, and his legs began to sag. Angela lifted the knife up, tugging it through nerve endings and soft bone, and then brought it down with a force that went against her age, slicing a curved path toward the soldier’s navel. His head slid from her mouth to her neck and his body lay limp. Angela gave the knife one final shove and then pulled it out. She moved away from the tree and watched the soldier fall to her feet, facedown and dead.

Angela stood there, her body running with sweat, breath coming in slow spurts, the soldier’s blood covering the front of her blouse and skirt. The knife was in her right hand, small rivers of blood washed down her fingers and off its tip onto the dry dirt at her feet. Angela turned her head and saw Tino standing there, staring up at her with quiet eyes. The boy walked toward her with outstretched arms, then embraced her, holding her tight around the waist. Angela hugged him back, finding comfort in the warmth of someone she loved. She lowered her head against the top of his and rested it there, tears quietly streaming down the sides of her unlined face.

“We should leave,” Angela said, afraid to let the boy go, holding on to his sides as if he were a life protector.

Tino nodded and began to walk with her, one arm still around Angela, his fingers held tight against the side of her blood-soaked blouse. They moved down the hill and away from the scorched olive grove.
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16TH PANZER DIVISION HEADQUARTERS 

FIFTEEN MILES OUTSIDE OF NAPLES. SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Colonel Von Klaus sat on a soft folding chair, feet stretched out, the heels of his boots resting on top of an empty wine crate. He was reading a two-week-old newspaper, its pages crammed with stories that regaled the German people with tales of victorious battles that never happened and the panicked attempts by the Allies to halt Hitler in his tracks. There was no mention of the thousands of bodies lying dead, frozen victims of the Russian winter and an army that thrived under brutal conditions. There were no columns devoted to the advances made by the British and American forces throughout Italy, as they eased their way into reclaiming the country from German hands. Nothing was written of England’s resolve not to cave to the pressure of the German assault, its people hanging on to their country despite a pounding that would have caused others to easily raise high the flag of surrender. 

German tanks and trucks were short on fuel and in need of fresh tires to continue to mount their massive dual campaigns. Army morale was at its lowest point since the start of the war and the supply runs of food and water had slowed to a trickle. The once-feared Luftwaffe, the centerpiece of Hitler’s war machine, was running on low throttle, its pilots flying off into battle with engines in drastic need of repair, their weapon hatches filled as much with propaganda leaflets as with bombs. Von Klaus folded the newspaper in half and tossed it to the ground, weary of the lies that had replaced the reality of Germany’s fate.

Von Klaus leaned his head against the back of the chair and closed his eyes, anxious for this current mission to come to a close and curious as to what the future held in store for both him and his family. He knew his life in the military would soon be at an end. A postwar defeated Germany would be a poor home for a career soldier, even if a fraction of the atrocities he had heard about were proven true. He was too poor to pursue a life of leisure and ill-suited for much else beyond a battlefield campaign. He was a man grounded in the ways of a soldier, comfortable in command, at ease with the orders dispatched by unseen faces. In all likelihood, Von Klaus reasoned, his future would be mapped out by events out of his control, his choices and his new way of life, if there was even to be one, left to the whim of strangers.

Von Klaus opened his eyes when he heard the footsteps.

He stared at the disheveled boy standing in front of him, Kunnalt by his side. “Who is your new friend?” he asked.

“A former prisoner of the juvenile jail in Naples,” Kunnalt said. “He was freed during the evacuation. He walked into camp a short while ago, said he had information we could use before we move our tanks into Naples.”

Von Klaus looked across at the boy. He appeared more rugged in manner than many of the other children he had seen wandering the side roads, lost and adrift. His eyes were harder, his demeanor harsh, his gaze cold and steady. “Why would you want to help us?” Von Klaus asked him, speaking again in Italian.

“I want the war to end,” the boy answered. “Helping you will make that happen faster.”

“What’s your name?” Von Klaus asked, lowering his feet and sitting up in the chair.

“Carlo Petroni,” the boy said. “I lived in Piazza Mercato with my family before the war.”

“Why were you sent to prison?” Von Klaus asked.

“I was guilty of the crime of hunger,” Carlo said with a shrug. “I had no food and there was no money, so I took what I needed from those who had it. I don’t apologize for what I did and I wasn’t the only one in Naples to steal what I ate.”

“I don’t like thieves,” Von Klaus said. “They not only steal, they lie. Which will put into doubt anything you tell me.”

“You’ll kill me if I lie,” Carlo said. “And being found dead is not part of my plan.”

“I can easily have the information beaten out of you,” Von Klaus said. “That usually saves time and guarantees that what I hear will be the truth.”

“I wasn’t dragged here,” Carlo said. “I walked in and chose to tell you what I know, not the Americans and not any of the resistance fighters.”

“And why are we your chosen ones?” Von Klaus asked, voice dripping sarcasm.

“I stand a better chance to make a profit working with you,” Carlo said. “The Americans don’t care to pay for information and the resistance fighters expect it for free.”

“And what makes you think I’ll be so free with my money?” Von Klaus asked. 

“What I have to say is worth more to you than to the others,” Carlo said. “You and your men are the ones in danger and, if you care about them, you’ll pay to save their lives.”

Von Klaus walked over to the boy, the two exchanging hard glances, then turned to Kunnalt. “I know he’s not to be trusted,” he said in German. “What I don’t know is if he can be believed.”

“He’s a criminal, sir,” Kunnalt says. “If it is hidden and a danger, he would be the first to hear of it. Especially given the current condition of the city.” 

Von Klaus nodded and rested a hand on Carlo’s shoulder. “I’ll pay for your information,” he said. “And you’ll pay if it turns out to be wrong. And the price I extract will be much higher. Are we clear?”

“Only a fool would refuse such an offer,” Carlo said.

Von Klaus glared at Carlo for several moments then turned his back, staring down a grassy ravine toward the city. “Tell me what you think is so vital for me to know,” he said.

Carlo took a deep breath, wiped at his brow with the sleeve of his torn wool shirt. He had been living on the streets long enough to be aware that he was about to take a huge risk. The German had not yet extended any payment, let alone told him how much he would receive. There was no guarantee that he would even pay. It would be easy for the colonel to listen to what Carlo had to say and then have him shot, dumping his body along the deserted road. On the other hand, if he said nothing, the German would shoot him just for wasting his time. Carlo was more at home doing business with thieves his own age or older members of the Camorra. While he could never run the risk of trusting them, he had seldom walked away from a deal with the short end of the bargain. But this was his first business transaction with a German officer. He knew how little respect the Nazis had for the people of Naples, branding them all as liars and cheats. Nazi bombs and guns had cost 400,000 Neapolitans their lives. One dead street thief wouldn’t be much cause for concern.

“The streets of Naples are not as empty as you think,” Carlo said, taking a hard swallow. “You could be taking your tanks into trouble. Not enough to cost you your mission, but enough to cost you some men.”

“Who is there to cause us any trouble?” Von Klaus asked, turning back to the boy. “The reports from the advance teams speak of nothing other than smatterings of elderly and children running loose.”

“Some of those boys are staying behind to fight,” Carlo said. “They may be armed. They’ll be fighting you on streets they know well, and they can find places to hide where even your best men will get lost searching them out.”

“How many boys and how heavily armed?” Von Klaus asked.

“Last I heard there were about two hundred,” Carlo said. “By the time your tanks come into Naples, that number could go up.”

“And their weapons?”

“Hunting rifles, mostly,” Carlo said, jamming his hands into his trouser pockets, sensing the colonel’s interest and growing in confidence that he had made the right choice. “A few handguns and enough bullets to keep both going for a few days.”

Von Klaus walked over to the boy, a determined manner in each step, a glint of anger flashing across his tanned face. “Why aren’t you with them?” he asked. “Why aren’t you getting ready to fight me?”

“I’ve never been with them,” Carlo said with icy detachment. “They’re young and listen to those who ask them to fight for stupid reasons. Reasons that will get them killed. I fight for myself and only if the price is right.”

“And what price have you placed on your betrayal?” Von Klaus asked.

“Five thousand lira,” Carlo said. “That will be enough to help me and my friends buy our way out of Naples. And for three rifles and three ammo belts, protection against anyone who tries to stop us.”

 “What if the ones trying to stop you are wearing German uniforms?” Von Klaus asked. “Will you kill them, too?”

Carlo smiled and shook his head, quick to sense the colonel’s unease. He was having a difficult time measuring Von Klaus. He was used to dealing with men who let the rush of their emotions rule their power to reason. They would also have very little interest in him, keeping their focus mainly on what he knew that might help them. But Von Klaus wanted both. He was looking to wrest free what Carlo could tell him, but he also wanted to walk away knowing the full weight of the motives behind the sale of such information. It was, Carlo decided, what separated the soldier from the criminal.

“There would be no need for me to kill them,” Carlo finally said. “Not after I told them that we were friends.”

“It would be a lie,” Von Klaus said.

“But one that would help keep me alive.”

“Perhaps. That’s all that matters to people like you in time of war, isn’t it? Staying alive.”

“It’s all that matters at any time,” Carlo said. “In battle or out. Staying alive is always the final goal.”

“Then you have achieved your goal,” Von Klaus told him. “At least for today. My aide will pay you your money. It’s a large sum, enough for you to buy your rifles and ammo from someone other than me. You’ll take the same path out of my camp you took in and there’ll be no need for any further contact.”

“What if I hear of something you might want to know?” Carlo asked, pushing past the limit of his luck. “I can get word to you in less than a day.”

“Look at me!” Von Klaus commanded in a voice loud enough to catch the attention of the soldiers milling about the surrounding tanks. “Take a good look and remember it. If I ever see you again, it will only be to kill you.”

Von Klaus turned and walked up a hill, toward a makeshift tent resting alongside his tank. He glanced over his shoulder and watched as the late afternoon sun spread its warmth across the edge of the Bay of Naples.
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CATACOMBE DI SAN GENNARO, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

Steve Connors walked quietly inside the centuries-old tomb of the patron saint of Naples, marveling at the large two-story web of galleries, which also housed the remains of countless bishops. He stared up at the mosaics and frescoes, impressed with their beauty and intricate design. He rested his pack and rifle against a corner wall and ran a hand against the cold stone, which had not crumbled despite the many years that passed and the thousands of bombs that fell. The weight of his footsteps echoed against the stillness of the empty chamber as he made his way through the shrouded darkness, inching slowly across the grounds Neapolitans held as sacred. He settled on a cool corner step, his back chilled against the smooth carvings of angels and saints. 

He had wandered in, looking for a silent place to clear his head and plan his moves. He was now in the middle of a different mission than the one Captain Anders had sent him on and he needed time alone. The search and find would turn up empty, that he knew to be true. Any Americans operating in Naples were now either dead or heading toward the safety net of Allied lines. He realized that the minute he met the four boys sitting in his jeep. He knew not just from what they said, but from the way they looked at him and the manner in which they stared at his uniform, at the grenade patches on his sleeve and at the Native American Thunderbird etched on his shoulder. So, as far as Connors was concerned, that door was sealed.

But now he was stuck with an even bigger issue. What they wanted to do went beyond logic and common sense and strayed into the rougher terrain of passion. Those boys wanted to fight not because some officer higher up the ranks had ordered them to. They wanted to fight because the Nazis had left them stripped raw and vulnerable and frightened. They were cornered innocents, holding rusty guns and makeshift bombs, the pain they carried in their hearts their most valuable ammunition. But Connors knew that no matter how valiant the cause, theirs was a hopeless dream whose reality would end with bodies left to rot on empty streets.

Connors had no proof the Nazis were coming back to Naples. The leaflets that had been dropped could easily have been a ruse to frighten any strays out of the city. From his eyes, there simply was no reason for them to return. The city was desolate, huge chunks of it destroyed, no water or power was available for miles and no one patrolled its borders but a straggle of wanna-be soldiers. In all likelihood the only troops who would come marching back into Naples would be members of his own unit, fast on the heels of Montgomery’s British forces.

His initial instinct had been to motor up to Salerno, get a couple of trucks in tow, come back, round up the boys and bring them to safety. But that idea involved risk. He could face a delay at headquarters, or even worse, not be given authority to bring in the trucks and the drivers to rescue abandoned street kids. And besides, by the time he drove back into Naples, the boys would be scattered and hidden in places where no one would find them. He looked around at the dark figures staring down at him and knew he was on a fool’s mission.

“Most of what’s written on the plaques is not true.”

It was the voice of the young woman he had met by the pier, fresh and soft, standing off to his left, half-hidden by the shadows. 

“Such as?” Connors asked.

“The body of San Gennaro is not buried here, like the signs say.” Her English was choppy, but easy to understand. “Only his head. It’s upstairs, in the rear chapel, up against a back wall.”

“What about this business about the flowing blood?” Connors asked. “That’s not on the level, either?”

“Depends on who you ask,” the woman said. “My grandmother swore on it to the very day she died. My father scoffs and laughs and says it is nothing more than the crazy rantings of a silly religion.”

“Which side do you fall on?” Connors asked, charmed by her voice, eager to see the face and body behind it.

“When I was little, I’d go with my grandmother to church on the three days of the year when San Gennaro’s blood would flow,” she said. “I never saw anything, but the old people acted as if they did. It made them happy. I guess that’s all that really matters.”

“It says on one of these that he’s the protector of your city,” Connors said. “Even I know that’s a lie.”

“He’s a saint,” the woman said. “Not a savior.”

“And what about you?” Connors asked. “What do you do when you’re not giving out history lessons?”

The girl stepped out of the shadows and walked closer to Connors, the wooden heels of her clogs clapping against the stone floor. She was tall and thin and as beautiful as any woman he had ever seen. It was a pure beauty, untouched and untamed, refusing to surrender an inch to the poverty and madness that thrived around her. She wore a pale blue dress, and her hair hung thick and loose, resting easily on top of her shoulders. Her lips were full and rich. But it was her eyes that locked Connors in. They were at once sweet and sexual, shining like candles in a darkened harbor. “I can help you,” she said. 

“What’s your name?”

“Nunzia.” The young woman fleshed out the smile and offered him a hand to shake.

Connors reached for her hand, gently wrapping his fingers around her soft skin. He held her until Nunzia slowly pulled her hand free. “I was named after my father’s mother,” she said. “She was one of the first women in Naples to run her own business. It was a large bakery just outside the city limits. She took it over after my grandfather died and kept it going until the war started.”

“My grandmother had her own business, too, back home,” Connors said. “My family never liked to talk about it all that much, but I was always proud of her for doing what she did.”

“What kind of business was it?”

“My grandma Helen was a bootlegger,” Connors said. “She made illegal whiskey up in the Kentucky hills, sold it to the farmhands and factory workers in the area. She used her sons, my father one of them, as the runners. My dad used to hand out the jars and pick up the cash. She did well, too. Made a lot of money in her time. Most of which she used to put her boys through school.”

“Your grandma would have done well in Naples,” Nunzia said. “Here, the men are the ones who give out the commands, but it is the women who enforce the rules.”

“Where does that leave those kids?” he asked, standing close enough to smell a sweet mixture of black market soap mingled with natural beads of sweat.

“What do you expect them to do?” Nunzia asked, taking a few steps closer toward the stone walls. “Why should they listen to you? Every uniform they’ve ever seen, including the Italian, has only caused them loss and pain. It helps make their choice a clear one. Some will flee and hide, wait to be rescued. But most will stay behind and fight if there is someone to fight.”

“I can’t let that happen,” Connors said, in a firm voice.

“I don’t know your name,” she said, her voice soothing and warm in the stillness of the dark room.

“Connors,” he said. “Steve Connors.”

“And why do you care so much, Steve Connors?” Nunzia asked. “We mean nothing to you. We’re just another city in another country for you to march through with your tanks and your flag.”

“They’re just kids,” Connors said. “They’re not soldiers, no matter how many old rifles you put in their hands. And if the Nazis come, they will die. All that’s going to be left for you to do, then, will be to find fresh ground to bury them in.”

“They are close to dead, already,” Nunzia said. “You look into their eyes and you can see it. If there is a battle, it will be more than a chance for them to die. It will be a chance for them to live. I won’t help you take that from them. They have paid the price for that right.”

Connors stared at Nunzia and shook his head, running a bare hand across the back of his neck. “How would your patron saint feel about all of this?” he asked.

“If you believe in San Gennaro, you believe in miracles,” Nunzia said.
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STAZIONE ZOOLOGICA E ACQUARIO, NAPLES 

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943

The zoo and the aquarium, once considered the most beautiful and prestigious in all Europe, stood in near ruin, their frescoes and underwater world blasted into mounds of cracked cement and dust piles by the bombing raids. Rivers of dirty water flowed down the sides of the walls and flooded into the main hall of the aquarium, serving as a haven for rats and human waste. The structure had been funded in 1872 by Anton Dohrn, a young German with a love of nature, and constructed by A. von Hildebrandt to be a home to species that swam only within the cool waters of the Gulf of Naples. Prior to the war, it was a place of pride for Neapolitans and a favorite visiting place for school children out on a day trip.

Four Nazi soldiers were sitting in a circle on the cold bare cement floor of a darkened tunnel. They had moved into the city earlier that day, coming down from the hills, one of the heavily armed advance teams sent in by Colonel Von Klaus to assess any trouble brewing on the streets of Naples. The units were to set themselves up in choice locations that would allow them to inflict the most amount of damage in the least amount of time. They were each equipped with three cases of dynamite, six dozen high-impact grenades, scope rifles, two flame throwers and a bazooka. 

“We could look for a drier place to hide,” one of the soldiers, Hans Zimmler, said. He glanced behind him, at the water building up and the large rats swimming in debris. Zimmler, like many of the soldiers under Von Klaus, was a young but experienced fighter. He had served with the colonel since the early days of the campaign, when Nazi victory was considered a divine right. “That water level keeps rising, it could pose a problem for us.”

“That’s why no one will look for us here,” a second soldier, Eric Tippler, said. “From this stairwell alone we can cover both the entrance and the exit. Plus we have a clear view of the streets below. We can target anyone in our sites up to three hundred yards.” Tippler was in his mid-twenties, the long scar running down the right side of his face the result not of a wound but of a botched birth. He was the sort of man who thrived in wartime, finding solace in the eye of a rifle scope, pleasure from the pull of the trigger and the death of an enemy.

The other two soldiers, equally as young, as experienced and as deadly with a weapon, remained silent, content to let Tippler and Zimmler argue over the mundane issues of position. They sat with their backs against a stone wall, rifles resting across their laps, helmets tilted over their eyes, indifferent to the conversation around them. They were there to cause harm to the enemy. Anything else was merely a distraction.

“Our weapons are of no use to us if we can’t keep them dry,” Zimmler said. “It’s better to move now than to wait until we’re in the middle of a fight.”

Tippler shrugged. “The water is from a busted pipe. It should rise another inch, maybe two at the most, and we can use it to our advantage. We can hear as well as see anyone coming at us from behind. And if the rats are a concern, we can always just shoot them. This is the best place for us and where we should stay until the colonel has completed his task.”

Zimmler thought about it for a few silent moments, then nodded. “I’ll look for a ground-level place to set up the flame thrower. We’ll move the bazooka to the highest point we can find. The grenades we should scatter throughout the middle. This way we can attack from all levels.”

Tippler patted Zimmler on the shoulder and smiled as he saw that the other two soldiers were now sound asleep. “You and I go to the roof,” he said. “We leave our two lazy friends down here to catch up on their sleep and keep the rats company. We’ll set up our target scopes and find the best places to rest our rifles.”

“Same wager?” Zimmler asked. “One cigarette to a kill.”

“I’ll leave that up to you.” Tippler grabbed his rifle, gear, three large packets of shells and headed up the dark hallway. “Just remember our last bet. You were so far behind, you had to borrow smokes to pay me.”

“I had the sun, you had the shade,” Zimmler said. “It’s not an excuse. Just a fact.”

“It won’t matter who has the sun side this time,” Tippler said as he and Zimmler walked up the dark hall together, their heavy gear clanging against the sides of the stone walls. “From the looks of this city when we came in, I think the only targets we’ll be aiming at will be statues and rocks.”

 

The two boys stood in the darkness and watched the soldiers walk past. They slipped out of the emptiness of the large tank, once a watery home to rare species of fish. Their bare feet slid on the gelled surface as they braced themselves against deadened leaves and shrubs. The two had been living in the barren aquarium for three weeks, finding it a safe refuge from the nightly bombing assaults and a convenient place to store their stolen food and meager items of clothing. Giovanni Malatesta, fifteen, and Frederico Lo Manto, fourteen, had been living on the Naples streets since the early spring.

Giovanni was the only son of a grocer and his seamstress wife. His father, emotional and politically driven, had embraced Mussolini’s vision for a new Italy from the very start, hearing in the dictator’s words an escape route to respectability for Naples. He proudly wore his Fascist black shirt every day, working behind the counter of his small store, its shelves crammed with the freshest produce, oils, cheese and olives in the neighborhood. His wife, much less political than her husband but just as eager to step up to the better end of life, was given more work than she could handle by the men of the regime, trusting her steady hand to alter and adjust their pants, shirts and dresses. As the Fascist dream of domination gave way to the reality of an inevitable loss, Giovanni’s parents were among those singled out as traitors to Italy. One quiet spring afternoon, while their son was at school, their home was broken into by partisan rebels and both were shot dead in the middle of a late lunch of lentil and pasta soup.

Frederico had lived with his grandmother since he was an infant, left behind by a father who died in a bar fight and a mother who succumbed to lung cancer. There was little food and even less money for the old woman and young boy to share, but they managed to survive, finding comfort in each other’s company. They did their best to live as normal a life as possible, given the rapidly changing events. Frederico went to school each day and was the evening altar boy for the seven o’clock mass at San Lorenzo Maggiore. There, at any point in the service, he could look up and see his grandmother seated in a straw chair, partly hidden by a marble column, black rosary beads wrapped around her frail fingers. His grandmother, hobbled by arthritic legs and poor circulation, searched the stores and black market alleys for scraps of food and unwanted items she could take home and convert into a meal. It was an existence neither felt would get better and both feared would only grow worse. Their joint prophecy proved true when on her way back to their second-floor, one-room apartment, Giovanni’s grandmother was felled by a massive heart attack. She died with her back on the wet cobblestone streets, her pale blue eyes staring up at a cloudless sky.

 

Giovanni could see the stretched-out legs of the two sleeping soldiers, an open crate of grenades by their feet. The main floor of the aquarium was steeped in shadows, the voices of the other two soldiers echoing down from the upper floors. “They sleep like the dead,” he whispered to Frederico. “We can take some of their grenades. They won’t even know we were here.”

“We need food,” Frederico said, his voice barely audible. “Not bombs.”

Giovanni brushed away the sweaty strands of black hair that ran across his forehead and put a hand on Frederico’s thin shoulder. “Those bombs are worth more than food,” he said. “Now stay quiet, grab as many as you can hold and then come back to the tank. If they should wake, you make a run toward the entrance.”

“They’ll fire on us,” Frederico said.

“Just run close to the water and as fast as you can,” Giovanni said. “And never look behind you. By the time they steady their aim, we should be outside.”

“What about the other two?”

“They’re too far up to be of any concern,” Giovanni said.

“We can’t stay here now that the Germans have moved in,” Frederico said. “With or without grenades.”

“We’ll move down deeper,” Giovanni said. “Back into the zoo. We can hide inside the old lions’ caves. From there, we can keep our eyes on the Nazis.”

“Should we try to grab their rifles, too?” Frederico asked. He stretched his head forward and saw one of the rifles hanging down loose off one of the soldier’s legs.

“Just the grenades,” Giovanni said. “Only take what they won’t miss.”

 

Giovanni was flat on his stomach, inches from the sleeping German soldier, his right hand inside the open crate of grenades, his left palm down and gripping onto the ridges of the curved step. The soldier was moaning softly, deep into his first restful sleep in weeks, as Giovanni slid past the heel of his boot and pulled out two grenades from the crate. He held the bombs at the thick end and began to inch his way back toward safety. Frederico stood across from Giovanni, keeping an eye on both soldiers, making sure neither stirred. He bent his knees and reached a hand into the open crate, careful not to slide on the wet step. He also pulled out two grenades, held one in each hand and moved slowly back toward the ruin of the aquarium. On his fifth step, his right foot gave way and he fell forward, landing with a low grunt on the base of the stairwell, the darkness his only shield. He held the grenades above his head and stared up at Giovanni. His friend reached over and took the grenades from his hands and then stepped back. Frederico looked down behind him, saw the soldiers still asleep, eased himself to his feet and moved back into his hiding place. “You did well,” Giovanni said to him, trying to keep the more excitable boy calm.

“We were lucky,” Frederico said. “I think one of these grenades would have to go off to wake those two.”

“We could make another run at more,” Giovanni said. “We have four. Eight would be even better.”

“We’ve used up enough luck for one day,” Frederico said.

Giovanni looked over at his friend and nodded. “Do you think the lions’ caves will smell as bad as the fish tanks?”

“They smelled bad when the lions lived there,” Frederico said. “I don’t think they’ve changed that much.”

They walked out of the rear of the broken aquarium exhibit and up toward the barren cages of a once-vibrant zoo. Each held the grenades carefully in hand, moving free of sound, turning only to give a wayward glance at the sleeping soldiers behind them.
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VIA MONTE DI DIO, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 26, 1943 

The woman sat huddled in a corner of the villa entrance, her back arched to the street. She was wearing a short-sleeved black dress, a thin pair of sandals and a black ribbon held her thick brown hair in place. Maldini sat down next to her, lit a cigarette and blew a clear line of smoke up into the evening sky. He stared out at the blighted street, once lined with palatial villas and palazzi, and now reduced to a long row of shelled-out buildings. The stretch of street ended with the Gran Quartiere di Pizzofalcone, the barracks that had been built in the seventeenth century to house the Spanish troops who then ruled the city. “I would climb the walls to the top of the caserma when I was a boy,” Maldini said, as much to himself as to the woman. “All my friends, too. It was so important to us in those days. Now, it sounds like such a silly thing to want to do.”

The woman turned away from the door and looked over her shoulder at Maldini, her clear, oval face smeared with dirt and tears. “What do you want?” she asked, her voice soft and dry.

“A place to sit,” Maldini said.

“Why here?”

“I love this street,” Maldini said. “I walked it all the time, both as a boy and as a young man. I asked my wife to marry me in a rainstorm in front of the Palazzo Serra di Cassano. We stood there, facing that beautiful building, holding each other, both of us soaking wet and crying. There were only happy tears, back then.”

“I was born on this street,” the woman said. “My family lived at the Palazzo Carafa di Noja. It used to be down farther on the right-hand side.”

“I know the building well,” Maldini said. “Passed it many times over the years. You were lucky to have lived in such a beautiful place.”

“It belonged to my grandmother,” the woman said. “And she let me have the biggest room on the top floor.”

Maldini leaned over and offered the woman a cigarette. She reached up and took one from his pack with thin, trembling fingers. “Where do you live now?” he asked, striking a match and lighting the burnt tobacco.

“Where I can,” the woman said.

“And your family?” Maldini asked. 

“My mother and father left with the Germans,” she said, fighting back the urge to shed more tears. “My two brothers are in the army. It’s been months since we’ve had any word from them.”

“But you stayed behind,” Maldini said. “Why?”

“My father didn’t want me to go with them. I had disgraced him and our family and I deserved to be punished. He said I had lost the right to die alongside an Italian.”

The woman put her head down. Maldini slid over closer and rested a hand on her back. “What is your name?” he asked.

“Carmella,” the woman struggled to say, her face still hidden by the fingers of her hands.

“And what was it, Carmella, that you did, that your father thought was so terrible?” 

Carmella raised her head and looked at Maldini. “You will hate me, too. Once you know.”

Maldini leaned his head back against the hard wood of the villa’s front door. He ran a hand through the stubble on his chin and shook his head. “I have no more hate to give away,” he said. “I keep what I have for myself.”

Carmella waited until she could speak without the rush of tears. The night air around them was still quiet, the bombing attacks less than an hour away. “I spent two nights during the evacuation in the company of German soldiers,” she blurted out. “At one of the hotels near Lungomare.”

Maldini looked at her but remained silent. He had long ago resigned himself to the price of war. He learned that it extracts a fee from everyone it touches. The cost varies from one person to the next. But whatever the cost, it is often too high to bear. He had heard too many cries of anguish screamed out into the empty night to believe otherwise. In his case, the cost was most of his family and any semblance of a happy life. To the boys he had left back at the pier, their bellies filled with fish and wine, the war had won their youth, stripping them bare of the right to be free and foolish. And to the young woman he now stared at, who surrendered her passions to enemy arms, it had ripped from her the pure, innocent joy that such a night, under vastly different circumstances, would once have brought. Maldini knew all too well that you didn’t need to die in order to lose your life in a war.

“We do many things we shouldn’t do in the course of a life,” Maldini said. “It doesn’t make them right or wrong, just a part of who we are. In times like these, it becomes too much of a chore to judge others.”

“I took money from them,” she said in a soft whisper, her throaty voice childlike and wounded. 

“And what do you think that makes you?” Maldini asked. “A prostitute?”

“That’s what my father said I was. A vergonia to our family. He said he would rather think of me dead than think of me as a whore.”

“Fathers are often cruelest to the ones they most love.” Maldini stared away from Carmella and down the slope of the empty street. “I once told my boys that real men are the ones who go into battle in defense of a cause. Now they’re both dead and I’ve lived to see the stupidity and ugliness behind my once cherished cause. I made them feel as if I was disappointed in who they were, that I didn’t think of them as men, only as boys. I should have loved them for what they were. My sons.”

“I don’t know what will happen to me now,” Carmella said. “I don’t know where to go, what to do.”

“We can live only in the moment,” Maldini told her. “It’s the only choice that has been left to us. And you must fight with all the strength you have to make it through to the next moment. That means for now, for tonight, you will come with me to the train station. We’ll hide there, along with the others, until the sun comes up and the bombs stop falling.”

“And then what?”

“Those are tomorrow’s worries,” Maldini said. He got to his feet and reached a hand down for Carmella.

She took his hand, stood, straightened her hair and her dress and slid an arm under his as they both began a slow walk to the main railroad tunnels in the center of the city, both looking to survive another night of war.
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LA STAZIONE CENTRALE, PIAZZA GARIBALDI, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 27, 1943

The glare of the bright orange sun mixed with the thick plumes of white smoke, leftover evidence of the predawn damage, as Naples woke to a new day. The squinting eyes of the city’s survivors began to emerge from the cavernous railroad tunnels that led into and out of the city. The youngest of the children took the lead, running across empty tracks, kicking a soccer ball back and forth, heading toward the main terminals. Soap and clean water were at a premium, making the trickling fountains of the central station a prime gathering place for the tunnel dwellers. Breakfast had long ago become a forgotten meal; the best that could be expected was a small tin of weak coffee and a hard chunk of stale bread. Fresh eggs were a commodity and were fed to those in the group most in need of nutrition. Hunger was now an accepted part of their daily way of life, mingling comfortably alongside the filth and ravaged conditions of a city long past the point of hope.

Connors had parked his jeep under a tree, a short distance from the tunnels and clear of the aerial assault. He slept curled in the backseat, his pith helmet flat over his face, his rifle within easy reach. The mastiff was stretched out on the ground next to the jeep, one large paw covering his brow. The sound of thin soles running over hard ground caused them both to stir awake. Connors lifted his helmet and stared up at Maldini, the morning sun blocking out half the older man’s face. Maldini was short of breath, his face and neck coated with sweat. “What is it?” Connors said, sitting up in the backseat.

“There’s a ship,” Maldini said. “You can see it from the port or from the top of the tunnels. It’s heading toward the piers.”

“Ours or theirs?” Connors asked. He jumped from the back of the jeep, reached for his binoculars and followed Maldini up the side of a steep hill.

“It was too far out for me to see which flag it flew,” Maldini said. “But I know it’s not Italian. Any ships we have are underwater.”

Connors reached the top of the hill and perched himself over the side of a damaged stone wall, lying on his chest, elbows digging into dark dirt, staring through the binoculars out toward the horizon. “It’s not a ship, it’s a Nazi tanker,” Connors said, moving his head slowly from left to right. “You can tell by the design. She’s running pretty slow, which means she’s loaded. I figure she’s about a day out of port, maybe a little longer.”

“Loaded with what?”

 Connors rested his binoculars on the ground and looked up at Maldini. “Fuel,” he said in a low voice. “Tank fuel most likely. Those leaflets the kids got were right. The Nazis are coming back. They’re coming back for the fuel.”

“How can you be sure?” Maldini asked.

“They’re not wind-up toys,” Connors said, getting to his feet. “Between my guys and the Brits, we got the Panzers spread out pretty thin. They’re gonna need all that tanker can hold to get them back up north to Rome.”

“The fuel belongs to them,” Maldini said. “They can take it and do what they want with it. But the leaflets also said they would destroy what’s left of the city. Will that happen, too?”

Connors stared at Maldini and didn’t answer. He slowly brushed past him and headed back down the hill toward his jeep.

 

Vincenzo, Franco, Fabrizio and Gaspare made up one team. Pepe, Dante, Claudio and Angela made up the other. Another boy, Angelo, a fourteen-year-old with an awkward gait and an easy smile, functioned as the referee. They were playing in the large cobblestone square just across from the main railroad terminal, morning sun at their backs, relishing in the joys of their national game.

“Do you know in America, they play football with their hands?” Fabrizio said, bouncing a soccer ball off his right knee and passing it to Franco. “With a ball that looks like an egg and with pads on their shoulders and legs.”

“How can you play that way?” Angela said, stepping forward to block Fabrizio’s forward progress.

“It’s a different game,” Vincenzo said, moving down the right side, dodging past Claudio and waiting for a leg pass. “I don’t know why they call it football, because it isn’t. The only time they use their feet is to start the game.”

“It’s nice to know there’s at least one thing the Americans can never beat us at,” Gaspare said.

Vincenzo aimed a floater pass up toward Franco, who quickly booted it to Fabrizio. They stood back and watched as Fabrizio did a spin move, lunged to his left, the ball a blur as it veered from one foot to the other, and then skidded to a stop in the center of the square. He kept his eyes on the open space designated as the goal markers and lofted a soft shot above Dante’s outstretched arms for the game’s first score. Fabrizio raised his hands and fell to his knees, his small head tilted toward the cloudless sky, a beaming smile spread across his face. 

 

Connors pulled the jeep into the square and inched up slowly toward where the kids were playing. “Look how simple the world would be if left to children,” Maldini said, pointing at the ongoing game. “A ball, some boys and a sunny day. Nothing more is needed.”

Connors sat in the jeep and followed the action for several minutes. His mind was on the tanker. If it was close, so were the Nazi tanks, which meant the roads out of Naples would be a danger to travel across. The safer move might now be to keep the boys in the city and hidden, than out and running as a group. But that, too, came packed with many risks, the least of which was the near impossible task of keeping more than two hundred children clear of Nazi eyes. Connors looked away from the game and watched as Nunzia walked toward the jeep, two cups in her hands. “I thought you both could use some morning coffee,” she said, handing them each a cup. “I hope you like it without sugar, Connors. Since we don’t have any.”

“This is fine, thanks,” Connors said, taking one cup and passing the other to Maldini. The older man looked at the soldier, reached for his coffee and smiled. “I see you’ve met my daughter,” he said to him.

Connors sipped his coffee and nodded. “We talked about religion,” he said.

Connors stepped out of the jeep and walked closer toward the game. Nunzia and Maldini followed behind, both feeling relaxed and at ease in his company. Angela and Vincenzo glanced up, indifferent to their impending arrival, focusing their attention on the give and take of a soccer match. 

“Do you play football?” Maldini asked him.

“Apparently not,” Connors said, drinking the last of the bitter coffee.

He stopped short and followed the soccer ball bouncing along the cobblestones. He stared at the chipped stones, the feet of the children running hard across their damaged surface. Connors tossed his cup to the ground and ran toward the kids. “Stop moving!” he shouted. “All of you, stop! Stay still!”

Vincenzo kicked the ball to Franco and turned to look at Connors. “Keep playing,” he told them. “Just ignore what he says.”

Connors ran closer to the group, reaching for the pistol clipped to his holster. “I said stay still, dammit!” he screamed.

“What we do and what we don’t do are none of your business, American,” Vincenzo said, running down the center of the piazza, angling for Fabrizio’s return pass. “Let us just play our game.”

Connors pulled his gun from the holster, aimed it toward the sky and fired off two rounds. The shots brought all action to a halt. Angela and the boys, breathing heavily from the steady running, turned and stared at him. Fabrizio held the ball with his foot, frozen in place. Nunzia and Maldini stood next to the soldier, both curious and frightened by his behavior.

“You’re playing it on a mine field,” Connors said.

 

Connors was on his knees, his hands filled with a small mound of pebbles. He threw one pebble at a time against the cobblestones, watching intently as they landed. “What are you doing?” Vincenzo asked him, lines of sweat streaking his face.

Connors spoke in a calm, soothing voice, eyes focused on the cobblestones. “Mines are laid down in patterns,” he said. “Circular or up and down. Once you figure out the pattern, you at least can tell where they are.”

“Is that hard?” Franco asked from across the piazza.

“That’s the easy part,” Connors said.

Connors tossed four more pebbles onto the piazza ground before he heard the clanging sound he needed. The noise came just to the left of Dante’s foot, the boy swallowing hard, not knowing what to think or feel. “There’s one,” Connors said.

He crouched down and tossed out a half dozen more pebbles, all of them close to where Dante stood. The air was summer warm and the singular breeze humid and stilted. There was no sound other than that of rock against steel. Connors stood as soon as a pebble had found its second target, this time close to Angela. “I’ll dig that one out,” he told the group as he stepped gingerly around them. “Then work my way across until I can dig up enough of them to get you out.”

“Is that part hard?” Franco asked, panic seeping into his voice.

“Yes,” Connors said.

A large number of boys had gathered in the piazza, mingling alongside Nunzia and Maldini. “Keep everyone as far back as you can,” Connors said to Nunzia, catching her eye for a brief second. “Just in case.”

Connors leaned down on the cobblestones, his face inches from the partially buried mine. Vincenzo crawled up alongside him, a small knife in his hand. “I’m starting to think that none of you really does understand English,” Connors said.

“You’re going to need help,” Vincenzo said. “It may as well be from me.”

Connors glared at the boy and then looked down at the knife in his hand. “I’ll lift off the cobblestones,” he said. “You scrape the dust away from the edges. But stay away from the top or bottom of the mine. And be gentle. It doesn’t take much to set them off.”

Vincenzo inched closer toward the stones, wiped his hand across the front of his shirt and then began to clear away the dirt around the mine, watching as the soldier rested the broken cobblestones off to the side. “We’ll need a place to keep them,” Connors said. “Away from the Germans and away from the kids.”

“I know a place,” Maldini said, standing over both Connors and Vincenzo.

Connors stared at the hovering shadow and shook his head. “Might as well get a parade going,” he said. 

“Where?” Vincenzo asked.

“In Parco Virgiliano,” Maldini said. “You’ve all run and played on the grounds there. There are hundreds of pine trees spread around the property. It would be easy to transport the mines and keep them there out of sight.”

“Have you or any of your friends ever transported a mine?” Connors asked, raising his voice above the early morning din. His only greeting was silence and bowed heads. “Did you spend a lot of time after school digging them up and moving them to a park?”

“We never had to before,” Vincenzo said, welled-up anger filtering through his voice. “Now we do.”

“How?” Maldini asked. 

“By cart,” Vincenzo said.

Vincenzo looked down at Connors’s right hand, the one that was now reaching for the base of the mine and saw the tremble, the twitching up to his wrist. “Is it nerves that makes that happen?” he asked.

“No,” Connors said with a wry smile. “And it’s not coffee, either. It’s fear.”

“Look behind you,” Maldini told them, pointing to the determined faces of the silent boys of Naples. There were close to two hundred now jamming the piazza, each eager for Vincenzo and the American to complete their task. “You cannot fail them.”

“If I make a mistake, we’ll all die,” Connors said, his voice dry and hoarse from the heat and the dirt. “Just thought it was something I should mention.”

“Don’t worry about who lives or who dies,” Maldini said. “Worry about yourself and what you need to do. If you can do that, then no one needs to die. At least not on this morning.”

Vincenzo took a deep breath and made the sign of the cross. He watched Connors place both his hands under the base, his fingers searching with great care for any trip wire or mechanism. “It feels clean,” he said. “The wire’s buried right under the lid.”

“What else is left to do?” Vincenzo asked.

“Nothing,” Connors said, “except lift it out.”

“Should we say a prayer first?” Vincenzo asked.

“A silent one,” Maldini said. “But if the Lord above doesn’t know by now we need his help, I doubt he ever will.”

Connors gripped the base of the mine, shut his eyes and gave the mine a tug, lifting it out of the ground. He heard nothing but silence. He rested his head on the ground and took a deep breath. “Grazia a Dio,” he heard Vincenzo whisper.

Vincenzo and Maldini helped Connors to his feet, the mine clutched against the soldier’s chest, a warm breeze helping to dry the sweat on their faces. “How many of these you think are planted?” Connors asked them.

“Three, four hundred maybe,” Vincenzo said. “They put them everywhere they could think of.”

“So can we,” Connors said.

“Dig them up and use against the Nazis?” Vincenzo asked.

“If you really want a shot at them,” Connors said. “You take everything they gave you and use it against them.”

The gathering of boys had stepped in closer to their circle, eager to see what had been accomplished. “Show them what you’ve done,” Maldini encouraged. “Both of you.”

Connors and Vincenzo took three steps forward and, with great care, raised the mine up, holding it aloft as if it were a soccer trophy. The group raised their arms in unison and, for the first time in many summers, the sound of cheers engulfed the city of Naples.
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PIAZZA DEI MARTIRI, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 27, 1943

Connors wheeled the jeep past Via dei Mille and made a sharp right turn at Via Chiaia, heading for the high end of the city, hoping to get a gauge on how far away the Nazi tanks were. He stopped in front of the Monument to the Martyrs, its base taken up by the hulking stone statues of four large lions, each blanketed by the warm rays of a late-morning sun. He glanced over at Nunzia, sitting casually in the front seat, hands folded across her lap, her beauty given an extra highlight by the evaporating mists. “I’ve never seen a city like this before,” he said, staring with respectful wonder at the vast sixteenth-century marble archways. “Even with all the hits, all the buildings destroyed, it’s still the most beautiful place I’ll ever see.”

“It’s a stubborn city,” Nunzia said, shielding her eyes and glancing over at him. “Like its people.”

“Stubborn I can understand,” Connors said. “People from my home town run in that same direction. They’re nice folks, friendly for the most part, but you can only push them so far.”

“It was much different here before the war,” Nunzia said. “Every morning, I would hear my nonna sing her old songs while she hung out the wash, my mother singing along with her from the kitchen. Our small house was filled with the smells of fresh coffee and baked bread, and through the open windows you could hear children cry and laugh, adults shout and argue. Now all we hear is silence and all we smell is the dust from the bombs.”

“You think you’ll stay here after the war?” Connors asked.

“I’ll go wherever my papa goes,” Nunzia said, shaking her head slowly. “It’s difficult to plan past the next few hours. And even then, there seems no point. You, at least, have a place to go back to, a home that you know and remember. None of us here have that. All that remains is what’s left of our city.”

“What do you want to do?” he asked, removing his helmet and wiping at the thin line of sweat forming across his forehead. “You know, if you could pick something to work at, what would it be?”

She shrugged her thin shoulders, a degree of shyness creeping into her otherwise determined veneer. “I love children,” she said. “Love to be around them, hear them laugh, argue, shed tears when they can’t get their way. Would be nice to spend my days listening to those sounds. It might help take the place of all the other sounds I’ve had to hear these past few years.”

“You’d be good at that,” Connors told her, a warm smile on his face. “I’d let you work with my kids any day of the week.”

“You have children?” she asked, a surprised tone to her voice.

“I should have said, if and when I have them,” Connors said with a quick shake of his head. “No, I don’t have any kids or a wife or for that matter anyone close to one.”

“What will you do?” she asked. “When you get back to your home?”

“I was going to be a lawyer before this started,” he said. “Now, I don’t really know. It’s going to be hard to look at words in a law book after you’ve seen what a war does to those laws.”

“You don’t look much like a lawyer,” she said, shaking her head in a teasing way. “Not the kind I’ve seen, anyway.”

“What kind is that?”

“You have an honest face,” Nunzia said, shifting her weight and looking at Connors with eyes that caused him to blush. “Most of the lawyers that prowled around Naples while Mussolini was in power did not.”

“I wouldn’t make much of a lawyer, anyway,” Connors said with a shrug. “Honest face or not. Truth is, I don’t really know what I’m going to do if I make it back home. I haven’t thought past having a couple of beers and going to a baseball game.”

“It sounds like a good place to start,” Nunzia said.

Connors looked up and saw a boy standing across from his windshield, a small shearing knife clutched in the palm of his right hand. He had on a pair of worn black shorts, no shirt and no shoes. He was rail thin, with hazel eyes and a head full of floppy light brown hair. He trembled where he stood, his soot-stained feet digging into the parched dirt. He held the point of the knife out, his arm stretched and aimed at Connors. 

“Cose e, piccino?” Nunzia asked him.

“Devo pagare per quello che a fatto,” the boy said, his teeth clenched, frail body matted in sweat.

“E cosa a fatto?” Nunzia asked, leaning one leg out of the jeep.

“Mi a mattzatto la mamma,” the boy said, tears starting to fall down the sides of his face.

“What’s he saying?” Connors asked Nunzia, her face now a blanket of sadness.

“His mother was killed,” she said, her eyes on the boy. “He thinks you did it. He just sees a soldier in uniform. He’s too young to know the difference between a Nazi and an American.”

“And he wants to get even,” Connors said. “So would I.”

“Questo signor non a mattzatto a nessuno,” Nunzia said, stepping out of the jeep and walking toward the boy. “E venuto per ci aiutare.”

Connors jumped out of the jeep and saw the fear rise in the boy’s eyes. He kept his hands at his side as he moved. He stopped when he was inches away from the dull blade of the knife, looking directly into the boy’s smeared face. He raised his hand slowly and rested it on the boy’s arm, giving it a gentle squeeze. With his other hand, Connors moved aside the boy’s wet hair and brushed away the dirt and tears. He bent down on both knees and was eye-level with the boy, each staring at the other. Behind them, Nunzia clasped her hands across her mouth and stifled an urge to cry. Connors moved his hands away from the boy and left them back at his side, his eyes moist, locked onto the small, pained face in front of him. The boy, still trembling, his nose running and his cheeks flushed red and glowing, dropped the knife and let it fall to the dirt by his feet. Connors stayed on his knees, the air around him still and silent, allowing the moment to decide the next move. He heard Nunzia sob openly, while he held his own in check. All that mattered now was the shivering boy in front of him, who only moments earlier had been willing to kill in order to relieve the burden of his pain.

The boy took a slow, careful step forward. Then, after a slight pause, another. He was now inches away from Connors, close enough to smell the stale sweat and rumpled odor of his uniform. The boy took a quick glance at the Thunderbird patch on the sleeve of Connors’s shirt and then rushed forward, his arms wrapped around the soldier’s neck, his head buried in his chest. Connors reached out and held the boy close to him, letting him cry and wail, letting the suffering and longing he was much too young to endure rush to the surface.
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16TH PANZER DIVISION HEADQUARTERS 

FIFTEEN MILES OUTSIDE OF NAPLES. SEPTEMBER 27, 1943

Colonel Von Klaus walked alone, head down, shoulders sagging, along an empty stretch of burnt grass. He was a man who liked to avoid conversation or mingling with his soldiers in the hours before a mission was to begin, even one so outwardly simple as his current assignment. He sought, instead, to find solace in his own thoughts, going over a plan in detail, giving weight to the repercussions of each proposed maneuver. He still felt a slight tinge of unease over the Naples mission. He had been in far too many battles, seen too many of his men fall to enemy fire, to allow his emotions to surrender to the notion of no resistance from a virtually abandoned city. 

His short meeting with young Carlo Petroni had done nothing but amplify his concerns. Perhaps it was nothing beyond the nonsensical ramblings of a boy out to make a profit. Or maybe the thief spoke the truth, that there was a mobilization going on in Naples, gearing up to take on his tanks as soon as they set foot on Neapolitan soil. He had followed the tenets of his duty and had sent word of the meeting back to high command, alerting them to the possibility of a minor counterattack taking shape. He reenforced what he knew they wanted to hear, that no force, regardless of how large or small, would prevent the successful completion of his mission.

Von Klaus never doubted his victory. He only fretted now over the manner in which he should battle a force that would clearly be small, young, poorly armed and hidden. Their only visible advantage was that they would be more familiar with the terrain than his troops. But even granting them such a minor concession could not make up for the amount of experience and skill his men brought onto a field of battle. The resistors would, in their best moments, amount to little more than an annoyance that needed to be swatted aside. Nonetheless, Von Klaus would be sending his men into a fight against children, and that was a thought that did not sit comfortably on his mind. It was the one ingredient missing from his arsenal of experience, and one he preferred not to add. His mind flashed briefly on his son, living in safety in a city that seemed destined to be bombed, and wondered how he would react if put in a similar position as the boys waiting for him down on the streets of Naples. He rubbed at the corners of his eyes, finding himself fatigued for the first time by the very thought of armed conflict. He stared out at the barren fields around him, at what had once been lush olive groves and vineyards, now left in ruin and decay. Soldiers never get to see a country at its best. They are always present when conditions are at their bleakest, people their most desperate. Every stretch of land he had seen in his military career had been charred and every foreign face belonged to that of an enemy.

Now, for the first time, those faces would be those of children.

“A telegram for you, sir.” Kunnalt’s voice boomed out from behind him, breaking into his moments of silence. “From command headquarters.”

“Is it marked for my eyes only?” Von Klaus asked, still with his back to his young aide.

“No, sir.”

“Then read it to me. Let me hear what great wisdom they have to share.”

Von Klaus lit a cigarette as Kunnalt rustled open the sheaf of white paper, careful not to tear it as he did. “Well?” he asked, finally turning to face him, catching the loss of color from his face, shaken by the typed words he held in his hand. “What do they have to say for themselves?”

“It’s their response to our notification of a potential conflict in Naples from some of the children who remained behind,” Kunnalt said, his voice a few octaves lower than normal.

“I can’t wait,” Von Klaus said, cigarette squeezed between his teeth.

“They have scrapped plans for one more night of heavy bombing prior to our arrival tomorrow,” Kunnalt said. “But they will send one plane over the city.”

Von Klaus walked closer toward Kunnalt, his eyes catching the tremble in his hands and his ears tuned to the cracking of his voice. “For what purpose?” he asked.

“They will be dropping 100,000 pieces of candy onto the city streets, sir,” Kunnalt said slowly. “Each one wrapped and laced with poison.”

Von Klaus dragged on his cigarette and lowered his eyes to the ground. He reached a hand out and took the sheet of paper from Kunnalt’s trembling fingers. “Don’t speak of this to any of the men,” he told him in hushed tones. “I don’t want my soldiers to feel shame while they fight for their country.”

“Why would they give such an order, sir?”

Von Klaus rested the lit end of his cigarette against the thin sheet of paper and watched it catch fire. He held it, his eyes following the path of the flames as they burned the orders into black crisps, floating gently upwards into the air. “They do it because they are evil, Kunnalt,” Von Klaus said. “And they know no other way. But don’t ever lie to yourself. Not one of us, officer or soldier, is immune to that evil. In fact, we are very much a part of it. After all, we are the ones who lead its army.” 

“What time do you wish us to break camp, sir?” Kunnalt asked, still visibly shaken.

“An hour before dawn,” Von Klaus said, turning to walk down the path of a once proud garden. “Have the lead and rear tanks fly high the Nazi flag. Raise the flag on the trucks as well. I want anyone who’s left in the city to be able to see it from a distance. Might help put a dent in their courage and weaken their will to fight. The fewer dead we leave behind, the better we’ll all feel.”

“Is there any message you would like me to relay to the men, sir?” Kunnalt asked, the weight of the colonel’s despair measured in his own deliberate tones.

Von Klaus turned and gave him a sad smile. “Yes,” he said. “Tell them not to accept any candy from strangers.”
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PARCO VIRGILIANO, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 27, 1943

Vincenzo escorted the wooden cart through the wrought-iron gates, his hold on the mule’s rein firm but gentle. Franco manned the stirrups, guiding the cart with great care over the cobblestone streets, the slab rear of the wagon filled with unearthed mines wrapped in children’s clothing. The sides of the wagon were weighted down with heavy rocks, helping to give it a smoother ride.

“Is this the last of it?” Vincenzo asked, gazing up at Franco. 

Franco tied the leather stirrups around the wooden stump and jumped to the ground, landing in front of Vincenzo. “I counted about thirty in all,” he said. “But there must be at least several hundred more, scattered throughout the main streets.”

“We’ve been lucky so far, but there’s no reason to push it,” Vincenzo said. “What we have now will have to be enough.”

Franco put an arm on Vincenzo’s shoulder and looked at his best friend. “I thought you were wrong for coming back here,” he said. “Then this morning in the piazza, when I saw smiles on faces that hadn’t smiled in years, I saw that it was the right thing to do.”

Vincenzo stared into the cart, the mines laid out in a careful order. “I don’t know if it’s wrong or right,” he said. “If a battle starts, those smiles will disappear and many of our own will die. We’ve all felt the bite of war, but none of us has ever fought in one. I don’t know what that will be like or how many of us will have the courage to endure it.”

“How much more courage do we need than what we’ve already shown?” Franco asked. “We live without a home, food or clean water. None of us will ever see our parents again. What’s on these streets, what’s left here, is all the family and home we might ever know. You were right to want to return to that.”

Vincenzo looked around at the vast grounds of the park that housed the tomb of Virgil, many of the thick trees and gardens spared the wrath of the bombs. “My father used to bring my mother here for their Sunday walk,” Vincenzo said. “I was just a baby, my sisters not even born. They would hold hands and laugh and talk, stopping under a tree to share a piece of fruit and watch me run across the grass. I always remember her smile, standing there, head resting on the shoulder of the man she loved. I would look back at her and laugh, making her smile even brighter. I don’t know what will happen to us, Franco. But I know we won’t laugh or smile that way again.”

The two of them stood next to the cart, letting the warm breeze and a welcome silence engulf them. They were two teenagers forced to abandon all joy and folly to tackle the decisions of grown men cast into armed conflict. It was a challenge both grasped with tender hands.

“We’ll laugh again, Vincenzo,” Franco said with a slight shrug. “We have no choice. We’re Neapolitans. It’s in our blood.”
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STRADA VICINALE PALAZZIELLO, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 27, 1943

Connors and Nunzia stood on the edge of a hill and looked down at the main road leading into Naples. There, spread out before them across a two-mile span, was the full force of the German 16th Panzer Division. Eighty Mark IV tanks paved the way for more than five hundred well-armed and well-trained soldiers. Behind them, sand jeeps pulled antiaircraft artillery and two dozen mules ambled along, packed down with bombs and flame throwers. Connors turned away from the convoy and looked at Nunzia. “They’re heading toward the main road,” he said. “That’ll lead them to the center of the city and from there to the piers.”

“Will they ever just leave us alone?” she said in a low voice. “They’ve taken everything and still aren’t satisfied. I don’t think they’ll ever be satisfied until we’re all dead.”

“We should get back,” Connors said, his eyes still on her. “Help get those boys ready for a fight.”

“Do you hate them?” she asked, staring down at the convoy.

“Who?”

“The Nazis,” Nunzia said.

“Most of the time,” Connors said. “A lot of those soldiers are no different from me or the guys in my unit. Same age, pretty much. Same background. Drafted into the army, taken to some country and told to fight and kill the guy on the other side of the field. At least you start out thinking that way. Then one night you’re sitting in camp, having coffee and a smoke with some G.I. from the same part of the country as you, sharing a laugh and some memories. Then a bullet goes in his head and he ends up flat on the ground right in front of you. See that happen often enough, you don’t think the guy on the other side is like you at all. And all you want to do is kill him.”

“Have you killed many?” she asked.

“Yes,” Connors said. “But no matter how many of them you kill, it doesn’t erase the image of a guy in the same uniform as you, bleeding in your arms, just lying there, waiting to die. It’s different from losing family, but it stays with you just as long and just as hard. It turns you into another kind of person. Or maybe just the kind of person you were all along.”

“You’re a good man, Connors,” Nunzia said, her warm eyes staring at him from under the shade of the tree. “Put in the middle of a horrible war.”

 “I’m a good soldier,” Connors said. “That’s different from being a good man.” 
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CASTEL DELL’OVO, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 27, 1943

Connors stood in the center of a candlelit room and stared down at a crudely drawn map of Naples. The paper was torn and soiled, the etchings colored in pencil and charcoal. “You guys run out of crayons when you drew this up?” he asked, trying to read the street indicators.

 “It has everything we need,” Vincenzo said.

“And I need to see and hear everything you know,” Connors said, looking up at the boy. “The sooner the better. We don’t have much time.”

“The Nazis know our streets and roads almost as well as we do,” Maldini said. “They’ve spent enough time here.”

“But they don’t know how many of us are here,” Connors said. “And we need to make that work in our favor. And we need to do something else.”

“What?” Vincenzo asked.

“We strip those tanks of fuel,” Connors said, walking around the small table, his eyes on everyone in the crowded room. “We strip them of power. We have to blow up that tanker.”

Vincenzo and Franco exchanged a furtive glance. “How many explosives will that take?” Franco asked.

 “It’s not a question of how many,” Connors said. “It’s how close we can get the explosion to the tanker. The gas will take care of the rest.”

“When?” Vincenzo asked.

“Tomorrow night,” Connors said. “It has to be hit before the tanks can get to it.”

“And what do we do until the tanker arrives?” Angela asked.

“Get ready for war,” Connors said.

 

They worked through the night.

On the side streets that led into the main piazzas in the center of the city, a small squadron of boys raised barricades made from stone and rock and rested empty rifles on top of them. Maldini led the youngest of the boys through the sewers of Naples, giving each a marked post in the underground passage from which they could view the street above and be able to place objects under the wheels of passing tanks without fear of detection. Connors, Nunzia and Franco worked on the small arsenal of unexploded bombs that had been collected, separating the explosives from the shafts and positioning them at posts throughout the city, to be tossed at the enemy. Several dozen boys were placed on various rooftops and church steeples, given the best rifles and the most ammo, free to take aim at the German soldiers who would eventually pass below. Angela and little Tino found all the kerosene that had been stored in anticipation of winter’s arrival and placed the liquid into empty wine bottles, corking them with torn shreds of clothing. They left the bottles in church and building entryways, large lit votive candles beside them. Minor roadblocks were set up using old carts and discarded furniture. The strongest of the boys were sent out to lug large pots filled with seawater up to the highest buildings and rest them on top of thick piles of old wood. When the Germans arrived, the wood fires would bring the water to a boil and the water would be tossed down on the passing soldiers. “How’d you come up with that idea?” Connors asked Vincenzo.

“The Hunchback of Notre Dame,” Vincenzo said. “Only he had oil and much bigger pots.”

“His fires didn’t burn the building down, either,” Connors said. They walked together along the darkened city streets, their eyes focused on all the activity around them. “You like the movie better or the book?”

“I like them both,” Vincenzo said.

“You get to go to many movies?” Connors asked.

“Before the war, I would go every week,” Vincenzo said. “To the pidocchietto.”

“What’s that?”

“You see the movie outside,” Vincenzo said.

“I get it,” Connors said. “Like a drive-in.”

“Yes,” Vincenzo said. “Except in Naples, no cars. Only feet.”

“Do you get yourself popcorn and a Coke when you watch a movie over here?” Connors asked. “Like we do.”

“I love Coca-Cola,” Vincenzo said with a sweet smile. “But I don’t know about popcorn. Is it a candy?”

“No, not really,” Connors said, walking past a row of bombed-out buildings. “It’s hard to explain. It’s just something you eat when you watch a movie. Some people even think it makes the movie better.”

Vincenzo nodded, and glanced over at two boys placing makeshift bombs down an open sewer. “Do you think any of this will work?” he asked.

“Probably not,” Connors said. “Do you?” 

“They need to think we’re everywhere,” Vincenzo said. “For every one of us they see, they must believe hundreds are hidden. They need to think they’re up against thousands, not handfuls. It’s our only chance.”

They walked in silence for several moments, each lost in his own thoughts. They turned when they saw the pudgy boy from the soccer game approach from behind. He was short and squat and had thick brown hair that he gelled down and parted in the center. His face was a youthful mask of innocence, highlighted by a smile and a pair of watery brown eyes. “Is it all true?” he asked, nodding at Connors and patting the top of Vincenzo’s arm. “We are getting ready to fight Nazis?”

Vincenzo hesitated and then shook his head. “Yes, Angelo,” he said. “It’s true.”

“I want to help,” Angelo said, close to pleading. “I’ll do anything. Just tell me what you need.”

“For the moment, nothing,” Vincenzo said, avoiding Connors’s concerned gaze. “But I’ll get word to you soon as I have something for you.”

“What do I do until then?” Angelo asked.

“Find a good place to hide,” Vincenzo said. “A place where no one can see you. Not the Germans and not even any of the other boys.”

“What should I wear?” he asked. “In case you need me to fight.”

“If that time comes,” Vincenzo said, “you dress for battle. But until then, you do nothing except hide.”

Angelo smiled, took two steps back and gave them each a salute. “Don’t worry, Vincenzo,” he said, turning and heading back down the darkened street. “I’ll be the best-dressed soldier in your army.”

Connors waited until the boy was out of earshot and then looked over at Vincenzo. “I don’t want to put a dent in your plans,” he said. “But if that’s the best you got, you might as well pack your shoes and some cheese and move up to the hills.”

“Angelo is different from the others,” Vincenzo said. “He means well, but he’s slow. His brain is not right. Two years ago, the Fascists beat his parents to death and held him there to watch. Since that day, he has not been the same boy.”

“I’m sorry,” Connors said, his eyes shifting to the ground. “Should have figured something wasn’t right from the way he talked. Will he be okay by himself?”

“He means well and he has a good heart,” Vincenzo explained. “That’s something neither the Fascists nor the Nazis could take away. And he usually does what he’s told. So, if he hides, he should be safe, no matter how the battle turns out.”

“Are there any more boys out there like him?” Connors said. “You know, that need looking after?”

“We are all like him, American,” Vincenzo said.
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PALAZZO DELLE POSTE E DEI TELEGRAFI, NAPLES 

SEPTEMBER 27, 1943

Connors and Nunzia walked down the large stairwell, the two ground-floor halls spread out in front of them. The building complex had been one of the first monuments to be erected under Mussolini’s rule, an early symbol of his vision for a modern Italy. The designers broke ground in 1929 and the work was completed six years later, and despite the heavy aerial bombings, it had remained relatively intact. 

“The main telegraph offices are off to the left,” Nunzia said, pointing just past a large marble column. “I doubt you’ll find any of the machines still in working order. The Germans made a point of cutting off all the lines of communication.”

“It’s probably true,” Connors said. “But we might as well double check. They’ll be looking to set up a command center. The harder we make it for them to get word out, the better.”

Nunzia held the banister and stopped, looking at Connors on the other end of the marble stairwell. “Thank you for letting them do this,” she said. “I know it was not your first choice.”

“I’ve never been thanked for letting boys head off to die,” Connors said. “I don’t know if what I’m doing is right or not. Don’t even know why I’m doing it. It’s not the smart move and for sure it’s not a soldier’s move.”

“Then maybe you’re more than just a soldier,” Nunzia said. “Soldiers follow rules and orders and listen only to what makes the most sense. They choose to ignore what’s in their hearts.”

“And if I end up seeing a long line of dead kids after tomorrow, I’m going to wish I’d done the same,” Connors said.

“They might surprise you. They’re a tougher bunch than they look to be. They’ve seen horrors most children are spared from. Maybe it’s not even fair to call them children.”

“What about you?” Connors asked. “Are you tougher than you look?”

“It depends on who is looking,” Nunzia answered. 

Connors stared back at her and nodded. “What happened to all the men in the city?” he asked. “I mean, I can understand it’s easier for kids and old people to hide and not have the Germans notice, but why didn’t some of the men stay behind to help?”

“They had wives and daughters to worry about,” Nunzia said. “A son takes the place of a father.”

“Which side does your father fall on?”

“My father is a dreamer,” Nunzia said. “Most Italian men are, especially southern ones. And he had no son to leave behind. So it was left to me.”

Connors stood and wiped the back of his pants and shook his head. “This could all turn out to be a suicide mission,” he said. “I’ve looked at it from a hundred different angles and they all point that way.”

Nunzia walked across the steps and stood facing Connors, her hand on his arm, their eyes on each other. “It’s more than that,” she said. “You saw them out there, saw for yourself how they went about their tasks, acting more like men than boys. Their faces were bright and alive, as happy as I’ve ever seen them. Whatever else happens, it will be worth it just to let them have a day like today.”

Connors leaned in closer to Nunzia, their faces separated by breath. After several long seconds, he closed his eyes and turned to pick up his gear. “We better finish what we came here to do,” he said. “Let’s go check on those telegraph machines, see if we can find at least one that’s of any use.”

“And if we find one,” Nunzia said. “What then? Make contact with your soldiers in Salerno?”

Connors started down the marble hall toward the telegraph office. “I’d love to try that,” he said over his shoulder, his voice a loud echo across the thick empty walls. “But it’d be too risky. The Nazis might pick it up as easy as my division. But at some point in this, we’re going to need to get word out to somebody. All I have to do is figure out how.”

“Won’t that still be a risk?” she asked, walking toward him, thin leather shoes silent on the hard tile floors. 

“Starting tomorrow, Nunzia, taking risks is all that’s left for us to do,” Connors said. He turned and disappeared around a marble column, in search of a working telegraph machine.
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45TH THUNDERBIRD INFANTRY DIVISION HEADQUARTERS SALERNO, ITALY. SEPTEMBER 27, 1943

Captain Anders sucked on a hard cherry candy as he studied the coordinates on the map. He looked across the wooden table at a young officer standing on the other side and nodded. “The Germans are here,” he said, jabbing a finger on a stencil drawing of the Naples outskirts. “Should be in the city no later than sunup.” He moved his finger to the north. “Two of my boys were found dead right about here,” he said, “along with a couple of German soldiers. No jeep and no equipment left behind. So, what’s missing from my little puzzle?”

“Corporal Connors,” the officer said. “We haven’t heard one word from him since he left on his mission.”

“That’s right, Carlson,” Anders said. “We haven’t heard a damn thing. And how do you read all of that?”

“My hunch is he’s either dead or captured, sir,” Carlson said with some assurance. “If not, we would have heard otherwise by now.”

Anders shifted away from the map and glared up at Carlson. He was a sergeant, newly assigned to his division, transferred over to the Thunderbirds to help the unit cope with the massive losses sustained in the beach landing. He was in his mid-twenties and slight of build, with a thinning hairline and a warm face, his soft Boston accent in sharp contrast to the captain’s harsher tones. “If we were talking about most soldiers, I would agree with you,” Anders said. “But not Connors. I’ve seen him in action. He’s not one to let himself be captured and he sure as hell acts like he’s tough to kill. So I’m betting you’re wrong on all counts.”

“Then where is he, sir?” Carlson asked.

Anders spit out his candy, watching it land on the brown grass by his feet. “He’s in that city,” the captain said, running the back of his hand against his sticky lips. “And if something’s going on there, I’m betting he’s right in the middle of it.”

“If that’s the case, sir, then whoever he’s with should have access to a radio of some kind,” Carlson said. “Why wouldn’t he have made contact?”

“Hell, there isn’t anybody left this side of Rome that doesn’t know the Germans are right on the city limits,” Anders said. “Anything he’d send our way would just as quick be picked up by them.”

“If he’s really still alive, we could try and send another team to get him out,” Carlson said. “It would be dangerous, but worth the effort.”

“Not just yet.” Anders stepped away from the map and folded his arms across his chest. “Let’s give him a little time. Give him a chance to do some damage and get out on his own.”

“What sort of damage, sir?” Carlson asked. “As you said, Connors is alone. And all the indications say that if there’s going to be any resistance at all to the Panzers, it’ll be minimal at best.”

“Exactly,” Anders said. “The Nazis are going in expecting a little head butt here and there, nothing too serious. Now, if Connors is in there and he’s hooked up with anyone looking to cause some trouble, that could change the game. Not enough to beat them back, but enough to hold them a few extra hours more than they planned.”

“How soon before we move the Thunderbirds into Naples, sir?” Carlson asked.

Anders snorted out a laugh. “The army is nothing more than a series of jobs,” he said, reaching into his shirt pocket for another piece of hard candy. “Mine is to keep the troops rested and battle ready. It’s somebody else’s to tell me when to move them out. Soon as I know that, so will you.”

“I’m not complaining, sir. The men can use the break. The squad’s pretty shot up and beat up. Even so, for some of them, waiting to fight is sometimes harder than the fight itself.”

“Maybe,” Anders said with a shrug. “But it sure as shit won’t get them killed, will it? And after all the action this bunch has been through, dying of boredom should be the goal for every one of those grunts.” 
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CASTEL SANT’ELMO, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 27, 1943

Connors stood facing the sea, the silent peaks of Mount Vesuvius off to his right, his foot resting on an embankment made of tufa stone. The castle had been built in 1329, its large enclosed walls designed to ward off any attack on the city. Through the centuries it had been a home to those who wanted to escape enemy detection and then, eventually, it was turned into an elaborate prison. Connors thought it a good place to station a few boys so they could follow the tank movements and positions. Below him, the entire city was spread out, from wide piazzas to narrow alleys, and from such a high vantage point, nothing could move undetected. He turned around when he heard Vincenzo step up beside him and sit on the edge of the embankment. “When the sun is up and the skies are clear,” Vincenzo told him, “it’s easy to see all the islands that surround Naples. Sometimes you can even see as far as Sardenia. But now with all the smoke and fire, you’re lucky if you can see the city.”

“Seeing it’s the easy part,” Connors said, turning his back to the view and leaning against a stone wall.

“What’s the hard?”

“How do we get the boys up here to tell us what they see down there? They can’t scream it out and we don’t have any signal system set up.”

“I know a way,” Vincenzo said. He shifted his focus to the Thunderbird patch on Connors’s sleeve. “I just don’t know how well it will work.”

“I think now would be a real good time to tell me,” Connors said, catching the boy’s stare.

“We can use picciones,” Vincenzo said. “How do you say it in English? They are birds that fly from one place to another and bring you messages.”

“Pigeons,” Connors said. “You have carrier pigeons?”

“I don’t,” Vincenzo said. “But Franco does. Not as many as he had before the war, but enough to get word from the boys up here to us down there.”

“Have you used them before?” 

“He used to race them.” Vincenzo pointed toward the darkening sky. “Run them in circles above our homes. Once or twice he would send a bird out with a note from his mamma to a sick old aunt who lived on the other side of the city. She always got the message.”

“We put four boys up here, keep them low and in each corner, they get a full view of the battle,” Connors said, walking toward the center of the castle roof. “They’ll see the tanks before we do. We just have to hope the Germans are too busy with us to take notice of any pigeons.”

“I’ll pick the boys and give them what they need,” Vincenzo said. “Franco will know if we have any in our group who have handled pigeons before. If we do, I’ll make sure they’re up here.”

“You still want to go ahead with all this?” Connors asked. “There’s still time to get everybody out.”

“We are where we belong,” Vincenzo said. “All of us. This is a time for Italians to fight.”

Connors stepped closer to Vincenzo and stared down at the boy. “It’s everybody’s fight,” he said. “I left behind too many dead Americans on your dirt and beaches to think of it in any other way.”

“Is that how you got that patch?” Vincenzo asked. “Fighting here in Italy?”

Connors ran his fingers across the four square points of the Thunderbird. “This is the symbol of my division,” he said. “It’s a magic bird that American Indians believe in, brings rain, thunder and lightning down on any enemy.”

“Do you believe that, too?”

“Only when I have a division behind me,” Connors said. “Each of the squares in the patch represents one of the states that make up most of the ranks. New Mexico, Colorado, Arizona and Oklahoma.” 

“Is that where you’re from?” Vincenzo asked, looking closer at the patch.

“No, I got drafted and was put into the division,” Connors said. “But a lot of the guys in the troop are from those parts of my country. Quite a few Indian tribes in it as well. There’s been a lot of different blood spilled on your land, not just yours.”

“It’s a patch of honor, then,” Vincenzo said, running his fingers along the seams of the design. “You’re lucky to have it.”

In the distance, the low moaning roar of a plane engine could be heard. Connors looked up but could see nothing beyond a cluster of evening clouds. “That’s not a sound you ever get used to hearing,” he said.

Vincenzo shook his head. “No,” he said. “But you don’t fear it as much as you do the first time. You never welcome it, but you always expect it to come.”

“I guess we should head for the tunnels.” Connors shoved his pith helmet on his head. “Make sure everybody else gets there, too.”

Vincenzo walked over to an embankment and pointed down toward the streets, at a small huddle of boys scrambling for cover. “We’ve done this for a long time,” Vincenzo said. “Everyone has their special place to spend the night.”

“Where’s yours?”

“Most nights, the tunnels,” Vincenzo said. “It’s an old habit. I always used to beg my father to take me to the train station when I was a child. I loved to see them come in and go out on the different tracks, smoke running out of the stacks, whistles blowing, each filled with people going to or coming from places I’d never seen.” 

“What about tonight?” Connors asked.

“I think I’ll stay here tonight,” Vincenzo said.

“Why?”

“It’s the last night,” Vincenzo said. “I won’t ever have the chance again. I want to see with my own eyes what they do to my city.”

“You want to do it alone?” Connors asked. “Or would you mind some company?”

Vincenzo looked at Connors and smiled. “It’s a big castle,” he said. “There’s enough room for two.”

The two of them walked toward a distant embankment and sat down, shielded by its thick stone walls, and waited for the nightly destruction to begin.

 

The tiny cellophane packets landed on the ground like hard rain pellets. A Nazi plane flew low over the city, opened its bomb slots and scattered thousands of chocolate caramels on the abandoned streets below. Vincenzo stared up at the moonlit sky, candy falling around him as if in the middle of a winter storm, his arms spread out, speechless at the eerie sight. Connors sat on an embankment, his rifle in both hands, looking down at the assorted candy that now lay littered across the full spread of the museum roof. He didn’t move, his eyes frozen on the pieces resting by his boots, his mind awake to a horror he was too frightened to even imagine. “How soon can you get word out to the streets?” he asked Vincenzo.

“They don’t need to hear it from me, American,” Vincenzo said, turning to look at Connors. “They can see for themselves.”

“They can see the candy,” Connors said. “But they won’t know not to eat it.”

“You think they would poison it?” Vincenzo’s happiness quickly dissipated into terror. 

“You know them better than I do,” Connors said. 

Vincenzo looked down at the candy spread around his feet, pieces bouncing off the sides of his legs and back. “Are you sure about this?” he asked.

Connors bent down, picked up a caramel and held it out to Vincenzo. “You want to prove me wrong?” he asked.

Vincenzo ran for the door that led down the stairs and out of the castle. “I’ll need help,” he yelled over his shoulder. “We’ll warn the ones hiding in the tunnels first.”

“I’ll drive,” Connors said, running past Vincenzo and down a narrow flight of steps. “You just say where.”

“It should take a half hour to spread the word,” Vincenzo said. “Maybe less since they’re not dropping any bombs.”

“What they’re dropping is a lot worse than any bomb,” Connors said, taking the steps two at a clip. “Remember that now and remember it tomorrow when it really starts to get hot.” He stopped as they both entered the large ornate castle hall and grabbed Vincenzo by the shirt. “In fact, if you’re half as smart as you act, you’ll never forget what you saw tonight. It might help keep you alive.”

Vincenzo slowly nodded his head, lines of sweat running down his forehead, his upper body shivering, leg muscles tight and weak. He stood in place, watching as Connors ran past him, heading for the jeep he had left parked in an alley alongside the castle. For the first time in his life, Vincenzo Scolardi had glimpsed the true face of his enemy and was left with a taste of his own fear.
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PIAZZA BOVIO, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 27, 1943

Connors and Vincenzo stood in the center of the square, their backs to the Fontana del Nettuno, looking at the small army of children, their hands crammed with the candy that was falling, as if by magic, from the sky above. Across from the gathering were the remains of the Palazzo della Borsa, the heart of the Neapolitan stock exchange. Both Connors and Vincenzo had raced like a crazed pair through the empty city streets, warning all those in hiding not to eat the candy. Instead, they were asked to grab all that they could and bring them to the Piazza Bovio, where the pile was now high enough to fill Neptune’s basin. Many of the children pleaded for just one piece, their empty stomachs immune to the harsh words of warning that were being shouted at them. “How do you know for sure?” one innocent voice pleaded with Vincenzo. “You only think they’re poison. You don’t really know.”

“They want it to look like kindness,” Vincenzo explained, still shaken by the night’s events. “They know we’re hungry and scared. They want us to think they’re our friends. But look around. Look at what’s happened to our lives, our homes and our families. Those are not the acts of a friend. Only an enemy would do such things.”

“Maybe only a few of them are poison,” another boy shouted out. “Some of the candies might be good to eat.”

“And how will you choose the safe one?” Vincenzo asked.

“So what do we do with all the candy?” a voice from the back of the crowd shouted.

“We leave it here, in the center of the piazza,” Vincenzo said, pointing to the fountain at his back. “To remind us of our enemy.”

A tall, lean boy in an ill-fitting cotton shirt and torn pants stepped forward, his hands in his pockets, eyes on Vincenzo. “You’re wrong,” he said in a loud voice that carried through the huge square. “You and the American are afraid of the Nazis, it clouds the way you think. I say the candy is good and is safe to eat. Letting it sit here and go to waste while we walk around with empty stomachs is foolish.”

The boy moved toward the mound of candy lying inside the dry fountain dedicated to the glory of Neptune. Connors brought his rifle to his side and held it out toward the boy. “What will you do, American?” he asked. “Shoot me? For wanting some candy? If you do that, then you have us wonder who is the real enemy. The one who drops candy from the skies or the one who kills to stop us from eating it?”

“This is not a good time to turn stupid,” Connors said. “Think it through, slow and clear. If you do that and come away still able to tell yourself candy is worth dying for, then don’t look for me to stop you. I’m not making it my decision anymore. That call belongs to you now.”

Connors lowered his rifle and moved away from the pile. “You can’t let them eat the candy,” Vincenzo whispered to him.

“I can’t shoot them, either,” Connors said. “And I don’t know any other way to stop it.”

The boy stepped forward, past Connors, his eyes fixed only on the sweets spread around him. He bent down, reached into the fountain and picked up a thick piece of caramel. He brought the candy up toward his face, smiled and began to peel off the thin wrapping.

“Don’t eat that one!”

Connors and Vincenzo both looked toward the crowd when they heard Maldini’s voice. “Have what’s left of Roberto’s candy. He can’t finish what he took.”

The boy dropped his caramel and, along with Vincenzo and Connors, turned to watch the crowd part and Maldini walk past. He was carrying the body of a dark-haired, shirtless boy, his head resting against the older man’s chest, his loose hand still gripping the candy wrapper. Maldini’s face was red from the horror he had seen and the anger he could no longer control.

Maldini stopped in front of the boy, stared deep into his eyes and lowered his head toward the body of the child he held. “Forget the candy,” he said in a softer voice. “And come help me bury our friend.”

Maldini turned and walked down the darkened streets of Naples, the gathered boys following close behind him, their heads bowed, their voices silenced.
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SAN DOMENICO MAGGIORE, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 27, 1943

It was the church where Saint Thomas Aquinas once sat and prayed. On its walls, spread through five ornate chapels, hung some of the richest and most beloved artwork in all of Italy, including Teodoro d’Errico’s masterful Resurrection and Roberto d’Odorisio’s Maddonna dell’Umilta. It is a church that houses the body of the first Catholic bishop of New York, who died in Naples within days of his consecration. On a far wall of one of the chapels hangs a reproduction of the Crucifixion, the drawing of Christ long-rumored to have spoken to a penitent Saint Thomas. But on this night, it was a church whose floor was filled with boys, their heads bowed in prayer, their hopes for a future clinging to the isolated wishes and the desperate dreams that theirs was a destiny that could bring defeat to an army fueled by hate.

Large votive candles were lit in every corner of the church, bringing forth a warm glow to all the shadows that knelt before the main altar. Through cracks in a ceiling built to withstand the age of centuries but not the force of bombs, a steady rain of poisoned candy fell on the marble floor, their insistent patter ignored by all of those in the church. Maldini knelt in the front row, the body of the dead boy at rest on the top step of the main altar. Nunzia was next to him, one hand thrust under his shaking arm. Next to the body, a thin boy with an oval face sang the words to the “Ave Maria,” his voice filled with a passion he would normally have been too young to possess. Connors and Vincenzo knelt on the other side with little Fabrizio gripping the soldier’s arm, his eyes frozen on the body of a boy his own age. Next to him, the bullmastiff spread out, his massive girth squeezing them all into a tight row.

They stayed there for as long as they could, finding comfort inside the walls of what had always been a haven, even for those least likely to seek forgiveness.

They knelt, prayed and sang until the sun rose and brought a fresh day to a battle-weary city.
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Courage is to feel

The daily daggers of relentless steel

And keep on living.

—DOUGLAS MALLOCH


 
THE FIRST DAY
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VIA TOLEDO, NAPLES

SEPTEMBER 28, 1943

The first blast from the tank shattered the weathered walls of a building that had stood since the sixteenth century. The second sent shards of brick, glass and mortar spilling into the clear morning air. Two German soldiers tossed grenades through the cracked windows of an empty storefront, causing the already weakened structure to collapse. A young, lanky junior officer lifted the top lid of his tank, gave a furtive glance down the empty street, and waved on three other tanks that were idling behind the smoldering turrets of his Mark IV.

The tanks motored past and stationed themselves on the right-hand side of the wide boulevard, each surrounded by six armed soldiers, two brandishing flame throwers. The sunny silence was shaken as they fired one destructive shell after another into the facades of the wobbly buildings that remained. The two soldiers armed with flame throwers moved inside the smoldering homes and offices, thick pockets of dust clouds wrapping them in their mist, and torched what little was left. “Leave them with nothing,” the young officer shouted to his men above the din, his tank slowly moving past them. “Only when you can see clear through to the next street will you be free to move forward.”

The second hand on a clock in the middle of a medieval tower that rose above the area, just two streets north of Via Toledo, slowly inched forward, its bells ringing out the start of a new hour. It was eight o’clock on a warm Tuesday morning and the final destruction of Naples had begun.

 

Connors and Vincenzo were huddled inside an apartment doorway, a long thin hanging curtain separating them from the edge of the smoky street. Connors parted the curtain with the end of his rifle and stared out at the tanks, firing shell after shell into the gaping holes of the buildings that lined Via Toledo. “Looks like they’re splitting the division four tanks to a street,” he said.

“How many soldiers?” Vincenzo asked. He was on his knees, an old hunting rifle by his side, holding two wine bottles filled with kerosene and topped with torn rags.

“Thirty-five, maybe forty,” Connors said, sliding his head out for a better look. “That’s counting the ones inside the tanks.”

“Will we have the time we need?” Vincenzo asked, resting the bottles next to the rifle and looking up at Connors.

“It depends on Maldini and Franco,” Connors said. “If they get there at the right time and are where they should be, we have a good chance. But right now there’s not a sign of them.”

“Don’t worry,” Vincenzo said. “They’ll be there. They have no other plans for this morning.”

The tanks were now targeting a string of row houses several hundred yards down the wide avenue, flames rising toward the sky, thick plumes of smoke offering a soft blanket of cover. Connors stepped away from the curtain, leaned down and grabbed one of the wine bottles. “You wait here,” he said to Vincenzo. “I’m going to try and get closer. Keep your head down and don’t make a move until you hear the signal.”

“With all these explosions going off I might not be able to hear anything,” Vincenzo said. “What then?”

“Look to me,” Connors said. “I’ll tell you when to move.”

Vincenzo nodded as he watched Connors push aside the curtain and head into the dirt, soot and danger of Via Toledo, running with his head down and his body in a crouched position, rifle at the ready. Vincenzo sat with his back against a chipped stone wall, barely hidden by the edges of the curtain. He rested the rifle on his legs and stared out at the carnage being waged on the street. He looked across at the nearby buildings where there was still no sign of either Maldini or Franco, then back down the avenue, peering into the thick smoke, Connors now a shadow amid the debris. He closed his eyes and laid his head against the moist wall.

It was then that he heard the footsteps.

They were thick-soled and heavy, coming down at him from the cobblestones to his rear. Vincenzo stiffened and gripped the rifle with both hands, one finger gently poised on the curve of the trigger. He slid deeper into the doorway, making sure the curtain hid his entire body. He stayed back and watched the blur of the footsteps pass, a breeze slightly unfurling the curtain. He waited until they had moved farther past him and then quietly brushed aside a corner of the hanging drapery. Through the smoke and haze he glanced at the person who seconds earlier had been close enough for him to touch. He rose up to his knees, let the rifle fall to the ground and felt a slow panic set in.

The footsteps belonged to young Angelo.

The boy was dressed in an all-white communion suit and he lit up the dark street like a low-watt bulb. He had his hands folded behind him and a wide smile on his face, his mind unfazed by the sounds and dangers of the loud explosions and the collapsed buildings. He was an open target stepping onto a field of battle and there was little that could be done to stop his advance.

Vincenzo watched the boy walk into the thickness of the brown maze, Nazi tanks positioned to his left, soldiers spread out across the avenue, their focus on the homes and storefronts. He looked for Connors hidden away in a remote hallway and searched the smoky skies for signs of Franco and Maldini. Vincenzo braced himself against a side of the wall, his breath rushed. He wanted to stop Angelo, but didn’t know how without risking detection. He should have told the boy to hide and not given him any false hopes of being able to help in their fight. Instead, he had wrongly given Angelo the impression that he was of value to their cause. As a result, a boy who should have been far removed from any danger zones had now stepped into the center of a killing field.

Vincenzo ran along the side of a building, crouched down, his eyes tearing and his throat raw from the influx of smoke. He needed to get to Angelo before the Nazis caught sight of him. He would use the burning mist as an ally, making him invisible to the armed soldiers standing only a short distance away. He reached the far corner of the building, eyes searching through the haze for the slow-thinking boy. There was an eerie silence on the street now, the tank fire quieted, the flame throwers at ease, the sun fighting to break through the thick envelope of smoke that engulfed them all. Vincenzo saw Angelo standing alone in the center of the street, his arms by his side, German soldiers with their backs to him, only a heave of a stone away. Vincenzo ran from the building, moving to his left and stopping against the side of an abandoned cart. He picked up a small rock and threw it toward Angelo, hoping to get the boy’s attention. The rock landed just in front of Angelo and caused the boy to turn around, his eyes squinting into the smoke, a wide smile, as always, lighting up his face. 

Vincenzo stepped in front of the cart, waved his arms in the air and saw Angelo nod his head in his direction. Vincenzo put a finger to his lips, begging the boy to stay silent, praying that he would simply walk over toward him and safety. “Vincenzo, sei tu?” Angelo asked, breaking the silence, his voice an echo off the cracked walls of the nearly ruined street. 

The German soldiers turned as one as soon as the words were spoken. They raised their guns and pointed them at the back of the white suit, a perfect target on a sun-drenched morning. “Alt,” one of them said, his word a dare as much as it was a command. Angelo turned from Vincenzo and looked across the way at the soldier. For the first time, he seemed to notice the Nazi uniform and his smile quickly faded. His battered mind flashed on the fallen bodies of his dying parents, beaten by the butt ends of hard rifles, and he rushed with arms spread out toward the soldier.

The soldier raised his rifle to eye level, took a quick measure of his target, and fired two rounds into the center of Angelo’s chest, thick patches of red quickly coating the front of the white suit. Angelo clutched at the wound and fell to his knees, turning his head back toward his best friend.

His bloody hand waved in Vincenzo’s direction before the German fired a third time.

The bullet hit Angelo in the neck and sent him sprawling, dead, to the ground.

Vincenzo stared at Angelo’s body, trembling, as the return fire came from out of a collapsed building to his right, four bullets taking down two German soldiers, including the one who had killed the boy. From the rooftop above, he heard the church bell ringing, the signal that Maldini, Franco and the rest were in place. The Germans aimed their guns toward the houses and the rooftops and began to fire. Their tanks inched away from the buildings, switched gears and headed down the center of the street, firing shells as they went. One hard blast landed two stories above Vincenzo’s head, bricks and concrete crashing down around him. But he didn’t move, his body frozen, his eyes looking down at the body of a boy he had promised to protect.

Maldini ran out of a building behind where Vincenzo stood, a wine bottle with a lit fuse in his hand. He tossed the bottle at an approaching trio of soldiers and then made a jump for Vincenzo, grabbing him around the waist and dragging him back into the alleys leading out of Via Toledo. They turned a corner and hid against a cracked stone wall.

Above them, from the remaining rooftops, two dozen street boys stood and let loose a heavy rainstorm of kerosene cocktails and cylinder tops of the unexploded bombs that had been collected, watching them crash and explode on the tanks and soldiers below. Connors came up from the rear and fired two rounds at a German soldier carrying a flame thrower. The soldier landed facedown on the ruined soil of Via Toledo, then Connors unhooked his belt and pack, slung his own rifle over his shoulder, and picked up the flame thrower. He raced toward the tank taking up the rear of the German attack and jumped on its side. He steadied himself, took a quick scan of the action around him, soldiers falling, bottles exploding, cylinders landing with explosive thuds against the base of the tanks and snapped open the lid. He hung the circular head of the flame thrower in the mouth of the tank and set loose its power, torching those inside. Smoke and screams rose out into the sky.

Connors jumped back to the ground and leaned against the seared tank, assessing the damage. He looked up toward the rooftops and spotted Nunzia, circled his hand above his head, the signal for all those above to make their quick retreat. He saw her return the sign and turned his attention back to the street action. A handful of German soldiers were down and two more of the tanks were disabled. A dozen of the soldiers, some wounded, walked slowly along the street, searching for targets that were no longer there. Connors caught a long glimpse of Angelo’s body, lowered his head and quietly backed out of the street, picking up as many weapons as he could hold, heading away from the tanks and the soldiers.

His first battle of the morning was at an end.

 

Maldini grabbed Vincenzo’s shoulder and dragged him away from the wall, the German soldiers fast on their heels. “We can’t stay here,” he told him. “We’ll head for one of the rooftops and then make our way to Lungomare. It’s the safest way out.”

“I didn’t want him to die,” Vincenzo said, struggling to get to his feet.

“No one wanted him to die,” Maldini said. “It’s not your fault and it wasn’t his. It’s a war and the people no one wants to see dead usually die. You, more than anyone, should know that.”

They slipped into a darkened hallway as three soldiers ran past, each firing random shots at unseen targets. Maldini pointed to a stairwell on the right and they began the climb up its narrow steps, the older man leading the boy. “Grab one of those bottles,” Maldini said, pointing down at a kerosene cocktail resting by a door jam. “Take that candle, too, and use them both when you have to.”

When they got to the second-floor landing, they heard the soldiers enter the foyer below. “You go ahead,” Vincenzo said. “I’ll meet you at Lungomare.”

Maldini walked down the two steps that separated them and tightened his grip on Vincenzo’s arm. “Are you sure?” he asked. “I’m leaving behind one dead boy. I don’t want there to be two.”

“I’m sure.” Vincenzo stared into Maldini’s eyes. 

Maldini took a deep breath and nodded. “Wait for them to come up the stairs. Light the fuse, hold it above your shoulder and let it go. And then run up these stairs as fast as you’ve ever run in your life.”

Maldini loosened his grip on Vincenzo’s shoulder and disappeared around a bend of steps. Vincenzo watched him leave, hearing the heavy pounding of the German soldiers in the stairwell below. He pulled the cloth out of the wine bottle, draped its rolled up end over the lit edges of the heavy candle. He tossed aside the candle, shoved the cloth back in the neck of the bottle and moved away from the wall, standing a flight above the three armed soldiers. He stared at them for several seconds, watching as they halted their run and positioned their rifles. He held the bottle up, the flame getting closer to the lip, two bullets landing against the wall just above his head.

“Viva Napoli!” he shouted.

The explosion shattered parts of a wall and demolished the handrail. Two of the soldiers lay dead, the third, wounded, moaned in pain. Vincenzo ran down the creaky steps, avoiding the large, broken-off shards of wood. He took the rifles and the ammo belts from the dead soldiers and looked down at the third one. Bleeding from the stomach and neck, the soldier struggled to move a bloody hand toward his gun. Vincenzo bent down and ripped the gun out of its holster. He unclipped his ammo belt and reached for his rifle. The German put out a hand and gripped Vincenzo’s arm, holding it tight, bringing it down closer to his open wound. 

The soldier was trembling, drenched in sweat and blood. He was young, just a few years older than the street boy. Vincenzo tossed the ammo belts and rifles on the steps behind him, sat down and lifted the soldier’s head, resting it on his knee. He removed his helmet and threw it down the stairs. The two stared into each other’s eyes without speaking. Vincenzo’s hand was pressed on the large hole in his stomach, blood gushing through his fingers. The soldier placed his right hand on top of the boy’s, both of them holding down tight, looking to relieve some of the pain. The soldier lifted his head slightly and gently rubbed Vincenzo’s cheek with his free hand.

“Grazia,” he whispered, seconds before he drew his last breath.
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16TH PANZER DIVISION HEADQUARTERS 

IL PALAZZO REALE

Von Klaus watched Kunnalt rush to his side, stop and salute, always aware and appreciative of the young officer’s eagerness to please. The troubled look on the man’s face was enough to tell him that the news to be delivered wasn’t good. “Problems already?” he asked, waiting as his aide took a deep breath.

“We’ve encountered a minor disturbance on Via Toledo,” Kunnalt said. “And we took some casualties.”

“I never consider casualties to be minor disturbances,” Von Klaus said with a note of irritation. 

“Sorry, sir. I meant it as a statement of fact. I didn’t mean to sound unconcerned.”

“What have we lost?” Von Klaus said, brushing aside the apology.

“Nine men are dead,” Kunnalt said. “Three are wounded, one critical. And three of the tanks are down.”

Von Klaus stared at Kunnalt, his face red, his voice coated with anger. “Who did this?” he asked, each word spoken softly and in a deliberate tone.

“Boys mostly,” Kunnalt told him. “They lined the rooftops, armed with rifles and makeshift bombs.”

“Boys plan pranks, not battles,” Von Klaus said. “Someone is leading them. Who?”

“We’re not quite sure yet, sir,” Kunnalt said. “But the men reported an exchange of gunfire with an American soldier. He came at them from a rear flank and seemed to be in control of the operation.”

“The Americans are firmly entrenched in Salerno,” Von Klaus said. “They won’t move until Montgomery moves and that’s at least a week away. They may have sent a small team down to gauge activity in the city, but no one is sent out alone. The men may have seen one soldier, but there may be others scattered throughout the city. We need to find them, and quickly. I don’t want any repeats of what happened this morning. This mission will be a success if I have to personally bring down every building myself.”

“If we capture one of the boys, he might lead us to the Americans,” Kunnalt said. “They may have been forced into this fight and might be looking to find a way out.”

“They weren’t forced to be good at it,” Von Klaus said. “Nine dead soldiers and three tanks in ruin. This is insane! I want this stopped before it builds. That means today, Kunnalt.”

“Our troops were not expecting resistance,” Kunnalt said.

“They’re soldiers,” Von Klaus snapped. “It’s time they began to act like it.”

“I’ve alerted all sniper teams to report any movements back to headquarters,” Kunnalt said. “In addition to that, do you want me to request aerial assistance from high command?”

Von Klaus shook his head as he looked down at a large map of Naples spread out on a table under a tree. “This is our battle. Unless you want me to inform high command that one of the most elite tank troops in the German army can’t face down a group of children led by one soldier.”

“Then no changes to the standing orders, sir?”

“The orders hold as given.” Von Klaus looked away from the map and toward Kunnalt. “No mercy in any quarters. Not to the buildings and not to anyone left on the streets. And that includes children.”
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SAN LORENZO MAGGIORE 

Steve Connors sat on a thick stone in the shadows of a dark basement, his hands on the dials of a broken transmitter, the candle by his feet his only direct light. He moved the dials from right to left and tugged at the white button at the base, all to no avail. He slapped at the base of the machine in frustration and then kicked it to the ground. He sat with his back against the wall and looked out into the darkness. “Does that help make it work?” Vincenzo asked.

He stood in a corner of the room, his voice a small echo in the stillness of the basement. He stepped closer to Connors, until the candle flame helped illuminate his face.

“I need to contact my headquarters,” Connors said, staring up at Vincenzo. “I have to get us some help.”

“How much better would your soldiers have done today?” Vincenzo asked.

“I saw you freeze up out there,” Connors said, his anger now at full throttle. “And I saw a kid with no business being in a fight get killed. That wouldn’t have happened with soldiers.”

“I didn’t expect to see Angelo come down the street,” Vincenzo said, his head down and his voice low. “And I didn’t know how to stop him.”

“We got lucky out there,” Connors said. “Only one of ours died. And that’s not because we were better than the Germans. It’s because they weren’t expecting us. That’s not going to happen anymore, and that means a lot more people are going to die.”

“It was my first fight,” Vincenzo said almost sheepishly. “And I was afraid. More than I thought I would be.”

“All those military books I hear you like to read are filled with stories about great battles and great soldiers,” Connors said, looking at Vincenzo. “They talk about strategy and planning, make war sound like a chess game. And they’re all wrong. Those books don’t tell you anything about war. They don’t tell you what it’s like to squeeze a trigger and then watch some guy your own age in another uniform fall down dead.”

“At first it was like everything was moving in slow motion,” Vincenzo said, searching for the words. “And then when I tried to run, it felt like my feet were buried in water. But then a second later, it was all going so fast, I couldn’t figure out how to keep up.”

“It seems to go that way in every fight,” Connors said, his anger dissipating, his manner softer now, more compassionate toward a boy coming to terms with his first taste of fire. “There are days when you can see every bullet fired coming right at you. Other times, all you see is a flash from a gun and the buzz run past your ear. It’s different every time out.”

“Are you always afraid?” Vincenzo asked, sitting down across from Connors. 

“Never more than the first time,” Connors said. “There’s no training that can prepare you for that first fight. You don’t know how you’re supposed to feel or how you should act. It gets easier after you’ve been through a few, but you always get the fear. You just know how to deal with it better.”

“I think I’ll always be afraid,” Vincenzo said. “I don’t know if that will help make me a good fighter.”

“You’re already a good fighter,” Connors said. “Just because you’re afraid doesn’t mean you’re not brave. You’ve seen a lot of blood for a kid your age and that gives you more of an edge, but it doesn’t make you battle-ready.”

“I might never be,” Vincenzo said. “But this morning was not just about me and Angelo. It was about those children on the rooftops who finally had a chance to fight back against tanks and soldiers.”

Connors stood and walked toward the steps leading out of the church, stopping in front of a dust-shrouded statue of Saint Jude.

“He’s the patron saint of lost causes,” Vincenzo said. “Italians pray to him when they have no one else to turn to for help.”

“It do them any good?” Connors asked.

“You’ve been here long enough to know the answer,” Vincenzo said. “But Italians never blame the saints. Only themselves. So they pray every day, and once in a while good things happen and they have a saint to thank for it.”

“That hold for you, too?” Connors asked. “The prayer part, I mean.”

“Not really,” Vincenzo said, looking up at Saint Jude, his marbled hands entwined in long rows of cobwebs. “Even if the saints could hear my words, why would they stop just to listen to me?”

“I don’t think I’ve ever prayed,” Connors said. “I would go to services back home, but that’s just more because I had to than wanted to. And while I was there, I went through all the motions of prayer. But I’ve never said one where I really meant it.”

Vincenzo patted his fingers gently across the statue’s bare feet and looked at Connors. “Maybe that will change,” he said in a whisper. “For both of us.”

They turned and walked up the narrow steps leading out of the church, leaving behind the peaceful silence.
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PIAZZA DANTE

Three German tanks rumbled around the center of the square, their engines running hot, officers standing in the open pits, gazing out at the abandoned structures. The large, ornate gate in the middle of the massive building was shuttered. It had been built in 1625 and was positioned directly across from Dante’s statue. A dozen German soldiers were scattered around the tanks, their eyes searching the rooftops for signs of trouble. The tanks spread out, the officers directing the drivers to designated spots, each facing a front of the hemicycle that had stood since 1588. They were poised and eager to begin their destructive mission.

The center tank fired first.

Its opening salvo sent the gates flying, splitting the lock and bending the iron grate. The officer ignored the smoke that mushroomed around him, tapped on the sides and looked into the square as the tank moved forward. Three of the soldiers walked in behind the tank, crouched and apprehensive. The actions that had been taken earlier in Via Toledo had been radioed to all the units and they were placed on a full alert. The tank moved under the large monument, crushing some of the bars of the fallen gate as it rumbled past, and came to a halt on the other side, the officer’s head still shrouded in the shadows of the arch. He turned and saw the other two tanks holding the same position. 

“Looks clear to me,” he said, speaking into a hand mike. “We’ll send the men in first to draw any of them out. Once that’s done, we bring it all down.”

The soldiers slid into place alongside the tanks. Outside the towers, Dante’s sculpture looked up toward the tolling clock.

It was ten A.M.

The three wooden carts were wheeled in and hidden behind Dante’s statue. Each cart was loaded with mines and soaked with kerosene. Vincenzo eased past one of the carts, rifle in hand, and crouched down along the stone basin. Franco and Angela stepped in alongside. “The tanks are right where we need them to be,” Franco said.

“The American needs a few more minutes to get in position,” Vincenzo said. “Then we can make our move.”

“What if more Nazis come from behind us?” Angela asked. “What do we do?”

“We turn the carts on them,” Vincenzo said. “Which leaves our people in the square out on their own.”

“This is a dangerous plan,” Franco said.

“I’m open to any plans that aren’t dangerous,” Vincenzo said. He waited but Franco stayed silent. Vincenzo turned away, his eyes searching out the tanks in front of him, watching the Nazi soldiers move inside grounds that had been designed for leisurely walks, not great battles.

 

The center tank shifted gears and ground to a halt, the soldiers positioned around it holding their places and their weapons. The tanks on either side also came to a quick stop, the square filled with rising dust and crouched soldiers aiming weapons at the man and boy standing at ease in the center of the piazza. Maldini stood facing three tanks and a dozen Nazis, his arms held out, a smile on his face. Next to him, little Fabrizio bounced a soccer ball against the side of his foot.

The officer in the center tank motioned toward Maldini, signaling him to move closer. “What are you doing here?” he asked in Italian. “You’re not allowed within city limits.”

Maldini walked forward, his steps slow and calculated, sliding casually across the rough terrain. “I know, sir,” he said apologetically. “I was set to leave when the Germans first arrived. But then my son ran away. He was afraid of the guns. Ever since, I have spent all my time looking for him. This morning, with the grace of God, I finally found him. He was hiding in one of the large rooms above us.”

Fabrizio looked up at the German officer, moving the soccer ball from one foot to the other. He then lifted his eyes and saw his target, on a stone wall, fifteen meters to the right of the tank. A mine rested in the center of a brick column, directly above four soldiers with cocked machine guns.

“I could have you shot just for being here,” the officer snarled.

“I know, sir,” Maldini said. “I beg you, please show us your mercy. We’re ready now, my son and I, to go anywhere you want us to go.”

“Were there any others hiding in those buildings?” the officer asked. “Besides your son.”

“None that I saw, sir,” Maldini said. “The buildings I searched looked empty, a poor place to hide for adult or child.”

“Your son managed to survive,” the officer said. “Despite the many bombing raids.”

“The Good Lord must have been watching over him, sir,” Maldini said. “It’s the only answer.”

The officer snorted a laugh and looked down at one of his soldiers. “These Italians love to believe that God takes a hand in everything that happens to them. It helps rescue them from any responsibility.” 

Maldini kept his eyes on the young officer in the tank and ignored the snide laughter that came from the soldiers grouped around its sides. Next to him, Fabrizio lifted the soccer ball from his foot to his knee, bouncing it in a quiet rhythm, as he stood balanced on one leg. Maldini turned to the little boy and gently rubbed his head. “It’s time to play ball,” he said to him.

“I’m not afraid,” Fabrizio said.

“That’s good,” Maldini said. “Because I am.”

Fabrizio nodded and moved the soccer ball from his knee back to the flat end of his right foot. He began a slow trot, kicking the ball from one foot to the other, his eyes on the soldiers and the tank officer. The Germans lowered their guns as they watched the boy maneuver around the front of the square, flipping the soccer ball over his shoulder and catching it with the front of his chest. Some of them laughed as he kicked the ball with his right heel and dropped to his knees as it landed on his forehead, always keeping the bounce steady. Maldini stood off to the side, his eyes on the mine positioned just to the right of the center tank, his right hand at his back, its fingers wrapped around the hard end of a revolver.

Fabrizio was on his feet, the ball a blur from foot to chest to head to arm, his hands spread out in front of him, enjoying the nods of approval he was receiving from the relaxed soldiers. “Your boy is an excellent player,” the officer said to Maldini, his attention focused on Fabrizio. “One of the best I’ve ever seen.”

“Would you care to see him shoot the ball?” Maldini said. “I swear on my mother’s very soul that you’ll never live to see a shot like his again.”

The officer leaned back against the edge of the circular opening and glanced around at the happy faces of his men. He looked back to Maldini and nodded his approval.

Fabrizio turned to Maldini, the ball floating in midair, his cherubic face gleaming with thin lines of sweat. “Score your goal, Fabrizio,” Maldini told him.

The boy moved with stutter steps, his small feet a blur as he inched the ball closer toward the soldiers and the tanks. He flipped the ball up to his knees and began to run as he bounced it, looking up to gaze at his target, taking seconds to weigh the distance and the angle needed to make the shot. He was within twenty feet of the tank, a short reach away from a soldier’s grip, when he stopped, turned his back, trotted a dozen steps forward and placed the meat of the ball on the center of his right foot. He let it rest there for a fraction of a second, spread out his arms and slid to the hard ground. He extended his leg out, his body resting flat on the wet stones, and kicked the ball skyward toward the brick wall next to the main tank.

The ball whizzed off Fabrizio’s foot, a white blur moving up and away from the reach of any soldier. The officer watched it go, the smile on his face doing a fast fade when he caught sight of the mine positioned to his side. The ball landed square in the center of the mine, sending large pieces of brick, stone and shredded glass cascading down on the tank and the soldiers, its loud blast rocking the piazza. A massive hot blanket of thick brown smoke engulfed Maldini as he ran toward Fabrizio, clutched the boy in his arms and sprinted toward the rear of the square and the open door that awaited them both. Bullets zinged past them as they ran, the boy clutched to Maldini like skin. “Was it a good shot?” the little boy asked as they headed toward Connors, frantically waving them on.

“It was your best,” Maldini managed to say through gasps of breath as he and Fabrizio rushed past Connors into the immediate safety of the office building foyer. Connors stared past them, offering cover fire and assessing the damage made by the exploded mine. The tank in the central archway was shrouded in rubble, the officer bent over the open lid, seriously wounded. Three ground soldiers lay dead and scattered. The other two tanks had moved out of the gate entrances and were in the center of the square, raining waste on the empty buildings surrounding them. The soldiers had spread out and were firing down at his location, bullets nicking walls and shattering glass.

Connors looked down at Fabrizio and winked at the little boy, the mastiff now alongside him, sniffing and licking at the sides of his face. “I guess you really are a great football player,” Connors said.

Fabrizio patted the top of the mastiff’s head and smiled back at Connors. “But I won’t be able to practice anymore,” he said. “That was the only ball I had.”

Nunzia came up behind Connors, resting a hand on the soldier’s back. “They’re ready,” she said in a low voice.

A loud explosion rocked the second floor of the building, dropping plywood and cinder chips down on them. “So are they,” Connors said, staring out at the approaching tanks.

 

The two wooden carts were rolled into the shade of the archways, four mines in each, a heavy smell of kerosene coming off the old planks. Vincenzo bent down against the side of a wall and peeked out into the square, heavy gunfire and powerful explosions rocking the foundation of buildings built to last forever. He wiped his forehead with the torn sleeve of his shirt, took several deep breaths and closed his eyes. Next to him, crouched down and waiting with weapons cocked, six boys stood ready to move on his call. On the other end of the square, Franco waited with a similar group, all huddled in the same position. “When will we know to go out there?” one of the boys asked him, speaking in a whisper. 

“You’ll know,” Vincenzo assured him. “And remember, don’t use the carts as shelter. They’ll be the first to explode.”

“I’ve never fired a rifle before,” the boy said, his voice unable to hide the frail nerves. “I hope I shoot something besides myself.”

“Aim it at the ones wearing the uniforms,” Vincenzo said to him, patting his leg. “And keep pulling on the trigger. After that it’s as much luck as skill.”

“I’ve never killed anyone, either,” the boy said.

“You weren’t supposed to,” Vincenzo said, looking into his eyes. “Neither was I and neither were those Germans out there. But if they don’t fight, they’ll die. And so will we. My grandfather used to tell me that we don’t choose our life, we just live it.”

The explosion sent them sprawling to the damp ground. It came from the other end of the square, the power of its blast centered in the building where Connors and the others had been positioned, its facade now crumbled, smoke billowing toward the clear sky, flames shooting out the second- and third-floor windows. The force of the hidden bomb had stretched out into the square, leaving four soldiers dead and a tank disabled, the tracks around its rear wheels shattered into pieces.

Vincenzo stood and turned to the others. “It’s time,” he said. “Let’s show the Nazis that Naples is still alive.”

They grouped around the back of the cart and pushed it into the open square, aiming it toward the last functioning tank. From the other end, Franco and his team did the same, their target the soldiers collecting themselves from the mine blast. Vincenzo caught Franco’s eye and nodded. “Scatter and fire,” he shouted to the boys behind him. “Leave the cart to me.”

The boys ran from the cover of the cart, firing rifle rounds in the direction of the soldiers. A few threw themselves to the ground, a handful gathered around thin pine trees for shelter, pointing their rifles and blindly emptying their chambers. Vincenzo rolled the cart with all his might, the mines jiggling, the palms of his hands cut and bleeding from the pressure he was putting on the splintered old wood. Bullets zinged at him from all directions, a grenade blast exploding twenty feet to his left. He ducked down and gave the cart one final push, using the full force of his tired body, and then he rolled off toward a patch of grass to his left. Franco released his cart seconds later, diving behind a thick green bush. 

The two carts exploded at the same time, sending wood, brick, steel and chunks of concrete through the air. Vincenzo stood in the midst of all the smoke, waving his arms in a frantic motion, signaling the boys out of the square and back into the arches and the safety of the streets. He ran behind them, then turned to check on Franco. The boy was on his knees, a large shard of wood jabbed into the back of his right shoulder. The smoke around them was dense and the few German soldiers who were left were firing in the blind, bullets landing against walls and bouncing off cobblestones. Vincenzo ran toward Franco, lifted him to his feet and put an arm around his waist. “Can you run?” he asked him.

“Faster than you,” Franco said.

Vincenzo gripped him tighter and both boys ran at full sprint out of the mangled Piazza Dante, leaving behind three ruined tanks and a dozen dead soldiers and a square erupting in flames. They ran under the archway and out into the clear sunlight, the marble statue of Dante greeting them both, his stiff arms spread out. Vincenzo and Franco stopped to catch their breath and glanced briefly up at the statue. “What better place to leave behind an inferno?” Vincenzo asked Franco.

“That’s another book I didn’t read,” Franco said, between gasps for breath.

Vincenzo laughed as the two then continued their run, quickly disappearing into the empty streets of their city.
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PANZER DIVISION HEADQUARTERS, IL PALAZZO REALE

Von Klaus tossed the map to the ground in anger. “They are only children!” he shouted. “I am losing men and tanks to children! We’ve been in Naples less than five hours and I’ve already lost more men than I did our first morning in North Africa. This is insanity!”

“Our men are like anyone else, sir,” Kunnalt said, trying to bring calm to the situation. “When they see a child, they tend to let their guard down.”

“They’ve done more than let their guard down, Kunnalt,” Von Klaus said, his steel composure slowly seeping back. “They’ve allowed themselves to be duped, made fools of by an army of babies.”

“Do you want to issue a shoot-on-sight order regarding children, sir?” Kunnalt asked.

Von Klaus looked at the junior officer and held his gaze for several seconds, his breath returning to normal. “No,” he said, shaking his head. “We have yet to reach that point. And, for whatever it matters, I hope we never do.”

“They will be difficult to flush out, sir,” Kunnalt said. “We have very little intelligence on them, other than what we received from that prison escapee, Petroni. They’re scattered and hidden throughout the city. It will take time to roust them out, time that will be taken away from the mission.”

“We don’t need them all found,” Von Klaus said. “One will do. He is the only professional among the group.”

“We could make use of Petroni,” Kunnalt said. “He’s betrayed them once for money. He might be willing to do so again, for even more money.”

Von Klaus nodded. “An internal struggle would benefit us,” he said. “It might help eliminate the problem without the men having to gun children down in the streets. Find this Petroni and deal with him.”

Kunnalt stood next to Von Klaus, both staring down at a map, their hands resting on top of the thin sheet of paper.

“Spread the tanks out and increase the frequency of the attacks,” the colonel said. “They might be able to stop one or two tanks, but they can’t stop all of them. Despite their efforts, this city will be destroyed.”

“Any other change in orders, sir?”

“Free up some of the men,” Von Klaus said. “Break them into squads of six and have them work in advance of the tanks. See if they can spot these traps before we drive into them. I also want the attacks to run through the night. The men can go for long stretches without sleep, so it won’t hinder their abilities. But I don’t want to give these children any break from the battle they’ve chosen to start.”

“If any are found, do you want them taken as prisoners, sir?” Kunnalt asked.

“Yes,” Von Klaus said. “House them in one of the castles by the bay.”

“And if fired upon, the men are free to return fire at will?” Kunnalt asked.

“An enemy is an enemy, Kunnalt,” Von Klaus said. “Regardless of age.”
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SAN GREGORIO ARMENO 

The two barefoot boys ran down a steep hill and turned a corner, both soaked in sweat and gulping for fresh air. Two German soldiers, in full gear, followed, fast on their backs, firing bullets that landed on the stone street and dented rock walls in front of them. Two hundred yards farther up the hill, Connors and Nunzia gave chase, hoping to get to the Germans before they reached the boys. As they ran, Connors looked at the old gun in Nunzia’s right hand. “You any good with that?” he asked as they both jumped a huge crater in the middle of the street.

“I never had to be,” she said. “Before.”

The boys were now at the top of a small bridge, heading for the gated entrance to the church of Santa Patrizia, hoping to seek refuge within its halls. “Forza, Maurizio,” the older of the two shouted to his friend. “The Germans are getting closer.”

“You keep running,” Maurizio answered, the burn in his chest clutching at his throat. “With or without me. There’s no use both of us dying.”

The soldiers were less than a hundred yards away, firing bullets at a rapid pace, determined to bring down the two boys. Maurizio, his legs the weight of air and his stomach cramped, came to an abrupt stop just as he crossed the bridge, a short distance removed from the gilded gates of the church. “I can’t go anymore,” he gasped, waving meekly to the other boy. “Save yourself, Mario. The Nazis will be happy to have caught just one of us.”

Mario skidded to a halt, his back to the gate. He saw the Germans come up the hill, one running, his handgun aimed at the slumped-over Maurizio. The other soldier came to rest against an embankment, dropped to one knee and brought his machine gun to chest level. Just behind them, on the far end of the bridge, he could see Nunzia and the American. Mario stared over at Maurizio, their eyes locking, both resigned. The German with the handgun was over the bridge and close enough for the boys to make out his face beneath the shield of his helmet. He stopped, took a breath and aimed his weapon at the older boy’s back. Maurizio glanced at him over his shoulder, rows of sweat clouding his vision, his body trembling, his throat holding back the urge to vomit.

Connors and Nunzia reached the bridge. The American stopped and aimed his rifle at the soldier closest to him, the one with the machine gun. “I can only get one of them from here,” he said to Nunzia. “And it’s going to be the wrong one. The one with the gun is past my range. If I take out his friend on the right, it might be enough to break his balance.”

Connors fell to one knee and peered through his scope. Nunzia kept running, honing in closer to the German with the handgun. The boys held their position, frozen in place. The Nazi with the machine gun took aim at Mario, his movements slow and deliberate, confident he had all the time he needed to take out the boy shivering under the hot glare of the sun.

The gate to the church door swung open.

An old woman, short and squat, dressed in a heavy woolen black dress, a knitted shawl wrapped around her shoulders, moved out into the street. Her hands were hidden behind the stained white apron wrapped around her waist. The German soldier lowered his gun as soon as he saw her, waving the butt end at her, a silent warning to stay away. Mario and Maurizio glanced over, watching as she moved past them, her feet covered in wool socks and hand-made wooden house slippers. “Signora, no,” Mario warned her to no avail. “Questo posto non e per te.”

The old woman stopped, her steel gray eyes focused on the soldier with the gun, her jaw clenched tight, the cheeks sagged and wrinkled. She freed her hands from behind the apron and pulled out a twelve-inch butcher’s knife, the one Neapolitan women often used to cut thick mounds of fresh provolone cheese. She reared her right arm back, fingers gripping the tip blade of the knife, planted her feet and squared her body. She released the knife with full force and a hard grunt, watching as it whizzed through the air and landed in the center of the soldier’s chest. The German dropped his gun, his two hands clutched around the wooden handle of the knife, his eyes opened wide, his mouth spilling blood and foam, his knees buckling. He fell backwards, landing with a quiet thud on the hard street.

The soldier with the machine gun stood and turned his weapon on the old woman. She looked back at him, her elderly face free of fear. The boys gazed beyond her, staring at Connors in the center of the bridge, down on one knee, taking dead aim at the Nazi. The German caught their look and turned his head.

The first shot from Connors winged him in the shoulder and spun him around, the machine gun falling to the ground. The second caught him in the forehead and sent him crumpling against the brown rock embankment, his legs folded off to the side. Mario and Maurizio stared down at the two dead soldiers and then turned away and ran toward the old woman who eagerly returned their warm embrace. “Grazia mille, signora,” Mario muttered. The old woman didn’t speak, content to rub the sweaty backs of the two boys with her gnarled fingers.

She smiled at Connors and Nunzia as they approached. Nunzia leaned over and kissed the old woman on the cheek. “Ask her if she wants to come stay with us,” Connors said to Nunzia. “We’ll make sure to keep her safe.”

The old woman looked at the soldier sprawled at the base of the bridge with a knife jutting out of his chest. Then she looked at Connors and smiled a toothless grin. “That’s what I was going to ask you,” she said.
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45TH INFANTRY THUNDERBIRD DIVISION HEADQUARTERS SALERNO

Captain Anders crumpled up the report he had just finished reading for a second time and shook his head, the flat end of a cigar clutched between his teeth. “Looks like there’s somebody down there not too happy about having the Nazis back in Naples. And I got me a damn pretty good idea who that somebody is.”

“Connors may be involved, sir,” Higgins, a young junior officer said. “But he couldn’t have done the kind of damage that’s in that report by himself.”

“No, I suppose that would be too much to ask of anyone,” Anders said. “Even a wild match like Connors. But whatever is going on down there, he’s smack in the middle of it. That’s a damn sure safe bet.”

“We could easily send down a few units, sir.” He was barely out of his teens, a tall and lanky young man from Arlington, Virginia, with a hard voice and a soft manner. “Even out the odds some. There’s a full division down there. Help or not, he’s going to run into thick trouble sometime soon.”

“The Nazis got in at sunup,” Anders said. “It’s barely noon and they’re already down six tanks and twenty men. Send some units down to beef up the advance teams and have them move closer to the city. I want them to stop any German units heading into or out of Naples.”

“Whoever he’s with, they’re armed and seem to have some idea what to do with the weapons,” Higgins said, gazing down at a map spread across a poker table. “But it’s not the Italian resistance. They haven’t been seen in Naples in weeks.”

“Some of the locals around here insist there are a few hundred kids scattered around the city,” Anders said. “It’s a stretch to think they could be causing all these problems, but until I get a better picture of what’s down there, that’s my only bet.”

“I saw the intelligence on the Sixteenth Panzer Division,” Higgins said. “They’re the best the Germans have. Why would they waste them on a search-and-destroy mission?”

“That’s their worry, not ours,” Anders said. “But you’re right, it doesn’t make much sense. Their tank commander, Von Klaus, is right up there next to Rommel. He can fight in the desert and in the cities. He’s strong on strategy and, as far as I’ve read, he hasn’t lost in any field of battle. I’m glad the generals sent him down there on garbage cleanup. I’d rather he aim his tank shells at empty buildings than at our infantry.”

“Do you want us to try to get word to Connors?” 

Captain Anders relit his cigar and looked across the table at Higgins, a thin line of smoke forcing one of his eyes closed. “If you can track him down, then get a message out,” he said. “Meantime, let’s figure out what we can do to get him out of there without riling up Monty and the Brits.”
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VIA MEDINA

The boy walked at a brisk pace, two German soldiers on either side, each with a tight grip on his elbows. The street was empty and silent except for a battery of soldiers pounding through doors and shooting stray bullets into abandoned rooms. There was a tank parked at an angle in the distance, five soldiers at rest under its shadow, enjoying a rare break and a canteen meal. The boy slowed his movements, forcing the soldiers to drag him down the center of the street. They had found him nestled under the desk of the bombed-out remains of an old school, the gun in his hand down to its final bullet.

The boy was fifteen and slight of build with long brown hair running down across his eyes. He had a long, choppy scar on the right side of his face, the result of a childhood bite from a horse. His legs were strong and athletic. His parents had been circus performers, high-wire gymnasts, performing their act throughout southern Italy prior to the war. They were killed by Fascist troops during a crowded late afternoon show in Reggio Calabria. He remembered holding his father’s head in his hands and the loud, dismissive laughter of the soldiers surrounding them. The tents and the equipment were burned and destroyed.

The soldiers dragged Pietro closer to the tank, both pleased with their first capture. The boy searched the rooftops for any sign of help, any indication that someone was watching. After several futile seconds, he lowered his head, resigned to whatever fate the Nazis had reserved for him. He kept his eyes on the ground, doing his best to ignore the tank and the soldiers, focusing instead on the ancient rocks and stones that made up the familiar street he had played on as a child. He turned his head to the left, caught a glint of the sun on his face and, for the first time in many weeks, allowed himself a smile. 

The heavy iron manhole cover was off to his left, about a thirty-yard run from where he was being tugged along by the two soldiers. He saw the lip slide across and a boy’s head emerge just above its rim, waving for him to stop, pointing a finger across the street. Pietro glanced to his right and saw another boy wedged inside a small sewer opening, a grenade clutched in his right hand.

Pietro planted his legs on the ground, bringing the two soldiers to a sudden halt. He turned to each and wedged a hand on their shoulders and did a quick three-quarters backward flip, easily breaking their hold. The soldiers fell back, regained their composure and reached for their rifles. Pietro ran toward the now open manhole, prepared to use the skills he had honed since he was an infant. The two soldiers aimed their rifles at his back, ready to fire, when Pietro stopped, turned and faced them, his arms extended out. He crouched to his knees and did a massive flip backwards, landing within an inch of the open manhole. As Pietro lowered himself into the hole, he gave the two soldiers a gentle wave good-bye.

The soldiers raced toward the manhole, watching the lid slide quickly across its open mouth. As they both scampered past the sewer, a grenade came flying out of the small opening, grazing one of them on the shin. They turned, looked down and caught the full force of the blast in their chests. They were sent sprawling to the ground, backs and legs covered in blood. A small boy emerged from the sewer hole, running for the abandoned rifles and gun belts, looking up at the tank soldiers coming his way, firing shots in his direction. He dragged his booty toward the sewer, dropped them all into the hole and slid back down, bullets whizzing past his legs. 

“Forza!” the boy shouted to a friend waiting for him in the sewer, the rifles and ammo belts clutched in his arms. “Run as fast as you can. They’ll throw grenades as soon as they reach the opening.” The two boys scattered down the slippery path, lined with broken steam pipes, rotting water and old grease, turned a corner and disappeared. The force of the explosion behind them was enough to hurl them to the floor, rifles and ammo belts scattered by their sides. “Bravo, Eduardo,” the small boy said, helping up his younger friend. “We have both done well. Now the rest is up to them above us.”

“I want you to know I wasn’t scared,” Eduardo said. Mud and soot covered the seven-year-old from the top of his thick head of hair down to the cuts on his bare feet. “Not for one second.”

The boy patted Eduardo on the head and then gave him a playful nudge. “It’s good to know that one of us is brave, then,” he said, bending down to pick up the guns and the ammo. “I was so scared up there I don’t think I’ll ever feel my legs again.”

Eduardo put an arm around the older boy. “Don’t worry, Gio,” he said. “You’ll always have me to help you.”

“Let’s go,” Gio said, resting a rifle on his shoulder and draping an ammo belt around his neck, his eyes searching the muddy ground. “I’m afraid of rats, too.”

 

The manhole cover slid open again.

Pietro and two other boys emerged from the darkness. The five German soldiers were spread out across the sewer cover, one of them peering down into the smoke-filled opening. “You worry about the tank,” the oldest of the three, a light-skinned teenager, said to Pietro. “We’ll deal with the soldiers. Once you finish, head up toward Via Diaz. We’ll catch up to you later. And whatever you do, don’t drop the mine.”

Pietro slid out of the manhole and took the mine from the two boys. “Don’t look back,” one of them whispered. “Just go. You have the more important job.”

Pietro nodded, clutched the mine and turned away, walking carefully toward the tank. The two boys in the manhole opening lifted up two German machine guns and braced them against the concrete edge of the street. They turned to look at Pietro and then back to the soldiers, took deep breaths and opened fire.

Two of the soldiers fell to the ground dead, one with his head jammed in the sewer cavity. A third lay on the ground wounded, his rifle just beyond his reach. The remaining two spread out on the street and returned fire, their bullets clipping at the edges of the rocks and ground cover around the boys. One shot clipped the light-skinned boy in the shoulder, causing him to lose his grip and drop down into the sewer. “Tomasso!” the other boy called out. 

“It’s my shoulder,” Tomasso said, watching the blood flow out of the wound, the sting of the bullet causing his eyes to tear. 

“Stay down,” the other boy said. “Reload your gun and give it to me. I need to give Pietro more time.”

The wounded boy struggled to put in a fresh clip, then patted the other boy on the knee and handed it to him. “Bernardo, how many are left?” he asked, as the boy bent down to take the machine gun. 

“There are two,” Bernardo said. “Both heading our way. I can handle it. You go and I’ll catch up.”

“We came together, my cousin,” Tomasso said, wiping at the blood flowing down from his wound. “And we leave together.”

“Then we’ll leave soon,” Bernardo said.

He jammed both machine guns into the crook of his arms and climbed back up to the top steps. He fired all his rounds, every bullet aimed in the direction of the German soldiers, not stopping until the clips were emptied. Then, sweat creasing his eyes, smoke littering a pocket of the street, he waited. Five German soldiers lay on the ground in front of him, facedown and dead. Bernardo dropped the hot machine guns on the street and turned to his left. He saw Pietro’s body slide under the center of the tank, as he gently placed the mine in its wheel base, turning it into an instant deathtrap for the next team of soldiers. He pulled himself up out of the sewer and walked across the street, taking the weapons and belts off the bodies of the dead Nazis.

He stopped when he saw Pietro whistle toward him and wave and gave a nod as the boy turned and raced around a corner toward safety. Bernardo took a deep breath and looked around him at the familiar buildings and at the coral blue skyline. He took a final look down at the German soldiers.

“Welcome to Naples,” he said in a low voice.

Bernardo lowered himself back into the sewer, arms and shoulders bulging with weapons and bullets, and slid the manhole cover across the top, bringing darkness once again to his world. 
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PIAZZA TRIESTE E TRENTO

The room was on the second floor, the blinds drawn, a candle in the corner burned down to a low wick. Franco lay in the small bed, a thin sheet covering him to the waist, his eyes fluttered shut, a blood-soaked bandage wrapped around his wounded shoulder. He heard the floorboards creak and opened his eyes. “Vincenzo,” he said. “Sei tu?”

The footsteps came closer and Franco could make out the image of a boy about his height and weight sulking toward his side of the bed. The boy sat on the edge of the spring mattress, the small of his back against Franco’s feet, resting a warm hand on top of the sheet. 

“Who are you?” Franco asked, able to catch glimpses of the boy’s face in between tiny flickers of the candle flame. 

“My name’s Carlo,” the boy said in a thick, harsh voice that Franco did not recognize. “And I can be a friend to you.”

“How did you find me?” Franco asked, wiping drops of fever sweat from his brow. “No one knows about this place.”

“It wasn’t hard,” Carlo said. “Nothing is if you know who to ask and where to look.”

Franco lifted himself higher in the bed, wincing at the sharp pain in his shoulder. The large, jagged wound had been slow to heal with medication being hard to come by and painkillers nonexistent. Connors had yanked the shank out and Nunzia had cleansed the cut, pulling out as many splinters as she could with a hot pair of tweezers. She then rubbed a boiled lemon and ground pepper paste on the edges of the wound and sealed it with a mixture of penicillin and hot wax before wrapping it with the boiled strands of a torn dress. Franco was running a high fever and his lower limbs were cold to the touch. He reached for the glass that was on the end table, next to the candle, and drank down the last drops of wine.

“You can start telling me what you want,” Franco said. “I’m not going anywhere for a few hours.”

“I want to help you and your friends fight the Nazis,” Carlo said. “Nothing more than that. I have a small group up in the hills that will come join me. We’re all very good and you’re going to need all the good people you can find.”

“Why are you waiting until now to help us?” Franco asked, still suspicious, trying to place both the face and the choppy sounds of the boy’s harsh dialect.

Carlo slid down the edge of the bed, closer to Franco, leaning across the sweaty sheets with a smile, exposing a mouthful of neglected teeth. “We followed what you all were doing, but from a distance. We wanted to make sure it was going to turn out to be more than just loud talk in empty piazzas. And we didn’t think you wanted any help from kids like us.”

“You’re from the children’s prison,” Franco said, a hint of recognition taking shape in his fever-fogged mind. 

“That’s right,” Carlo admitted. “Me and everyone from my group. We’re the ones your parents always told you to stay away from. But that was before the war started. Now we’re the kind you really need.”

“Just because you were sent to jail doesn’t mean you can fight,” Franco said, his eyes on the older boy’s hands. “And it doesn’t mean we want you fighting with us.”

“We’ve been to prison and survived,” Carlo said, voice overrun with confidence. “The Nazis can do nothing to us worse than what’s already been done.”

“What were you in prison for?” Franco asked.

“That doesn’t matter,” Carlo said, shaking off the question. “We come in with you or we fight the Nazis out there on our own. I came here thinking that together would be better.”

“Why come to me?”

“The others are scattered and on the move,” Carlo said. “You’re going to be in this bed for a day or two. It just seemed easier.”

“You don’t need permission to fight the Nazis,” Franco said, his shoulder aching, his eyes heavy from the fever and the heat in the stuffy room. “Just go out and disrupt their attack. If you do that, then we’ll know you and your friends are with us. Until then, there’s very little for us to say to each other.”

Carlo nodded, stretched his legs and stood, gazing down at Franco with cold, distant eyes. “You need what we have,” he said. “It’s something that will take many Nazi lives and help save some of the boys from being killed. To turn your back on it will be foolish.”

Franco rested his head against a feather pillow and stared at Carlo. He was tired and in pain and he wished Vincenzo was in the room to help sort through Carlo’s words and determine if they were truthful or a trap. “What is it you have?” he asked, his throat parched and raw.

“A tank,” Carlo said with genuine glee. “A Panzer tank. And enough shells to deal with an army of problems.”

Franco’s eyes widened at the news. “How did you get a tank?” he asked, intrigued by the possibilities such a weapon offered the street boys.

“The same way we get everything,” Carlo said. “We stole it. Two nights before the Nazis came into Naples.”

“You have to be trained to drive it,” Franco said.

“If you can drive a car, you can drive a tank. It comes down to the same thing, only without windows.”

Franco pulled aside the sheet and jumped from the bed, his movements startling Carlo, who took two slow steps back. He grabbed Carlo by the center of his white woolen shirt and dragged him to his side, leaving him close enough to smell the raw wound and see the blood draining through the bandage. “If you’re lying to me, thief,” Franco said, the strength back in his voice, his words fueled by the heat of anger, “if one word of what you just said is not true, I’ll find you and I will kill you.”

“You heal quick,” Carlo said, staring deep into Franco’s eyes. “That’s a good talent to have during a war.”

Franco released his grip and pushed Carlo away, the wounded boy walking the room in a tight circle, his fists clenched, his eyes never wavering from the convicted felon in his presence. “Where’s this tank now?” he asked.

“It’s wherever you want it to be,” Carlo said, slowly regaining his bravado. “You name the place and time and I’ll make sure it’s there.”

Franco bowed his head for a few brief moments, quickly glancing out the window at the bare street below. “Can you get it to Via Vicaria Vecchia without being spotted?”

“The Nazis will think it’s one of their own,” Carlo said. “We’re free to move anywhere we want.”

“Have it there at noon tomorrow,” Franco said. “Park it along one of the alleys in Forcella.”

Carlo nodded and headed toward the door. “Noon it is. Who else will be with you?”

“I was going to ask you the same question,” Franco said.

“Then we should wait until tomorrow,” Carlo said. “This way, we’ll both be surprised.”

Franco stood in the center of the room, watching as Carlo closed the door behind him, leaving him shrouded in darkness. He ran his fingers along the sides of his bandage, his legs fatigued from the fever and the shock to his body. He grabbed for his pants, curled at the foot of the bed, and put them on. He found a torn shirt in the top drawer of a small bureau and pulled it over his head, wincing as it drew past the cut. Outside, heavy shells pounded at the buildings in a nearby square, the explosions causing puffs of sand to snake up through the floorboards. 

Franco took a final look around the room and walked out, once again ready to do battle.
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VIA SAN CARLO

The two tanks surrounded the three-story building, soldiers working the stone edges, pouring gasoline on its pink stucco facade. Inside, a dozen street boys huddled in corners, away from any open windows, all with guns and rifles in their hands. Two soldiers wielding heavy stone mallets bashed down the front door and stepped aside as the tank took dead aim at the ornate fireplace in the foyer. Flames rushed through the center hall, blasted out the three front windows and rocked the wooden floor above. Two of the boys began to cry while another stood and tried to leave the room. The oldest among them, Emilio Carbone, the fourteen-year-old son of a stone mason, stood in front of the door and blocked his path. Emilio put an arm around the smaller boy’s shoulders and walked him back toward the center of the room. “This isn’t a time for us to run,” he said in low, comforting tones. “We have to let the Nazis see our true face.”

“We’ll die in here!” a boy in a far corner shouted out at Emilio, the walls around him trembling from another heavy hit. Below them, the voices of Nazi soldiers screaming out orders ricocheted off the barren stairwell. 

“I know,” Emilio said. “All of us did, the minute we came running in here. But in the time we have left, let the Nazis feel some of our pain.”

The aftershock of a tank shell blew out a back window, thick smoke clogging the room. The crack and sparkle of flames could be heard licking at the walls in the other rooms, the paint around them melting from the heat and sliding down the thin wood panels. 

“They’ll come storming through any second now,” Emilio said, pointing to the thick oak door at his back. “Let’s be ready.”

 

They were lined up in a row of twelve, the open windows and glare of the tanks at their backs. Each held either a rifle or handgun, cocked at the front door, brown smoke from the fire below them filtering through the cracked tiles and coating their bare feet. “Use every bullet you have,” Emilio instructed them. “There’s no reason to save anything for later.”

The front door was smashed open by the butt end of two machine guns, the wilting wood easily caving in to the blow. Three soldiers stood across the smashed entryway, their guns at waist level. The dozen street boys braced themselves against the hot walls and fired their weapons. A steady stream of bullets rained on the soldiers, killing three instantly and wounding two others, the ammo escaping through holes in the side panels. The boys then moved forward, six sliding to the burning ground, the other half dozen straddling above them, all firing at will at the attacking soldiers. “When your gun is empty, reach for a Nazi’s that’s full,” Emilio shouted above the buzz of the fire. “Move forward and never let up.”

Three boys slid across the now scalding floor and grabbed machine guns and ammo belts from the dead soldiers by the door. One held up a pack of grenades and tossed it over his shoulder to Emilio. “Slide any extra weapons you find behind you,” he told them as he rested the grenade pack on his shoulder and continued shooting across the now wide doorway. The small children’s brigade kept moving, their hands scorched from the firing, their faces masked with soot and black powder, hair tinged with dust. The heavy flames from the outside of the building had spread inside, the smoke winding its way down the halls and into the rooms like a silent snake. Some of the boys were groggy, their watery eyes tinged with red, their breath coming in hard, difficult gulps. “We need to get to air soon, Emilio,” one of the boys said. He was now in the hall and firing his weapon into the stairwell. “We can fight the Nazis but not the smoke.”

Emilio broke from the pack and raced through the halls of the eighteenth-century building, flames shooting at him from all sides, bullets zinging past, the floor below him creaking with every step. He turned a corner and went into a room that was near collapse, the ceiling cracked and hanging halfway down to the ground, a large chandelier shattered below it. He dodged the shards of glass and ducked past thick chunks of plaster, reaching an open window in the rear. He looked down on the remains of a once well-tended garden, its flowers wilted and mauled, its grass blackened by tire treads and the weight of tanks and trampling feet. Emilio looked from the garden to the heavens above and smiled.

He ran back into the hall, the heat around him like that of an oven, the smoke making it all but impossible to see to the next step. He found two of the boys, crouched in a corner, firing the last of their machine-gun bullets into the fog that held them prisoner. He lowered a hand down to them and pulled them to their feet. “Run to the back,” he ordered. “In the rear of the house, the room with the broken chandelier. Jump through the open window and run to safety. Do you hear me?”

“Si, Emilio,” the boys said, disappearing as if ghosts into the blanket of hell. 

Emilio ran for the others, gathering as many of them as he could find, giving them all the same instructions, watching as they each scrambled through clouds of smoke for the room at the end of the hall. He leaned against a creaky banister, his eyes heavy, his breath coming in painful spurts, his right foot resting against the body of a Nazi soldier. Outside, in the misty afternoon sunshine, eleven street boys were jumping from the fire and scrambling their way to freedom. Emilio smiled, closed his eyes and fell over in a dusty heap, his body coiled against the top of the landing. His head rested limp over the side.

Seconds later, the once majestic building surrendered its battle to the smoke and the flames and collapsed, melting into the ground like a washed-over sand castle.
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VIA NUOVO TEMPIO

The wrath of the 16th Panzer Division tanks and its soldiers was now fully unleashed on Naples. The tanks rumbled through the steamy streets, unloading one barrage after another. Soldiers fired at the first hint of any movement and the flame throwers were working at full throttle, their potent line of fire raining down on barns, homes and storefronts. Grenades were tossed on rooftops and rapid-stream machine-gun shells echoed off the empty side streets.

In the midst of the smoke and ruin, a young soldier, face soiled by grease and caked dirt, stepped up to the main tank and saluted the officer standing in the open hole. 

“There’s a small church on the next corner, sir,” the young man said, speaking in a rushed manner. “It’s sustained quite a bit of damage and there are fires smoldering on the inside, but sections of it still stand. Shall we leave it and move on?”

The officer glared down at the young soldier, his face draped in a cold, hard shell. “No, moving on is not an option,” he said in a stern voice. “Moving through is your only choice.”

“Yes, sir,” the soldier said. “I only thought that since it’s a church, we could leave it as it is.”

“You thought wrong,” the officer said. “Once we’ve gone, these streets will fall into enemy hands. Our goal is to ensure that they can’t find a scrap of a building, church or otherwise, when they come marching in. Not even a spot that offers shade from the sun.”

The young soldier quietly nodded and turned away, to return to a cruel task he never envisioned performing back in Hamburg, when he first proudly wore his uniform and posed for photos with his younger brothers and sisters. He walked in the middle of the street, flames, explosion and debris on both sides of the avenue, the sounds of gunfire fading into the background as the tanks moved forward. He stopped when he reached the church, its facade smoking and broken in half, portions of the side walls blown off. He stepped over rubble and cracked stone and walked into the remains of a building that had been erected centuries earlier by skilled laborers who worked as much out of pride of craft as for want of money. He rested his rifle on the back of a broken chair and walked down the center aisle, eyes fixed on the large crucifix that hung down from a main beam in the ceiling. The ceramic floor of the church, once ornate and glimmering, was now blanketed with brown dust. Statues of saints rested in heaps under darkened archways and the two side altars had been blown apart, each one sent smashing through stone walls and into the fiery alleys at their back. The soldier stopped on the lower step of the central altar and bowed his head, his knees resting on the cold, chipped marble. He blessed himself and mumbled a soft prayer, his eyes closed, his hands folded at his waist. 

He stiffened when he heard the baby cry.

The quiet wail came from his left, inside one of the confessional booths, shrouded by heavy purple curtains. The soldier stood and walked toward the sound, one hand held on his holstered pistol. He stopped in front of the booth and hesitated, listening closely. He stepped off to the side and parted the curtains, peering into the darkness of the tiny wooden cubicle. He saw the infant first, cuddled in the arms of a young woman, the child’s chest bare, soiled pants covering the small curled legs. The woman looked back at the soldier, her body still, her eyes wide and overrun with fear. Her clothes were torn and frayed, exposing the sides of her legs and shoulders and her hair, dark and long, shaded the top of her head and the back of her neck. The woman had one hand clasped tightly across the baby’s mouth, muffling his loud and eager cries for food.

The woman stood and stepped out of the booth on trembling legs. She walked up to the soldier, the baby now close enough for him to touch. He stared down at the smeared face and moved his hand away from the gun. He looked at the mother, neither one making any attempt to speak. The soldier turned his head and gazed over at a staircase behind the confessional, leading down to a darkened basement. He slowly looked back at the woman and rested a hand on her arm, sensing her flinch from the touch. He pointed toward the steps, nudging his head in their direction, the restless hunger of the baby calmed by the sight of a stranger. The woman held her place, her eyes focused on the soldier, her hands clutching the baby tighter in her grip. 

The explosion rattled them both, the front wall of the church blasted aside, smoke and debris racing toward them like a fast-moving train. The startled baby began to fill the air with his cries. The soldier tightened his grip on the woman’s arm and pulled her toward the stairs, giving a quick check to the front door. He looked at the woman, nodded and pointed down, urging her with an assortment of hand gestures to move at a faster pace. The woman stopped on the third step, the baby in her arms shrieking for food, attention and an escape to a quieter, safer place. She moved closer to the soldier, placing her lips near his left ear, partially covered by the edges of his pith helmet. “Ti ringrazzio,” the woman whispered. She then softly kissed his cheek and ran her thin fingers across the side of his face. “Ti ringrazzio tanto.”

She turned and quickly disappeared down the dark stairwell to the hoped-for safety of the church basement, looking to keep her child alive for one more day. The soldier stood silent as he watched her leave, face still warmed by her tender touch. He turned when he saw the two soldiers behind him, rifles drawn, backs to the small confessional.

“Anybody down there?” one asked.

“No,” the young soldier said. “Not a soul.”

He moved up the steps, past the booth and headed out of the church.
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PIAZZALE MOLO BEVERELLO

The large oil tanker was moored off the long dock, a series of thick ropes wedged around iron pillars keeping it in place. Two large overhead spotlights, running off a generator, cast a glow across its rusty exterior. The tanker had arrived in port earlier that afternoon, its hulk filled to capacity with thousands of gallons of fuel, enough to keep the Nazi tanks roaming the streets of Naples until their mission was completed. Small rivers of water spewed from three circular openings at its base, the rumble of its loud engines brought down by the crew to a low throttle. There were a dozen guards patrolling its upper railings, submachine guns tucked behind their shoulders, eyes focused on the lapping water beneath them and the dark city streets beyond.

Connors, Maldini and Vincenzo were crouched behind a wooden shack, two hundred feet from the bow of the tanker. Nunzia and two boys were at the other end of the pier, crammed inside a small ticket booth. Connors slid to his chest and crawled along the ship side of the dock, a few feet removed from the glare of the lights, the shadows of the Nazi soldiers on patrol lining the length of the platform. He turned back toward Vincenzo and waved him forward. The boy slid in alongside him, his movements as quiet as falling leaves, makeshift bomb in his hands, Maldini’s wristwatch imbedded in the center of the mechanism. “How much time?” Connors asked, his eyes on the bomb.

“Forty-five minutes like you told me,” Vincenzo said. “Thirty to get there and strap it to the tanker and fifteen to get away.”

“Sounds about right,” Connors said, nodding and checking his own watch. “I’ll leave you my pack and rifle. I’ll lay the bomb down and you help the others do what they need to do.”

Vincenzo shook his head and pulled back from Connors. “I’ll put it on the ship,” he said.

“Maybe we should have worked this out before.” Connors’s voice was low but his anger apparent. “I wasn’t counting on you turning into a jerk. Any idiot with wire, tape and explosives can make a bomb. But you need to have some clue about what you’re doing to lay it in there.”

“Have you ever done it?” Vincenzo asked. “Stuck a bomb on the side of an oil tanker in the middle of the night?”

“That’s not the point,” Connors said. “It’s a risky move. One mistake and those soldiers will spot it and they’ll be on us in seconds.”

“That’s why I should be the one to go,” Vincenzo said. “You can fight the Nazis off better than me. And after that, you can figure out a way to get the others out of the city.”

“It does bother me when what you say starts making sense,” Connors said, reaching for the rifle slung across his back. “I’ll leave Maldini behind to give you some cover.”

Vincenzo lowered his head, the bomb held in the palm of his hands, and slithered off toward the cool waters of the bay. Connors turned and crawled back to the side of the shack, Maldini hunched down beside it. He flipped off his pack and handed it to the older man. “I filled it up with grenades,” he said to Maldini. “First smell of trouble, scatter them across the upper deck of the ship.”

Maldini took the pack and reached inside, pulling out one of the grenades. “I see our general got his way again,” he said with a sly grin.

“He should be a lawyer, not a general,” Connors said. “The kid could argue his way out of a firing squad.”

“He knows those waters and their currents well,” Maldini added. “And he moves like a ghost. He’s gone before you can hear him coming. Me, I can wake a room just by breathing.”

“Nunzia’s waiting,” Connors said, hands braced against the wood, checking the guards above, eager to make his move.

“She smiles more since you’ve been around, American,” Maldini said.

Connors turned away from the guards to look over at Maldini. “She’s going to help me blow up a tank. It’s not what I would call a date.”

“Do you come from a family with money?” Maldini asked.

“Hardly,” Connors said. “My dad works two jobs. My mom works, too, part-time. The house is small, barely big enough to hold our family.”

“A house?” Maldini said. “You have a house? That’s not poor. Is your bathroom in the house or outside?”

“In the house,” Connors said. “Both of them.”

Maldini shook his head in wonder. “A house with two bathrooms,” he said. “This the Americans call poor. In my casa, I have to walk down two flights of stairs to go to the bathroom. Outside. And pray no one else is using it.”

“We’re not rich,” Connors insisted. “We live from paycheck to paycheck. Like millions of other Americans. It’s no different.”

“Does your family have a car?” Maldini asked.

“Yeah,” Connors said. “But it’s a used car.”

Maldini leaned his back against the side of the shack, closed his eyes and smiled. “A garage, too, I bet,” he whispered. “It must be good to be rich.”

Connors looked at his watch and then at Maldini. “When I get back, I’ll tell you all about paid vacations and sick leave,” he said.

Connors hunched down on his knees and scooted off into the darkness. He ran along the edges of the Calata Beverello, heading toward Nunzia and the boys. Maldini rested his head on the edge of the shack, grenade still in his hand. “Only in America do people get paid to be sick,” he muttered. 

 

Vincenzo swam along the edges of the large tanker, using his feet and chest muscles, hands holding the device aloft. He swam in next to the rusty hulk, oil-tarnished water splashing into his open mouth. His shoulders bumped against the ragged side of the ship, old paint chips slicing into his skin. He glanced up above him, trying to avoid the glare of the overhead lights, and saw the muzzle of a machine gun at rest against the top rail. He turned and faced the side of the tanker, his nose jammed against it, and placed the bomb at eye level. He squeezed it into the smoothest area he could find and held it there with thick strips of tape.

There were twenty minutes left on the timer, more than enough time for him to get away and for Connors and the others to complete their task. Vincenzo put an ear up to the watch, making sure it was still ticking, even as the grimy water lapped just under the base of the bomb. He gave a final look up at the Nazis standing guard and silently swam away.

 

Connors poured kerosene on the rear of the tank, drenching the parked vehicle in the flammable liquid. He held the five-gallon drum tight against his chest, moving about with quiet steps, eyes on the lid of the tank. He soaked the rear treads and poured some under the base, Nunzia and the boys hidden in darkness behind him. He left the empty drum under the tank and walked backwards to the spot where he knew the others would be. Nunzia waited for him, another drum filled with kerosene in her hand. “This is the last of it,” she whispered. 

“The boys know what they need to do?” Connors asked, nodding over at the two silent teens standing beside Nunzia.

“We’ll do our job,” one of them said, in a voice slightly louder than it should have been. “Don’t worry about us.”

Connors took the drum from Nunzia and looked into her face, its beauty glimmering even in the dark well of a dangerous night. “I’m American,” Connors said. “I worry about everything.”

Connors inched back to the tank, uncorked the drum and poured the kerosene out in a straight line, allowing it to follow him as he stepped away from the silent machine. He knew from earlier surveillance that there were only two soldiers inside the tank, both by now asleep. The other three had gone up to the tanker to spend time with those on guard. He paused to look up at the ship, wondering if Vincenzo’s handmade bomb would have any impact against such a massive hulk. He was surprised that they were able to get so close to the ship without being spotted, the overconfidence and carelessness of the Nazis playing perfectly into their hands. The Germans should have had guards on the ground as well as on the tanker. They also had enough tanks to position three to guard against any attack, two on the dock and one hidden off on a side street. In the course of any battle, Connors had learned, it’s never the better soldier who survives. It’s often the one who takes the time and pains to eliminate all elements of surprise. On this first day of fighting at least, the street boys had done all of that to their advantage.

Connors rested the empty drum by his feet, peering down the dark street at the thin line of kerosene he had left behind. He handed his cigarette lighter to the oldest of the two boys. “Check the time on your watch,” he told him. “Wait ten minutes and then drop a light right where I’m standing.”

The boy nodded, clutching the lighter in the palm of his right hand.

“Then run to the rooftop and send out one of the pigeons with the message for the others,” Connors said.

“We know,” the boy said impatiently. “Nunzia’s told us this a number of times.”

Connors turned and glared at him. “And we’re going to keep telling you until you can give it to me backwards,” he said. “The idea’s not just to do it, but to do it and get out alive. Once the Nazis see the light from the flames, they’re going to start shooting. And it won’t be at me or at Nunzia. It’ll be at you.”

Nunzia put an arm around the boys. “They’re as afraid as we are,” she said in softer tones. “They’re just trying not to show it.”

Connors looked at her for several seconds and then turned to the boys. “Make sure your feet are clear of the gas line,” he said, his manner calmer. “Drop the lighter and when you run, make sure to keep your heads down. Run at normal speed, even when you hear the gunfire. You’ll conserve energy and get a lot farther if you do it that way. Panic always slows you down.”

“What if there are Germans on the path?” the youngest boy asked. He was about twelve, his dark eyes thick as craters, his face freckled and innocent.

“Then you plan as you go,” Connors said. “Look for a sewer and jump in. Find a tree and climb it. You have to be able to do something they can’t do. That’ll keep you safe.”

“Maybe I should stay with them,” Nunzia said. “You know the streets well enough by now to get around on your own.”

Connors looked at the boys and then back at Nunzia. “No,” he said. “We hold to the plan.”

“The idea is to keep them alive,” Nunzia said.

“The idea is to keep everybody alive,” Connors said.

“Ho capito,” the oldest boy said, gazing up at Nunzia and giving her a big smile. He was fourteen, sleek of build, with short clipped hair and a long row of missing teeth. “The American worries for you,” he said.

“All we have to do is drop the lighter and run,” the younger boy said, clasping his right hand inside her warm grasp. “Even I can do something that easy. And I have Valerio with me. There’s no need to worry.”

“If the road is blocked off, make for the hillside,” Nunzia said. “It’s too dark for them to follow you up there.”

“Don’t be afraid to use your guns if you have to,” Connors told them. “But only if you have to.”

Nunzia gave them each a hug and then turned to follow Connors, both fading into the shadows. “Everybody falls in love in Naples,” Valerio said, shaking his head. “Even Americans.”

 

Vincenzo, still wet and chilled from his swim and a run up a side road, stood alongside Maldini, watching as Connors and Nunzia approached from a side street on their left. As he ran, Connors looked at his watch and silently ticked down the seconds. 

“Now,” he whispered.

The tank explosion lit up the harbor below them, a rich bubble of flames hurtling toward a starless sky. A ship alarm sounded and lights were turned on up and down the pier, all working off the single generator the Nazis had activated. “We should have cut off their electrical,” Connors said, shaking his head. “Then they wouldn’t know which way to look. My mistake.”

“A mistake that won’t matter, American,” Vincenzo said, “soon as the bomb on the tanker goes off.”

“It should have gone off already,” Connors said. “It was timed to go with the tank. That was two minutes ago.”

“Be patient,” Maldini said.

A dozen soldiers with machine guns lined the perimeter of the pier, crouched down and waiting to shoot at the slightest movement. Two tanks came rumbling down Via Acton and three others were speeding across Via C. Colombo, all primed to protect the port and the oil tanker. “That bomb doesn’t go, we’ll never get another shot at that fuel,” Connors said. 

“The bomb will work,” Vincenzo said. 

“I’ll have an easier time believing that, General, after I hear a loud explosion,” Connors said, his voice a mixture of anger and frustration. “But right now, all I see is one tank down and lots of ticked off Nazis.” 

Maldini sat on a large rock and stared at all the activity on the pier. Off in the distance, they heard the blasts from Nazi tanks and the rumble of buildings that fell and crumbled. The streets of Naples were now a series of bonfires as the enemy assault continued into the late-night hours. “No matter what we do to them, they have won,” he said. “They have defeated Naples. If they leave on their own or are chased out, they have won.”

“You can’t defeat a city, Papa, until you defeat its people,” Nunzia said. “The Nazis have destroyed Naples, but they have not destroyed us.”

“There is no great victory to achieve,” Maldini said. “No matter what, those that remain will stand on piles of rubble as we watch the Nazis leave.”

Connors stood on a bluff and looked down at the burning streets, his binoculars resting on a knot of grass by his side. “It makes no military sense, what they’re doing,” he said. “It’s not about holding a position or strengthening a defense. None of that comes into play here. It’s only anger and hate that fuel their actions. The Nazis don’t fight to win. They fight to destroy.”

“Get some rest,” Nunzia said, “all of you. Futile or not, we have more battles to fight tomorrow.”

Vincenzo walked farther down the hill, crouched on his knees and stared at the oil tanker, tears flowing along the sides of his face. In his right hand, he held a small statute of San Gennaro. The saint’s arms were spread out and a peaceful smile crossed his face.

 

The massive force of the blast knocked Maldini off the rock and sent him rolling down a short hill. Nunzia was tossed next to a pile of rocks. Connors jumped to his feet, rifle at the ready. Vincenzo sat on the edge of the hill, his fingers digging into the dirt, the statue of San Gennaro at his side, his face lit from the glow of the blast below.

The oil tanker split and rose halfway out of the water, thick plumes of bright orange flames lighting the harbor clear through to the islands that dotted the shoreline. The round mushroom cloud that rose from the center of the tanker bellowed high into the nighttime sky, casting its glow along the main drag of Lungomare. The explosion sent the tanks alongside the ship hurtling down empty streets, bouncing along the cobblestones like a child’s toys.

Vincenzo picked up the statue of San Gennaro and brought it to his lips, giving the patron saint a soft kiss. He stood and raised his arms and then turned to Connors, smiling broadly. “I told you,” Vincenzo shouted. “I told you the bomb would work!”

“What the hell took so long?” Connors asked, returning the boy’s gleeful smile.

“The watch was set on Naples time,” a still sleepy Maldini said. “It went off when it felt like it.”

 They stood on the edge of the hill, staring down at the destruction they had leveled against the Nazi invaders. Around the city the tanks were now still and silent, the attention of Nazi commanders and soldiers riveted on the flaming lights of the port. But from the tunnels, sewers and empty gardens that dotted the Neapolitan landscape, the sound of happy children echoed along the empty streets.

“We will have our victory,” Vincenzo said, looking down with bright eyes at the port he had helped destroy. 


 
THE SECOND DAY
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THE ROYAL PALACE

Von Klaus stared out an open window, gazing down at the empty streets toward the port where the tanker still smoldered and burned. Behind him Kunnalt paced the marble floor, hands at his back, head bowed. “Do we have enough fuel to do what must be done and still make it to Rome?” Von Klaus asked without moving.

“Only if we reduce the number of tanks we send into the city,” Kunnalt said.

Von Klaus turned away from the window and stared at the officer. “We must complete our mission,” he said. “These homes, these churches. They must be destroyed.”

“There is a way, sir,” Kunnalt said. “It will allow us to do that and still conserve our fuel.”

Von Klaus stepped away from the window and walked over toward the map stretched out across the polished oak dining table. “Show me,” he ordered.

Kunnalt hovered over the map and repositioned three of the stick figures. “They live and hide in the sewers, most of them in the central part of the city,” he said. “This allows them to move from street to street undetected. If we strip them of that, we strip them of their only advantage.”

“And how would you do that?” Von Klaus asked, his eyes firmly on the map.

“We need to firebomb the sewers and tunnels,” Kunnalt said in matter-of-fact tones. “Burn the city from below instead of from above. That’s where they are hiding and that’s where they’ll die.”

Von Klaus looked away from the map and stared at Kunnalt for several seconds. He then lowered his head and walked back to the window. “These children are as much an enemy to us as any we’ve faced, sir,” Kunnalt said. “They must be dealt with.”

“In all our years together, Kunnalt, we’ve yet to have a tainted victory,” Von Klaus said, gazing once again at the ruined tanker. “Let’s not make this our first.”
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SAN PAOLO MAGGIORE

It was just before dawn, the streets a mixture of dark smoke and light mist. Connors, a machine gun hanging over his right shoulder, walked past downed buildings and smoldering homes, assessing the damage one day’s fighting had wrought and anticipating the severity of the Nazi response. Nunzia walked beside him, arms at her sides, her pace relaxed. He looked over at her, the black hair dangling across the front of her face, her eyes bright and alert, her body shapely and athletic, and wondered if he would ever again be so close to someone as beautiful.

She stopped in front of an ornate double flight of steps leading to a two-tier church with large stone columns. She gripped a stone railing and stared across the divide at a statue of a saint, his arms open, head tilted toward the sky.

“It does makes you wonder,” Connors said. “All these bombs falling and tanks blasting away. Most of the buildings fall in a heap. But these churches take the hit, catch a couple of dents here and there, but still stand.”

“This was our church,” Nunzia said, gazing up at the chiseled entryway. “Where my family came to hear mass. And where I came to pray when I needed an extra favor from Mama or Papa.”

“It pay off?” Connors asked.

“Only with Papa,” Nunzia said. “He was the softer of the two. It took a lot more than a prayer to make Mama do something she didn’t want to do.”

“It was just the opposite with me,” Connors said. “My mom was like butter in the sun. A smile and a hug and she’d pretty much give you anything. It would take a lot more than that to make my dad budge.”

“In Naples, the men talk loud enough to be heard,” Nunzia said with a shrug. “But it is the women who make the rules.”

Connors stepped closer to Nunzia. “That would be all right by me,” he said.

Nunzia looked up into his handsome face, her eyes searching beyond the shell of the hardened soldier, looking for the small-town boy many miles from home who missed the warmth of a family as much as she did. She rested a hand on his cheek and he held it there, his fingers rubbing against the tops of hers. He lowered his head, she raised hers and they kissed, the sun behind them rising over the smoldering city. They held the kiss, letting silence and passion rule the moment, drowning the visions of battles and of friends and family members long since gone. For those sweet brief seconds, they were alone and far removed from any war.

“What happens to you after this?” she asked, still only inches from his face. “Do you get to go home?”

Connors shook his head. “Not for a while,” he said.

“Do you have a fidanzata that waits?” she asked.

Connors smiled. “That mean a girlfriend?” he asked. “If it does, the answer’s no.”

“It will happen,” she said.

“Why are you so sure of that?” he asked.

“You’re a good man,” Nunzia said with a warm smile. “It’s always easy for a good man to find someone to love.” 

The rush of machine-gun bullets ended their moment of peace. 

The bullets pinged against the thick stone wall just beneath the landing where Connors and Nunzia stood. They both tumbled to a higher step, Connors sheltering Nunzia’s body with the back of his as he whirled his machine gun from behind his shoulder and into his hands. “Shots are coming from that corner on the left,” he said, peering beyond the stairs. “Too soon to make out how many there are.”

Nunzia pulled a gun from behind her waistband and cocked it. “Their shots will warn the others,” she said. “We need to get them off the streets.”

Connors looked up at the curved stone stairwell that led to the church entrance. “You run as fast and as low as you can into that church,” he told her. “I’ll give you more than enough cover. Just keep moving.” He reached for her hand and held it tight. “No matter what, Nunzia. Just keep moving.”

“You better do the same,” she said to him. 

Connors looked over the break in the landing and spotted the end of a machine-gun barrel poised against the side of a wall across from the church. He braced his gun against his arm and turned to Nunzia. “I’ll meet you by the altar,” he said.

Nunzia ran up the dozen steps, her body crouched down low, gun in hand. Connors was right behind her, firing into the walls of the building across the way. The return fire was heavy, leaving little doubt that there was more than one soldier aiming down at them. They reached the top of the landing, ten feet of open space between them and the front door. Connors stood behind a thick marble column, Nunzia on the ground next to him. He jammed in a fresh ammo clip and pulled a grenade from the back of his belt. “How many can you see?” she asked, wiping soot from her eyes and peering inside the empty church.

“There’s at least two,” Connors said. “Probably not more than three. It’s hard to clip any of them from here. They’re just shooting blind, hoping to hit one of us with a stray. I’ll have a clearer line on them once we’re in the church.”

“Let me have the grenade,” Nunzia said. “I won’t be able to throw it as far, but you can give better cover to me than I can to you.”

Connors handed her the grenade and then crouched down, resting the barrel of his gun against the ancient stone of the column. “I’m going to step out into the open,” Connors said. “Give them a target to shoot at. When I do, you pull the pin, count to three and let it go.”

“This now makes two things I’ve never done before this morning,” Nunzia said, gazing up at Connors and moving to her knees, the fingers of her left hand curled gently around the grenade pin in her right.

“What was the first?” Connors asked, stepping away from the column and looking down at her.

“I had never kissed a man,” she said, looking back for a brief second and giving him a warm smile. She then pulled the pin, held the grenade and tossed it toward the row of buildings on the corner. Connors jumped from the shadow of the column and ripped a series of bullets against the hidden Nazis, clipping off shards of stone and sending pockets of dust into the air.

The grenade blast shattered storefront glass and sent cobblestones sprawling toward the sky, a thick white puff of smoke hiding the Nazis in its midst. Connors and Nunzia turned and ran for the cover of the darkened church, bullets hitting the cement and walls around them. They stepped inside, holding hands and moving as one down the center aisle, the sounds of their rushed footsteps echoing off the walls of a building that was first erected in the eighth century.

They dove behind the main altar, checking the ammo supply in their weapons and resting their backs against the thick marble for support. Three German soldiers riddled the front entryway with bullets as they ran into the church, the heavy pounding of their footsteps coming at them from separate directions. Connors peered around the edges of the altar, through the smoke and haze, the shadows from the lit candles tipping him to the enemy position. The Germans, hiding behind wooden chairs and marble columns, fired heavy barrages up into the altar, their bullets zinging off ancient stone and statues, dust and debris raining down on Connors and Nunzia. “There a back way out?” he asked, covering her as best he could.

“To the right,” she said. “There’s a flight of stairs next to the confessional. It leads to an alley.”

Connors checked the distance from the altar to the steps and then looked out at the Nazis. One was on his far left, crouched down behind a statue of the Blessed Mother. The second was flat down on his stomach, his gun poised between two hard-back chairs. The third was closest to the confessional and was the one he most needed to take out. “We’re going to make a run at those stairs,” Connors said to Nunzia. “I’ll lead. You follow. And if I go down, don’t stop running.”

“I won’t leave you here,” she said.

“Don’t think of it that way,” Connors said, shoving an extra ammo clip into his jacket pocket. “You get out, you can get help and bail me out of this jam.”

Nunzia clicked the hammer on her gun and held it across her waist. “No,” she said. “I won’t do it.”

“Nunzia, there isn’t any time to argue,” Connors said, his low voice filled with frustration.

“Then don’t waste any,” she said, staring into his face.

Connors and Nunzia leaped down from the altar and ran for the confessional and the stairs thirty feet away, bullets coming at them from three sides. Connors paused at the base of the steps and sprayed his fire in three directions, the empty church now reduced to nothing more than a fire zone. Nunzia slipped to her knees and fired two shots down the center aisle, wounding the soldier hidden behind the chairs. Connors emptied his clip at the soldier to his far left, three of the bullets finding their mark, catching him in the chest and neck. He reached down, grabbed Nunzia up with his right hand and they continued their run toward the dark safety of the stairwell. “Don’t stop and don’t look back,” he shouted. “I’ll be right behind you.”

They reached the top of the stairs, Nunzia two steps down. Connors turned, fresh clip in his machine gun, and fired toward the third Nazi coming at them from the right aisle. He looked to make sure Nunzia was well on her way, peering into the darkness, hearing nothing but the clapping of shoes against stone steps. Connors turned back toward the church, one leg on the top step, and caught the full force of a German soldier landing on top of him, hitting with a thud against his chest, a six-inch knife held tight in his right hand. Connors and the Nazi fell backwards down the long flight of steps, their bodies bouncing off the hard surface, the German frantically trying to lift his knife and plunge it into Connors. The machine gun slipped from the American’s grip, falling into the dark well below.

The Nazi, his right arm raised, the knife hovering just above Connors, gazed down at the American soldier, both of them washed in sweat. Connors held the Nazi’s elbow, his head hanging down off one of the steps, the weight of the German pressed against his chest. The Nazi broke Connors’s hold and plunged the knife deep into his shoulder, the blade ripping through his uniform, digging into skin and muscle. Connors let out a loud and painful grunt that echoed down the empty staircase, his angry eyes glaring up at the smiling Nazi above him, young and eager to finish off his enemy. He could feel the warm flow of blood coming out of the wound, the strength seeping out of his system, his sweat turning cold.

The bullet came up from out of the darkness and landed in the center of the Nazi’s forehead.

His body shook slightly, fingers now loose around the hard end of the knife, and a thin line of blood flowed down the center of his face. His head tilted off to the left and fell forward, landing on top of Connors with a soft moan, the top of his pith helmet jammed under the American’s chin. His back arched up at an angle as he coughed out his last breath.

Connors reared and tossed the German off his chest and watched the body slide down the steps next to him. He glanced at the wound, the knife still embedded in his shoulder, blood flowing down the front of his jacket and onto his pants. He looked above him and saw Nunzia’s face smiling down at him, smoking gun still in her hand. “Why do I waste time giving you orders?” he asked, relieved to see her there.

“You always forget,” Nunzia said. “I’m a Neapolitan. We never listen to anybody.” 
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VIA DELLA MARINELLA

The small basement room was dark and dank, the foul smell of soiled sheets and musty furniture filling the air. Connors, washed down in sweat and blood, lay on top of a brown mattress, the wound red and swollen, the knife resting on a tiny end table next to him. Maldini and Vincenzo hovered over him, both watching Nunzia cleanse the wound with a mixture of red wine and kerosene. Connors opened his eyes, his vision blurred, and looked up when he felt Maldini’s warm hand on top of his own. “I need to close your wound,” Maldini said to him in hushed tones. “It’s very deep.”

“You mean stitch it?” Connors asked, his throat parched and dry and his voice coarse. His gaze was on Nunzia now, the warmth of her look easing the sting of the mixture she was rubbing on his cut.

“That, only a doctor can do,” Maldini said shaking his head. “But I can stop the bleeding and prevent it from becoming infected.”

Connors kept his eyes on Nunzia. “How?” he asked.

“We drench a cloth in gasoline,” Nunzia said. “We place it over your cut and we light it.”

“You need to trust us on this,” Vincenzo said. “Much as we have trusted you.”

Connors lifted his head off the wet pillow and looked up at Maldini. “How many times have you done something like this?” he asked.

“You will be my first patient,” Maldini said as he lit a cigarette in the already stuffy room.

 

Vincenzo stood on top of the bed, hunched over, both his arms wrapped around Connors’s chest. Maldini dumped a long strip of cloth, thick at the top and frayed at the bottom, into a coffee tin half-filled with gasoline. He left the cloth to soak, stood and unbuckled his thin leather belt, freed it from its slots and folded it in two. “Put this in your mouth,” he said to Connors, resting the belt against his chin. “This way, when you start to scream, you won’t swallow your tongue.”

Connors let the beads of sweat drip off his eyelids and smiled. “What makes you so sure I’ll scream?” he said.

“You might not,” Maldini said. “But I’m going to scream and I’m only guessing how painful it’s going to be. So it’s better to have one scream than two. Less for the Nazis to hear.”

“Maybe you should have been a doctor after all,” Connors said. “You have such a calm and natural bedside manner.”

 Maldini nodded and patted the young soldier’s hand. “I promise I’ll do my best,” he said.

He jammed the belt between Connors’s clenched teeth, wiped the palm of his hands on the sides of his pants and then blessed himself. “I thought you didn’t believe in any of that?” Vincenzo asked.

 Maldini shrugged and pointed at Connors. “Maybe God hasn’t given up on him the way he has on me,” he said.

He pulled the wet cloth out of the coffee can, gasoline dripping on the mattress and the front of Connors’s uniform. He took the thick wad and, with one hand, stuffed it into the open wound, letting the strands hang down on the soldier’s chest. He saw Connors flinch from the pain and his eyes tear from the burn of gasoline penetrating the raw cut. He looked up at Nunzia. “Take his hands,” he told her. “Hold them tight and don’t let them go until the flames are out.”

Maldini took a deep breath and then placed the lit end of the cigarette against the loose strands of cloth. He watched as they quickly caught, sending thin lines of smoke and fire heading up toward the wound. He leaned over and gently turned Connors’s face away from the flames. “Look into my daughter’s eyes,” he said in a low voice. “And try to forget you are here.”

Connors bolted when the fire reached the thick wad of cloth, Vincenzo and Maldini struggling to hold him down, his fingers digging into Nunzia’s soft hands. His face was cherry red and his teeth were cutting down into the folded belt, blood flowing off his gums and lower lip. A rich line of red and blue flames shot out from the wound, the drenched cloth quickly turning black, light, crisp shards flowing in the air. The hole around the cut was burned and smoking, the smell of flesh mixing uncomfortably with that of gasoline. Connors spit out the remains of the belt, fluttered his eyes, lowered his head and sank farther down into the mattress.

“I think you killed him,” Vincenzo said as he released his grip on the soldier.

Maldini pulled out the remnants of the burnt cloth and glanced down at the wound, brushing aside the thin lines of smoke. He looked up at Nunzia and nodded. “That’s the best we can do with what we have,” he told her. “It’s not going to bleed anymore. It’ll be very sore, but he’ll be able to move in a few hours.”

“Is it okay to bandage it?” she asked.

“First rub some cream around the edges and pour some of that powdered medicine inside the wound,” Maldini said. “That should help it heal. And stay with him. I’ll go with Vincenzo and check on the others.”

Vincenzo jumped off the bed, his eyes on the now sleeping Connors, the heat and smell of the room enough to overwhelm. He reached down for his rifle and stood next to Nunzia. “If I ever get shot and you find me,” he told her, “I want you to promise me something.”

“What?” Nunzia asked, her eyes glued on Connors.

“You won’t let your father anywhere near me,” Vincenzo said.

He took a final look at Connors and stepped out of the room.

 

The room was bathed in darkness, but tiny lines of sun tried to inch their way through the wooden shutters. Nunzia sat on the bed, the curve of her body wedged in alongside Connors, close enough to let the sweat from his uniform stain the back of her dress. She wiped his forehead with the fat end of a rolled-up rag. She stared down at him, the strong, handsome face caked with lines of soot and specks of dried blood, the wound in his shoulder torched and swollen, white circles of foam bubbling around the edges.

Nunzia reached across the bed and picked up a round mound of cloth. She unfurled it and tore off a dozen large strips, resting them on her knees. She dipped two fingers of her right hand into a half-empty jar of petroleum jelly and stroked the sides of the open wound with them, moving with a warm and gentle touch. She then ripped off the top of a powder pack and poured its contents into the cut’s hollow center, watching the white dust disappear into the dark pocket. She covered the cut with the large cloth strips, running them around his shoulder, tying the frayed edges into small knots to keep the bandage in its place.

Nunzia rubbed a warm hand against the side of Connors’s cold cheek and held it there for several quiet moments. She then reached down and kissed both his forehead and his lips. She gazed down at him a final time, leaned over and blew out the small candle on the side of the end table. She stood, walked to the far side of the bed and lay down next to him, one arm resting on his shoulder, her hand keeping the wound warm.

In the darkness of the room, Connors opened his eyes and smiled.
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PALAZZO MARIGLIANO

Nazi soldiers crowded into the three-tiered courtyard, skillfully enclosed by cornices and friezes. The soldiers sprayed the lower and upper windows with machine-gun bullets and smoke bombs, looking to force out any street boys hiding behind its walls. Two of the soldiers entered a darkened hallway on the far left side of the palazzo, walking past the floating smoke, their boots crunching down on shattered glass. One of them looked down and through the haze saw two small shadows in silhouette braced against a pile of stones. He clicked the chamber of his gun and turned it toward the shadows.

Dante and Fabrizio held their breath, their fingers gripping the cold rocks, their bodies wedged in as deep as they could go. They closed their eyes when they heard the soldier stop, only inches from where they stood. Dante gently slid a hand across the stone and to the small of his back, his fingers gripping the barrel of an old target pistol. He turned his head and looked at Fabrizio, shivering with fear, his bare feet sliding on the cold mud. He tapped the small boy on the shoulder and pointed toward the far side of the entryway. 

Fabrizio looked up at Dante and shook his head, too afraid to move. Dante pulled the gun from the back of his pants, grabbed Fabrizio by the arm and they both came out into the alley, several feet behind the Nazi. “Run!” he shouted to the little boy.

The Nazi swirled around and fired at the two fleeing boys, his bullets landing on dirt and stone. He gave chase, trying to zero in on his zigzagging targets, both heading for a bolted iron door at the end of the dark passage. Behind them a loud whistle blew, alerting other soldiers in the area. Dante was the first to reach the door, but was unable to turn its massive and rusty handle. He turned, saw the Nazi in the distance and grabbed Fabrizio. “Jump up on my shoulders,” he told the smaller boy. “And reach for the railing above you. That’ll bring you to safety.”

“What will you do?” Fabrizio asked, his lower lip trembling.

“I’ll stay and fight the soldier,” Dante said, jamming the gun back into the flat of his back.

“Put me down,” Fabrizio said. “And let me fight with you.”

Dante stared into the boy’s olive eyes and kissed his cheek. “What kind of an Italian would I be if I let something happen to the best football player in all Naples?” he asked. “You go, Fabrizio, and let me worry about the Nazi.”

He lifted the boy to his shoulders, clutched his ankles and steered him toward the base of the railing, the Nazi’s footsteps now a hundred yards away. “Stretch as far as you can,” Dante said, looking down into the mist, the tips of the boy’s toes digging into the sides of his neck. 

Fabrizio’s fingers pawed at the bottom of the railing, missing the bars by inches. He then crouched farther down on Dante’s shoulders and jumped, grabbing onto the black iron rails with both hands. “I have it,” he said, pulling himself up and over the side, his back to a shuttered window.

Dante turned and saw the German soldier standing across from him, the nozzle of the machine gun pointed at his chest.

The boy put his hands at his back, fingers wedged on the handle of the gun. The soldier glanced above him and saw Fabrizio pull up one of the slants on the wooden shutters, struggling to reach the inside handle. The Nazi lifted his gun and aimed it up toward the small boy.

The mastiff came from out of the shadows. 

He jumped and caught the soldier at chest level, the force of his weight sending them both to the ground, and throwing the machine gun up against a far wall. The mastiff, his growl loud and full, thick white foam spreading down the sides of his face, clasped his open jaw between the soldier’s shoulder and neck, his sharp teeth easily ripping through the collar of the uniform and shredding exposed skin and muscle. The soldier lifted his arm to push him off, but couldn’t budge the mastiff, who stood on rear paws and shook his powerful grip from side to side, treating the soldier like a large, overstuffed puppet. 

Dante ran for the machine gun and tossed it up the railing toward Fabrizio. The boy caught it with both hands, his back pressed against the shutter slants, his eyes glued to the action ten feet below. “Use the end of the gun like a hammer,” Dante said to him. “Once you get inside, run to the front of the building and head for the sewers. They can’t reach you there.”

“Come with me,” Fabrizio said.

“I can’t make the jump,” Dante said. “There’s a fence in the next alley. I’ll get to that and make for the tunnels. Don’t worry about me.”

“What about Benito?” Fabrizio asked.

“Who?” Dante asked.

“The dog, cretino,” Fabrizio said, frantically pointing down at the mastiff, still gnawing at the Nazi’s neck, the soldier slower now to react, the loss of blood heavy, flowing off his uniform and onto the grimy side street. “You have to take him with you and keep him safe.” 

Dante reached down and gently nudged the mastiff off the dead soldier. “He doesn’t look like he needs help from anybody.”
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VIA DEI TRIBUNALI

Maldini and Vincenzo stared up at the long row of silent trams, their overhead electrical wires cut and dismantled. The dark base of the transit cars was tinged with rust and stained from lack of use, and the compartments were filled with dust and debris. Half were missing wheels, either blown off or stolen by black marketers. 

“We could use these to block off a few of the alleys,” Maldini said. “That would leave the tanks only one way out, and we can block that end with mines.”

“They can’t move without current,” Vincenzo said. “And not even Marconi could get us that.”

“We might be able to push them,” Maldini said. “Jam the gears into neutral and slide them down the tracks toward the alleys.”

“Even if we could do that, how do we get them from the tracks to the alleys?” Vincenzo asked.

Maldini walked around one of the trams, his hand caressing the red-painted side panel. The trams had once been an integral part of the city’s life, an inexpensive and comfortable way to travel, connecting rich neighborhood to poor; working-class homes to shops and factories; relatives to one another. He had sat in their straw seats or held on to their iron poles since he was a child, handing his lira to the ticket taker in the rear or, on occasion, sneaking onto the back of a crowded tram curving its way along the Lungomare district. Couples met and fell in love riding the trams, old women caught up on the day’s news, men debated local politics. They were as much a part of the Naples scenery as the bay, the train station and the open-air markets and made the city seem a much smaller and friendlier place.

Maldini turned away from the tram and looked across at Vincenzo. “We drag them there,” he said. “We have enough boys and we have a jeep. All we need is some rope to toss over the top and pull them down. How hard can that be to find?”

Vincenzo looked away from Maldini and turned toward the long span of trams. “They would make better barricades than the wooden ones we have,” he said. “The tanks just run right through them.”

“These trams may be old, but they were built well and with care,” Maldini said, a hint of pride in his voice. “The tanks can get over them, but it will take extra fuel and a lot of effort. It will also leave their bellies exposed and give the boys time to jam either a mine or a grenade inside the tire rims.”

“Even with a jeep and the ropes, it’ll be hard to move trams from the tracks to the alleys,” Vincenzo said, shaking his head and looking over Maldini’s shoulder, across the wide stretch of Lungomare, at the seven dark entrances that led into the heart of the main square. “That’s at least a half-mile drag.”

“They’ll slide better if we grease the side riding on the street,” Maldini said. “We’ll send some of the boys to scoop up mud and sludge from the edges of the piers and wipe them across the tram. It’ll cut down on the friction.”

“It has to be done in daylight. We need to be able to see what we’re moving and keep an eye out for any tanks coming at us.”

“Which of the boys knows the most about engines?” Maldini asked.

“Gaspare, by far. His father owned an auto-body shop and he’s been playing with cars and motors since he was in diapers. But I don’t know how much help he’ll be. Driving a Fiat One Twenty-four down Via Toledo isn’t the same as shifting gears on a dead tram.”

“Gears are gears,” Maldini said. “If he can figure out the engine of a car, he should be able to find which wires to pull on an old bus.”

“And if he can’t?” 

“Then we’ll push them along the tracks,” Maldini said in a firm voice.

“That’s not much of a plan,” Vincenzo said.

“We’re not much of an army,” Maldini said. 

 

Dante and Pepe sat in a corner off one of the alleys, each putting together the parts to a makeshift bomb. Fabrizio and the mastiff stood behind them, their backs resting on a brick wall. The two boys looked up from their work and caught a glimpse of Vincenzo and Maldini walking beside the trams. “What great plan are they thinking up now?” Pepe asked.

“I don’t know,” Dante said. “But it better be a good one. We’re running low on supplies and there are more Nazis than ever out on the streets.”

“Nothing would happen to us,” Fabrizio said, “if we had a patch like the American does.”

“Is that why you have a picture of a bird on your shirt?” Dante asked. “To keep you safe?”

Fabrizio looked down at a crudely colored charcoal drawing of a Thunderbird on the sleeve of his shirt and nodded. “I only wish it was a real one,” he said.

“What difference would a patch make?” Dante asked.

“It’s a magic bird,” Fabrizio said, crouching down to face the boys, his voice hushed. “I heard Vincenzo and Maldini talk about it. The bird on his sleeve is called a Thunderbird. It can make it rain bullets and can kill soldiers with bolts of lightning and blasts of thunder.”

“Maybe it’s why the Americans always win their wars,” Pepe said with a shrug.

“But now we can have it, too,” Fabrizio said. “And none of us need to die.”

“Tell that to the Nazis,” Dante said.

“There aren’t any Thunderbirds in Naples,” Pepe said. “Only pigeons. And they have no magic powers.”

“It’s a nice idea, though,” Dante said. “To have a bird who could bring us guns and bullets. That would be a great way to fight.”

“You’ll see,” Fabrizio said, standing now and petting the mastiff. “It’s true. We just need to wear the patch and then nothing can harm us.”
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MUSEO ARCHEOLOGICO NAZIONALE

Six Panzer tanks engulfed the square, gun turrets facing the massive two-story red-stone structure. Fifty soldiers were lined along the perimeter, running thin lines of cable from the street to the brick walls and lodging them in place with plastic explosives. Von Klaus stood in the opening of his tank, looking up to the sky, his cap removed, sun washing rays of warmth on his clear face. “If nothing else, I’ll miss this Italian weather,” he said to Kunnalt, across from him in the next tank.

“Nonetheless, sir, it will be good to get back home,” Kunnalt said. “We’ve been in the field for so long, I forget what it’s like not to wake up on hard ground.”

“The bed will be warm, even if the temperature outside isn’t,” Von Klaus said with a smile. “It’ll happen soon enough. Once we’re finished with the destruction of this city we can return home, to be present at the destruction of our own.”

Kunnalt lowered his gaze for several seconds, his mind flashing briefly on images of friends and family all soon to face the brutal intrusion of a war they had for so long managed to keep a safe distance away. Kunnalt had witnessed the ravages of daily battle for the last several years. As a military man, he was prepared, both mentally and physically, to endure the hardships and cope with the death and ruin that a war always leaves in its wake. But those bodies belonged to strangers and the soil they fell on was always foreign. Soon, the faces of the dead would be familiar and the land left in flames would be his own. Kunnalt knew the limits of his makeup. He was a hard soldier, but a soft man and the very thought of such moments left him shaken.

“Once we’re finished here,” Von Klaus said, snapping the younger soldier back to the present, “I want the main units to work their way toward the center of the city.”

“There’s nothing left there, sir, but a few empty homes and some churches,” Kunnalt said. 

“Which mean nothing to us,” Von Klaus said. “But they mean a great deal to these waywards killing our soldiers. Those are their homes and their churches, in the center that is the very core of their city. We may not be here long enough to crush their spirit, but we must do all we can to break their hearts.”

“Is that our goal, sir?” Kunnalt asked.

“We weren’t meant to leave here draped in glory,” Von Klaus said. “Blood and dust will be our medals.”

 

A long line of street boys stood along the edges of the museum roof, staring down at the soldiers closing in. Their hands were wrapped in cloth and there were huge pots of boiling water resting by their feet. “Wait until they get to the steps,” one of the boys shouted down the line. “Then lift the pots and drop the water over the side.”

A dozen soldiers marched toward the stone steps that led up to the ornate double doors, three of them lugging fuel packs and flame throwers. Above them, the boys struggled with the cumbersome pots, lifting them up to the edge, hot water splashing on their chests and arms. Behind them, two of the younger street boys checked on the pots resting above the smoldering fires in the center of the roof. “Try and hang on a few more seconds,” the lead boy said, the bulk of his pot teetering on the edge, his eyes focused on the Nazis moving up the steps. “They’re just about where we need them.”

“I can’t hold it up any longer,” another boy moaned. “It’s starting to burn through the cloth on my hands.”

“Then let’s give them a shower,” the lead boy ordered. “Keep your feet planted. We only want the water to go over. Not any of us.”

The boiling water cascaded down in streams, landing in the center of the walkway, just inches beyond the steps, soaking and scalding the soldiers caught in its wake. The boys turned away from the edge, running toward the other side of the roof where a small row of thick ropes lay curled in a corner, one end tied around the base of the bell tower. The boys unfurled the ropes and jumped off the side of the museum, leaving behind the pots and the smoking fires. 

Von Klaus glared up at the rooftop and then turned to look down at his soldiers as they scattered away from the museum entrance. “There are many things from which a soldier should cower, Kunnalt,” he said, in a low tone ripe with anger. “Water is not one of them.” 

Three of the soldiers bent on one knee and aimed their machine guns at the rooftop, their bullets chipping the curved stone. Three others ran back up the stairs, heading for the closed front door that led into the wide marble entryway. Another small unit followed, urged on by the frantic waves of both Kunnalt and Von Klaus. The lead soldier stopped in front of the door and riddled the ancient iron design with bullets. He then reached out for the silver-encrusted handle and yanked it open.

The explosion sent the door flying out toward the steps, a large unguided iron missile, landing across the upper bodies of three soldiers. Four others lay dead, spread out across the smoke-filled entrance. Von Klaus pounded at the side of his tank with a closed fist, more frustrated than angry at the successful street tactics of the boys. “They must all be found, Kunnalt,” he said, his military demeanor broken by the site of the dead soldiers spread out before him. “This cannot be allowed to continue.”

 

Claudio and Angela each wrapped a hand around the thin stem of the pine tree, hidden from view by both height and the sharp, thick-hanging leaves around them. Their free hands held a machine gun, pointed down toward the Nazi soldiers and tanks below. 

“I’m so afraid of heights,” Claudio said, his face squeezed against the side of the tree. “I can’t even remember how I climbed up here.”

“Getting up was the hard part,” Angela said, holding on to her side with just the fingers of her right hand, checking the activity below. “Getting down will be easy.”

“How do we get down?” Claudio asked. “I didn’t even think about that part.”

“We either jump or get shot down,” Angela said. 

Claudio closed his eyes and rested his head against the side of the tree. “We’ll never survive the fall,” he said in a low voice.

Angela looked across the wide piazza, at the other street boys hiding in the cover of the dozen pine trees that lined the museum. She turned back to Claudio and gently tapped the side of his hand. “Get ready,” she said. “It’s almost time.”

The young street boy took a deep breath and cocked his German-manufactured machine gun. “How far away can we aim?” he asked.

“I’ve never used one of these before,” she said, holding up her machine gun. “My guess is that it doesn’t go as far as a rifle. I would target those closest. There are enough of us in the trees to deal with all the soldiers in the square.”

“You don’t seem as nervous as I am,” Claudio said. “And you’re a girl. I’m sorry you got stuck with someone who gets scared so easy.”

“You’re who I want to be with,” Angela said, giving the younger boy a smile. “No one else. In Forcella, it was always the ones who talked tough that never really gave you the good fight and shivered when real trouble started. The scared ones were always the ones with the most courage.”

“Then, you’re lucky,” Claudio said, returning the smile. “Because there’s no one out here as scared as I am.”

 

The small garden cemetery was across the piazza from the museum, pine trees giving shade to six rows of headstones, many of whose markings had faded along with the years. A dozen soldiers were marching along the path, heading toward the chaos in the main square, their manner rigid, their machine guns off their shoulders, gazing up at the rooftops for shadows that were no longer there. As they walked past the locked gate of the cemetery, with a short iron fence lined with small bushes and sunflowers, two of the soldiers turned their heads and looked across at the headstones, many of them tilted back toward the sky. They also noticed the short row of freshly dug graves, spare of any markings, dirt piled about six inches high, and stepped closer. 

As they approached the gate, the dirt moved and then parted as Vincenzo, Maldini, Pepe and Nunzia jumped out from under the graves, rifles and machine guns in their hands. They aimed and fired at the surprised Nazi unit, caught off guard and with their weapons at their sides. The four separated and kept up their fire, using the surrounding trees and gravestones as cover. Maldini was next to Vincenzo, spread out on the brown dirt, his head against a stone marker. He fired off a string of bullets and watched as the boy pulled the pin on a grenade and tossed it over his shoulder toward the unit. They were covered in dirt, dark patches clinging to their hair and necks. “What book did you get this idea from?” Maldini asked, smiling as he dodged a flurry of bullets.

“Dracula,” Vincenzo said, returning the fire and the smile. “It’s one of my favorites.”

Pepe fired a round from his rifle and then stepped back toward the trees, staring out at the square in front of the museum, now a raging firestorm between the street boys and the Nazis. Tanks sent shells hurtling in all directions, soldiers shot up into the trees and the adjoining hills. Flame throwers torched the walls of the buildings in the area, leaving behind scorched rock and fallen bodies. The piazza was a cauldron of fire and debris, the screams of the wounded and dying filling the air along with the smoke and flames. Pepe rested his head against the back of a pine tree and closed his eyes, shuddering from the sight of his first full battle.

Nunzia crawled up alongside him, one hand on her rifle, the other reaching out for the frightened boy. Pepe opened his eyes and looked over at her, warmed by her touch. “I can’t watch it anymore,” he said.

“None of us can, Pepe,” she said, her eyes etched with a sadness that ventured beyond her years. “None of us were meant to see such sights. But it’s here now and we can’t hide from it.”

“I used to come here all the time,” Pepe said, flinching from a loud explosion off to his left. “With my teachers and the other kids from school. We’d eat our lunch by the fountain and then spend the afternoon in the museum. The rooms were dark and cool. They were filled with what a boy would want to see. Now I’ll never be able to come here again.”

“You’ll be back, Pepe,” Nunzia said, her voice strong, her eyes seeing only the boy, ignoring the smoke and the bullets aimed her way. “And it’ll be a place of peace once again. For you and your friends.”

“Why are they doing this to us?” Pepe asked, his words weighted down. “Why do they hate us so much?”

“Some people hate without reason.” Nunzia glanced up as a quartet of soldiers ran past the cemetery. “Which then gives us all the reasons we need to fight back.”

“I’m sorry,” Pepe said in a sad, little boy’s voice. “I try to be more like Vincenzo and Franco, but it’s so hard. They have so much more courage.”

“You have a machine gun in your hands and you’re fighting Nazis. I don’t know how much braver a boy could be.”

Pepe turned his head, inched away from the tree and looked out at the square surrounding the museum. Panzer tanks fired heavy shells in all directions, sending parts of buildings toward the morning sky. Grenades flew through the air like windblown leaves, leaving behind a destructive trail of flame, waste and casualties. Bodies lined the piazza, boys in tattered clothes resting next to soldiers in full battle gear. He took a deep breath and turned back to Nunzia and then, lurking over the curve of the graves and the floating lines of smoke, he saw the shadow of the Nazi soldier.

Pepe kept his eyes on Nunzia, fear taking a huge step back to danger, and gripped the arms of the machine gun he held in his hands. The shadow drew closer. Pepe glanced at the end of the cemetery and saw the front half of a black boot and the tilted barrel of a rifle heading their way. 

Nunzia saw the soldier’s image cross past Pepe’s legs. She looked up at the boy and gave him a firm nod. She whirled on the ground, turned from her chest to her back and fired. Pepe jumped to his feet and pumped machine-gun shells into the center of the shadow. The shots drowned out the soldier’s low screams and moans. He fell to the ground face forward, his right arm embracing an old headstone, his legs folded at an angle. Nunzia looked up at Pepe, the smoking gun still coiled in his hands, the boy’s inner fears intermingling with a determined resolve. She got to her feet, walked over to the soldier and stripped him of rifle and ammo belt. Pepe stood behind her, his tender eyes following her every move. “Are you okay?” he asked.

Nunzia smiled at Pepe and placed an arm around his shoulders. “I’ve never felt safer,” she said.

 

Dante and Gaspare were pinned in, their backs to the museum wall, three Nazi rifles aimed at their chest. The middle soldier, three stripes running down the sides of his uniform arm, signaled them to drop their weapons. He fired a bullet above their heads to serve as fair warning. “If we drop our weapons,” Dante said, “they will kill us.”

“They’ll kill us no matter what we do,” Gaspare said. “Look around. I don’t see any prisoners, only bodies.”

“We can’t take three of them,” Dante said, gripping the hunting rifle in his hand, as the soldiers moved in closer.

“We’re lucky if we can take one of them. But if you shoot at anyone, make it the one in the center. He seems the most eager to kill us.”

“We could run,” Dante said, eyeing the alley to his right. “The way we are now, it’s just target practice for them.”

“They’re too close to run away from. But they’re getting close enough for us to run at.”

“And then what?”

“They won’t be expecting us to rush them,” Gaspare said. “And if we can just get one or two on the ground, we might be able to get out of this alive.”

“Are you sure that’s what we should do?” Dante asked.

“It’s all I can think of,” Gaspare said.

Dante looked over at Gaspare and nodded. He tossed his rifle to the ground by his feet and raised his hands. Gaspare swallowed hard and did the same. Both boys stepped away from the wall, moving forward on wobbly legs. The Nazis lowered their rifles and closed in on them, eyeing them cautiously, one of them smiling, exposing a low line of crooked teeth. “You two are smarter than the others were,” the soldier said to them in choppy Italian, arching his head toward the piazza behind him. “You know that you’re too young to die.”

“Everyone’s too young to die,” Dante said, lowering his head and bracing his body for the rush.

They were less than ten feet apart when Gaspare and Dante dropped their arms and bolted toward the three soldiers.

Gaspare caught the middle one chest high, the rifle wedged between them, and the two fell backward in a dusty stumble, the soldier slipping on the mangled stone under his feet. Dante pounced on the Nazi to his right, grabbing for the rifle, turning the butt end away from his body and pushing it down toward the ground. The third soldier, free from any of the entanglements surrounding him, put aside his rifle and pulled out a handgun. He pointed it at Dante’s back, watching the boy struggle with might and conviction with a man twice his weight and height.

Gaspare was down on the ground, the Nazi’s knees keeping his arms pinned, his fingers scraping against rocks and dirt. Two crisp punches landed flush to the side of his face, instantly causing his right eye to swell. He struggled to move, but the bulkier man’s body was too difficult to budge. Gaspare looked up, stared into the soldier’s hard, shark-gray eyes and turned his head, barely dodging a third blow aimed at his face. He glanced across at Dante, deep in the midst of his own intense fight, his opponent quick to take the advantage that his age and superior strength ensured.

The Nazi grabbed Dante by the throat, thick fingers of a massive hand squeezing the skin below his jaw, turning the boy’s face pepper red. He held him out at arm’s length and looked at the soldier with the handgun. “Shoot the little bastard,” he said.

The soldier nodded and cocked his gun, easing his finger onto the curved trigger. The boy clasped his hands around the Nazi’s wrist, trying to pry free from the hold. “Stay still,” the soldier said to him, voice dripping with contempt. “And die as you were meant to die. With a bullet to your back.”

Dante, the strength sapping from his body, leaned his face closer to the Nazi and sent a stream of spit into his eyes. The lid snapped on the soldier’s temper. He threw the boy down to the ground, his head bouncing off the hard cobblestones. He wiped the spittle from his face and picked his rifle up from the ground. He pushed aside the soldier with the handgun and stood towering over the frightened boy. He stomped a heavy boot on his chest and forced open the boy’s mouth with the thin end of his rifle. “Cry if you want,” the soldier said to Dante. “It won’t bother me.”

The bullet caught the Nazi at the base of his neck, just below the thin edge of his pith helmet. His eyes opened wide, his mouth flushed out a stream of blood and his hands fell limp at his sides, the rifle tumbling to the ground. The soldier dropped to his knees and his head sank. The soldier on top of Gaspare jumped to his feet and reached for his rifle, looking up to the trees for sight of the shooter. He aimed toward the thick, spiked leaves of the pines and fired off two rounds. The first return shot nicked him in the arm, the second grazed the side of his right leg, catching more cloth than skin.

The third put a dent in his forehead.

The Nazi dropped like a puppet cut free of his strings, his face resting only inches from Gaspare, his eyes swollen shut, blood from his nose and mouth flowing down onto the front of his dirty white shirt. The third soldier looked up to the trees, down to the two fallen soldiers and then at the two boys, one prone and bleeding, the other on his knees with a German rifle in his hands. He aimed the cocked pistol at Gaspare, his grip not as hard, his demeanor no longer as confident as it was mere seconds earlier, before a volley of shots from unseen rifles had brought down two men in his unit. He fired two shots at Gaspare, the boy dodging the wayward bullets, gathering all his remaining strength to turn his body to the side, his battered face falling off the edge of the curb.

Dante gave the trigger a hard squeeze, the force of the rifle causing him to shuffle his feet, his shoulder feeling the bump from the butt end of the recoil. He dropped the rifle as soon as he saw the look on the soldier’s face. He was only twelve years old but had seen enough of death in that short span of time to know when its arrival was at hand. He walked away from the soldier, ignored the thud of his fall, stepped over the bodies of the other two dead Nazis and bent down to lift Gaspare’s head gently off the hard stones. He wiped at the streams of blood coming down the sides of the boy’s face with the palms of his hands, eager to ease his pain. “You did well,” Gaspare said to him, speaking slowly through a ripped lower lip, his voice tight and raspy.

Dante nodded and removed his torn shirt, pressing it against the side of Gaspare’s face. Up to their right, Angela and Claudio slid down from the top edges of the pine tree and walked toward them. The street girl, machine gun casually slung over her shoulder, glanced at the three dead Nazis stretched across the edge of the square and then turned to the two boys. “Gaspare needs to be moved to one of the tunnels,” she said to Dante. “The one near Via Toledo is the closest. Take Claudio with you and use only the side streets. Take all the Nazi guns and ammo belts, too. This way, if you come into trouble, you have what you need to fight back.”

“Why don’t you come with us?” Dante asked. “There’s nothing much more we can do here.”

Angela turned and looked around the square, the smoke from burning tanks and the wails of the wounded touching the sky. There were three tanks and a dozen soldiers still battling with Maldini and a handful of street boys scattered through the piazza. “I’ll stay until it’s over,” she said. “You help get them where they need to go.”

“We would have died if it wasn’t for you,” Gaspare said, helped to his feet by Claudio and Dante.

“That’s probably true,” Angela said, looking down at the dead Nazis. 

Dante stripped the soldiers of their weapons, gazing up at Angela to nod his thanks. The girl looked back at him and smiled. Claudio lifted one of Gaspare’s arms and wrapped it around his shoulders and they started to walk toward a side street, their backs to the field of fire. “You be careful,” Dante said to Angela as he turned to follow them.

“I come from Forcella,” Angela said as she held the smile and watched him go. “We’re too tough to die.” 
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VIA DELLA MARINELLA

Connors, Vincenzo and Franco walked down the quiet street, placing kerosene bottles and grenades behind darkened stairwells and around the bend of the alleys. 

“We’re running low on these,” Vincenzo said, hiding a bottle under a wooden crate next to a smoldering building.

 “We’re making up for it with the grenades,” Connors said. “And they do just as much damage.”

“And as long as we don’t run out of Nazis,” Vincenzo said, “we won’t run out of grenades.”

“Where do you live?” Franco asked Connors. “In America?”

“A town called Covington,” Connors said, checking the street behind him. “It’s in Kentucky.”

“Is that in New York?” Franco asked.

“Not even close,” Connors said. “It’s outside Cincinnati.”

“And is that in New York?” Franco asked.

Connors looked at the boy and shook his head. “No,” he said. “It’s not in New York.”

“If you ask an Italian what’s in America, he will say New York and California,” Vincenzo said. “It’s all we know.”

“Well, Covington isn’t anywhere near either one of those places,” Connors said, resting down the last of his grenades. “But it is close to Cleveland. And Detroit. And Kansas City. And St. Louis. Have you heard of any of those cities?”

“No,” Franco said. “I haven’t even heard of a saint named Louis.”

“Wait, I know one,” Connors said, snapping the fingers of his right hand. “It’s not far from Chicago. You must have heard of Chicago.”

Vincenzo and Franco looked at one another and laughed. “Chicago?” Vincenzo said. “You have a city in America called Chicago?”

“Yes, we do,” Connors said, confused by the laughter. “And it’s a pretty big one, too. Bigger than any city you’ve got here in Italy.”

The two boys shook their heads and laughed even harder. “Wait until Maldini hears this one,” Vincenzo said.

“Are you going to tell me or not?” Connors asked.

“In Neapolitan, the word ‘Chicago’ means ‘I shit,’” Franco said.

Connors paused for a few seconds and then joined in their laughter. “Really?”

“Yes,” Franco said. “Really.”

“Well, they do call it the windy city,” Connors said.

“With good reason,” Vincenzo said.
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VIA FRANCESCO CARACCIOLO

The long-abandoned pier was shuttered and dark, the noon sun unable to crack through the old slabs of wood and thick piles of rock that framed the walls. Carlo Petroni stood in the center of the high-ceilinged room, his shoes resting on the damp floor, his back to the distant sea, his eyes peering into shadow. He turned his head when he heard the heavy footsteps behind him. “A light wouldn’t be a bad idea,” Carlo said. “I always like to know who I’m talking to.”

“It’s wartime.” It was a male voice, clearly American, standing less than ten feet away. “You can’t always get what you want.”

“I came like I said I would,” Carlo said. “At noon, alone and without a gun.”

Connors stepped out of the shadows and stood next to Carlo. “You also made mention of a tank,” he said. “And I don’t happen to see one here, do you?”

“It would be stupid to bring it here,” Carlo said. He maintained his calm manner, carefully taking note of the soldier hovering over him. He caught sight of the dried blood on his jacket and the bandaged wound below it. “It’s where we can both get to it. If that’s what we decide.”

“It would also be stupid of you to lie about it,” Connors said. “Franco doesn’t trust you. Vincenzo doesn’t know you, and from what little I’ve seen, I don’t like you. Which leaves you lots of room to improve your situation.”

“I’m a thief,” Carlo said with a matter-of-fact shrug. “That makes it easy for you and your friends not to trust me or want to know me or even like me. But if you want to hear the truth, most of the boys you have fighting the Nazis out on those streets are thieves, same as me.”

“They stole because they had to,” Connors said, stepping closer to Carlo, his wound still stinging. “You and your band did it because you wanted to. To me, that’s a big difference.”

“But you’d take a tank from me, thief or not,” Carlo said, smiling in the darkness. “So it doesn’t matter what I am. What matters is what I have.”

“Why’d you bother to take the tank in the first place?” Connors asked. “You don’t strike me as a kid who’d risk his life to take on the Nazis. And there’s nothing left in Naples to steal. So, what’s a tank get you?”

“I want the Nazis out of Naples as much as any of your street boys,” Carlo said. “Just because I don’t cry when I pass a church or have sad stories to share with you doesn’t mean I care any less than they do.”

“What do you want for it?” Connors asked.

“I can be a help in what you’re trying to do,” Carlo said. “I can get in to see the Nazi colonel.” 

He was neither intimidated nor afraid of the precarious route he was attempting to navigate. He was born into a life of crime and could handle the difficult workings of negotiation and survival with the skill of a seasoned professional. In the shadowy darkness of the pier hole, he had seen enough to weigh and measure the intellect and cunning of the soldier hovering above him. He saw Connors as a battle-hardened veteran, dangerous on the field and capable of dealing with the most vicious of enemies. But he also figured him to lack the skills that were needed to live and eat on the streets of a city like Naples, to fend daily for food and to fight off the predators who had marked the dark territories as their own. Carlo knew that in the open trenches of deceit, a criminal always held the upper hand. “And I can get in to see you,” he continued, his bravado running in the red zone. “You have no one on your side who can do both.”

Connors took a deep breath and then several steps back, turning away from Carlo. “No deal,” he said to the boy, his head down, hands by his side. “You can be on our side or theirs, but I’m not going to let you work both. It’s a bad game to play, especially in a war. The only one who comes out ahead is you.”

“You’re making a poor decision and a big mistake,” Carlo said, surprised at the savvy the soldier was exhibiting. 

“I told him the same thing, but the American is a stubborn man.” Vincenzo’s voice came from the other side of the pier, hidden deep against a back wall. Carlo turned, his eyes narrowed, one hand holding a pistol pulled from his pants pocket, trying to pinpoint the other boy’s location. “I told him there was only one price a traitor is allowed to pay in Naples. But he chose to spare your life in exchange for your tank.”

“If I can’t have it both ways, then neither can you,” Carlo said, aiming the pistol in the direction of Vincenzo’s voice. “You get me and the tank or you get nothing. And either way, I’ll get to watch you die.”

“We already have your tank,” Vincenzo said, stepping forward, Franco walking slowly by his side. 

Carlo lowered his gun, trying to quickly gauge whether what he had just heard was bluff or truth. “You wouldn’t even know where to find it,” he said. “I may be a thief, but you’re a liar. You don’t have anything, especially not my tank.”

The doors to the pier swung open and the sun bolted through.

Carlo shielded his eyes from the rays, the tip of his hand braced across his forehead. Vincenzo and Franco stood by his side, all three boys staring out at the German tank parked between the two iron doors, Maldini waving from the open pit. Connors walked past them, heading toward the tank, rifle draped over his shoulder, his pith helmet hanging on the barrel. He turned and stared at Carlo, who was visibly shaken. “I’m just a bystander in all this,” Connors said, a sly smile on his face. “But if I had to guess, I’d say you’re not the best thief in Naples.”

“You should go now,” Vincenzo told Carlo, looking at the boy with open scorn. “The colonel will want to know he’s lost one of his tanks. It’s better if he hears such bad news from a good friend.”

 

Connors leaned against one side of the tank, smoking a cigarette, his rifle and helmet by his feet. He was staring at Dante, sitting by the front of the tank, a piece of charcoal in his right hand, etching a sketch on a flat, thin foil of paper. Maldini watched from the mouth of the tank, his face cupped in the palm of his hand, his eyes filled with admiration. 

“Some day, my little friend, your work will hang in galleries,” Maldini said. “But for now, it helps us figure a way to go on.”

The boy looked up at Connors and pointed to his drawing. “What do you call that in English?” he asked.

“A catapult,” Connors said, tossing the cigarette aside and crunching down on his knees next to Dante. “I used to see them in those Robin Hood movies with Errol Flynn. They caused the Sheriff of Nottingham and his troops a ton of trouble.”

“It will cause the Nazis even more,” Vincenzo said.

“Robin Hood was a great Italian,” Claudio said. “The best with a sword. Even better than Zorro.”

“There’s no way Robin Hood was Italian,” Connors said. “He was English. He lived in Sherwood Forest. That’s not in Italy. That’s in England.”

“I saw the movie,” Claudio said. “He spoke Italian. His men did, too.”

“They change the voice in the movies,” Connors said. “They make the actors sound Italian. But they’re not.”

“How do you know they didn’t change the voice in your country?” Dante asked. “To make you think he was English.”

“He wasn’t Italian and he wasn’t English,” Vincenzo said. “Neither were his men. They were myths. They didn’t exist. Not here and not in England.” 

“What about Robin Hood’s catapult?” Maldini said, smiling down at them from the tank. “We all know from the movies it can stop men. But can it stop a tank?” 

“If there was something heavy enough inside,” Connors said. “And if you can get your shot off high and at an angle, I suppose it can do some damage. But you’re going to need something more than rocks.”

“What if there was a bomb in it?” Vincenzo asked, looking from Maldini to Connors. “We collected one hundred and fifty bombs from the squares. So far, we’ve used about sixty of the cylinders. A few haven’t gone off, but most of them have. If we get lucky and put the right bomb inside the catapult, it could destroy a tank.”

“And the Nazis won’t know which ones are good and which are bad until they hit ground,” Maldini said. “Which means no matter what, if they see a bomb coming their way, they have to go the other way.”

“We’re forgetting something here,” Connors said. “We don’t have a catapult. Least not one that I’ve seen.”

“You’ll see one soon,” Maldini said. “We have plenty of wood, rope and wheels and a dozen boys working to put them all together in an old barn behind the Rione Villa. They should be finished by nightfall.”

“Those bombs weigh at least four hundred pounds each, if not more,” Connors said, noting the quiet confidence of Maldini and the boys. “You’re going to need something in the sling that can hold and release that kind of weight.”

Maldini jumped down from the tank and stood between Connors and Vincenzo. “The Nazis helped us with that,” he said. “The last night of the bombing, they hit the church of Gesù Vecchio and blew out the bell tower. The bells landed in the square, a little dented but in one piece. They’re more than heavy enough to center the catapult and release the bomb.”

“First, the Nazis went up against our mines, grenades and rifles,” Franco said. “Now we add a bomb and a tank. We get stronger as they get weaker.”

“Don’t get carried away just yet,” Connors warned. “Up to now they’ve been spread out across the city. With the tanker gone, they’re going to tighten the units, bring the fight closer to the center of town. They’ll try to squeeze us in a circle, force us to stay in one place longer and drag the fight out until it’s to their advantage. It’s easier to handle them in small groups; you can hit quick and run fast. The bigger the units, the tougher it gets to do damage without losing a lot of boys.”

“There is still time to make changes to our plan,” Vincenzo said. “Franco has the carrier pigeons all in place. They can get word out in less than an hour.”

“We’re going to have to move quicker than that,” Connors said. “We need to react to what they’re doing and we won’t know how until we know what they’re doing. The plan will have to change on the fly, which means we don’t have less than an hour. We have about fifteen minutes.”

“We need more than pigeons to get that done,” Maldini said.

Connors spread apart his feet and looked down at the manhole cover below. “What we need are these sewers,” he said. “We use the pigeons in the air and Angela’s little crew of sewer rats underground. That’ll be our line of communication and we keep it open all the time. Get a rotation set up and never stop it. All the boys will know exactly what’s being done and where, every second of this battle. We keep all the surprises on the Nazi end.”

“We can talk to each other and the Nazis will never see it,” Vincenzo said. “We’ll be above them and below, invisible.”

“Franco, how far can your pigeons go with a message and come back with an answer?” Connors asked.

“A hundred miles,” Franco said.

“Who do they fly to?” 

“They head for the closest coop in the area,” Franco said. “From there, it’s up to the messenger.”

“How far do you need them to go?” Maldini asked.

“Salerno,” Connors said.
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OSPEDALE DEGLI INCURABILI

Two long rows of beds were lined against both sides of the wall. Small wooden tables were positioned between each bed, a burning candle resting on each, bringing light and shadow into the large room on the top floor of the oldest hospital in Naples. The two dozen beds were filled with children, thin white sheets pressed up against their necks. A number of them had IV drips taped to their arms. Yellow signs with a black circle in the center were taped above the beds, a signal that the children had an illness that was beyond cure.

The Nazi officer and three soldiers, each holding a full canister of gasoline, stood with their backs to the thick wood door that led into the room. They had taken the elevator up from the basement, switching on a back-up generator to put the machines in motion. The officer stiffened when he saw the signs and inhaled the acid aroma of disease. He signaled the men forward with a wave of his wrist, careful not to rest his hands on anything in the room. “Burn it down,” he said in a husky voice, “and end their misery.”

The three soldiers hesitated, their eyes fixed on the sleeping children. “Make sure you coat the walls as well as the floors,” the officer ordered them, oblivious to their unease. 

“This is a ward for incurables, sir,” one said, careful to hide the disdain he felt at the order. “These children will die in a matter of days.”

“They will die in a matter of minutes,” the officer snarled back. “This entire hospital will be scattered to the ground and left in ashes. It’s filled with people who carry contagious disease. Leaving it alone would be a danger to our men. Not even those sent to evacuate this hellish place had the nerve to walk in here. Which leaves it for us to handle. This is our job and you will obey my orders.”

“Yes, sir,” the soldier said. He nodded his head at the other two men by his side and walked with them down the center aisle toward the rear of the room.

They began to pour gas on the floors and walls. Each soldier carefully avoided looking at the sleeping children; each moved slowly and silently, filled with dread at the notion of waking anyone from his painless rest. The officer stood by the wall closest to the door and surveyed the scene. He put an unfiltered cigarette to his lips and clicked open the top half of a lighter. He put the blue white flame to the dark tobacco, watching his three men working their way toward the center of the room, a thin line of smoke reaching past his eye and up toward the ceiling.

He inhaled, held the smoke and the breath when he felt the cold steel of a gun barrel push against the side of his neck. “I really hope you understand what I have to say,” the voice behind him said. “Because if you don’t, you’re going to die and never really get the chance to know why.”

“What do you want?” the officer asked in clear tones of school-taught English.

“It helps to be educated,” Connors said. He unclipped the officer’s side holster, pulled out his pistol and inched him back deeper against the wall. “Have your boys put down the canisters and slide their weapons and belts toward you. And just in case they don’t give a rat’s ass whether you live or die, let them know there are three rifles pointed at their backs ready to sever their spines if they don’t do what they’re told.”

“There are dozens of soldiers spread all over the hospital,” the officer said, trying to glance over his shoulder at Connors. “Once they hear shooting, they’ll come running. You won’t last a minute.”

“I don’t know how long I’ll last,” Connors said. “I guess it all depends on how good a safety vest you turn out to be. I figure between the uniform and your body, I can hold off at least ten, fifteen stray shots before I have to toss you aside.”

The officer swallowed hard and moved his head slightly, trying to lessen the pressure on his neck caused by the gun barrel, and shouted out his command. The soldiers looked up, peering into the darkness around them, then lowered the canisters to the wood floor, their hands and the fronts of their uniforms wet with gasoline. They undid the clips around their ammo belts, letting them fall to the ground with a muffled thump, and stepped forward. They held out their rifles and crouched down.

“Tell the tall guy in the center to slide them over to your right, next to the door,” Connors said. “Rifles first, then the ammo.”

The officer stiffened, the muscles around his back and arms tightening, his eyes fixed on his men. “And if I refuse?” he asked, the cigarette in his mouth burning down to the quick. “You don’t have it in you to shoot me, not like this. Unarmed and with my back to you. It goes against everything you Americans believe in.”

Connors cocked the gun and pushed the barrel harder against the officer’s neck. “If those rifles and packs aren’t next to my feet the next time I look down, you’re going to be able to smoke through your throat.” His words were low and hard. “Right now, that’s about all I believe in.”

The officer let the remnant of his cigarette slip out of his mouth and ordered the silent soldiers to do as requested. Connors watched as the rifles and ammo packs landed against the wall next to his boots. He then stepped away from the officer and shoved him toward the three soldiers. “Fold your hands and rest them on the back of your heads,” Connors ordered. “And don’t forget what I told you. There’s a rifle scope on your every move.”

Vincenzo and Angela came out from behind one of the beds, their clothes reeking of gasoline. “You find a place?” Connors asked.

Vincenzo nodded as he pulled off his shirt and threw it over his shoulder. “The Museo Pignatelli,” he said. “On the second floor there’s an empty room about this size. The children can be put there and we can leave two of the boys behind to watch over them. Allow them to die in peace.”

“Any of them contagious?” Connors asked.

“No,” Angela said. “We put up those signs during the evacuation, so the Nazis would leave them alone.”

“Let’s move it then,” Connors said, staring down at the row of beds filled with children wasted away by disease. “We got about ten minutes to get these kids out of here. Do it fast and do it quiet. If anyone spots us, just keep going and leave it to me. You two stay with the kids and keep them covered.”

Vincenzo ran toward the closest bed, rested the IV drip on its side next to the sick child, stood behind the iron bar and rolled it over toward Connors and Angela. “The elevator is down the hall and to the left,” he said. “It can hold two beds at a time. That makes six trips in all.”

“Get moving,” Connors said, looking at Angela as she walked closer to the four Nazis in the center of the room. “I’ll catch up to you.”

Angela walked with deliberate steps, her dark oval eyes focused on the officer in the center, the bottoms of her shoes drenched in gasoline. She held a pistol in her right hand. 

“Grab one of those beds and follow Vincenzo,” Connors told her. “He’s waiting for us.”

“What are you going to do about them?” she asked, without turning, her eyes never wavering from the officer.

“What do you want me to do?” Connors asked.

“They were going to burn a room filled with dying children,” Angela said, her words rushing out, her anger beyond anyone’s grasp. “I think the same punishment should be given to them.”

Connors shook his head and rested a hand on Angela’s back. “You don’t really think that.”

Angela turned her face and stared up at Connors. “They’re Nazis,” she said.

“But you’re not,” Connors told her.

Angela turned back to the Germans. She stepped up closer to the officer, their eyes locked, each viewing the other with sheer contempt. Angela jammed the pistol in his stomach. “I want so much to kill you,” she whispered.

“But you can’t,” the officer said, his expression fearless and smug. “The American spoke the truth. You’re not a Nazi and, in the end, that will be your downfall.”

“Angela, get the kids out of here,” Connors ordered. He was standing over her, his rifle curled in his hands. “We can’t leave Vincenzo waiting too long. He’s exposed out there.”

Angela lowered her head and pulled the gun away. She turned, walked toward one of the beds and began to roll it to the elevator. The officer watched her leave and then turned to Connors, his eyes brimming with scorn. “You can’t win a war if you’re not prepared to rid yourself of the enemy,” he said. “It’s a harsh lesson the Italians are much too weak to learn.”

“Would it have bothered you at all to set fire to these kids?” Connors asked. “Letting them die that way?”

“No,” the officer answered with a slight smile. “It would only have bothered me not to do it.”

Connors glared at him and nodded. “That’s good for me to know,” he said in a low voice. He took several steps back and waited as three street boys emerged from the shadows, rifles in hand. “Gennaro, you stay and keep an eye on our friends,” he ordered the oldest boy. “Claudio, you start moving the beds toward the elevator.”

“What about me?” Gaspare asked. His eyes were still red and swollen from his scuffle in the piazza.

“Grab the guns and the ammo belts over by the back door and get them out of here,” Connors said. “Don’t be afraid to use them if you have to.”

The boys moved into position, the wheels of the beds gliding softly along the gas-drenched wooden floor. Connors ran down the hall and toward the elevator door, held open by an impatient Vincenzo. “Start heading down,” Connors said, waving him on his way. “I’ll take the stairs. If they try to hit you at the door, I can come at them from the side. If that happens, you and Angela fire at them from your end and move the elevator back up.”

Vincenzo slid the black iron gates shut and stepped back, careful not to dislodge the IV needle in the arm of the dying boy by his side. He looked across at Angela, squeezed in against the far wall, her eyes staring down at a silent, raven-haired girl in the bed mustering all her strength to give a weak smile. The girl brushed aside her hair and Angela leaned down and kissed her damp forehead. “Where are you taking us?” the child asked, her dry voice pained by every word.

“Away from the Nazis,” Angela said.

The elevator landed on the main floor. Vincenzo unlatched the hook and swung open the black gate. He grabbed his rifle and turned to Angela. “Wait,” he whispered. “When I wave, move the beds out, one at a time.”

Vincenzo stepped into the main hallway at the rear of the hospital, three candles in the middle of a small wooden table the only light available, and looked for moving shadows at both ends. The door to the stairwell next to the open elevator swung open and Connors stepped out. “Get the kids out and then send it right back up,” he told Vincenzo. “Claudio and Gennaro will swing in the next two and we just keep the rotation going until we get all twelve down here.”

“We’ll be moving toward the ramp in the back,” Vincenzo said, pointing just past Connors’s right shoulder. “Once we get outside, we’ll be fine. We can use the alleys and side streets to get to where we need to go.”

“There’s only five of us,” Connors said. “And there’s twelve beds that need to be moved through the streets. How you going to make that work?”

“Let me worry about that,” Vincenzo said, turning away. “You just worry about the soldiers. There’s got to be at least fifty of them in the hospital. And then there’s the four tanks covering the front.”

“They’re here to kill people who can’t move,” Connors said, his voice dripping with anger and bitterness. “They’re not expecting any bullets coming their way.”

Vincenzo watched Angela wheel the first of the beds out of the elevator and reached in to pull out the second. “Do you want me to stay with you?” he asked Connors. “In case they come at you from more than one side?”

“You stay with the kids,” Connors said, stepping into the elevator, staring down at the sick child. “There’s something I need to take care of before I leave.”

 

The tank commander signaled an all-clear and fired the first shell into the center of the hospital. The blast buckled the fourteenth-century structure, sending large stone cinders and thick chunks of glass hurtling to the base of the square below. Smoke and flames shot up the stairwells and engulfed the halls. Connors braced himself against the cold marble of a far wall, his eyes on the four Nazis standing across from him in the now-empty ward. It had taken six silent trips to strip the room of the sick children, bringing them down to the alleys and away from the scope of the Panzer tanks.

 “It’s still not too late for you to save yourself,” the officer said to Connors, his voice now a distant echo. “They fully intend to bring this hospital crashing to the ground. And there’s nothing left for you to do to prevent it.”

Connors, a rifle in one hand and a cigarette in his mouth, stared down at his feet, the floors and the walls still wet and moist from the heavy splashes of gasoline. “I don’t want to prevent it,” Connors said, looking back up at the Nazi. Then he pulled the cigarette from his mouth, tossed it on the floor and saw the instant rush of flames lift and spread down the center of the room, chewing up the floorboards and crawling up the walls. “See you in hell,” he said.

He walked out of the ward and shut the door behind him. 

 

The beds were held together by belts and rope, moving three to a line, pulled down the barren streets of Naples by Vincenzo, Claudio, Gennaro, Gaspare and Angela. The group walked with heads bowed, all their strength needed to roll the shaky beds along the hard and rocky cobblestones. At their backs, thick plumes of black smoke rose toward the sky, telling them that the destruction of the hospital was under way.

They turned a corner, the wheels on the beds squeaking and vibrating with each hard spin, the loud and fiery explosions heating their backs, the heavy footsteps of Nazis echoing all around them. “We won’t be able to get to the museum without running into soldiers,” Gennaro said. He looked across his shoulder and down the deserted streets as he lugged the heavy beds toward safety, the skin around his small hands frayed and bleeding. “It will be hard to defend ourselves and keep the children safe.”

“If the Nazis come at us,” Vincenzo said, “we separate from the beds. Have them aim their fire at us, not at the children.”

“We leave the beds out in the open?” Angela asked.

“We have no other choice,” Vincenzo said. “You stay with them, duck down between the openings. If they start shooting at them, you fire back. But you keep down until that happens.”

Claudio stopped, bucking the force of the rolling beds with his back. Five Nazi soldiers were running up the empty street toward them, rifles perched and ready. From behind them, they heard the pounding footsteps of three more, running at full gallop, each poised to kill. Vincenzo bolted away from the side of the beds, tossed himself to the ground, his elbows scraping the cobblestones, and began to fire his rifle. Gaspare, Gennaro and Claudio split and ran toward the shuttered doorways of an empty produce store for cover, firing their guns in both directions. Angela eased down between the sides of the beds, whispering words of comfort to the frightened children. The slant of the street kept them rolling at a slow pace toward the oncoming Nazis. The three Nazis running toward them from the far end of the street focused their attention on Vincenzo, firing a steady stream at the boy who was spared any cover. Vincenzo turned on his back and emptied his rifle toward the soldiers. He hit one at chest level, bringing him to his knees. Claudio and Gaspare fired machine gun shells at the five Nazis coming at them from above and Gennaro emptied his pistol, each looking to draw the fire away from Angela and the children in the beds. All of their shots missed their marks and they were forced to cower for cover as machine-gun bullets riddled the doorways of the buildings where they crouched.

The two soldiers were thirty feet away from Vincenzo, the boy down to his last two bullets, when Connors stepped out of a bombed-out bakery and aimed a machine gun their way, the volley of bullets taking down both Nazis. “Grab their guns and ammo belts,” he shouted to Vincenzo. “Then go and back up Angela. I’ll check on the other three.”

Connors ran to the corner, gazed across at Angela huddled between the three long rows of beds, the faces of the kids under the sheets warmed by the sun, their eyes too weak even to glance at the firestorm around them. He stared at them for several seconds and then eased a grenade out of his clip and ran toward the three cornered boys. He stopped beside a stone wall, tossed the grenade to Claudio and pulled a second machine gun from behind his shoulder and began firing both at the five Nazis running at him down the empty street. “It’s not a gift,” he shouted out to Claudio who was staring at the grenade in his hand. “Pull the pin and throw it at them.”

Claudio undid the pin and hurled the grenade toward the sky, forcing the Germans to scatter. The bomb landed several feet across from a fountain, the blast hurtling rocks and debris and killing one of the five. Connors fired the last of his rounds into the thick gray smoke, clipping off two more Nazis. He stood next to Claudio, Gennaro and Gaspare, pushing the boys back deeper into the doorway, keeping his eye out for the last of the soldiers. 

Connors looked down at the empty machine gun in Gaspare’s hands and then up at the boy’s battered eyes. “You hit anybody with that yet?” he asked, smiling.

Gaspare shook his head and smiled back. “No,” he said. “Unless you count the statues in the square.”

“He’s getting better,” Claudio said. “At least now he’s aiming the gun away from us and at the Nazis.”

Connors handed one of his machine guns to Gaspare. “Here’s a fresh one,” he said.

“The last of the soldiers are hidden behind the fountain,” Gennaro said, peering through the thinning smoke. 

“You stay here and cover Vincenzo and Angela if they start to head that way,” Connors said. “I’m going to circle around and see if I can make a move on them without getting spotted.”

“Don’t worry, American,” Gaspare said, gripping the machine gun. “I’ll shoot them if you do.”

“That’s sort of what I was counting on,” Connors said, before disappearing around the bend of the building.

 

Vincenzo and Angela were huddled against the sides of two lumpy mattresses, their rifles wedged between the iron slants of the beds. Vincenzo, his knees bent and curled, watched as Angela wiped the brow of a sallow-faced boy. “Grazie, signorina,” the boy whispered.

“Per niente,” Angela said, looking down at him with warm, sad eyes. 

“What does he have?” Vincenzo asked, checking to make sure the bottled IV continued to drip into the boy’s arm.

“He’s tubercular,” she said, lowering her voice, her face masked by the lines of smoke coming at her from the hospital fire on the streets above. “They all are. It’s a long and painful way to die. My brother died from it last year. They kept him in the same ward as these children. We had no money to get him medicine or anything to help with his pain. All that was left for my family to do was sit by his side and watch. Those weeks killed my mother as much as any bomb.”

Vincenzo looked up at the remains of the burning hospital and shook his head, one hand gripping the side of the mattress. “Even if your family did have the money, the Blackshirts would have taken it from them,” he said. “Before the Nazis, we were surrounded by thieves. Now, we’re surrounded by murderers.”

“You’re wrong,” the boy in the bed managed to say, struggling to lift his head, his sunken eyes staring straight at Vincenzo. “You’re surrounded by friends.”

Vincenzo looked over at the boy, touched by the generosity of his words and the strength it took to say them. He moved up closer to the side of the bed, inches from the boy’s sweat-streaked face and kissed him gently on the forehead. The boy smiled and then rested a bony white hand on top of Vincenzo’s, its touch cold despite the heat of the day.

The bullet ended their shared silent moment.

It landed between the beds, whizzing past Vincenzo and causing him to fall on top of the boy’s frail frame for support. Vincenzo reached for his rifle, turned and stood next to Angela. It was Angela who caught the moving gleam of the rifle scope, bouncing off the rays of the sun. “Sniper!” she shouted, lifting her rifle above Vincenzo’s head and shooting toward the rooftop to her left. 

“We have to move the beds,” Vincenzo ordered.

“We can’t move them all.” She emptied her rifle and reached into her back pockets for more shells.

Vincenzo left his rifle and a case of shells by her feet. “You keep shooting,” he told her. “You need to keep his head down. I’ll move the beds into the piazza. I just need to get close enough for our boys to see me. Then we’ll have enough hands to move the children to the museum.”

“What about the soldiers by the fountain?” Angela asked, spraying the rooftop with gunfire.

“We leave them to the American,” Vincenzo said, starting to pull three of the beds. “He’ll be in position before I can even get to the center of the square.”

Angela braced her back against one of the beds, firing her rifle at the sniper, exposed to any open shot the Nazi could take. “Leave me,” Vincenzo said. “Find some cover and keep that soldier’s head down. I’ll make sure the children are safe.”

From the other end of the square, Connors had worked his way to the shaded side of a shuttered printing shop, the two Nazis behind the fountain less than thirty feet away. He glanced past the fountain and saw the three boys holding their position, exchanging heavy fire with the Nazis. Off to the right, he watched as Vincenzo struggled with the twelve beds, pushing them forward, Angela flat down on the ground behind him, shooting up at a German sniper. It was a miracle that none of the kids in the beds had been shot yet, and Connors knew that miracles didn’t last very long in a firefight.

Connors jumped out into the open and drew the attention of the two soldiers. He fired and hit one, grazing his shoulder, and ran toward the other, bullets nipping at the dirt around his feet. He threw himself to the ground, rolled and came up on one knee, his machine gun pouring rounds at them both. He stopped when he saw one fall back into the empty fountain and the other flat on his face.

Claudio, Gennaro and Gaspare lowered their guns and with smiles as bright as morning walked out into the open square. Claudio and Gennaro were the first to see Vincenzo and ran to him, grabbing the reins on six of the beds and pulling them forward. Gaspare waved toward Connors who was running toward the boy, his eyes on Angela and the sniper on the roof. “Stay down, Gaspare!” he shouted. “Stay the hell down!”

“I did as you told me, American,” the boy said, pumped with pride. “I held the gun and aimed it at the soldiers.”

Connors was ten feet away when the shot rang out.

The bullet went through Gaspare’s back and opened a small hole in his chest, the boy’s smile still holding, a frozen glaze crossing his eyes. A line of blood formed in the corner of his mouth and his legs began to weaken. Connors caught him just as he was about to fall. “I’m sorry, American.” Gaspare looked up at the soldier who held him gently and rocked him back and forth. “I wanted you to be proud of me.”

“I am proud of you, kid,” Connors said.

“Would I have become a good soldier?” Gaspare asked, closing his eyes to the sun, the circle of blood around his chest growing larger.

“You already are,” Connors told him. “You’re the platoon leader.”

Gaspare managed a feeble salute and lowered his head, the boy’s long war at an end.

Connors held him tight, his forehead on top of the boy’s thick hair, his quiet tears mixing with the pool of blood forming at his waist. He looked up when he saw Vincenzo, Gennaro and Claudio pull up by his side with the dozen beds, each one of them in silent mourning as they stared down at the body of their friend. “Stay with him for a while,” Connors said, resting the boy gently on the cobblestones. “I’ll be right back.”

Connors raced down the center of the square, nodding toward Angela, his machine gun aimed and firing at the rooftop. “Take my gun,” he told the girl. “I’m going to smoke him out. When I do, you take him out.”

The street girl clutched the machine gun, checked the clip and aimed it at her target. Connors unclipped two grenades and tossed them on opposite sides of the roof. The sniper stood when he saw the grenades land, casting a quick glance down at Connors and Angela. “He’s yours,” Connors whispered.

Angela emptied the clip into the sniper’s chest. She ignored the two grenade blasts and kept squeezing the machine gun’s trigger, the empty clicks the only sounds now heard in the silent, dusty square.

 

Connors walked with Gaspare’s body cradled in his arms, an angry Vincenzo by his side. “We don’t have time for this, American,” he said. “We have to get the kids to the museum before this entire square is surrounded by even more Nazis.”

“Then get them there,” Connors said, walking at a racer’s pace. “I don’t remember asking for your help.”

“I want to see my friend buried as much as you do,” Vincenzo said, trying to soften his tone. “But it’s too dangerous a risk to take. You should know that better than any one of us.”

Connors stopped and turned to face Vincenzo. Claudio, Gennaro and Angela were several feet behind them, struggling with both the beds and their emotions. “He died like a soldier and he’s going to be buried like one,” he said. “And I don’t know shit. If I did, there wouldn’t be so many people dying around me.”

“The Nazis will be here soon and they will kill these children and us along with them. Gaspare wouldn’t want that to happen and you can’t let it.”

“Then get the hell out of my way and let me bury him,” Connors said.

 

They buried him in a shallow grave in a grassy patch under the shadows of the museum and several rows of pine trees. Vincenzo, Claudio, Gennaro, Angela and Connors stood around the fresh grave, hands at their sides, their heads bowed, gurneys with the children in a tight circle around them. “One of you should say a prayer for him,” Connors whispered.

“I thought you didn’t believe in prayer,” Vincenzo said in a sarcastic tone.

“I don’t,” Connors snapped back. “But he did.”

Vincenzo looked over at Claudio and nodded. The children, including the sick ones in the beds, blessed themselves, folded their hands and closed their eyes, listening as the street boy sang the haunting words of the “Ave Maria,” his voice filling the square with the echoes of his young and powerful sound.
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PIAZZA MATTEOTTI

Nunzia sat at the small table in the kitchen of the first-floor apartment, a glass of red wine cupped between her hands. Connors sat across from her, loading an ammo clip into his rifle, still simmering from the events of the day. Nunzia studied his face, the unspoken resolve masking the innate sadness at the tragedy that engulfed him, clutching him in its horrid embrace. “None of this is new to us,” she said in her customary soft tones. “We’ve lived with death for too many years, all of us, young and old. Every one of us that you meet has had to bury or leave behind someone we love. It’s as much a part of our lives as this glass of wine.”

“It’s not new to me either.” Connors looked up from his gun and gazed into her eyes. “I’ve seen my share of dying since I put on this uniform, a lot more than most. And it helps to put some steel inside your heart. But that’s one soldier against another and, while you never like it, you learn to deal with it. I can’t think of anything that gears a man up to stomach what they were going to do in that hospital to those kids. Or for watching an innocent boy, who had no kind of business being in a war, die in front of you. Once you see all that, I don’t know how you shake it.”

“There are many who can’t,” Nunzia said.

“You can’t think about it,” he said, “and you can’t bury it. Those are hard rules to follow. I don’t know if I have the kind of courage you need to keep moving and not lose hope. The boys have it, so does Angela and your dad. And so do you.”

“We’ve made it hard for you just to be a soldier,” Nunzia said, reaching a hand out to touch the top of his. “You’ve come to mean a lot to us and I think we’ve come to mean a great deal to you. That makes your job much more difficult. It’s easier if you go into a fight not caring about the people who are involved.”

Connors wrapped his fingers around her hand and leaned across the table, his face inches from hers. He pulled Nunzia gently toward him and kissed her under the flickering glow of the dwindling candle. She returned the kiss with a fevered passion and they slid slowly to the wooden floor, their arms wrapped tightly around one another, bodies brushing against the sides of the shaky old table. “There’s a small cot in the back of the room,” she whispered.

Connors covered her face with his hands, gently stroking her cheeks and neck, and nodded. They stood and walked together in silence into the dark emptiness of the room, leaving their guns at rest on the table behind them. They fell on the bed, Connors cradling her in his arms, their weight creasing the sides of the dusty feather mattress, their bodies entwined, the love that was inside both of them free to escape.
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45TH THUNDERBIRD DIVISION HEADQUARTERS

SALERNO

The young soldier stood at attention, nervous eyes scanning the cramped tent filled with maps, chairs and crumpled papers. He was a relatively fresh recruit, on loan to the 45th to help ease the burden of the heavy losses they had sustained in the beach invasion of Salerno. He had been given little time to acclimate himself to the easy ways of a division that emphasized action over formality. There was no one soldier in Salerno who epitomized that attitude better than the commanding officer who sat across from him.

Captain Anders cast aside his briefing books and looked up from the poker table, a cigar jammed into a corner of his mouth. “All right,” he said impatiently. “Let’s hear it.”

“One of the locals has brought in a pigeon, sir,” the soldier said, trying not to stumble over any of the words. “Actually two of them.”

“What’s he want me to do?” Anders asked, confused. “Eat them?”

“No, sir,” the soldier said. “They were carrier pigeons and the messages they were delivering are written in English.”

“Did he give you the messages?” 

“Yes, sir.”

The soldier flipped open the front of his shirt and pulled out two rolled-up slivers of white paper. He handed them to Captain Anders, who snatched the sheets from him in mid-reach, unfurled the papers and read them both. When he looked up again, there was a wide smile across the captain’s face.

“When did these come in?” he asked, jamming the sheets into his pants pocket and reaching for a pack of matches.

“Early this morning. It took the man a few hours to get anybody to listen to him, and then awhile longer for the unit to figure out who in command should get them.”

“He still around?” Anders asked. “The man with the pigeons?”

“Yes, sir. He’s down the hill a ways, waiting for me to return.”

“And he’s still got the birds with him?”

“Yes, sir. He asked if it was okay to feed them and give them some water while I was up here with you. I told him I didn’t think it would be a problem.”

“He can give them a steam bath and a shave if that’s what they need,” Anders said. “Just so long as they’re ready to fly back out again in about ten minutes.”

Anders sat down at the table and tore off two slips of paper from the bottom of a yellow legal pad. He slowly printed out a long series of words on each and rolled them up like cigarettes. He looked up and handed the papers to the young soldier. “Have him strap these on those pigeons,” Anders told him. “And tell him to make sure they find their way back to Naples before dark.”

“Do you want me to go with him to make sure he does as told, sir?” the soldier asked as he put the papers in his shirt pocket.

“The man went to a lot of trouble to find us,” Anders answered, “when the easy thing could have been to stay home with the birds and toss the messages out. I think that’s earned him a little trust. Don’t you?”

“Yes, sir. I do.”

“Then let’s get it done,” Anders ordered. “And before you go down to him, patch me through to air command.”

“Yes, sir.”

Anders stared at the young soldier as he saluted and left the tent. He put a match to his unlit cigar and took several deep puffs, filling the tight quarters with the gray smoke and pungent smell of Italian tobacco. He looked down at the map spread out across the table, small wooden stick figures serving as point markers, and flicked down the one that stood positioned over Naples. “We might end up taking that damn city without even seeing it,” he whispered to himself. “And it would serve those Nazi bastards right. They can’t let a Thunderbird come into a town and not expect him to give them more than a handful of trouble.”
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STAZIONE ZOOLOGICA E ACQUARIO

Eric Tippler lowered his high-powered rifle and stared down from the tower perch at a group of street boys as they turned a corner and walked in his direction. He pulled a white cotton handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped the dust from his glasses. He then raised the rifle, steadied it against the stone embankment and turned to the soldier next to him. “Pick one,” he said.

Hans Zimmler stood behind Tippler, arms folded across his chest, one side of his head resting against the cool stone. “Tall one on the far right,” he said.

“Head or heart?” Tippler asked.

“Make it more interesting than that,” Zimmler said. “Arm first, then leg, then head.”

Tippler looked away from the square and up at Zimmler. “It can’t be done,” he said. “Two shots are the most I can get off. The others will drag him away before I can get to a third.”

“I’ll make it worth it for you,” Zimmler said. “I’ll double our bet. Two cigarettes instead of the one.”

Tippler leaned down farther, all but his head and arms resting on the hard rock floor, peering through his scope, targeting the hit. “Make it three,” he said. “One for each shot I take.”

Zimmler pulled three cigarettes from his shirt pocket and rested them next to the barrel of Tippler’s rifle. “They’re yours if the boy dies.”

Tippler stiffened his body, from the neck down still as a statue, curled his finger around the trigger and squeezed off the first round. “Leg first,” he muttered.

From his perch, Zimmler watched the street boy fall to the ground, both hands grasped around his kneecap. Two of the boys reached out for him, their arms stuffed under his, rushing to drag him to the safety of a brick archway. Tippler’s second shot was fired less than one second later, bullet landing at the base of the wounded boy’s shoulder and sending him reeling backwards, its force tossing one of the other boys face forward into the brown dirt of the square. “Last shot for the gold,” the Nazi said as he pulled the trigger on the third and fatal bullet.

Tippler released his grip on the rifle and turned on his back, staring up at Zimmler, reaching behind him for one of the cigarettes he could now claim as his own. “Got a light?” he asked.

Zimmler tossed him a lighter, eyes still focused down on the square. “It seems there’ll be no shortage of target practice for you today,” he said, leaning forward and pointing at an array of street boys converging on the square from all four angles, each running low, guns and rifles in their hands. 

Tippler stood up, cigarette dangling from the center of his mouth, looked out at the square filled with boys partially hidden in corners and against walls and nodded. “Well, we know they’re not here to take control of an empty zoo,” he said, blowing two thin lines of smoke through his nose. “They must have heard that Panzers are heading into the area. It’s the only reason for so many of them to gather here.”

“I’ll get Zoltan and Glauss from downstairs,” Zimmler said, picking up his rifle and moving from the ledge. “We can make better use of the box of grenades they’re sitting on from up here than they can from down there.”

“I just hope they haven’t used them all up killing water rats,” Tippler said not bothering to hide the sarcasm.

“Do you want me to bring you anything?” Zimmler asked, walking into the short alcove toward the long row of stone steps.

Tippler looked back out at the square and studied the position of the boys. “As many cigarettes as you can find,” he said. “I feel a long and profitable day coming on.”

 

Wilhelm Glaus stretched his arms toward the ceiling and twisted his neck from side to side, right foot resting on a large box of German grenades. The stench of the abandoned aquarium and festering zoo cages had infiltrated his clothes and gear pack, while the endless army of war-starved water rats parading up and down the stairwell had shoved his patience beyond its normal limits. Over the span of the interminably long past several days, Glaus felt as much a prisoner as any of the animals who once lived within the walls of the ancient structure. 

Glaus looked up when he heard the echo of Franz Zoltan’s steps cascade down the empty halls, his low whistling coming across loud as an aria. Zoltan was a rare breed of soldier, always in a pleasant mood, never troubled by the orders he was given to carry out and content with both his place and position within the pecking order of command. He had been groomed since childhood to be a career soldier and had learned to find solace in being told what to do by others, be they strangers or friends, so long as they wore the same uniform. 

Zoltan turned the corner and smiled when he saw Glaus, his chubby face red and his breath coming in spurts. “Lots of activity in the square,” he said to Glaus. “It’s filling up pretty quickly, boys hiding on all sides. Something big looks like it’s about to happen, which answers your question as to why they would want us to sit here and do nothing but wait.”

“It’s about damn time,” Glaus said, turning to reach for his rifle. “If I had to spend one more day in this shit hole, I was going to let the rats have me for breakfast.”

A different voice responded. “They’re Neapolitan rats,” Maldini said, his body shrouded in darkness, a machine gun in his hands. “They might not have the stomach for Nazi blood.”

Glaus instinctively turned, aimed his weapon at Maldini’s voice and fired twice. The return volley came at him from the side, from deep inside the empty fish tank, three bullets piercing through his arm and the side of his neck. He dropped his rifle and fell over backwards, his head resting on top of the crate of grenades. Zoltan stood frozen in place, his eyes zeroed in on the dead soldier next to his boots. “Turn around,” Maldini told the soldier, “and walk up to the tower. We’ll be right behind you.”

Zoltan glanced to his left and saw Giovanni and Frederico step out from behind the slimy terrain of the fish tank, guns in their hands, walking toward Glaus and the crate of grenades. One of the boys looked back at him and waved. Maldini came out from behind the shadows. “You’ve done well,” he told the boys. 

“It wasn’t easy,” Frederico said, lifting one end of the grenade crate, his head turned away to avoid the dead body perched near it. “These Nazis were no fun to live with. All they did was sleep and talk about the war and the rats.”

“And they also made bets about us,” Giovanni said, stepping over Glaus and picking up his end of the crate. “A dead boy was worth a cigarette.”

 Maldini stared down at the boys, each holding a gun in one hand and the side of a grenade crate in the other, then turned to Zoltan. “I don’t need cigarettes,” he told the soldier. “So I’ll kill you for free. Now, let’s go to the tower. It’s time we met your friends.”

 Zoltan nodded and began a slow, deliberate walk up the wide stone stairwell. “Strip the dead one of his weapons,” Maldini told the boys as he followed the Nazi. “And come up along the dark end of the stairs. Any trouble, just stay hidden. If they’ve heard any shooting upstairs, let them think it’s me. Right now, you two are the strongest in here. You’re invisible and you have machine guns and grenades. Not even a Nazi would bet against you.”

 

Connors looked up at the imposing structures surrounding him, at the large spacious square and at the six tanks positioned in a semicircle around the zoo and the archways. He checked the dozens of boys around him, spread and scattered, laying low, guns poised. Von Klaus had, as he had expected, adapted to their continued presence, sending stronger forces into every square, each now prepared to meet a level of resistance and confront it in harshest terms.

But the boys had adjusted in their own way to the ever-shifting course of battle. Combat experience can be achieved in moments, each second of fighting worth a month of training. Connors knew that many of them still weren’t fit to be in the middle of such fiery fields. There was among them, however, a core group, led by the examples of Vincenzo and Angela, who seemed to be gaining in confidence. They had learned to adapt to the give and get of a hit-and-run street skirmish, utilizing their own knowledge of the city and its hidden secrets while exploiting the weaker points of their exposed enemy. Connors understood that future battles would only get harder, and that any talk of victory against such a superior force was more a boy’s wish than a soldier’s reality. But as he looked out across the square, just minutes away from another deadly confrontation, he also knew that rumblings of doubt were now imbedded inside the Nazi camp, chipping away at their veneer of confidence and that, in itself, was cause for hope.

Franco slid up alongside Connors, two machine guns strapped around his neck and a row of grenades clipped across his waist. “It’s here,” the boy said. “About fifty or so meters behind the other tanks. The signal for them to fire will come from Maldini up in the zoo towers. As of right now, everything that needs to be in place is in place.”

Connors nodded, glancing across the square at Nunzia, who was huddled against a stone wall, a machine gun cradled in her hands, four street boys hiding in her shadows. She looked over at him, gave him a wave and a warm smile, her face luminous under the glare of the guns and the dust swirling through the piazza. Franco caught the exchange between the two as he sat down next to Connors, checking the ammo clips on his guns. 

“My uncle was a captain in the army,” Franco said. “Fought in many battles during the first world war. He told me he was always a good soldier, but when he fell in love with my zia Anna, he became an even better one. Maybe the same will be true for you.”

Connors looked questioningly at the boy.

Franco checked the tank movements behind Connors before speaking again. “I have eyes and I know where to look. Besides, I had a bet with Maldini. He said you wouldn’t ever gather the courage to say anything to her.”

“It’s not exactly the best time for a romance,” Connors said.

“Anytime is a good time,” Franco said with a shrug. “Even in a square filled with tanks, soldiers and snipers, you’ve touched her heart and she’s taken yours.”

“You should write a book,” Connors said, getting ready to step into the square.

“You can’t find love in a book,” Franco said as he stood and gripped both machine guns.

The tank shell exploded one floor above, shards of brick and glass spraying the ground around them. The force of the blast knocked Connors face forward, machine gun slipping from his hands. Franco dove into the darkened hall of an empty building, a thick cloud of smoke swooping down the corner stairs. German soldiers riddled the area around the two of them with heavy fire, bullets clipping off pieces of stone and sending pockets of dust floating into the air. From the other sides of the square, Nunzia and the street boys answered the barrage with one of their own, bringing down a handful of the soldiers closing in on them, all the while watching the tanks churn in a semicircle and pound at the buildings and houses above them. She looked over toward Connors and, through the pockets of smoke and fumes, could see that he was still on the ground. 

The tank attack made movement into the square difficult, the Nazis looking to pin the boys into the craters of the buildings and kill them in clusters. If they did venture into the square, they would be easy targets for the soldiers on the ground and the sniper in the tower. “They’re getting too close,” Gennaro said to Nunzia, his voice coated by the dust. “And they’ve made it so we can’t advance and can’t retreat. And we can’t stay here. Which leaves what?”

“Move the children farther back into the buildings,” Nunzia said. “But they must keep shooting. We need to hold out until Papa gives the signal.”

“We have to stop at least one of those tanks,” Gennaro said, gazing down the square at a Panzer firing two shells into a building next to the zoo. “And we can’t do that with these guns alone.”

Nunzia stepped out into the square, firing her machine gun at a string of soldiers closing in on the burning house Gennaro and the others were using for shelter. “Let me worry about the tank,” she shouted over her shoulder. “You keep the children safe. Move only when you hear the signal.”

“What if it doesn’t come?” Gennaro shouted back at her.

 Nunzia never answered, thrust into the middle of a crossfire battle with a quartet of Nazi soldiers, who returned her volleys with an arsenal of their own. She was down to her last few rounds, desperately reaching behind her, looking to pull a fresh clip from her waistband, the Nazis closing in, their bullets raining down on her, each shot missing her by fractions. She tossed herself to the hard ground, firing off the last of her bullets as she rolled, releasing the old clip and jamming in a fresh one. She came up on one knee and fired full force into the small circle of soldiers. Two of them took hits, grunting as they dropped to their knees. A third held his fire for a brief moment, his eyes shifting from Nunzia to the fiery second floor of the small house behind her. She saw his head shake and bounce back, a small bullet wound in his forehead sending him face up to his death. Nunzia gave a quick glance above her and saw Gennaro standing in an open window, light blue flames licking at his back and sides, a hunter’s rifle poised in his hands. He lowered the gun, tossed Nunzia a quick kiss and disappeared into the burning room. 

The last soldier came at her from behind, towering over her, his shadow covering the bodies of his dead comrades. The Nazi kicked Nunzia to the ground, the bottom of his hard boot landing square in the center of her back, the machine gun in her hand sent skimming along the cobblestones. He walked toward her, watching as she struggled to reach for the gun, gasping for air from the severe force of the kick, and pulled a knife out of the protective sheaf of his ammo belt. The soldier stood above Nunzia, reached down and lifted her up to his chest, holding her by the back of her hair. His eyes narrowed and he gave her a bitter smile as he drew the knife closer to the side of her neck. Nunzia held his arm with both hands, the tip of the blade inching closer to her skin, the weight of the Nazi’s body bearing down on her slight frame. She moved her head away and braced her legs against the hard edges of the cobblestones, arching her back, using all her remaining strength to escape the sharp glint of the knife.

The bullet tore through the Nazi’s neck and lodged in his throat.

He dropped the knife and fell on top of Nunzia, his eyes quick to lose all signs of life, his head tilted, foam, blood and spittle seeping out of the corners of his mouth. Nunzia inched herself away from his slumped body, casting the soldier aside and jumping to her feet. She took the knife from the Nazi’s hand, looked across the square and saw Connors rush toward her, the smoking gun still in his hand. They were less than ten feet apart when she saw the Nazi soldier come out from behind the base of the fountain, aiming his rifle at Connors. “Get down!” she shouted. “Now!”

Connors dropped to the ground, his eyes following Nunzia’s, turned on his back and fired three rounds at the German standing to his right. He held the position as he watched the soldier topple over the side of the waterless fountain. Connors then rose to his knees, looked around the square and raced toward Nunzia, catching her in his arms. As they held one another in silence, the six Panzer tanks had positioned themselves on the north and south sides of the smoldering square, their steady barrage bringing finality to the few remaining structures. Connors lifted Nunzia’s face, gently holding it with three fingers of his right hand. He stroked each cheek, leaned his head forward and kissed her. For the briefest of moments, they were both able to ignore the fire and destruction around them. 

Connors opened his eyes, Nunzia still in his embrace, and looked over her head. The Nazi had his back to them, his rifle raised and aimed at a street boy fleeing from one of the fast approaching tanks. Connors ran his hand down the side of Nunzia’s arm and grabbed for the knife she still held in her right hand. He pried it loose from her fingers, moved her aside, took two forceful steps forward and flung it, blade first, toward the soldier. The knife pierced his uniform and severed several main arteries, sending both the rifle and the soldier tumbling to the ground. Connors waved the street boy forward, signaling him to move to higher ground and safety. Nunzia stepped up quietly from behind and handed Connors an ammo pack and a German machine gun. “You’re pretty good with a knife,” she said.

“It’s something I picked up from an old lady I met the other day,” Connors said, taking the gun and pack and her hand. 

 

Maldini held the gun to Zoltan’s back, standing with the Nazi in the shadows of the stairwell. They both could hear the footsteps coming closer, less than one floor above them. Maldini quickly glanced behind him and saw Giovanni and Frederico hovering in a corner, rifles hanging across the top of the crate of grenades. “Remember this,” he whispered into Zoltan’s ear. “No matter what happens, I’ll make sure you die before I do. Capito?”

The Nazi arched his back. He stiffened when he heard Zimmler’s voice echo down at them. “Glaus!” he yelled, his voice booming like a stereo in and out of the empty fish tanks. “Zoltan! Time to wake up and join the war. The tanks are in the square. So are some of those boys that have been pestering us. We need you to bring the grenades up.”

Zimmler stopped in midstep and Maldini heard the click of his rifle trigger. “Answer him,” he whispered to Zoltan. “Tell him you’re on your way. And say it loud so he can hear you.”

“We’re bringing them up,” Zoltan shouted in German. “We’re just getting our gear ready.”

“Can you manage on your own?” Zimmler asked. “Or do you two women need a man’s help?”

“Have him come down to you,” Maldini said, moving the gun away from Zoltan’s back and placing it up against his neck. “Tell him you found some wine, lots of it, and ask what you should do with it.”

“Do you want us to bring the wine up as well?” Zoltan asked, wiping at the sweat coming off his brow. “Glaus found a case hidden in one of the tanks earlier today.”

Maldini heard the hurried footsteps and turned to the boys behind him, holding up his right hand and signaling them to prepare to fire. Giovanni and Frederico pressed their rifles against the top of the crate, spread out their bodies and took aim at the dark steps above them. Maldini put an arm around Zoltan’s waist and the two stepped farther back against the stone walls of the aquarium. Zimmler turned the corner, standing several feet across from the two men, his rifle slung casually over his shoulder, a smoldering cigarette jammed in the center of his mouth. Maldini looked at the two boys and nodded.

Both bullets found their mark, hitting Zimmler at chest level and sending him skidding down the remaining steps. Giovanni and Frederico stood and walked over to where the soldier was stretched out, their rifles aimed down at him, waiting for any movement. “His time with us has passed,” Maldini said to them, still holding the gun on Zoltan. “Take his rifle and belt and start heading up. And do it quietly. We still have one more Nazi to deal with.”

“What about him?” Frederico asked, pointing his rifle at Zoltan. “You sure it’s safe to leave him here alone? He might get loose and shout out. Warn the sniper we’re coming his way.”

“Don’t worry,” Maldini said, walking past the boys and the bodies of the two dead Nazis. “He’ll be bound and gagged. And he won’t be alone. We have an army of rats down here who will keep a very close eye on our friend.”

 

Tippler had one eye squinted shut and focused his other down the trigger line of his high-powered rifle. He had a street boy in his scope, moving from a burning building to the edge of the fountain. The sniper stiffened his upper body, held his breath and squeezed down on the trigger, the recoil bouncing off the top of his shoulder. The boy fell in a heap, his head down as if asleep, crouched in a corner of the square, hidden by the shadows of a long-abandoned basin. “Like sending pigs to the market,” the sniper said in a low voice, a half-smile on his lips. He gently brushed the rifle along the edges of the embankment seeking its next target. 

Tippler stopped when he saw the American soldier running through the square, a young woman by his side. He pulled a fresh bullet from the pouch on his belt and slid it into the cartridge holder, jamming the casing in place. He wiped the rifle down with a damp cloth he kept next to his cigarettes and double-checked the scope. “There you are,” the sniper said. “The ghost of Naples. I wonder how many of his cigarettes Zimmler would wager on your life?”

Tippler stretched out his body, his legs flat against the cold stone floor, his shoulders and arms tight and tense. He gazed through the scope and slid his hands along the dark wood barrel of the rifle, the index finger of his right hand resting on the curve of the trigger. He lifted the butt end of the rifle half an inch higher for better leverage and bore down on his target. 

Giovanni and Frederico rested the grenade crate on a lower step and stood with their backs against a wall, inches from the German soldier. The older boy grabbed Frederico’s right hand and held it tight, looked across at him and nodded. They came out of the darkness together, throwing their bodies at the flattened Nazi. They landed on his back just as he squeezed the trigger, sending the shot astray and the rifle cascading over the edge of the embankment. Frederico picked up a rock and landed blow after blow at the head and neck of the surprised Tippler, who struggled frantically to regain his focus and turn his body. Giovanni, his hands gripped around the soldier’s ammo belt, leaned down and pushed him forward. Tippler’s arms hung over the side of the tower, several hundred feet above the battle zone.

Tippler managed to turn his head and caught a numbing blow to the eye from the sharp end of a rock. A thick line of blood spurted out of the large gash, clouding his vision. Frederico tossed aside the rock and moved next to Giovanni, each boy pushing and pulling with all their strength to get the soldier out of the tower. Tippler kicked furiously at them, landing hard, painful blows to their backs and arms. Giovanni ducked one feverish swing of a boot, jumped to his feet and pressed his hands against a stone pillar. He lifted his legs and jammed the thin soles of his shoes against the center of Tippler’s crotch. He closed his eyes and pressed down with full force, the muscles and veins on both his arms and neck bulging, his feet shoving the Nazi’s body closer to the edge of the tower. Frederico leaned his shoulder against the soldier’s back and tugged at his ammo belt with both hands. One final push from both and Tippler slid out of the tower and fell screaming over the side. The two boys stared down after him, watching him land with a loud thump on top of a moving tank.

Giovanni and Frederico, both drenched in sweat, the sides of their arms red with welts, turned away from the embankment and found Maldini standing behind them, the crate of grenades in his hands. “He loved to laugh and make bets with the others,” Frederico said. “How many shots it would take to kill one of us. He never lost.”

“He did today,” Maldini told them.

He rested the crate next to one of the stone pillars and pulled free a grenade. He peered over the side, the tanks venting their wrath against old buildings shrouded in flames and abandoned homes lost under blankets of smoke. In the midst of all that madness, soldiers with machine guns searched for street boys cowering inside the wall of fire or shielding themselves under rocks and stones. In the center of the massive square, wedged in next to a crumbling fountain, he found Connors and Nunzia, fighting back to back, their guns spraying bullets in every possible direction. Maldini checked the time on his wristwatch and then looked up at the two boys. He pulled the pin from the base of the grenade and sent it spiraling down toward a trio of Nazi soldiers. “It’s time to join our friends,” he said.

 

Connors aimed his machine gun at an approaching tank and held fire, looking up at the Nazi soldier flying down out of the aquarium tower. He backed up several steps, reaching a hand out for Nunzia and pulling her along with him, as the soldier landed on the other end of the square. “I was expecting a louder signal,” Connors said, ducking under a Nazi fusillade of bullets. 

Nunzia fired off a half dozen rounds and then glanced up at the tower. She saw her father lean over the edge and toss out a German grenade. “That was just an appetizer,” she shouted. “Here comes the meal now.”

The blast of the first grenade sent three soldiers hurtling to the ground, facedown and dead. The next dozen grenades caused a break in the Nazi offensive. Within minutes, the square was filled with street boys rising up from the sewers, running out of fiery buildings and jumping down from smoke-filled houses, each firing weapons at the now-surrounded German soldiers. Connors ran toward an open manhole, grabbed a sack of grenades from a street boy and jumped on the back of a Nazi tank. He turned to his right and saw a rainbow of kerosene cocktails rain down on two other tanks swinging away from the buildings to bear down on the boys. Connors ducked under the massive fireball that was quick to follow and then unpinned two of the grenades and tossed them into the open slot above. He jumped off the tank, the explosion hitting while he was in midair. 

The three remaining tanks were moving in a tight circle, heavily armed soldiers closing in behind them, looking to shoot their way out of a square that just minutes earlier they could claim as their own. A Panzer tank, its turret loaded and in position, blocked their path. Vincenzo stood in the open hole, a pair of goggles hanging off his neck.

“You think they’ll be all right?” Nunzia asked, looking through the haze and smoke at the Panzer tank parked beside the aquarium.

 Connors turned to her and nodded. “The Americans have Patton,” he said. “The Brits have Montgomery and the Neapolitans have Vincenzo. Not a loser in the bunch.”

 

Vincenzo lowered his head and looked down into the hull of the tank. Dante was pushing buttons and shifting gears, while Claudio and Pepe stood by his side, loading bombs into the hold. Fabrizio was huddled in a corner, the bullmastiff at his feet, trying to find comfort inside the tight space. “What’s taking so long?” Vincenzo asked. “Can you drive this tank or not?”

“We got this far, didn’t we?” Dante shouted back. “Just give me a few seconds. There’s all these buttons and gauges I need to get used to.”

“How soon do you want us to fire?” Claudio asked.

“They’re closing in,” Vincenzo said, staring out at the oncoming Nazi tanks and soldiers. “They’ll be on us in less than five minutes unless we attack.”

“Do you think they figured out we’re not one of theirs?” Pepe asked.

“They’re Nazis,” Vincenzo said in an irritated tone. “Not morons.”

Dante pushed three buttons and moved an iron lever toward him. He took a step back to read the gauges and accidentally stepped on the mastiff’s tail. The dog turned his head and snarled. “Why is he in here?” Dante asked Fabrizio, who was calming the dog with a pat on his massive head.

“To protect us,” Fabrizio said with a knowing nod.

“Get ready to fire,” Vincenzo shouted down. “And move it forward. If you can, shift that turret above ten meters to the left. You’ll hit a whole section of soldiers. Once you start, Dante, no matter what happens, don’t stop.”

Dante was mesmerized by the power of the vehicle he commanded, his eyes staring with amazement at the array of switches, gears and gauges amassed before him. He stood atop a wine crate and looked through the slot hole at the square, smoke and fire billowing in all directions. The Nazis were running toward them, forced out of the square by the bullets and bombs fired and thrown by Connors, Nunzia and the street boys. He turned to Claudio and Pepe and nodded. “Load it,” Dante said. “And be careful. We want the bombs to go out, not come in. Wait for the signal from above.”

“What do you want me to do?” Fabrizio asked.

“Keep an eye on Vincenzo,” Dante told him. “It’s going to get really loud soon and I may not be able to hear his commands. You listen for me and make sure that I do.”

Vincenzo stared out at the advancing tanks and troops, at a section of a Panzer division fleeing from the weathered guns of the boys and the damage inflicted by their own grenades. “Fire,” he shouted into the hole. He wrapped his fingers around the sides of the tank as the first shell came spiraling out of the turret, disappearing in a blur as it exploded against the far side of a building wall, its brutal force sending four Nazi soldiers down to the ground. 

The boys in the hole applauded, Claudio pumped a small fist into the dusty air and the mastiff barked his approval. Dante shifted a lever and pressed two buttons, checking the levels on each of the gauges, smiling when the tank jolted forward. Pepe stepped in alongside Claudio, grabbed hold of the two arms of a rotating machine gun. He peered down through the opening, jammed his fingers along the trigger points and opened fire. Claudio shoved a fresh shell into the hole, slammed it shut and waited for the signal to launch. 

The street boys had the Nazis bottled inside the square.

From the tower, Maldini launched his grenade attack. From the rear, Connors and Nunzia fired on the soldiers, directing the boys against the tanks, utilizing the flame throwers, mines and kerosene cocktails at their disposal. Angela worked the sewers, moving from opening to opening like a frenzied rabbit, tossing out bags of grenades and fused cylinders, dragging down wounded boys and those low on ammo. Vincenzo and his captured Panzer moved into the square, its fiery turret shelling the three remaining tanks, the battle raging at its fullest and angriest, boys, girls, women and soldiers all fighting for a piece of a now-demolished square. 

Connors looked up and saw flames shoot out of the rear tracks of the Nazi tank. Three of its soldiers jumped out of the smoky hole and ran down one of the empty side streets. The few remaining soldiers were now frantically searching for a way out of the inferno they had initiated. Connors turned to Nunzia, put a hand on her shoulder and yelled out, “They’ve had enough. Call everybody back.”

Nunzia jumped to the fountain in the center of the square and fired her gun into the air, waving one arm in a circular pattern. Within minutes, the street boys disappeared as quickly as they had appeared, slipping back into the safety of the sewers, side streets and alleys. The Nazi tanks were abandoned. Dead soldiers lined the large square, many of them as young as the oldest of the boys. Connors walked among them, his head down, his machine gun at rest by his side. “Win or lose,” he told Nunzia, now walking next to him, “you always end up with that same empty feeling. Wanting to burn down abandoned buildings and houses isn’t a good enough cause to die over.”

He and Nunzia turned when they saw the tank approach, Vincenzo and Fabrizio waving at them from the open hull. Fabrizio jumped down from the moving tank, the mastiff fast on his step, and ran toward them. He stopped when he reached Connors, who reached down and picked the boy up. “What the hell were you and the dog doing inside that tank?” he asked.

“I was the second in command,” Fabrizio said, smiling. “I would pass Vincenzo’s orders down to Claudio. Without me, victory would have been much more difficult.”

Vincenzo, Claudio and Pepe stepped out of the tank and stared at the bodies and the fires that filled the square. Maldini, Frederico and Giovanni were fast behind them, coming down from the steps of the demolished aquarium. “The Nazis came here expecting to find Naples,” Maldini said, gazing up at the flames and smoke. “And instead they found a pocket of hell.”

“Let’s go,” Nunzia said in a low voice, walking between Connors and Maldini, an arm under each. “We’ve all seen enough blood for one day.”

The mastiff ran ahead of them, stopping in front of a deserted tank, fire billowing out of its back and sides, a German pith helmet resting next to it. The dog began to bark and claw at the ground, trying to wedge his body under the tracks, reaching his head in, his large jaw swinging from side to side. “What the hell’s he doing?” Connors asked, running toward the mastiff, his machine gun cocked and ready. 

Connors stood above the dog and glanced down. The mastiff had a soldier’s hand in his mouth, its fingers curled around a semiautomatic handgun. He heard a low muffled scream coming out from under the tank. Connors reached down and yanked the gun out of the soldier’s hand, then dragged him out from under the front end. The mastiff was inches from the Nazi’s face, white foam dripping along his jaws, his foul breath hot on the soldier’s neck. Connors pulled the German to his feet. He was much younger than Connors and stood shaking and shivering despite the horrid heat. Connors took two steps back and aimed his gun at the German’s stomach, the others circling around them, each looking into the face of the enemy.

“You speak English?” Connors asked.

The soldier nodded. “I lived in England for six months.” His voice was shaky. “On a student exchange.”

“Take a look around,” Connors said. “Look at what you did to this place. Then look at the people behind me. This was their home, the place where they lived and played and tried to make a life. You see it?”

 The soldier’s eyes moved slowly around the burning square and then settled on the faces gathered behind Connors. “Yes,” he said, his voice choked by smoke and fumes.

“Maybe you’ll remember it then,” Connors said. “Unlock your ammo pack and let it drop to the floor. Then turn around and leave this place.”

The soldier swallowed hard and undid his belt, stepping aside as it fell on the ground. “If I’m to be shot,” the soldier said, “I’d rather be facing the one shooting me.”

“You might get that chance someday,” Connors said. “But not today. Now get out of my sight, before I let the dog rip you to shreds.”

Connors took a step back and watched as the soldier slowly lowered his hands and turned away, then sprinted toward one of the alleys closest to the tank. Connors bent down and patted the top of the mastiff’s head, running his hand down along his jawline. The dog lifted his front paws and leaned them on the soldier’s chest, his large tongue licking drool across the side of Connors’s face. Connors stood up and shook his head, wiping off the spittle with the sleeve of his uniform. “I’ll tell you one thing,” he said. “This dog is better at finding a Nazi than any of us can ever hope to be.”

“Of course he is,” Fabrizio said. “He’s a street dog. Just like us.” 


 
THE THIRD DAY
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Von Klaus slammed his fist down against the center of the map. The blow caused the thin wooden legs of the table to collapse and sent the paper flowing to the ground, the mild breeze setting it adrift along the parched grass. “They’re like deadly rodents,” he shouted to Kunnalt.

“It’s difficult to contain them in battle, sir,” Kunnalt said, making a feeble attempt at an explanation. “They come from all directions. They launch their attack, strip our men of their guns and grenades and then scatter. And they’ve been very good at utilizing the few weapons they have.”

“They took one of our tanks, Kunnalt,” Von Klaus said. “That makes them very good at utilizing one of the weapons we have. They’re using German bullets and artillery to kill our men. We’re not only fighting on their ground, we’re fighting on their terms.”

“We can alert high command and ask for air cover,” Kunnalt said. “The bombings might force them out of their hiding places and then the ground troops can take care of the rest.”

Von Klaus stared at Kunnalt, anger and frustration etched in every line of his face. “In its history, the Sixteenth Panzer Division has beaten the British in the deserts of Africa and pounded the Americans in the hills of Italy. It has marched victorious through Poland and eastern Europe and braved the brutality of the Russian front. But now it remains stalled, at the mercy of children in an empty city, in need of airpower to allow it to stake a claim to victory. If we can’t win this fight without air support against this kind of army, then we have betrayed the history of this division.”

Von Klaus had been convinced that the rebellion would be mild, easily quelled by his far-superior troops. But now an element of uncertainty had begun to creep into his thinking. And he was experienced enough as an officer to know that where there was doubt there lurked the seeds of defeat.

“How much use has our young traitor been to us?” Von Klaus asked. 

“He doesn’t seem to have made any impact, sir,” Kunnalt said. “My guess would be that the Italians trust him about as much as we do.”

“Except the Italians didn’t pay for his help,” Von Klaus said. “We did. And I expect full worth for my money. Can we find him?”

“He’s camped in the hills,” Kunnalt said. “He claims he offered the street fighters his help and was rebuffed. Now he says he’s got enough boys behind him to go in and attack the ones fighting us.”

“So, he not only betrays his own kind,” Von Klaus said, “he’s even willing to kill them.”

“Sometime tomorrow is when he plans to make his move, sir,” Kunnalt said. “Providing we meet his two requests.”

“Which are what?” Von Klaus said, his voice coated with contempt.

“We supply him with the weapons needed to fight and defeat the boys,” Kunnalt said. “And we guarantee him safe passage out of Naples after it’s done.”

“Tell him I’ve accepted his terms,” Von Klaus said. “But also tell him I wish to speak to him prior to his attack. I want to go over his plan. Soldier to soldier.”

Kunnalt looked at Von Klaus and nodded. “How soon?”

“Now,” Von Klaus said.
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Connors leaned against the side of a Corinthian column, staring out at the imposing thirteenth-century castle that came complete with a moat, five stone towers and a complex series of archways. “It’d be hard for the tanks to get up here,” Connors said, pointing out the black rock structures and the closed-in brick columns. “Most likely they’ll decide to fight us out by the grass, leaving their soldiers exposed.”

“Unless it can fly,” Maldini said, “a tank won’t be able to take the castle. Right now, it’s probably the safest place in all Naples. But things often change faster than we would like.”

“It’s like a small city in there,” Connors said. “You could hide a battalion behind those walls and no one would have a clue they were in there. The Nazis should have made this one of their early targets or turned it into their headquarters. They should’ve done whatever they needed to keep it out of our hands.”

“The Nazis might have been saving it for last, bring it down on their way out of the city,” Maldini said with a shrug. “Just before they left for Rome.”

“Maybe.” Connors lit a cigarette. “It looks to me like they’ve spread themselves out too wide. Even when they looked to take the city from the center and then branch out from there, they did it in chunks, not as a whole. The boys have been good fighters, better than I thought. And the plans have been solid, risky enough for the Nazis not to figure them out in advance. But even with all that, it just doesn’t feel right.”

“You’re just like Vincenzo,” Maldini said, arching his eyebrows over at Connors. “You both overthink every move and maneuver. You need to have reasons for every action taken. It’s because you’re a soldier and he wants to be one. You ask military questions and expect military answers. That’s not always the right place to stop.”

“Explain it to me, then,” Connors said. “Tell me why the second most decorated officer in the German command, running with the best tank division they have, can’t beat back an army of kids?”

Maldini stared at Connors for several seconds, his arms folded as he stood against a stone wall. “Because the Colonel has a stomach for battle but not for murder,” he said. “If these were American troops he was fighting, they would have already tasted the full power of that division. But they’re children. He sees it and he knows it. He’s a fighter who can’t give the order that will ensure his victory.”

“But he can’t allow himself to lose. He won’t be able to live with that either.”

“You’re right,” Maldini said. “That he cannot do. Which means, at some point, he will have to shove aside the concerns of the man and take on the demands of the soldier. Then it will take much more than surprise attacks and street cunning to run him out of Naples.”

“If that’s going to happen, it’s going to be soon. He’s not long on time and he’s low on fuel. He’s got to finish the job here and make a run for the north, ahead of the Brits and my guys.”

Maldini checked the sky for signs of an early-rising sun, his face and hair tilted toward the mild breeze. “It will be today, tomorrow at the latest. But for now, the sun still greets the morning as if the world were at peace.”

“When I first met you, back in the square,” Connors said, “I wasn’t expecting much. You seemed more interested in your wine than in the kids.”

“Don’t be fooled,” Maldini said. “I still prefer wine to children.”

“I’ve seen you fight,” Connors said. “And I saw how you helped Vincenzo and the others with the plans. That’s not something a drunk usually does.”

“My father was an engineer,” Maldini said. “He helped design many of the tunnels we now use to run from the Nazis. I used to watch him work. I loved to see how a pencil drawing he began on a thin sheet of paper in his little office would end up covering hundreds of miles of a city’s streets. And it was how I made my living, too.”

“That explains the planning,” Connors said. “But you’re also good with a gun. Not many engineers are.”

“This isn’t Italy’s first world war,” Maldini said. “And it’s not mine either.” 

Connors patted Maldini on the arm and started to walk away. “I’m going to see if the boys need any help.”

“Are there any Italians in the rich city where you live?” Maldini asked, nodding his head toward the soldier.

“It’s not rich,” Connors said. “And there are no Italians. You’d probably have to drive to St. Louis to even find a family that serves anything with a red sauce on it that’s not barbecue.”

“You don’t have pasta as your primo?” Maldini’s manner was more curious than concerned.

“Only if macaroni and cheese counts. And then it’s your only course.”

“What do you put on the macaroni and cheese?”

“Salt,” Connors said. “Sometimes milk if it’s served too hot.”

“In Naples, not even a sick infant would put milk on his pasta,” Maldini said with pride. “We don’t even like to put milk in our coffee. And there, at least, you could understand its function.”

Connors snickered and walked toward the older man. “What’s your favorite meal, Maldini? The one you would ask for if you could ask for anything?”

“I would begin with a fresh antipasto misto.” Maldini leaned his head against one of the columns, his eyes closed, his mind conjuring up favorable images. “A nice bottle of red wine and fresh bread just out of the oven. Then, a large bowl of linguini in a thick red sauce swimming with clams and mussels. After that, a steak pizzaiola with a green salad dressed in olive oil and lemon. Two cups of espresso and a long glass of Fernet Branca and maybe some crunchy biscotti if I still have room.”

“That’s pretty impressive,” Connors said. “Want to hear mine?”

“Will it depress me?”

“Yes,” Connors said. “But it won’t take as long.”

“Already I don’t like it. A great meal should take time, both to make and to eat.”

“You want me to feel like a king,” Connors said, “put me down in front of a large platter of sliced meat loaf swimming in mushroom gravy and ketchup, side helpings of twice-cooked potatoes, fresh corn on the cob and my aunt Jane’s oven-fresh rolls. Top it off with a thick slab of peach pie and a double scoop of vanilla ice cream. That’s close enough to heaven for me.”

Maldini shrugged his shoulders and stared out across the expansive green lawn that separated the castle from the main road. “There should be more than enough room in heaven for both. Do you at least drink wine with such a meal?”

“Afraid not,” Connors said with a laugh. “Milk usually or sometimes pop or maybe even a beer.”

“I’d rather go hungry than eat a meal without a glass of wine,” Maldini said.

“Why are you asking?” Connors asked. “Just curious or are you planning a move to the States?”

“Not me,” Maldini said, shaking his head. “Made in Naples, stay in Naples. But I have a daughter who’s always wanted to travel. So it’s nice to know about a place she might one day visit.”

 

The four boys had slept in the tunnels longer than they should have, running now toward the castle, hoping to get there before the tanks and soldiers arrived. In the distance behind them they heard the drone of the engines and could feel the trembling along the cracks on the street. One of the boys, the tallest and oldest, stopped and turned to look at the barren avenue behind him. “We should be okay,” he told the others. “They must be at least half a kilometer behind us. We can make the castle with time to spare.”

“Then why are we running?” the youngest of the quartet asked.

“In case I’m wrong,” the older one said, picking up his run and moving along at a faster pace.

The four turned a corner, saw the imposing castle on their left, a half-mile farther down the wide road. They turned and gave each other relieved glances and sighs, grateful to be so close to the next chosen sanctuary in their fight. “I told you not to worry,” the tall boy said, his breath coming out in hurried rushes. “We should be inside the castle in less than ten minutes.”

The youngest slowed his pace, arms folded against his chest, trying to ignore the burning feeling deep in his lungs. “We can walk the rest of the way and still get there before the Germans. And that’s what I’m going to do.” 

“No reason to take any chances.” The tall boy held to his run and waved the others to follow. “We can all catch our breath and get some rest once we’re inside.”

“This wasn’t worth the extra twenty minutes of sleep,” one of the two silent boys said, his head down, his tired arms dangling against his sides. 

They were within the shadows of the castle when the first bullet was fired.

It hit the younger boy in the fleshy part of his shoulder and sent him spiraling to the ground, blood from the wound mixing with scraped skin from the fall. The other three boys skidded to a stop and rushed to their knees to help their injured friend. Their eyes scanned the empty street for any signs of the shooter. “Don’t waste your time on me, Antonio,” the youngest boy said, his mouth dry, his eyes tearing up from the pain. “Get yourselves inside the castle. Don’t leave them any more targets.”

“Put your arms around my neck,” Antonio ordered him, shoving his own arms under the back and folded legs of the wounded boy. “We’re going to get behind those walls together.”

A second shot bounced off the edge of the pavement just to the left of the crouching boys, sending tiny fragments of rock bounding toward the sky. “Then we need to find that sniper,” one of the quiet boys said.

 

From the jagged rooftop of the castle, Vincenzo, Franco and Angela looked to their left and saw the advancing line of Nazi tanks and soldiers. It stretched more than a half-mile down the center road, the sea to its left, burning structures to its right. Farther down the road they saw the four street boys running toward the front gates of the castle, led by a tall, lanky teenager.

“That’s Antonio Murino and his friends.” Angela couldn’t hide her frustration. “They’ve never been on time once since I’ve known them. They can sleep through anything. If they could, they’d sleep through the rest of the war.”

“So would I,” Franco said with a shrug, looking across the stone wall at Vincenzo. “It’s all about the company you keep.”

The three of them jumped back when they heard the shot. They glanced over the edge of the wall, watching the four boys huddle together and Antonio try to lift the wounded one into his arms. Franco pointed across from the castle, down a side street hidden by shadows and ruin. “There’s smoke coming from that alley,” he said. “It was only one bullet, but I don’t think they’d risk a soldier out alone.”

Vincenzo braced himself against the side of the wall and waved an arm at Connors and Maldini. “One of the boys is down,” he yelled. “They’re close enough to make it, but they’ll need some help.”

“We’ll get them in,” Connors shouted back. “Meantime, try to spot that shooter and fire down on him when you do. Chances are you won’t hit him, but the cover fire will at least keep him clear of us.”

Connors checked the clips on his machine guns and looked over at Maldini. “You up for an early-morning run?”

“Only to keep you company,” Maldini said as he tossed his rifle across his shoulder. “If it were up to me, I’d sit here, have a coffee and watch the tides rise and fall.”

 

Connors and Maldini were halfway across the grassy field, heading for the open road and the four boys. The morning sun warmed their backs, the Nazi tanks and soldiers were closing in from the streets above. From the rooftop, Franco and Angela fired a stream of gunfire in the direction of the sheltered alley, hitting nothing but rocks and cracked glass. 

“He may have pulled back,” Vincenzo said, moving along the castle walls, desperate for a better glimpse. “The question is why. He had four open targets and took only one. Why risk the exposure if you’re not going to make the move?”

Angela lowered her gun and stood up straight, her eyes betraying her concern. “Maybe it was a mistake,” she said. 

Vincenzo pointed toward the center of the alley. “Someone ordered him to stop. I think there are tanks down those side streets.” He stared into the smoke-filled corners of the streets, his hands resting on the tops of the tower rocks, watching as Connors and Maldini closed in on the four boys. “One of you go and find Nunzia,” he said. “She should be in one of the rear rooms on the main floor. Have her get everyone ready. This battle’s going to start a little sooner than we thought.”

 

As Connors and Maldini ran toward the four boys, the Nazi tanks were now visible down the road behind them. Antonio was still holding the wounded boy in his arms. “The sniper’s off to the right,” he told Connors. “He fired twice and then stopped. Maybe he’s just waiting for us to run.”

Maldini reached over and checked on the wounded boy, lowering the bloody shirt and glancing at the gurgling bullet hole. “What’s his name?” he asked Antonio.

“He’s my cousin Aldo,” Antonio said. “The two behind me are Pietro and Giovanni.”

Maldini rubbed the top of Aldo’s head and walked over toward Pietro, the young boy shivering in the early-morning sun. He leaned down and wrapped his warm hands around his shoulders. “I need someone strong and brave to protect me when we make our run for the castle,” he told him. “Would you do that for me?”

Pietro stared back at him, his lower lip trembling, his olive eyes wide with fright, and nodded. “Si,” he said. “I will protect you.”

“Then I have nothing to fear,” Maldini said. He stood, keeping an arm across the boy’s shoulder. “For now I have you with me.”

“We’ll run on the sniper’s side of the road,” Connors announced. “If he’s still there, that’ll cut down on the angle of his shots, make it harder to hit any of us.” He looked at each of the four boys, the rumblings of the approaching tanks echoing in his ears, and gripped the two machine guns in his hands. “We don’t leave behind any of our wounded. If someone gets shot, those closest to him make the grab. Just like Antonio here did. But if one of us gets killed, the rest keep moving. Leave the dead where they fall.”

Maldini walked over and stood next to Connors. “Now that the American has put us all in such a happy mood,” he said. “What else is there to do but run?”

They moved in a straight line along the edges of the street, crouching low, using the rays of the sun behind them as cover. Connors led the way. Antonio, with Aldo in his arms, was close behind. Maldini took up the rear, his eyes focused on Pietro and Giovanni.

They were less than a quarter of a mile from the castle entrance. 

Connors skidded to a stop, guns at his side, when he saw the tank slam out of the front of a burning building. Seven others soon followed, each with a dozen soldiers in its wake, their rifles and machine guns aimed at the two men and four boys. The tanks spread out and blocked off the road to the castle entrance, the soldiers crowding in alongside each one. Connors turned and looked behind him, where a dozen other tanks and more than sixty soldiers were closing in. He took a deep breath and stared over at Maldini. “If you can think of something clever to get us out of this,” he said, “now would be the time to tell me.”

“As a matter of fact,” Maldini said, squeezing Pietro closer to him. “I do have an idea.”

“Share it with me.”

“We’re going to surrender,” Maldini said. “And then let them have everything they want. Including the castle.”

Connors walked over to Maldini, his eyes to the ground, shaking his head. “That’s an insane idea,” he said. “Even if it works.”

“The insane ones always have a better chance,” Maldini said, moving with Pietro toward the waiting Nazi tanks and soldiers.
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Carlo Petroni walked down the center of the street, making his way toward the Palazzo Reale and a meeting with the colonel. He knew he was short on time. The street boys had dismissed him and taken the tank he had stolen from the Nazis. Von Klaus, who neither liked nor trusted him, had grown impatient and wanted results from the money he invested. Carlo realized his initial plan of playing one side against the other was no longer valid, which left him little choice but to side with the Nazis, gather his small band and do battle against the street boys. It was what he planned to tell Von Klaus at their meeting, attempt to convince the dubious Nazi that he would be a useful ally in the fight to quell the children’s uprising. His one other possibility was to run, make his way north and ply his criminal trade on the fresh streets of Rome or Milan until the war was at an end. But it was not in Petroni’s nature to flee, regardless of how dangerous or untenable the situation in which he found himself. Carlo also knew enough to understand that whatever the outcome of the battle for Naples, it wouldn’t last beyond another day or two. And he was confident he could survive for that short a time, even against a vindictive Nazi. Carlo Petroni was a good thief, but he excelled at surviving.

He was about to turn a corner when he saw the little boy running toward him, a large dog by his side. “Don’t go down that street,” the boy shouted, his voice barely heard above the loud barks of the dog. 

Carlo ignored the boy and continued walking, turning down a side street that would bring him out closer to Nazi headquarters. The boy’s footsteps grew louder as did his shouting. “Stay out of there,” he yelled. “It’s too dangerous.”

Carlo was halfway down the street when he turned and faced the little boy and the dog. “What do you want?” he asked.

“You can’t go down there,” the boy said. “Come back this way. I’ll show you a safer way to go.”

“Who are you to tell me where to go?” Carlo asked.

“My name is Fabrizio,” the boy said. 

“Your name means nothing to me,” Carlo said. “And your words mean even less. Now go play with your dog and leave me alone.”

“The street is mined,” Fabrizio told him. “You have to come back this way.”

“Did one of the others send you here?” Carlo asked. “To tell me some lie and get me to come back with you?”

“No one sent me,” Fabrizio said. “And I never lie.”

“You live in Naples long enough, you’ll learn that the truth is not your friend,” Carlo said with a dismissive wave.

Carlo turned and continued his walk down the dank street. Fabrizio and the mastiff watched him go, the boy stepping back from the shadows.

 Fabrizio and the mastiff were halfway up a short incline leading toward the tunnels when the explosion rocked the street behind them. They ran back and stood against a brick wall, staring through the waves of smoke at the ruined body of Carlo Petroni.
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The large window spaces on all sides of the castle were filled with street boys, their rifles and guns hanging over the side. The tank was down in the center of the vast square, a short distance away from the locked front door. The rooftops were a sea of heads and rifles, each poised and aimed at the tanks below. Nunzia now stood next to Vincenzo and Franco, Angela by her side. She looked down at Connors and her father and the four boys huddled around them, tanks and soldiers on either side. “They have no choice. If they’re to make it, they must give up their weapons.”

“The Nazis aren’t interested in prisoners,” Vincenzo said. “Only in casualties.”

“We can’t just stand here and do nothing,” Nunzia said. “We have to get them out of there.”

Vincenzo turned away from the street. “I don’t know how,” he said. “If we start shooting, the Nazis will fire on them first before they turn to deal with us. If we don’t start shooting, they might also be killed. And they’re too boxed in to make a run for the grass, especially with the wounded boy.”

“They might be willing to let the others go free,” Franco said, “in return for the American. He’s probably worth more to them than any of the others.”

“I hope that’s not true,” Vincenzo said. “That would make Maldini and the boys useless to them, which means they’ll be killed first.”

“The American has to betray us,” Angela said. “It’s the smartest move he’s got and the only one.”

“He would never betray us.” Nunzia’s voice rose in anger. “He’d die before he would do anything like that.”

“I know he wouldn’t,” Angela said, straining her neck in an effort to get a closer look. “That’s why I hope Maldini thinks of it first.”

Vincenzo whirled around and stared down at the younger girl. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Down there, they’re surrounded by Nazis with no hope for escape,” Angela explained. “But if they surrender and offer to lead them to us, then the Nazis would be in our circle. That’s how we would do it in Forcella. But since I’m not the general, I’ll shut up and leave the thinking to you.”

Vincenzo looked from Angela to the array of tanks and soldiers lining the street below, Connors, Maldini and the four boys standing in the middle of it all, their arms raised, their guns tossed to the ground. “Pull the boys away from the windows,” he said after several quiet moments. “Put them on the other side of the castle, facing the inside, laying low and unseen. Move the tank away from the entrance, at least for now.”

“It’s going to take more than that to get it done,” Franco said. “We haven’t gone up against that many tanks and soldiers since this started.”

“I know it will,” Vincenzo agreed. “While Nunzia gets the boys in position, we’ll line the area around the front of the castle with mines, on both sides of the wall. And find Gennaro. Tell him to hide over by the drawbridge, down by the moat. Once the tanks are in and through, have him burn apart the chains that hold the bridge down.”

“Why do that?” Angela asked.

“Once they’re in, I want them to stay in. If they give us too much of a fight, the boys and everyone else can leave by the windows and down the walls. The soldiers can follow us, but the tanks have only two ways in or out. We take those away, they’re stuck here.”

“What about the bronze door?” Franco asked. “It’s strong but the tanks can smash their way right through it.”

“It will take them some effort,” Vincenzo said. “Even more if we barricade it with our own tank.”

“What about the tanks and soldiers outside the castle?” Angela wanted to know. “They won’t all come into the courtyard.”

“We’ll split our forces,” Vincenzo said. “Front and back, we fight them from both sides of the castle.” 

Nunzia put her hand on Vincenzo’s arm. “You think the Nazis will fall for it?” 

“That all depends,” Vincenzo said, picking up his rifle, “on how good a traitor your father can be.”

 

Maldini, his hands high above his head, looked at the young German officer and turned away from Connors. “I can give you the castle,” he said. “All I want is for the boys to be safe and the wounded boy to be cared for.”

“And what of the American?” the officer asked. “Do you wish for his safety as well?”

“The American can look out for himself,” Maldini said, in a dismissive manner.

The tanks and soldiers were spread out on both ends of the road, hot wheels smoking, turrets fully loaded, men staring with impassive expressions. The officer, his hands folded behind his back, glanced down at the wounded street boy, now resting on the ground, his head leaning against Antonio’s leg. “How many are in the castle?” he asked Maldini. His Italian was choppy but clear. “And where?”

“About a hundred boys,” Maldini told him without hesitating. “All armed and ready to fight. But with the American out of the way I can get them to put down their weapons and surrender. They’ll listen to what I have to say. And more important than any of my words, they’ll see your tanks and soldiers inside the castle walls. They’ve grown tired of the battle and their spirit is already weak. With my help, you can take them with few if any shots fired.”

Connors glared over at Maldini and shook his head in anger. “You have no idea what you’re doing,” he shouted. “They’ll take the castle and then kill every kid in there. I knew you were a drunk, Maldini. I didn’t know you were a coward and a fool.”

Maldini motioned back and forth between Connors and the officer. “You two still have your war to fight,” he told them. “Ours is at its end. Let us walk away from it alive.”

The officer stared at Maldini and weighed his options, glancing across his shoulder at the wide expanse of the medieval structure. He believed in the skills of his men and the strength of his force; he could take the castle from the outside. But the Italians would be armed and ready for a struggle. Both men and tanks would be lost. They had the advantage of height, able to shoot down on his troops from the brick safety of their enclosure, while he held the upper hand in firepower and military expertise. It would, he realized, be easier and less costly to take control of the castle from within, enabling his men to surround the Italians and bring the fight to them on more advantageous terrain. That left open the question of trust. He didn’t fully believe the older man’s instant conversion from street fighter to war-weary savior, but he’d seen enough battles on this front to appreciate the Italian penchant for switching sides when the road before them grew difficult. It would be within the old man’s nature to cast aside the American. Their alliance was tenuous under the best of circumstances. But the Italian hatred for the Nazis and all that had been done to their people and country was beyond borders and the officer needed to weigh such feelings in his final decision.

“Kill the American,” he said to one of his soldiers. “Then have the old man and the boys lead us into the castle. We’ll do what needs to be done once we’re inside.”

Maldini stepped in between Connors and the soldier, looking over at the officer and shaking his head. “Understand, I don’t care whether the American lives or dies,” Maldini said. “In fact, if you wish, I’ll kill him myself. But we need to let him live for a few minutes longer. Until we’re inside the walls of the castle.”

“Just out of curiosity,” the officer said, “tell me why.”

“He still has many who follow him hidden behind those stone windows. If we kill him here, on the road, in full view, they’ll attack us. They won’t care whether you hold prisoners or not. But if you let him walk in with us and he happens to die during a moment of battle, then he will be a casualty of war instead of a martyr.”

The officer stepped up to Maldini and stared down at him, their faces inches apart. “I warn you, old man,” the officer snarled. “If any of this is a ruse, it’ll be your head my bullets will be aimed toward.”

“I’d have it no other way,” Maldini said.

 

Vincenzo stared down at Connors, Maldini and the four boys leading the convoy of tanks and soldiers toward the front gates of the castle. “Let them in,” he told Franco. “As many as can fit inside the walls. And make sure Gennaro stays low and out of sight.”

“What about the boys?” Nunzia asked. “And Connors and Papa? How do we keep them safe once the shooting starts?”

“I’ll be down there with them,” Vincenzo said. “Somebody needs to greet our guests, why not me?”

“You’ll just be another target,” Angela said. “They won’t let you walk in there with any guns in your hand.”

“I won’t need a gun in my hands,” Vincenzo said, turning to leave.

Angela and Franco followed him out, but stopped at one of the darkened landings to look down at the street. It was filled with soldiers and tanks heading toward the castle. Connors and Maldini were each followed by a Nazi holding a machine gun. Angela heard the locks to the large, bronze front door click and then saw it swing open, flooding the darkened entrance with sunlight. “This could be a big mistake,” she said to Franco. “Once they’re in, they can kill as many of ours as we can of theirs.”

 “How much time before they come through the doors?” Franco asked, stepping away from the window, the approaching Nazi brigade masking half his body in shadows. 

“Ten minutes, maybe more if they move the tanks in before the troops.”

“That should be more than enough for what we need to do,” Franco said.

“Which is what?” she asked.

“Mine those doors. It won’t be enough to keep all the soldiers out, but it should at least slow their first wave.”

“We don’t have enough mines left to block off every door. But we can have some of the boys soak down the ones we can’t mine and put somebody with a kerosene bottle close enough to each to set it off.”

Franco looked over at her. “There was some grumbling among the boys when you joined the group,” he said. “It never was anything personal. You’re a girl and it was hard for some of them to get over that. They thought it wasn’t your place to be fighting next to an army of boys.” 

“Were you one of them?”

“Yes.” 

“And how do you feel about it now?”

“The same way I felt about it after that first day I watched you lay down some of the mines,” he said. “You were the only one of us not to break into a sweat. You’ve saved a lot of lives being with us and I’m glad that you are.”

Angela picked up her machine gun and began to walk toward a door in the rear of the corridor. “You should be,” she said. She walked past Franco and out toward an unlit staircase.

 

Vincenzo stepped into the courtyard through a side door, watching the influx of tanks and soldiers crowd the scenic square. He had a long row of grenades and thin bomb cylinders strapped around his waist, the wires jutting out from each connected to a small device with a red button he held in his right hand. He walked with a quiet purpose toward the young Nazi officer who stood facing Connors and Maldini, and he gave a knowing nod to both men as he approached. The officer caught the look in their eyes, turned his head and saw Vincenzo give him a wave, ignoring the three Nazi rifles aimed in his direction. The officer studied the wired mechanism around the boy’s waist and raised a hand slightly to hold his men at bay. “It won’t work,” he told Vincenzo, watching as the boy positioned himself next to a tank, his hand at his side, finger pressed on the red button linked to the wires. “I don’t think those bombs are for real and, even if they were, I don’t believe you have the courage it takes to set them off. It’s one thing to kill soldiers hidden behind a wall. It’s quite another to willingly take your own life along with that of mine and my men.”

“That’s not something you’ll know until I let go of this button,” Vincenzo said, his voice maintaining a calm, reasonable tone, the flutter in one of his eyes the only sign of internal distress. “It’d be a waste of many lives if you were wrong.”

The officer reached an arm out for Maldini and dragged the older man closer to him. “Do you know this boy?” he asked. 

“I first met him several days ago,” Maldini said, looking from the Nazi to Vincenzo. “I wanted to keep the boys who remained in Naples safe and I was told to turn to him for help.”

“Why him?” the officer asked.

“They pointed him out as their leader. He was the one most eager to kill the Nazis when they came into the city.”

“How eager?”

“Eager enough to die doing it,” Maldini said.

The officer pushed Maldini aside and glared at Connors. “What about you?” he asked in English. “Do you know this boy as well?”

Connors shrugged. “Dirty shirt, torn pants, dark hair, dark eyes,” he said. “You spend enough time around here and they all start to blend into one another. Everywhere you turn it feels as if you’re looking at the same kid.”

The square was now filled with twenty tanks, with another fifteen lining the outer perimeter of the castle. One hundred soldiers were inside the square, guns at their sides, their eyes focused on the large open windows above them. Except for the four prisoners in the middle of the square and Vincenzo standing in front of the tank, none of the other street boys were visible.

The square was silent.

“Do you think the boy speaks the truth?” the officer, sweat now lining the dark collar of his uniform, asked Maldini. “About the bombs strapped to his body?”

“I don’t know,” Maldini said, shaking his head and eyeing the Nazi carefully, trying to weigh his resolve. “And I’m relieved not to have the burden of such a decision placed on my shoulders.”

The officer stepped away from Connors and Maldini and approached Vincenzo. The boy had been watching the positioning of the tanks and the deployment of the troops, one squad assigned to each of the interior buildings, the contingent of soldiers outside the castle walls placed on the edges of the grass, fifty meters beyond the front entrance. The plan in place did not take into account such a large number of tanks and soldiers beyond the walls, which now meant the fleeing boys would be making their drop down the side of the castle under the glare of Nazi rifles. He glanced over at Connors, catching his eye, and saw the same look of concern across his face. Vincenzo had read enough military history to know even the greatest plan always contains one essential flaw. Overcoming that unexpected error is what often separated a great victory from a monstrous blunder. Vincenzo had left himself only a matter of minutes with which to come up with that solution.

The officer stood ten feet away from the boy, legs spread slightly apart, a cocked pistol in his hand. “What is it you want?” he asked.

“Let the prisoners go free.” Vincenzo tried to bury his nervous fear deep enough so that it would not be noticeable in his voice. “The other two as well. None of them means anything to you. The castle is your prize and that you already have.”

“But if I don’t do as you ask, you’ll kill them as well as yourself once you set off your bomb,” the officer said. “That doesn’t seem a wise move on your part.”

“I never said I was wise,” Vincenzo said, stepping away from the tank and curling the wires in his left hand. “But I do prefer dying at my own hand, not yours. And I think your prisoners feel the same way.”

“Why only these boys?” the officer asked. “Why not free the others hiding behind those walls above me as well?”

“I only ask for what I think I can get,” Vincenzo said. “The boys above us are not here as anyone’s prisoners. They’re here to fight.” 

 The officer stood in place for several moments, his eyes shifting from the castle walls to Maldini, who was doing his best to act indifferent, to Vincenzo, who was all outer calm and inner turmoil. “The lives of just one of my soldiers is more important to me than half a dozen Italians and a vagabond American,” he finally said. “You can go and take the rest of them along with you. You may escape death today, but it will come soon enough for you. And you can well expect it to be by the hand of a German.”

Vincenzo stared back at the officer, his warm eyes glaring at the man’s youthful face. The two were no more than four years apart in age, but the gulf between them was canyon-wide, its boundaries unbroachable due to the blood lust that had been fueled by the words and actions of those who were strangers to both. And because of it, one of them would die soon.

Antonio and Aldo were the first to be released, followed by Pietro and Giovanni. Vincenzo and Connors walked in silence beside one another, several feet behind Maldini and the young officer. The Nazi stopped at the front gate and signaled his soldiers to allow the others through. “I’ll see you again,” he said to Vincenzo, his jaw muscles twitching, the fury of his anger seeping through the calm veneer he had clearly spent so much time perfecting. 

“I hope so,” Vincenzo said. “And next time, I won’t bring a bomb with me. Only a gun.”

 

Connors waited until they were well out of earshot of the officer before he spoke. “That’s not real, is it?” he asked Vincenzo, pointing toward the bomb wrapped around the boy’s waist.

“Neapolitans would rather die than commit suicide,” Vincenzo said. “The wires aren’t even connected to any of the grenades. There was only time enough to make it look real. I found this meter lying next to the boiler in the basement. Without that it wouldn’t have worked.”

“How soon before they make their move?” Connors asked.

“We have five minutes to be clear of the gates. The moat gate will be dropped and the doors will be closed. The Nazis within the walls will have no choice but to hold their position.”

“What about our boys?” Maldini asked. “How will they get out?”

“They’ve been told to climb out the front windows then to get across the lawn and head down the road to Lungomare.” Vincenzo tried to avoid the hard stares of the Nazi soldiers surrounding them. “But I didn’t count on so many soldiers and tanks stationed outside the walls. I didn’t think he’d split his force.”

“No shit, you didn’t think,” Connors said, angry and frustrated. “Some general. You didn’t even think he’d use the most damn basic strategy in the world.”

“I was busy.” Vincenzo’s words were equally angry. “I was trying to figure out a way to save your life.”

“And while you were burning up brain cells doing that,” Connors said, raising his voice, ignoring the glares of the Nazi soldiers, “you left a hole in your plan wide enough to wipe out half the kids in the castle.”

“We need to think of another way to get the boys out,” Maldini interrupted. “We have some time. The battle inside will keep them occupied.”

“Why don’t we take a look at each of our hands and figure out what we don’t have,” Connors said, his anger now coated with sarcasm. “Guns would be the first thing that jumps to my mind.”

“I have six grenades around my waist,” Vincenzo said. “We can start with those and take our weapons off the wounded the way we usually do.”

“Not this time,” Connors said. “We may clip off a couple with those grenades, but the return fire’ll be too heavy for us to get close enough to rip a machine gun off a dead soldier. We need a plan B, Chief, and we needed it five minutes ago.”

Maldini stopped and looked down at his feet. He was inches from the lid of a manhole cover. He gazed over at Connors and Vincenzo. “The two of you can go on like an old married couple,” he said. “It makes a man lose any desire to think things through. One of the benefits of being a drunk, I learned long ago to drown out the chatter I don’t want to hear.”

 “What?” Connors said, his frustration way past the level of reason. “Is there a point to all this? Because if there isn’t, I’m not in any mood for a long-winded Neapolitan folk tale.”

Maldini patted Connors on the side of his shoulder and smiled. “I have your Plan B,” he said.

 

The tanks were placed in a circular pattern, their turrets primed and ready to bring down the castle walls, when the first of the ignited wine bottles came crashing down on them. Within seconds, the morning sky around the castle was obscured by a heavy rain of gas cocktails and hand grenades. Soldiers rushed toward the sealed doors of the interior buildings only to be blown back by the mines attached to each knob by long, thin wires. The doors that were mine-free had been soaked with gasoline. The instant a soldier stepped in the shadow of those doorways, a streak of blue-white flame erupted, set off by a street boy in a dark corner. Boys stood in the wells of open windows, firing down into the crowded court, wounding and killing the Nazis who were now squeezed against the sides of the tanks, the only cover available to them. The tanks shelled the front of the buildings and the soldiers riddled the upper walls with machine-gun spray, attempting to ward off the attack that had turned the peaceful landscape into a cauldron of black smoke and trampled bodies. 

Outside the castle walls, the Nazi tanks were placed in a straight line to fire fierce volleys against the thick hide of the structure, hoping to bring down the buildings and kill the street boys hidden deep in its hold. In the center of the action, the young officer ran along the perimeter of the battle, one of his sleeves streaked with blood, shouting out his commands, hoping to be heard and seen above the din of battle and through the fire-enhanced colors of war.

Nunzia fired off the last rounds in her chamber, clicked in a new ammo clip and turned away from the open window, her eyes singed red by the heavy smoke. “The front walls are weakening,” she said to Gennaro. “We have to get the boys out soon.”

“We need to wait a few minutes longer,” Gennaro said. “If we have them climb out the windows now, they’ll be nothing but targets to the soldiers outside.”

“Wait for what? They’ve held them off, now it’s time to get them out.”

“Our tank should be in place by now, blocking the front entrance,” Gennaro said. “The Nazis need to shoot at it and set off the bombs inside. The cover smoke from that should be enough to get some of the boys down unharmed.”

“We don’t need to wait for the Nazis,” Nunzia said. “We can set off the tank ourselves.”

Nunzia and Gennaro ran to the other side of the building, each carrying a half dozen grenades in a tied-up woolen shirt. As they turned a dark corner, two Nazi soldiers came up the stairs, guns firing in their direction. Nunzia pushed Gennaro to the ground, braced her legs and back against a wall and fired back. She lowered her smoking machine gun when she heard the soldiers fall down the flight of steps. “Let’s go,” she ordered Gennaro.

Together they ran toward the open window that stood directly above the tank that barricaded the front entryway to the castle. They rested their hands on the chipped ledge and stared down at the empty tank. Nunzia looked out across the lawn, toward the long line of tanks firing their heavy shells at the base of the castle, an attempt to topple it from the bottom. Soldiers ran around the edges of the property, shooting up at the boys, thick circles of rope bound to grappling hooks hanging across their shoulders, anxious to get close enough to jam the hooks into the open crevices of the castle. “There are so many on both sides,” Gennaro said. The panic that was starting to creep into his voice matched the anguished look on his face. “We set a trap for them and we’re the ones who end up trapped.”

“Let me have your grenades,” Nunzia said, reaching out for the boy’s knotted up pack. “Then make your way down the halls and tell the boys to get ready.”

Gennaro stood and stared out the window, his dark eyes roaming past the tanks and the soldiers, looking beyond the smoldering fields and ruined fountains and statues. “What are they doing?” he asked, pointing out across the large boulevard to an area just beyond the reach of the shell fire.

“Who?” Nunzia peered through the smoke, trying to identify the three stick figures in the distance. Her eyes came alive when she realized who it was huddled over what looked to be an opening in the ground. She turned toward Gennaro and saw the look of awe and respect on his face. “Maybe,” she told him, “we’re not as trapped as we think.”

“Whatever they’re planning to do,” Gennaro said, feeling the heat of the flames at his back and the tremble of the building each time a shell found its mark, “I hope they do it soon.”

“Let’s make sure we do our part,” Nunzia said. She pulled the pin on one of the grenades, shoved it back inside the folded garment and dropped it down into the open lip of the empty tank. She grabbed Gennaro’s arm and ran with him, away from the window and down the stairs. As they turned around the curved landing, stepping over the bodies of the two dead soldiers, the explosion lifted the building off its base, a missilelike plume of smoke shooting up toward the front of the castle, masking it in clouds of darkness. Below them, the tank had shattered into sharp and deadly pieces, which now flew at bullet speed through each end of the courtyard. The bronze doorway, a cannonball from another century embedded in its center, landed against one end of a tank, crushing three soldiers in its path. In the center of all the destruction, the young German officer leaned with his back against the side of a tank, his legs folded under his chin, tears now lining the sides of his face. The intensity of the battle had taken hold of him, stripped him of his bravado and weakened his desire to fight. He sat there, holding an empty gun in one hand, his body shivering in the warmth of the madness that had engulfed his troops, surrendering to a soldier’s deadliest enemy.

 The overwhelming power of fear.

 

Vincenzo stood inside the mouth of the open sewer, reaching a hand up for Maldini. Connors was already down below, racing several hundred yards ahead of them, searching out any weapons and bombs that had been hidden there by the street boys in the days before the start of the battle. “Follow the line of water,” Maldini shouted out to him. “It will lead you right under the castle.”

Connors stopped, bent over and picked up two kerosene-filled wine bottles resting in a corner next to a rusty, old fuse box.

“You should find another half dozen or so before we reach the walls,” Maldini said, catching up to him.

“How many of these did you lay down?”

“We’re low on everything in Naples,” Maldini said across his shoulder, “except wine bottles.”

“You two move ahead, get Nunzia and those kids out of the castle,” Connors said. “I’ll trail back and try to do some damage with whatever I find down here.”

“There shouldn’t be more than two sewer lids between here and the castle,” Maldini said. “And be careful. If you’re seen, they’ll figure out a way to stop us before we can get to the boys.”

The three ran down the dark corridors, Maldini leading the way, moving with subtle grace through the oily darkness of the dank and muddy path. He stopped when they reached the first sewer cover. “They’re right above us,” he said to Connors. “Grip your fingers through the holes and slide it across. Makes less noise that way. Light those bombs and toss them, close the lid and keep moving.”

“Which way, Columbus?” Connors asked. “And don’t tell me to follow the water again. There’s water everywhere down here.” 

“You run in a straight line to the second sewer,” Maldini said. “From there take the bend to the right. The walls will start to close in around you. That should put you right under the subbasement. From there it’s a straight run to the water tunnels and the sea. We’ll meet you there.”

“We’ll be swimming along the shore and to the west,” Vincenzo said. “This way we move with the speed of the current. That gets us away from the Nazis faster.”

“What about the ones who can’t swim?” Connors asked. “How do you plan on getting them through?”

“These boys have been playing in the waters of the bay since they were infants,” Maldini said. “If there’s one thing they know how to do, it’s swim.”

“There might be one who can’t,” Connors said, averting Vincenzo’s gaze, his fingers wrapped around the openings of the sewer cover. “What do you do with him? Pray he doesn’t drown?”

“We won’t let you drown, American,” Vincenzo said with a chuckle. “At least not in front of Nunzia.”

“I guess there isn’t a bay in your rich town either,” Maldini said, shaking his head and moving down the slippery path toward the base of the castle, Vincenzo trailing just behind.

“Just the Ohio River,” Connors mumbled to himself. “And nobody swims in that. Not even fish.”

 

The front wall of the castle fell in a fiery heap, thick dust and heavy smoke branched out across the charred lawn like a large gray blanket. The bodies of boys and soldiers mixed with one another as the rubble fell on the packed soil below. The Nazi tanks now unleashed the full vent of their assault. Shell after shell ripped away at the stone-hard fortress, grenades and bullets flew through the coarse air. Death and destruction marched in the shadows of their path. It was an inferno with no end, the massive fuel of the battle reaching out a bloody hand to squeeze and whither any and all who crossed its path.

Nunzia was in the next tower; Gennaro and Franco cowered by her side. “We must get to the subbasement,” she said. “It’s our only chance to escape.”

“What about the others?” Gennaro asked. “Can we get to them before the castle collapses?”

“No one will be left behind,” Nunzia said in a loud, firm voice as she led the two boys away from the shaking corridor. “Angela is getting the children out of the towers on the water side. We’ll work our way down and meet up with them underground.”

The three turned a corner, flames licking the sides of the walls, smoke flowing through every opening. They skidded to a stop and stared down at a large crater at the edge of their feet where there had once been a stone floor. The rocks had been blown away by three salvos from a tank stationed across the path. Nunzia looked into the dark void, the eyes of the two boys focused on the fire raging at their back. “We need to jump,” she said, reaching for their hands. “It’s just one floor down. We can make it.”

“What if the next floor collapses from our weight?” Gennaro asked, his voice cracking.

“It’s a chance we have to take,” Nunzia said. “If we stay here, we’ll be dead inside of five minutes.”

“I don’t want to go first,” Gennaro said.

“I’ll go,” Franco said, stepping in front of Nunzia and Gennaro, his feet poised on the edge of the splintered floor. “And then the two of you follow me down one after the other.”

“Aim for the center,” Nunzia told him, “and keep your legs bent, it’ll help brace your fall.”

Franco turned to Gennaro and nodded. “I’ll be down there waiting for you,” he told him seconds before his jump.

Nunzia closed her eyes and waited through what seemed like endless moments until she heard the hard landing and Franco’s soft voice. “The floor here is solid,” he yelled up through the haze of smoke. His voice was a faint echo that mixed with the booming sounds of the Nazi tanks. “But the walls sound like they’re going to break apart any minute.”

“Hurry, Gennaro,” Nunzia urged, placing a hand on the frightened boy’s sweaty back. “You have to jump now. There isn’t any more time.”

Gennaro turned and looked behind him at the fast approaching flames. He could sense the melting of the stone walls around him and his lungs filled with the acrid mix of fire and dust. He gazed up at Nunzia, her beauty untouched even in the center of a cauldron, and placed a warm hand on her face. “Un baccio, per buona fortuna,” he said to her.

Nunzia nodded and bent down and kissed the boy gently, her lips soft against the blushed tones of his cheeks. “Grazie mille,” Gennaro said.

He then stepped back and pushed her over the edge and down to the floor below. He heard her shout out his name as she fell into the empty cavity, landing with a soft thud alongside Franco. She screamed up to him and, along with Franco, yelled for him to make the leap to safety. But Gennaro could no longer move. His small, quivering body and his gentle soul had surrendered to the long war.

“Grazie mille,” Gennaro said again, in a soft, foggy whisper, disappearing behind a collapsing wall and an angry rush of flames.

 

Connors slid the manhole cover halfway across the opening and lifted his head just above the lip. He stared out at a raging field of heavy heat and thick smoke, dead soldiers, exploding tanks and bullets zipping past at every conceivable angle. Two of the tanks were off to his left, toppled over and smoldering, their iron shells melting into the parched earth. The remaining soldiers were grouped in tiny clusters, some spread out chest to the ground, others bent on one knee, all firing the last of their ammo toward the open windows above them. Connors stared up at the castle, its thick walls withering and crumbling, huge pockets of fire rising into the sky, black smoke covering the wide interior like a cape. Stranded across the vast breach of such horrible decay were the strewn bodies of soldiers and boys, enemies now linked only in death.

Connors closed his eyes then took a deep breath, his lungs filling with the vile taste of battle. He clicked open his cigarette lighter, brushed the flame against the three strips of cheesecloth jammed inside the tip of kerosene-filled wine bottles, and tossed them out of the sewer. He watched the bottles crash and land in the center of a quartet of merging soldiers. The instantaneous blast sent them all tumbling, their bodies ripped apart. He reached down, turning his head away from the action above, and picked up two more bottles, the cigarette lighter still clutched in his right hand.

Connors never saw the soldier.

The Nazi was on his knees, a thin piece of rope wrapped around the palms of his hands, waiting for the American to lift his head out of the sewer opening. He made a diving lunge toward Connors, flexing the rope twice around his throat with deadly speed and precision. Connors’s head snapped back far enough for him to look up into the Nazi’s eyes, his hands dropped the bottles and instinctively reached toward his neck in an attempt to ease the pressure. The Nazi pushed down harder on the rope, his eyes bulging from the effort, his jaw muscles clenched, his lower lip bit and bleeding. Connors reached a hand up and tried to swing the Nazi down into the open hole. He pressed his weight against the hard end of the sewer and forced his head to turn, the chord cutting through his skin, a long gash opening just above his neck line and instantly filling with blood and dirt and frayed rope. Connors brought his right hand up, fingers curled into a hard fist and landed a stinging blow flush to the center of the soldier’s nose. It stunned him and his grip momentarily loosened. Air once again ran freely through Connors’s windpipe. He threw two more punches, one glancing off the Nazi’s helmet, the other finding its mark on the right side of the soldier’s cheek. Connors then lowered his aim, fought off the urge to give in to the pain, ignored the weightlessness of his legs, and directed his hardest punch at the Nazi’s Adam’s apple. The sting of the punch sent the Nazi reeling to his left, inches away from Connors’s face, the rope now hanging loose around his neck. Connors took a quick glance around and then pulled the Nazi’s head toward him, resting it against the base of the sewer. He coiled his arm around the young soldier’s neck, pushed it back farther and then snapped it down and held it until he heard the final crack of bone against muscle.

He pushed the Nazi away from the sewer and stepped down slowly back into its darkness. He touched the gash across his neck, saw the front of his shirt sopped through with blood and gave a final sad and tired look at the collapsing walls of the castle. He lowered his head and slid the sewer lid closed, its rusty edges skimming the sleeves of the Nazi soldier’s uniform. He climbed down the thin steps and stepped into the center of the unlit corridor, running toward the sewage tunnels at the farthest end, a dust storm raining down on his head from the heated battle above.

 

Maldini stood with his arms inside the round end of the sewage tunnel, his legs immersed in the cold waters of the bay. The tunnel jutted out a dozen feet past the rear of the castle, its thin corroded cover overrun with grass, dirt and moss. The water was at low tide and the current was pulling gently to the west as Maldini reached up and helped ease the first boy out of the tunnel. “Keep your head low,” he said as he placed him in the water. “Walk while you can and then swim when you must. And rest if you get tired. So long as you hug the shore, it’ll be difficult for the Nazis to see you.”

The boy nodded and began his slow move downstream as Maldini turned back to the tunnel. Inside, the shaft was crammed with two long rows of soot-stained boys, some wounded, others shaken and frightened, all of them overwhelmed by the intense level of fighting they had just endured. Vincenzo and Nunzia crawled along the length of the tunnel, keeping the boys in line, tending to wounds and calming fears. Franco was down at the rear end, directing the ones who were still fleeing the burning castle. Maldini did a rough head count. There were less than fifty boys waiting to pounce into the bay. It meant that at least twenty-five lives had been lost in the fight. 

He helped each boy out of the tunnel, his hands red with the blood from their wounds. Maldini prodded them on their way, offering meaningless words of courage and support, watching as they floated in the waters of the bay. He eased the last of the boys into the water then jumped back up into the tunnel, running up to join Vincenzo and Nunzia. In the distance, he could make out the shadowy forms of Franco and Angela. “Call them down,” he said. “It’s time for them to go. Then you two follow. I’ll stay back and string together the line of grenades and swim out to meet you as soon as that’s done.”

“What about Connors?” Nunzia asked. “We don’t leave without him.”

“Yes, you will,” Maldini said firmly. “Both of you will. It’s going to take me a few minutes to string the line and get the grenades in place. He’ll be here by then.”

“What if he isn’t, Papa?” Nunzia asked.

Maldini could hear the desperation in her voice. He gently gripped his daughter’s arms in his hands. “It won’t take the Nazis long to figure out our escape route,” he said. “Once they do, if those boys aren’t out of the water they will die. They are in this fight because of us. Many have been killed thanks to the plans we put in place. I’m not going to let anyone, even a man I’ve grown to care about and respect, allow that to happen. In my place he would do the same.”

“Your papa is right, Nunzia,” Vincenzo said quietly. “We wait until the grenade lines are strung. It’s the best we can do.”

Nunzia’s black eyes were red temper hot and her cheeks were flushed with anger. Her hands balled into tight fists. “He would never leave any of us,” she said, spitting out each word. “He would fight until he was dead. If either one of you leaves this place without him, without knowing if he’s alive or dead, you’ll have betrayed a friend.”

Maldini looked back at his only daughter and nodded. “Get Franco and Angela,” he said. “The four of you go out there and make sure the children get to safety. We’ve left enough of our dead behind for one morning.”

“And the American?” Nunzia asked.

“I’ll get him out of the castle,” Maldini said. “I promise you. It’s the least I can do for the man my daughter loves so much.”

Nunzia embraced her father and held him tight in her arms. “Ti amo, Papa mio,” she whispered.

“Anche io ti amo,” Maldini said back to her. “Con tutto il mio cuore.”

Vincenzo held Nunzia’s hand, waiting as Franco and Angela ran up next to them, both crouched down to keep their heads from hitting the ragged top of the tunnel. “Let’s go,” he told her. “The children are waiting.”

Maldini waved them off as he watched each one dive into the cold water and disappear around the bend of the sewage tunnel, swimming their way downstream. He found a soggy cigarette in his torn shirt pocket and tried to light it with a damp match. It caught on the third try and he smiled when he heard the crackling of the brown tobacco. He took a deep drag and blew the smoke up toward the tin ceiling. He then turned away from the water’s edge and walked back into the mouth of the storm.

 

Maldini found Connors in a rear corridor, hunched down on his knees, hiding from the shadows of two passing Nazis, the handle of a long knife palmed in his right hand. Maldini inched in toward him, walking gingerly on the slippery subbasement floor strewn with water, dust and debris. He gave Connors a quick nod and pulled a pistol from his waist- band, waiting with his back pressed to a redbrick wall for the Nazi soldiers to cross his path. 

When the two soldiers were five feet away, standing on opposite ends of the subbasement, Connors moved first. He leaped to his feet, grabbed one Nazi from behind, and shoved the knife deep into the center of his back. The second Nazi turned when he heard the scuffle but Maldini stepped out of his nook and fired three shots, sending the soldier sprawling to the muddy floor. Maldini ran toward Connors, stopping only to retrieve the Nazi’s machine gun. He was quick to notice the rope cut across the American’s throat and the blood flowing freely down the front of his chest. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to find your way alone,” he said to Connors. “I should have left you a compass.”

“It wouldn’t have helped,” Connors said. “I have no sense of direction.”

An explosion just above their heads caused the ground to tremble and the walls to crack and splinter. “Then follow me close,” Maldini said, starting to run down the back end of the subbasement. “I won’t come back for you a second time.”

“I’m right on you,” Connors said.

He followed Maldini out of the subbasement, into the sewage tunnel. Above them, they both could hear the heavy footsteps of Nazi soldiers, searching through rubble and flames for any hidden boys or escape routes.

Maldini led the way around tight corners and through dusty crawl spaces, navigating each turn with an agility and skill that belied his years. He scampered like a child in search of a favorite, secret place. As he ran, rushing to keep up with the older man, Connors realized that while Vincenzo and the others knew their way around the streets of Naples, Maldini could take them into places no Nazi could ever find. He was their one guide to the underground, moving through tunnels and sewers with relaxed precision and a confident step.

They were both out of breath when they reached the last loop of the sewage tunnel. Maldini wiped at his brow with the corners of an old handkerchief. “The water’s up ahead,” he said between gulps of breath. “Jump in and turn to your right. The current will then take you where you need to go.”

“I’ll go in when you go in,” Connors said. “You don’t have the time to put up that grenade line by yourself. The Germans will figure out a way to get down here, it’s only a matter of minutes.”

“You don’t need to know how to swim,” Maldini said with a knowing smile. “The bay is kind to all, even Americans. And I’ll be right behind you. It won’t take me long to get the line ready.”

“I think you told me once you weren’t cut out to be a hero,” Connors said.

Maldini shrugged his shoulders. “I’m from Naples,” he said. “We lie a lot.”

He walked to a corner of the dark tunnel and picked up a rolled-up row of tin wire, a dozen grenades strung through its loops. He turned and looked up at Connors. “My daughter’s waiting for you,” he said. “And Neapolitan women hate to be kept waiting. Especially the foolish ones who think they’re in love.”

Connors gave him a warm look and an easy nod. “She’s waiting for her father, too,” he said. “I’ll see you in the water.”

As Connors’s heavy boots sent a vibrant echo against the slate sewer walls, Maldini started to unspool the long row of wire, walking backwards, carefully laying each line down in a wide zigzag pattern. There were enough grenades on the roll to send a fireball hurtling down the central sewage line and back through the gaping holes in the castle structure. It would be enough to bring down the remains of the building and all who stood inside. 

Maldini had unfurled half the line when he heard the familiar sounds of Nazi boots and machine-gun fire coming down the far end of the corridor toward him. He picked up his pace, releasing the wire as he did, placing the last of the grenades down in the center of the sewage tunnel. He slipped to his knees, reached a hand out for a loose grenade, gazed up at the soldiers, who were shooting and shouting as they closed in and quietly pulled the pin as he dropped the bomb. He got to his feet, bullets zinging past him, landing with loud echoes against the sides of the tunnel roof and walls, and ran for the open hole twenty feet away. His run gave way to a slide as he slipped on a strip of oily surface, waving frantically for Connors to stand away from the tunnel exit. “Worry about my daughter,” Maldini shouted. “Not about me.”

“Stay low and keep running,” Connors yelled back, watching Maldini get on his feet and run toward him. “I hate traveling alone.”

The first bullet ripped into Maldini’s shoulder and sent him sprawling to the ground, his face laying flat inside a mud puddle. He lifted himself up to his knees and wiped the brown water from the sides of his face. He looked over at Connors, less than a dozen feet away, and pressed his right hand across his heart. “Take care of my daughter,” he said to him. 

The second bullet hit Maldini in the square of his back but he never felt its sting. The loud explosion of the grenade line and the loud mushroom fireball that followed in its path drowned out all his pain. Connors saw Maldini’s head tilt back and his eyes close seconds before the fatal blast. He saw the line of flames come zooming in his direction and threw himself under the lapping waves of the bay, the ferocious anger of the fire above warming the murky water. He stayed under, kicking his feet and flapping his arms, as he awkwardly moved several feet away, hugging the shoreline and coming up for air under the shade of a hanging tree and a mound of wilted grass. He saw the mouth of the fire rush back toward the castle walls. He stood up in the shallow water, the salty waves washing and stinging his wound, and stared at the lip of the tunnel, expecting somehow to see Maldini miraculously emerge from inside the firestorm.

The bright morning sky had turned into early afternoon rust, fire and smoke high enough and thick enough to cover miles of the empty city. Steve Connors wiped the dripping beads of water from his face and walked back toward the open end of the sewage tunnel. He stood in front of the lip, the flames now down to thick, crisp curls of blue and white smoke, inside walls the color of coal. He removed his battered pith helmet and rested it inside the tunnel. He then took several steps back and saluted.

He held the salute for several silent moments, in memory of the man who had just given him the only gift that would ever matter.

His life.
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PIAZZA GARIBALDI

Von Klaus stared down at the thin map spread out across the front end of his tank. Kunnalt held it down with both hands. The colonel then grabbed the map, tore it in half and tossed it to the ground. “One hundred men dead!” he shouted. “More than twenty tanks destroyed! Another fifteen more with barely enough fuel to make it out of the city. It’s a disaster and one that should never have happened.”

“The Italians have also sustained a significant number of casualties, sir,” Kunnalt said, defensively.

“This Third Reich of ours was to have lasted a thousand years, Kunnalt,” Von Klaus said. “Each one shrouded in glory. And now, we can’t even defeat an army of children.”

Von Klaus walked toward the well of his tank and pulled out a bottle of red wine. “There is no honor in fighting such a battle,” he said. He poured the wine into a tin cup and handed the bottle to Kunnalt. “Not like this. Not against children. There will be no victory for us here. No matter the final outcome.”
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VIA DON BOSCO

Nunzia sat huddled with her head down, a black sweater draped across her shoulders. Connors leaned against the side of a pine tree, staring out at the clear sea that overlooked the bluff. A contingent of street boys had gathered around them, building a small fire, boiling small tins of watered-down coffee, breaking off pieces of stale bread, their weapons at rest by their sides. They moved about silently, respectfully mourning one of their own. Vincenzo walked over and handed Nunzia a tin of coffee, waited as she took it and watched as she nodded her thanks. He moved several feet to her left and sat down between her and Connors, his legs bent against his chest, his eyes focused on the patch of dirt by his feet. The mastiff was in front of them, his thick paws stretched out, his head curled to one side. 

“We all should try to get some rest,” Connors said in a low voice. “Both sides have had enough fight for one day.”

“We sent all the boys up into the hills for the night,” Vincenzo said. “They can take care of their wounds up there and get a night’s sleep without any worry.”

“Did Dante and Pepe come back with anything we can use?” Connors was talking to Vincenzo but his eyes zeroed in on Nunzia, wishing he could will away her sorrow or take the burden of her grief.

“The news isn’t good,” Vincenzo said.

“Let me hear it anyway,” Connors said.

“Half the city’s been destroyed.” Vincenzo stared back down at the ground, his voice tired and hoarse, arms and face still soiled from the day’s heated combat. “Von Klaus is moving his remaining tanks and troops toward the railroad tunnels and then into the center, into the middle of what we call Spaccanapoli. It’s the core of our city. If he’s successful at burning down both, his mission will not be a total failure.”

“How many tanks does he have left?” Connors asked.

“Dante counted thirty,” Vincenzo answered. “He was a distance away, so he might be off by one or two either way.”

“And soldiers?”

“About two hundred. Subtracting the wounded.”

“Where are they going to start? City or tunnel?”

“Pepe saw an advance team moving toward the tunnels,” Vincenzo said. “Which makes sense. It’s the easier of the two targets. And it’s a short distance between both areas, so they could move quickly from one to the other.”

“So will we,” Connors said. He stepped away from the tree, walked past Vincenzo and the silent Nunzia to bend down over the small sparkling fire. “It all ends tomorrow,” he said with his back to them, eyes peering into the crisp flames.

“There are less than a hundred boys left,” Vincenzo said, taking slow sips from his coffee tin. “About a dozen are wounded, but not enough to keep them out of the fight.”

“Leave the wounded ones in the hills,” Connors said. “And let them have enough guns and ammo in case some Nazis make their way up there.”

Connors stood and walked to Nunzia. He knelt down in front of her, reaching out a hand to caress the side of her smeared face. “You might want to sit this one out,” he said. “Stay up in the hills and help take care of the wounded kids.”

She looked at him, her eyes hard but warm, and shook her head, holding on to his hand with the edge of her fingers. “This is where I belong,” she said. “It’s where we all belong.”

He stared at her for several quiet seconds, then took a deep breath and nodded. “Stay here with Vincenzo,” he told her. “You both need to get some sleep. Have all the boys ready just before dawn and be down by the tunnels. I’ll meet you there.”

“Where are you going now?” she asked.

“I’ve never ridden on a tram before.” Connors leaned down and kissed her on the cheek and forehead, holding her close to him, losing himself in her warmth and sweetness. “I think it’s about time I did.”
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VIA FRANCESCO PETARCA

Connors stared up at the six large, rusty trams. Their severed overhead wires cut them off from all current, the sides of their bodies were greased and oiled. Thick ropes were wrapped around their top rows, snaking down past the cracked windows and curling up under their base. He turned away and took in the wide mouths of the street alleys behind him, less than five hundred feet of hard cobblestones standing between the openings and the trams. He walked toward his jeep, where Dante, Pepe, Claudio and Angela were sitting inside. The mastiff stood next to the vehicle, his head jammed against Fabrizio, who was by his side. He took the keys out of his pants pocket and flipped them toward Dante. The boy caught them with his right hand. “You always wanted to drive it,” he said.

Behind them, the sun was starting to set, leaving them less than an hour of clear daylight. The surrounding area was barren, buildings torched and crumbled up and down the wide boulevard. “We probably won’t finish before dark,” Connors said. “If we don’t, we’ll build some fires along the alley entrances so we can see where we’re going. One more fire in this town isn’t going to attract any attention.”

“Where do you want me to drive?” Dante asked, anxious and eager, but also nervous.

“In front of that first tram, for now,” Connors said. “Stop it about six inches past the front end. Then grab the ropes from underneath and above the trams and tie them down hard to the back of the jeep. Anywhere would be good, except the wheel base.”

“You’re going to have the jeep pull the trams?” Angela asked.

“That was Maldini’s plan,” Connors said. “Unless you think you can do it on your own, I’m going to go with it.”

“It will work,” Fabrizio said, stepping up alongside Connors, the dog fast by his side. “If Maldini said so.”

“Then there’s nothing else to do but get to it,” Connors said.

 

They began their work at dusk.

First they moved the silent trams across their tracks, the rear wheels of the jeep kicking up thick pockets of dust and hurtling small rocks into the air as it burned off strips of rubber. Its engine cranked and all cylinders were churning as Dante switched gears with the poise of a safecracker. Connors and Angela moved from tram to tram, making sure the gears stayed in neutral. They soaked the insides with kerosene, so they could soon be used as weapons against the remaining Nazi tanks.

Once they were across from the mouth of the alleys, on the back road leading into Spaccanapoli, Connors and Angela shifted the gears of the trams into park and slammed down on the emergency brake. Dante jumped the jeep into reverse and backed up into the front of the first tram. He jammed on his brake, helping to ease their stop. Behind him, Pepe and Claudio quickly undid the ropes.

Dante then circled the jeep around and eased it in front of the center of the first tram. “We’re going to have to drag each one across the mouth of that alley,” Connors told him, pointing at the five hundred feet distance they needed to travel. “You tie the ropes from under and above the tram back onto the jeep and you run that engine as hard as it can run. Even if it starts to smoke, don’t stop giving it gas. The rest of you come with me. We’ll push it from the other side. Use your back, your hands, I don’t care what, you have to get it to the ground.”

“The dog, too?” Fabrizio asked.

“I can’t think of a better time to have him around,” Connors said.

Angela stared up at the imposing old structures, long abandoned and decayed. “I don’t think there’s enough of us to do what you want.”

Connors looked away from the concerned gaze of the young street girl and up beyond her shoulders. He nodded his head toward the near distance and smiled. “There is now,” he said.

They all turned to see Nunzia and Vincenzo walking down the center of the boulevard, followed by the remaining street boys. They moved in tight formation, numbering less than a hundred, each carrying weapons by their sides or strapped loose across their backs. Their bodies had been scarred by war and marred by loss as they marched through the streets of their city. Connors walked closer to meet them, followed by Fabrizio and the mastiff. “I should have learned by now to give up on giving you people any kind of an order,” he said to Nunzia and Vincenzo.

Nunzia embraced Connors, silently holding him in her arms. Vincenzo turned to wave on the ones behind him toward the ropes and the trams. “I promise you, American,” he said. “When you give us the right order, we’ll follow it.”

 

It took them most of the night.

They pushed and tugged at each tram, twenty boys linked to one long thick strand of rope, Dante straining the gears and wheels of the jeep, ripping through the skin of their hands and the thread of its tires, all in the effort to topple the old steel dinosaurs. As each tram collapsed on its side it filled the air with mounds of dust and sent chunks of broken cobblestones and glass hurtling in all directions. The boys dropped the ropes and scurried away, waved clear from the massive hulks by Nunzia and Angela. After each takedown, the boys would stand in a semicircle and pump their small fists toward the sky, wiping drops of sweat and blood against the sides of their arms, eager to move on to the next tram in the line.

Once the half-dozen trams were resting on their sides like tired, old animals, the frayed ropes were double-looped around their tops and bottoms and then dragged, one by one along the bumpy, cobblestone streets, toward the wide end of the alleys.

“What if Maldini was wrong?” Vincenzo asked Connors. “What if the tanks won’t risk going over the trams?”

“They won’t be able to help it,” Connors answered with assurance. “A tank officer’s biggest weakness is that he thinks there’s nothing he can’t run over. And these trams are so old and beat up, those Panzers should be able to jump them without any problem. That’s why it’s important to have the mines and grenades rigged on the inside. I don’t want anything but flames coming out of those alleys.”

Vincenzo looked over at Connors and stared into the soldier’s clear, confident eyes. His uniform was reduced to brown smudges, blood smears and black soot marks, but the patch of the Thunderbird Division was still clean and visible. “Will it be enough to give us a victory?” he asked.

“You won your fight back on the very first day,” Connors said. “Just by staying here and standing up to the Nazis. But now you want more than that. Now you want to beat them. That’s going to be a little harder.”

“I’m glad you stayed with us,” Vincenzo said. “I don’t know if the boys would have held together without a soldier on their side.”

“You would have thought of something, General,” Connors said, walking down toward the alleys and the trams. “I’d bet my life on it.”
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45TH THUNDERBIRD INFANTRY DIVISION HEADQUARTERS SALERNO

Captain Anders folded the paper in half and slipped it into an envelope. He held it in his hands and stared out the open flap of his tent. He had written so many of these letters in such a short period of time. He had grown weary of trying to explain to mothers and fathers why their sons would never come home again, their bodies lost in the fight for control of foreign soil. He glanced down at the box of dog tags resting next to his foot and tossed the envelope on top of the pile. 

Anders looked up when he saw Higgins walk into the tent. “I only want good news,” he said to him. “And that’s an order.”

“Air command has agreed to send a plane to Naples, sir,” Higgins said. “A B-24. It should be there sometime today.”

“Just one?”

“It’s all they could spare, sir,” Higgins said. “They need the rest up north against the Nazis and down the coast to protect the Fifth Army.”

“One might be enough to do the job,” Anders said. “At the very least it’ll give us some idea of what we’re looking at down there.”

Anders walked over to the table in the center of the tent and gazed down at the large map. “Looks like Patton’s making his move,” he said. “You can always count on him to rattle the cages and get things rolling. This’ll force Monty’s hand. There’s no way he lets Patton get too far down that coast. He’ll want to make sure he can share in the glory and the headlines. Which means it won’t be long before we’re on the move, too.”

“Every city from Rome on up is in chaos,” Higgins said. “It’s a dog- fight anywhere you go. The Allies against the Germans with the Italians stuck in the middle. All our reports indicate that the Nazis are making the Italians pay a heavy price for switching over to our side. You can’t go a block on any street without finding a body.”

Anders looked away from the map and down at the box of dog tags next to his desk. “Everybody’s paid a heavy price,” he said.


 
THE FOURTH DAY
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STAZIONE CENTRALE

Nazi soldiers walked in small groups along the empty tracks, following in the dusty wake of their tanks. They kept their eyes on the wooden slants in front of them, ever mindful of the mines that had been placed under the dark shiny rocks. Kunnalt was in the center tank, standing tall in the open mouth, his binoculars focused on the four wide entrances to the tunnels. “Fire into them,” he shouted to the tank commanders on either side of him. “If those boys are in there, I don’t just want them blocked in. I want them killed.”

It was eight o’clock in the morning, the first day of October in 1943 when the first of the Nazi shells exploded inside the train tunnels of Naples.

The dozen tanks moved in a semicircle, unleashing an arsenal of weapons inside the gaping mouths that once connected Naples to its sister cities in the north. The thick old brick sides of the ornate archways collapsed under the assault, landing in front and inside the tunnels, sending mounds of dust and rock cascading in all directions, falling at the fiery feet of the flames.

Kunnalt turned and waved his soldiers in ahead of the tanks, watching as they riddled the dark tunnels with machine-gun fire and the oppressive power of the flame throwers, some stopping to launch grenades deep into the misty craters. Kunnalt surveyed the scene and nodded his approval.

Kunnalt’s men stopped at the tunnel entrance. Their guns were poised, their flame throwers were in idle. The tanks were at their backs, turrets smoking and at rest, engulfed by dust and flames and specs of debris as the soldiers waited for any sound of life.

“Check for bodies, then seal the tunnels,” Kunnalt ordered the junior officer. “Then double back and meet up with us at the next location.”

“What of the wounded, sir?” the officer asked.

“There won’t be any wounded,” Kunnalt said. “At least none that you can find. Have I made myself understood?”

The junior officer snapped a salute, nodded and turned to watch as Kunnalt’s tank veered to its right, circling away from the tunnels and toward its next destination.

That was when they saw the catapults.

They were two hundred feet away, three of them lined up twenty feet apart. Cracked tower bells were jammed in the center of their mouths, large unexploded bombs planted inside their bases. They were built of rotting planks of wood, burned bricks and rusty chains, held in place by rods and gears pulled off the bodies of dead tanks. Vincenzo and Nunzia stood behind the catapults, heavy wooden mallets in their hands. Two boys were assigned to each one, looking to Vincenzo for the signal to fire. “Be patient,” Vincenzo told them. “Wait for the American and the boys to get in place and then for the Nazi to make his move.”

“What if he fires on us before we get a shot off?” one of the boys asked.

“Then you pray he misses,” Vincenzo said, his eyes looking beyond the boys and past the tanks and soldiers, into the mouth of the smoking tunnels.

 

They were crouched down inside the rodent-infested sewers under the train tunnels, fifty boys squeezed in a space suitable for half that number. The walls shook and dust came down at them like ocean waves. They could feel the heat of the fire and the collapse of the rooftop shingles crashing down on the tracks. Most of them had their eyes closed and their hands flat against the sides of their ears. “How much longer do we need to wait?” Dante asked Connors, his small body jammed in next to the soldier’s brawn.

“You’ll know before I will,” Connors said to the frightened boy. “So when you give the signal, that’s when we’ll move.”

“How will I know what to look for?” Dante asked.

“You won’t need to look. You’ll hear it.”

The shelling had stopped and the soldiers had ceased their fire. The dust around them had settled and the crackling fires, only inches from their heads, were burning on their own. Dante looked up at Connors and shrugged his small shoulders. “Now?” he asked.

“Great call, Sergeant.” Connors patted the boy on the head and then clicked the chambers on his two machine guns. 

Connors popped open the sewer cover and slid it across the grimy rails of the tunnel. He jumped out of the dark hole, checking the front and rear entrances. The Nazi soldiers were all on his left side, their focus on Vincenzo and the catapults. The tunnel was dark and blanketed from floor to ceiling in smoke and fire, giving the boys a difficult but perfect cover to walk through. Its farthest end was blocked off by the presence of a silent Nazi tank. “Let’s go,” Connors whispered down into the hole. “Cover your nose and mouth for as long as you can. Hold your breath if you have to. You’re going to make it through. Don’t worry. We’ll be coming up onto the soldiers who are on the outside end, with their backs to us.”

The line of boys streamed out of the tight sewer openings, emerging from both sides of the tunnel, each one slowly adjusting to the heavy veil of smoke, the crumbled mounds of stone and the thick burning wood that surrounded them. They held their rifles by their sides, feeling their way through the murkiness, occasionally pressing a hand against a scorched wall for guidance. Connors walked down the center of the tunnel, keeping an eye both on the line of boys and on the Nazi activity close to the entrance. The soldiers had by now retreated back to the cover of their tanks, firing heavy volleys in the direction of the catapults. 

Connors stood by the tunnel entrance, the air clearer, the boys grouped behind him alongside each wall, his back to the Nazis less than fifty feet away. “Dante, you and your group move to the right,” he whispered, waving the boys out of the tunnel. “Claudio, you take your boys and move to the left. Stay low and don’t fire until you see me move out and wave to Vincenzo. And let’s hope they don’t see us first.”

“What if they do?” Claudio asked, talking in hushed tones.

“Shoot at them until you run out of bullets,” Connors said. “And after that, just run.”

“Your plans are much easier to follow than the ones Vincenzo thinks up,” Claudio said, too frightened even to venture a smile.

“I like to keep things simple,” Connors told him.

Connors stayed behind, his machine guns poised at the Nazi soldiers, watching as the boys made their way out of the tunnel and along the tracks, quietly closing ranks on the enemy. He looked to his left and to his right and signaled both Dante and Claudio to stop and hold their positions. The Nazis were moving forward, looking to get closer to Vincenzo and the catapults, the shells of their tanks falling short of their intended mark by a good fifty yards. Connors looked up at the clear sky and the sun drifting toward its center.

It was a horrible waste of a beautiful day.

He stepped toward the middle of the tracks, waved his hand, and then he and the boys opened fire. Nazi soldiers fell in a heap, caught unaware by the rear attack. Connors wrapped the two machine guns around his shoulders, yanked two grenades off his belt, pulled the pins out with his teeth and threw them toward the tanks and soldiers. He rolled to the ground, swung the guns back into his hands and resumed firing, targeting the Nazis closest to the tanks and leaving the easier targets for the boys on his flanks.

“Okay, Vincenzo,” he said to himself. “It’s time to ring those bells.”

 

Vincenzo and Nunzia were on their knees in front of the first catapult, legs scraping against sharp rocks wedged between the tracks, debris from the exploding tank shells dancing in the air around them. Each held a mallet and looked out past the tanks and soldiers at Connors and the street boys as they exchanged heavy fire with the Nazis outside the railroad tunnels. Vincenzo rubbed the sides of the old tower bell strapped to the center of the catapult and got to his feet, the mallet raised high above his head. He pounded down two blows to the left side as Nunzia did the same to the right and then both stepped back. The chain holding the bell in place snapped and released both the bell and the bomb it held in its well. They watched as the bomb arched high toward the sky, then sank down toward a Nazi tank, its engine revving hard, the driver anxiously shifting gears to avoid its impact. 

The explosion rocked the terminal and flung the tank ten feet off the ground.

It bounced across the tracks, crushing several soldiers in its wake, and came to a fiery halt on the rocky slope near a concrete platform. Vincenzo pumped his fist. Nunzia and the boys jumped in the air and cheered with delight. The boys rushed toward the two remaining catapults, pounding down on the chains holding the bombs and bells, eager to release their havoc on the Nazis. “You did it, Vincenzo,” Nunzia said. “You really made it work.”

“It wasn’t me,” Vincenzo said, touching the side of her face and walking toward the others. “It was your father. If we win anything at all today, it will be because of what he did and what he showed us could be done.”

“He would have been pleased to hear that,” Nunzia managed to say. 

Vincenzo turned and looked back at her and smiled. “I don’t think so,” he said. “It’s more likely he would have come up with something to be angry about.”

 

The Nazis were trapped.

Connors and the boys bore down on them, firing their rounds, tossing their grenades and cocktails. Vincenzo and Nunzia sent their heavy artillery hurtling, demolishing two tanks at a clip. Kunnalt surveyed the fiery scene and ordered his tanks and soldiers to swing to the right, leave the main station and head for the center of the city. There was one unobstructed road open to them and they moved straight for it, firing wildly at the boys at both ends of the tracks.

“All right,” Connors screamed out, “everybody move back. Take the wounded and put them in the tunnels. The rest of you get up those hills and out of sight.”

Dante stepped up next to Connors and stared at the retreating tanks and soldiers. Blood ran down the side of his face from a gash above his eye. “They should be coming up to the spot any second now. Unless we placed them wrong.”

“We’ll know soon enough,” Connors said. “How’d we do on casualties?”

“We lost four boys,” Dante said. “Six others are wounded. One of them could use a doctor.”

“Have Nunzia look at him,” Connors said. “See if she can patch him up and keep him together for a couple of days. We should have some help in here by then.”

Dante took a cigarette from out of his pants pocket and put it to his mouth. He snapped off a match and was close to lighting it when Connors reached over, pulled the cigarette from Dante’s lips and put it up to his own. He then lifted the boy’s hand that was holding the match, lit the cigarette with it and took in a deep drag. He shook Dante’s arm and put out the match. “That was the only one I had left,” Dante said.

“Good to hear,” Connors said, walking along the tracks, watching the Nazi tanks near the narrow road taking them out of the main station. “You’re not a sergeant just yet. When you are, then you can smoke.”

The loud series of explosions knocked both of them off their feet. The Nazi tanks had driven across the mine field set by the street boys. Dante’s machine gun bounced along the edges of the track. The heavy continuous blasts sent German soldiers sprawling and strewing armor parts in all directions. Connors got to his knees, watching the destruction taking place at the far end of the station as he wiped a hand across the reopened wound around his neck. He turned to check on Dante. The boy was on his hands and knees, his eyes lost in the massive spectacle that was unfolding. “How many did you and Franco lay down?” Connors asked.

“All that we had left,” Dante said in hushed tones. “There were about a dozen and we laid them in under the rocks about ten feet apart, just like you told us to do.”

“That should be enough to wipe out at least half those tanks,” Connors said. “And if more than twenty soldiers come out of that alive, I’d be surprised.”

“So I did a good job?” Dante asked.

“Yes,” Connors said to him, slowly getting to his feet and retrieving his weapons. “You did a very good job.”

“Now can I have a cigarette?” Dante asked, running to catch up to Connors.

“Wait until after the war,” Connors said, looking over his shoulder.

 

Nunzia poured red wine over her hands and dried them on a clean dishrag. She looked down at the wounded boy and smiled, moving a row of damp, thick strands of hair away from his eyes. They were inside one of the four tunnels, the boy resting on a soiled thin mattress, his head propped up on three folded shirts. There were a half dozen lit candles around them and in the shadows of the semidarkness, Nunzia could see the severity of the boy’s stomach wounds.

“Come ti ciami?” she asked the boy.

“Maurizio,” he said. 

He was close to twelve, thin, with a sweet angular face and deep, rich black eyes. His hands rested quietly at his side and he moaned slightly with each sharp jolt of pain. He looked into her face and nodded. “Non che niente da fare,” he said in a low voice.

Nunzia rested two fingers across his lips and rubbed her hand along the sides of his face. She reached behind her and pulled out a sopping wet cloth from a small pot filled with brown water. She squeezed the water from the cloth and rested it on top of Maurizio’s warm forehead. Nunzia turned when she saw the shadow approach, pulling a pistol from her waistband. She lowered the gun when she spotted the familiar face.

“Thought you could use some help,” Connors said.

“The shrapnel wound is very deep,” she said. “I think I can stop the bleeding and bandage it up. But I don’t know what to do about the two bullets in his stomach.”

Connors looked down at the boy and then back up to Nunzia. “He’s losing too much blood. Those bullets need to come out.”

“I don’t know how,” Nunzia said.

“Please,” Maurizio said, running his tongue across dry lips, his words coming out in slow spurts. “Don’t touch them. I know you want to help. But I can’t take the pain. Just stay with me. Both of you. Don’t let me die alone.”

Nunzia wiped at the corners of her eyes and leaned in closer to the dying boy, holding on tight to both his hands. Maurizio stared up at Connors, his breath coming in tight hushes. Connors yanked his canteen off his hip and poured some water into his hand. He dipped two fingers into his wet palm and brushed them against Maurizio’s cracked lips. 

“My rosary beads,” the boy whispered, moving his fingers along his pants. “They’re in my pocket.”

Connors dug a hand into the boy’s pocket and eased out a string of black beads, the bottom row wrapped around a silver crucifix. He gently pried open Maurizio’s palm and placed the beads in the middle, then closed the hand and held it to his chest for several seconds. He rocked on his heels and watched as the boy brought the crucifix up to his lips. “Grazia,” he said, his eyes once again shining.

The boy began to shiver and shake, the blood gushing from the open wound, his thin legs trembling under the torn cotton pants. He held out his arms and awkwardly lifted his head. “Be with me,” he said to Connors and Nunzia. “I’m too afraid to die alone.”

Connors and Nunzia stretched out in the middle of the empty tracks, resting their heads on Maurizio’s thin shoulders, their arms wrapped around his bloody body. They closed their eyes, listening as the boy said a soft and gentle prayer. 

They stayed and held him until he died.

 

Connors waited for Nunzia outside the tunnel entrance, his uniform drenched in Maurizio’s blood, a moist cigarette smoldering in his right hand. His face was flushed red and he pounded against the hard brick wall with his fists. All soldiers reach a point, as do most men, when the reality of death overwhelms them. It can happen on a battlefield or in a mess hall. With some, it can occur decades after the last bloody body was seen, thousands of miles removed from the painful memory. But the moment always finds its place. For Steve Connors, that place was in the middle of an empty train tunnel in an Italian city torn to shreds, listening to a frail boy taking his last breath.

Nunzia stepped up behind him and placed a hand on his shoulder. Connors kept his head down, eyes staring holes through the grimy side of the wall, his hands pressed against the still-hot bricks. “I cleaned his wound and found a shirt in the back pile that fit him,” she whispered. “And I folded the rosary beads around his fingers.”

“They try to teach you to keep it all buried, from day one of boot camp,” Connors said, the top of his head pressed against the wall. “To act as if you can’t see any of the horrible things that happen around you. To keep your focus on the enemy and not on some guy you just left bleeding back in the middle of a mud field, whose last name you’re not even sure you can remember. But how can you not see it?”

“No one really survives a war,” Nunzia said. “There are never any winners or losers. There are just those who bury their memories and those who live with them every day.”

Connors turned around and slammed his back against the wall, his eyes bitter and red. “He was twelve and he got shot in a battle over train tracks,” he said. “And he died braver than any soldier I’ve ever seen in the field. He looked right into my eyes and there was no anger there, no hatred. There was just a quiet peace. That little boy understood more about living and dying than I ever will.”

She walked over to him and rested her head against his shoulders, her arms wrapped around his waist. “Death and war is all that most of these boys have known,” she whispered. “What happy times they’ve had in their lives are so far in the past, it’s difficult to even imagine. They now live day to day. Just like me and just like you.”

Connors clasped his hands around hers and held on to them tight, his head still crammed with images he knew would linger for the rest of his life. “The other boys are waiting,” he said finally. “We need to be with them.”

“They wait for you,” she said. “Vincenzo is their heart and my father was their soul. But you’re the one who lifts their courage, who makes them believe they belong on the same field with the Nazis.”

“It doesn’t sound like I’m doing them any favors,” Connors said.

“You give them hope,” Nunzia said. “That’s something they haven’t had since the war started and it’s something no boy should be without.”

Connors lifted Nunzia’s face, his arms around her waist. “Is that what I give you?” he asked. “Hope?”

“Yes,” she said with a gentle nod of her head. “That and much love.”

“I’ll look for you when the dust settles,” Connors told her.

“I know you will.”

He brought her back up to him and kissed her one last time. 


 
34

SPACCANAPOLI

The final battle for the streets of Naples began at two in the afternoon on a sunny first day of October.

The sky was as clear as a pane of glass and the sun burned down on the large piazza that was dominated by bombed-out houses and dark, imposing office buildings, their windows blown out. In the center of the square was a large church, its three-tiered steeples grasping for the heavens, its curved stone steps leading to the shuttered iron doors. Seven wide alleys led into and out of the square, a dim route to another area of the city. Spaccanapoli sat on Naples like a giant squid, it’s large tentacles spread in all directions.

Four boys were positioned in each of the alleys, hidden against the sides of walls, guns and cocktails in their hands. Vincenzo peeked out from behind a large mound of rubble off one of the main alleys. He saw fifteen Nazi tanks move up and down the square and into the side streets, a large contingent of soldiers following in their wake. Von Klaus stood in the well of a tank in the center of the square, his eyes on the empty buildings, binoculars at rest, his body calm and at ease. Vincenzo leaned back down, head and shoulders resting on the sharp piles of brick and stone, wishing that somehow he could make the peaceful morning last forever.

Von Klaus surveyed the positions of his tanks and the placement of his soldiers. He took a deep breath and tapped against the side of his vehicle. The men in the well below him slammed in the first shell, braced themselves against the tank walls and fired. The first shot of the final battle landed in the middle of an abandoned pharmacy and sent it crumbling to the ground. 

Vincenzo lit the fuse end of his kerosene bottle and hurled it over his head, watching it land against the rear of a Nazi tank. The hidden street boys jumped from their posts along the nooks and crevices of the alleys and fired at the soldiers that were stationed at the base of the square. The Nazis whirled at the sound of the shells landing at their feet and returned the shots with a furious volley of their own. The boys emptied their guns and began to back into the alleys, tossing rocks at the soldiers who were following them in, a tank trailing each small group. Vincenzo monitored the action, running down the center alley, sliding through the front door of the collapsed tram blocking his path, and emerging from the other end. He moved from one alley to the next, gazing over the tops of the trams, watching the boys lead the tanks and soldiers down the narrow strips. The Nazi soldiers were in aggressive pursuit, stepping over the bodies of fallen boys and firing down on those who scampered toward the trams. “Remember to jump in the driver’s side,” Vincenzo shouted. “It’s the only place not mined.”

He watched one boy slip and tumble across the dark cobblestones and then quickly get back to his feet, his body one long strip of welts, bruises and open cuts. He turned, threw his last rock at a rushing Nazi and looked across the tram at Vincenzo. “What if the tanks don’t even try to go over these?” he asked.

“We’ve left them no choice,” Vincenzo reassured the boy. “A tank never backs up. Especially if it sees its enemy waiting on the other side.”

“I only pray you’re right,” the boy said. He dove head first into the driver’s side door.

“So do I,” Vincenzo said in a low voice, his eyes on the Nazi tank less than twenty feet away.

 

Nunzia, Franco, Claudio, Pepe and Dante were running across the far end of the square, pursued by six Nazi soldiers, both groups firing at each other. The children circled and dove behind the edges of a large, empty fountain next to a pink stucco two-story building. Angela bolted out the shattered front door, tossed a lit kerosene bottle toward the soldiers, then jumped in beside the others behind the base of the fountain. The explosion killed two of the soldiers, sending debris down across their backs and heads. The children braced against the sides of the fountain and checked the ammo on their guns, the soldiers’ footsteps a rock-toss away. “They’re coming at us from both sides,” Angela said, glancing above the clipped wing of an urchin. “We can’t let them trap us in here.”

Dante secured his last clip into the chamber of his machine gun. “I’m tired of running,” he said. “I’m tired of everything. I think we all are.”

Nunzia looked at each of the children, holding them down, away from enemy range. “We just need to go a little farther,” she pleaded. “Once I get you out of the square, then you can rest.”

“No,” Dante said, his warm eyes sad, his lips pursed and determined. “We came here to fight, not to run.”

Nunzia watched as, one by one, they nodded their heads in agreement, then checked their rifles, machine guns and pistols, prepared to step into the teeth of the fight. “The Nazis have seen our backs for three days,” Angela told her. “It’s time for them to see our faces. See who it is they’re fighting.”

Nunzia looked above the rim of the fountain, a dozen soldiers easing in closer to them, crouched down low, machine guns at the ready. She turned back to the children around her. “Spread out across the base,” she said, “and fire until your guns are empty. If you need to run, head for the side alleys above us. And God be with you all.”

They rose as one, firing the last of their bullets at the surrounding troops.

The return volleys were heavy, landing against the sides of the fountain and in the pink stucco wall behind them. Pepe rotated his machine gun from left to right, taking down two Nazi soldiers before the sting of a shoulder wound sent him sprawling to the dirt. Angela fired her rifle from waist level, scatter shooting and landing with a sniper’s precision. She tossed aside the empty gun and pulled the blade from the crook of her neck and flung it into the chest of a leaping soldier, his reach a mere inches from her face. Nunzia emptied her pistol and jumped under Franco and Claudio’s fierce fire, reaching for the machine gun of a fallen soldier. She came up on one knee, ripping bullets into the fronts and backs of the oncoming Nazis.

Beyond them, the piazza had exploded into a vast killing field, the fire on both sides heavy and often hitting its mark. The tanks rained down their anger on both brick and body, rumbling through the side streets and over collapsed and burning structures, seeking out their human targets. Von Klaus worked one end of the square, shouting out orders, directing his scattered troops to wreak their havoc on an enemy he never envisioned being as resilient or as dangerous as the street boys. Kunnalt, his shoulder bleeding from a wound sustained in the tunnel battle, was keyed in on the other end, his tanks firing at the array of silent buildings and the wild scampering of the children. Plumes of thick smoke, haze and blood filled a square that had once been the pride of all Neapolitans. 

Connors was on the steps of the church, in the center of a small arsenal of machine guns, flame throwers, kerosene bottles and grenades, six boys spread out to his left and right, firing down on the Nazis with the final remnants of their rage. He tossed aside an empty machine gun and reached down for another, looked up across the square and saw Nunzia lead Angela and the boys on their valiant charge. He signaled the boys around him to seek shelter and keep firing as he inched his way forward, separated from the woman he loved by the enemy he loathed.

 

Vincenzo stood across the road, surrounded by a kneeling and wounded cluster of street boys, their weapons strewn by their sides, each watching as the tanks made their move onto the toppled trams. The front ends of the tanks squeezed down on the rusty hulks of the ancient buses, the sound of bending steel and breaking glass vibrating out of the dark, smoky alleys. The treads on the tracks churned as they eased themselves into the soft well of the hunkered vehicles. Fabrizio stood behind Vincenzo, the mastiff at his side. “Don’t worry,” Vincenzo said in a voice loud enough to be heard above the din of the tanks. “Maldini will not let us down.”

The tank in the middle alley went first. 

The mines buried inside the tram gave off a violent and angry shudder, then the force split the tank and the body of the bus in two. The front end of the tank flew out from the mouth of the alley, trailing a long thin line of flame and smoke. It flipped end over end and skidded to a halt along the edge of the rail tracks. The tram let loose a large gulp of fire up the alley walls, torching what remained of the convoy of soldiers before forcing its flames into the open square.

The next three explosions shook the foundation of the piazza and sent the facade of many buildings and homes tumbling to the ground in scattered heaps. Soldiers and boys fell, carts and statues were toppled, shattered glass came down from on high, slicing its way through flesh and bone.

Von Klaus looked at the fires coming out of the alleys, shaken by the blasts, his face tinged a heavy shade of red from the intensity of the four-edged cauldron, knowing that within the confines of those tight dank corridors he had lost four tanks and twenty brave men. He slammed his fist against the side of his tank, as much in frustration as in anger, losing the tight leash he kept on his emotions, finally allowing the hardness of the street soldier to overcome the frailties of the man. He ordered his tank to circle around toward the mouth of the empty alleys and fire a volley of shells as it moved. The treads ran over and crushed rocks, glass and bodies. He saw Kunnalt, wounded and fighting on in a corner of the square, his soldiers firing at a woman and a line of street boys. “You win,” he shouted across the space between them. “You’ll finally get your wish.”

“Which wish is that, sir?” Kunnalt shouted back.

“To see them all dead,” Von Klaus said.

His tank moved forward, his eyes still on the bleeding young officer, the fires and explosions around them growing louder with each passing second.

 

The B-24 flew above the demolishing landscape, its experienced crew looking down at the inferno that engulfed Spaccanapoli with silent dismay. “Hold off on dropping any bombs,” the pilot instructed through his mouthpiece. “They’re too bunched up. We’ll end up wiping out the whole plaza. I think it’s best to bring it around again and see if we can get some gunfire in there without hitting somebody other than Nazis.”

“You get us close enough, we might be able to knock off some of them tanks,” a gunner in the bubble, Sharky, said. “Help give those boys a little bit of a break.”

“Anybody make out that guy from the Thunderbirds in the crowd?” the pilot asked.

“Hard to see through all the smoke, but it looks like there’s a G.I. cornered over by that church to your right,” another voice answered.

“Whatever we do, let’s make sure we don’t hit any of those kids.” The pilot glanced over at the lieutenant to his right. “They’re dealing with enough shit without having to worry about us on their ass.”

“If you can get close to the north end of the square,” Sharky said, “I can get in a good swipe at those tanks and soldiers jammed in beside those alleys.”

“There are kids coming at them from the other end,” the pilot said. “By the time I swing around, they’ll be there.”

“Might just be enough for those tanks to know we’re here,” the rear gunner said. “Make them take a step back, knowing we’re closing in.”

“Let’s all just be patient,” the pilot said. “I’m going to keep moving around until one of you finds an opening. When you see enough clearance, then take your shots and make them count. Make the tanks a priority. The kids are too close to the soldiers for us to risk a swoop.”

“Do you want to keep the tanks contained in the square?” one of the gunners asked. “Or do you want them back out on the road?”

“Let it play itself out,” the pilot said, swinging the front end of the B-24 high to the left and away from the piazza. “In the square or out, be nice if we leave behind some burning tanks. There’s some pretty intense fighting going on down there. Which means that more sooner than later, one side’s going to have to move back. That’s when we go in.”

“Those kids look to be pretty much holding their own,” Sharky said. “Be nice if we can give them a hand.”

“They know we’re here,” the pilot said, gently easing the B-24 clear of the battle zone. “And they know we’ll be back. For now, that’s all we can give them.”

“Comfort first,” Sharky said, surveying the scene behind him, “bombs and bullets later.”

 

Vincenzo placed the wounded boy under the shade of a large pine tree, resting his head on top of a mound of torn clothing. He turned around and put both hands on Fabrizio’s slender arms. “I want you and the dog to stay here and keep an eye on the wounded,” he told him. “I need someone I can trust to keep them safe.”

Fabrizio nodded several times, his eyes wide and filled with confidence. “I won’t let anything happen to them,” he said.

“You should all be safe here,” Vincenzo said, the fires of the alley glowing at his back. “This street is not on a route the Nazis will want to take.”

“Where will you be?” Fabrizio asked, staring at Vincenzo and the dozen street boys standing behind him.

“Where I belong,” Vincenzo said.

He turned away from the boy and ran toward the fire in the alleys, the rest of the street boys trailing close behind, three of them holding thin blankets under their arms. “Jump right through the flames and you’ll be okay,” Vincenzo shouted, picking up his pace. “If the fire gets to your clothes, don’t worry. Someone will get to you before it can get to your skin.”

“Why are we going in this way?” one of the boys yelled out. “Some of the other alleys are wide open and clear.”

“There are soldiers and tanks waiting in the mouths of those alleys,” Vincenzo said. “They expect us to make a run at them from there. They’re not counting on us running through fire. Remember to have your guns ready to shoot as soon as you cross the flames. We’ll only be a surprise to them for a few seconds.”

“I hate surprises,” one of the boys said as he picked up his pace and passed Vincenzo and the others, several feet away from the arching flames.

“So do the Nazis,” Vincenzo said.

 

Nunzia, Angela and the boys stood in front of the fountain, firing the last bullets in their guns, the bodies of half a dozen soldiers strewn about their feet. A shot fired by Kunnalt, standing in the well of his tank, his uniform smeared in blood, clipped Claudio in the shoulder and sent him sprawling, one side of his head landing on top of a chipped piece of stone. Nunzia and Pepe pulled the boy behind the fountain, both still firing guns with their free hands. As she emptied the bullets in her chamber, Nunzia looked past the smoke and the heavy return fire and saw Connors running across the square toward her, two blazing guns in his hands. “Nunzia, get down!” Franco shouted, shoving her to her knees.

She broke away from him and turned to catch a rifle tossed to her by Angela. She gave a quick glance at those around her. Franco bled from his leg and arm, holding a machine gun in the crook of his good shoulder. Pepe was shooting from a sitting position, a large bloody gash open on his forehead. Claudio was throwing rocks and stones, trying to get to a fallen soldier’s gun, his arm washed in blood. Angela, the front of her shirt soaked the color of beets, stood her ground and fought with both a gun and a knife. 

Nunzia clicked the trigger on the rifle and turned to aim it at Kunnalt, now out of his tank and coming at her, less than ten feet away. Connors was in the middle of the firefight, ramming the backs of Nazis with the butt end of his guns, shooting them as they went down, inching his way toward her. She turned her head and quickly looked his way, catching his eye and holding the gaze for the briefest of seconds.

Kunnalt’s first shot hit her flush in the stomach, knocking her backwards, the gun flying from her hands.

The second one landed just below her neckline, its force turning her around and away from him, her right hand curled just above the edge of the fountain. Angela and the boys held their fire, eyes frozen on Nunzia’s fallen body. Connors ripped through the Nazi line, in a frenzy, killing all that stood between him and the woman he loved. He rushed to her side, watching as Kunnalt drifted away, enveloped in a veil of smoke. He dropped to his knees and turned her face toward his, desperately aware that the wounds were deep and fatal. “No,” he mumbled, in between broken breaths and muffled sobs. “Don’t do this. I’m begging you, please, don’t die. I’ll get you out. We all will. Just please. Hang on for me. Please.”

She placed a hand across his quivering mouth, her warm eyes calm and peaceful. Connors heard and saw nothing else but her, alone in the center of a brutal storm. “A good man always finds love,” she said to him. “You found it with me, even here, even now.”

“Yes,” Connors said, “I did find it.”

“And you will again, my American.”

Connors held her closer, kissing the top of her head, her blood oozing onto his shirt. “Ti amo, Nunzia,” he told her. “Ti amo.”

She looked at him and smiled. “Who taught you to say that?” The coldness reached her waist, her body giving in to the power of the bullets.

“Your father,” Connors said. “He told me if I said it twice, the love will last forever.”

“I think he made that part up,” she said.

“I believed it,” Connors said, rocking her gently back and forth. “I still believe it.”

Her hand slipped away from his face and her eyes slowly closed. Connors held her for several minutes, running his fingers through the strands of her hair, the tears falling from his eyes and mixing with the blood on his shirt. He then rested her head back on the ground and turned to the silent, stunned street boys around him. In the far corner of the square, he saw Kunnalt running back to his tank. He stood, reached for Nunzia’s rifle and handed it to Angela. He then looked at each of the children. “I want you to stay with her,” he told them. “Don’t leave her alone for any reason. If anyone goes near her, make them very dead.”

He picked up a machine gun and ran out into the smoke and haze of the square, in search of Kunnalt.

 

Vincenzo and the street boys jumped through the thick flames of the exploding trams, side-stepping the destroyed tank, and came out the other end of the fire shooting at the Nazis grouped at the far side of the alley. The soldiers turned, quickly got to their knees and began to return fire. Several feet behind the soldiers, Von Klaus swung his tank into position, looking to ensure that the boys’ charge would be a futile one. Vincenzo and the boys moved forward. Bullets bounced off the sides of the walls and the hard pavement, but many also found their mark and boys tumbled to the ground. In the center of the alley, Vincenzo lifted his right arm. At the signal, the boys dropped their guns and pulled two grenades each from the back waistbands of their pants. They pulled the pins. 

“Let them taste it,” Vincenzo shouted out and watched the arched path of the grenades reach the fleeing Nazi soldiers.

The explosions rocked the alley and sent them all to the ground. Vincenzo landed with a thud against a sharp piece of rock, which sliced a deep cut across his cheek and just below his eye. He crawled to his feet, glared out past the rushing smoke, the alley now empty except for Von Klaus and the mouth of his tank. Vincenzo stood on shaky knees, a small pistol clutched in his right hand, watching as the tank eased its way into his end of the alley. White fumes embraced Von Klaus as he looked down at the boy from inside the open well. The tank inched forward and came to a stop, twenty feet away from Vincenzo and the street boys. “I will not allow you a victory,” Von Klaus shouted down at him. “Not today and not ever.”

“It is still our flag that flies here,” Vincenzo said, holding his ground, gripping the trigger of the pistol, his mind fogged by the blow to the head and the blood that flowed down the side of his face. “Not yours.”

“That flag will be the last thing you will live to see,” Von Klaus said, poised to give the order to fire. “Your adventure ends with honor, but in death.”

“There’s no honor in fighting a Nazi,” Vincenzo said. “Or dying at his hand.”

“Then you’ll die like an Italian,” Von Klaus said. “Free of both honor or victory.”

 

The shot came from an open window just to the right of Von Klaus.

It caught the colonel flush in the square of his side, forcing him to clutch and double up. Vincenzo looked up and saw a stunned Fabrizio standing in the window. The boy stared at the rifle in his hands. “I’m sorry I didn’t do what you told me to do,” he said. “But I didn’t want any more of my friends to die.”

Behind Vincenzo, two of the street boys had slid open a sewer cover and had begun to scamper into the open hole. Von Klaus lifted his head and looked at Vincenzo, a pistol in his right hand. He squeezed off two shaky rounds, one missing the boy, the other grazing his right leg, sending him down to one knee. Above them, a B-24 hovered in the skies.

Vincenzo fired back as he retreated, his shots ricocheting off the sides of the tank. Two street boys rushed up and grabbed him, dragging him, legs first, into the sewer hole. Vincenzo and Von Klaus held the hard look between them until the very second the leader of the street boys disappeared under the cover of a tunnel, the hot shell from the tank turret exploding just above his head.

As Vincenzo and the boys raced along the edges of the tunnel runway, they could hear the heavy fire from the B-24 shell Von Klaus and his tank. Vincenzo, his arm wrapped around the shoulders of an older street boy whose name he didn’t even know, looked up at the shaking, dusty curved lid of the tunnel. “Enjoy the rest of your time in Naples, Colonel,” he said.

 

Connors and Kunnalt exchanged gunfire as they both ran. Connors emptied the last bullets in his machine gun, the final blasts missing the fleeing Nazi. He tossed the empty gun to the ground and closed in on his target. Kunnalt turned, a pistol aimed toward Connors, but was caught at chest level by the soldier’s leap before he could get off another shot. They crashed through the large front window of a long-abandoned storefront, the weight of the American knocking the wind from the Nazi, the force of the fall reopening Connors’s shoulder wound. They rolled on the marble floor, over rocks and debris, kicking aside thin slants of old wood and discarded cardboard boxes. Kunnalt pushed back Connors’s head and jabbed several punches into the now bleeding wound, blood rushing out in thick spasms. Connors lifted his right knee and shoved Kunnalt off him. He hit him twice in the face and once in the chest, sending the Nazi sprawling along the dusty floor, flat on his back.

Kunnalt stretched out his left hand and wrapped it around a thick hunk of stone. Connors was on his knees and coming up toward the officer when he caught the blow against the side of his face. A second punch hit him at the back of his neck and sent him skidding toward the side of an old fireplace, ashes still piled high in the redbrick center. Kunnalt hovered over him, yanked Connors by the hair at the back of his head and rubbed his face and eyes in the pile of ashes. Connors struggled to lift his head, feeling along the marble floor for leverage, looking to push back at the Nazi. The tips of his fingers rubbed against the end of a sharp, rusty old iron poker. Connors pushed his head back several inches, his mouth filled with the taste of ash and slid his body down until he could grasp the poker in his right hand.

Kunnalt straddled the American, grabbing the back of his wet shirt and lifting him to his knees. “A soldier should not have to die this way,” Kunnalt said, a knife held tight in his right hand. “Not for a bunch of children.”

Connors whirled around, broke the hold and got to his feet. He reached back and jammed the poker deep into Kunnalt’s stomach, watching the Nazi’s eyes widen and hearing the knife fall to the floor. He held it there for several seconds, Kunnalt growing weaker, his left hand gripped around the end of the poker, the blood flowing out of his midsection, the life ebbing from his face. Connors stood above Kunnalt and felt the breath of death flow from his open mouth. He slammed his boot against the end of the poker, ramming it deeper into the Nazi’s body. Connors stepped back and let the Nazi fall facedown against the cold marble floor, the tip of the poker rising out of the center of his back.

Connors looked down at Kunnalt and then walked slowly out of the store. 

 

The square was a thick mask of smoke.

Four Nazi tanks fired at what was left of the buildings and fleeing children. Connors walked toward the fountain, Angela and the boys still hovering over Nunzia’s body. Vincenzo, Fabrizio and the mastiff were now with them. Connors stepped between the boys, bent down and gathered Nunzia’s body in his arms. He held her close to his chest, his eyes staring at her peaceful face. He turned and placed her gently inside the fountain, lining a series of thick rocks around the edges of her body. Vincenzo moved in alongside him and rested a hand on top of hers. “You had her love,” Vincenzo said to him. 

Connors looked away from Nunzia and stared at the boy, his face and leg bleeding, a machine gun in his left hand. “Sometimes that’s just not enough,” he said in a low voice. 

The shell exploded just above their heads, chunks of pink stucco flying down at them, the Nazi tank bearing in on the small group, firing bullets in their direction. “Up the church steps,” Vincenzo yelled, pointing to his right, waving the group away. “Grab some weapons and hurry. We’ll let the tank come to us.”

The group ran toward the dozen steps of the large church, the last building in the square untouched by Nazi bombs, stopping only to pick up guns and grenades from the side of the fallen. Vincenzo followed, firing his gun at the approaching tank as he moved. Connors, his back to the oncoming vehicle, bullets spitting at the dirt around him, held his place above Nunzia’s body. “You, too, American,” Vincenzo said. “You’re not going to do her any favors by dying. Get to the church and help the others. They need you there.”

Connors whirled and glared at Vincenzo. “If you don’t mind, General,” he said. “I’m not in the mood for taking orders.”

Vincenzo turned from the tank to the soldier, his voice softer. “It’s not an order,” he said. “It’s a favor. Help us finish what we started.”

Connors and Vincenzo held their look for several seconds, ignoring the guns and the shells exploding around them. The soldier looked down at Nunzia one more time, then picked up two machine guns and a row of hand grenades and followed Vincenzo toward the steps of the church.

 

They stood with their backs against the bronze doors of a medieval structure built for prayer, the tank inching its way up the stone steps, firing an angry volley of bullets as it lumbered toward them. The ragged army held its place and fired back. Connors and Vincenzo rained machine-gun fire against the steel of the tank. Angela, Franco, Claudio, Dante and Pepe tossed grenades at the handful of soldiers hidden by the shadows of the vehicle. Fabrizio threw as many rocks and stones as he could find, the bullmastiff barking angrily by his side. Three other Nazi tanks circled the square and headed in their direction.

The tank bounced from one step to the next, close enough now for the boys to reach out and touch. Angela tossed out her last grenade and ran down the steps, trying to reach an abandoned machine gun. A Nazi soldier leaped out from behind the tank and fired, hitting her in the knee. She fell, grabbed for the machine gun and threw it to Franco. The boy caught it on the run, then he, Connors and Vincenzo jumped on top of the tank and crawled their way toward the lid.

The boys snapped open the lid of the tank and jumped off, Franco fired at the soldiers huddled behind the vehicle, giving the wounded Vincenzo the cover he needed. As they all scooted up the stairs, Vincenzo pulling Angela along with them, they watched Connors jam his guns inside the lid of the tank and fire until his bullets were spent. The tank creaked to a halt, a mere inches from the front doors of the shuttered church.

Connors cast aside his guns and unpinned his last grenade, tossing it at the soldiers firing from behind the tank. He jumped off the front end just as the explosion hit, sending three more Nazis tumbling to their deaths. He ran up the steps and grabbed Fabrizio, shielding the boy with his body.

“We only have a few guns left to fight with,” Vincenzo told him. “They still have three tanks, all heading here.”

“And we’re short of bullets and grenades,” Franco said.

Connors looked up and down the line, each one of them either too spent or too wounded to move. The steps leading up to the church were speckled with blood and bodies. The entire square was a bright blaze of flame and horror, bodies crumpled alongside buildings, tanks overturned and shedding oil and smoke, fires raging in all corners.

The three tanks rumbled along the sides of the square, closing in on the church, looking to take aim and end the final stand of Connors and the street boys. “You can run,” Connors said. “They’ll get some of you, but not all. It makes no sense for everybody to die.”

“Send Fabrizio and the dog,” Angela said. “The rest of us will stay.”

Fabrizio stepped out from behind Connors. “I will never leave my friends,” the youngest of them said. 

Connors reached down and lifted the small boy into his arms, holding him against the flowing blood of his upper body. He kissed Fabrizio on the cheek and stared into his gentle eyes.

“It was a miracle we took it this far,” Franco said. “I thought we would all be dead the first time we tried to fight the Nazis.”

“We were just one miracle short,” Connors said, looking down at the circling tanks. “That is, if you believe in those things.”

They heard the plane before they saw it.

The B-24 came from out of the smoke and the clouds to bear down on the Nazi tanks. Vincenzo stepped away from the door and looked up at the American plane, firing at the now-fleeing tanks, chasing them into the alleys at the far end of the square. He turned and glanced over at Connors and shrugged, half his face covered in blood. “It’s getting harder not to believe in miracles,” he said.

The B-24’s machine-gun turrets riddled the last remaining Nazi soldiers in the square, then circled back, giving the Panzers time to clear away from the area. It swooped down one final time and dropped three hundred pounds of bomb on top of the three tanks, sending each to its final destiny.

The streets of Naples were free of Nazi rule.

 

Connors, Vincenzo and the others walked down the steps of the church, out into the burning square. They moved together silently through the smoke and haze, staring at the bodies of the children and soldiers that filled the piazza. They stopped in front of the fountain and Nunzia’s body. “I want to bury her,” Connors said to Vincenzo. “Do you know a place she would have liked?”

“Nunzia was like her father,” Vincenzo said. “She loved the sea and the city. There are places along Piazza Trento e Trieste where she can see both.”

“Take us there,” Connors said.

The American turned and lifted Nunzia’s body into his arms and walked with her slowly past each remaining street boy. One by one, they gently kissed her folded hands. Connors followed Vincenzo out of the square and into the darkness of a quiet alley. The rest of the group inched in behind them, their wounds still open and bleeding, their hands finally free of guns, the Italian sun warming their backs.

They kept their heads bowed in silent prayer as they went off to bury one more of their dead.
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LUNGOMARE 

The bonfires lit the night sky.

The group sat around the warm flames, drinking from tin cups filled with red wine, their wounds bandaged as well as possible, staring out at the quiet sea and up toward a blanket of stars. Fabrizio rested his head against the side of the sitting mastiff, both of them gently drifting off to sleep. Connors lit a cigarette and offered one to Dante. “I’m not a sergeant yet,” the boy said, shaking his head.

“You fight like one,” Connors said, sliding the pack back into his pocket. 

“No planes, no tanks and no soldiers,” Vincenzo said. “It’s been years since that was true.”

“What happens to us now?” Angela asked, her leg wrapped in cloth, blood still seeping through.

“The Americans should be here in a day or two,” Connors said. “Some medical units as well. They’ll try to find anyone who’s left from your families and put you together with them.”

“We won’t have to worry about getting killed,” Franco said. “But now we have to figure out how to live.”

“That’s always going to be harder,” Connors told him. “No matter what side of the war you’re on.”

“What about you?” Claudio asked. “Where will you go?”

“I’ll stay here until my unit comes in,” Connors said.

“The Thunderbirds,” Vincenzo said, eyeing the patch once again.

“Right.” Connors gave him a knowing nod. “Then, wherever they go, I’ll go with them.”

“Will you get into trouble for helping us?” Vincenzo asked.

“They don’t ever get too mad at you for killing the enemy.” Connors tossed the last of his cigarette into the fire. “Whatever they come down with, I can handle.”

“I’m happy you stayed with us, American,” Vincenzo said. “We all are. It’s your victory as much as ours.”

“Was it worth it?” Connors asked, staring at him from across the fire.

“Yes,” Vincenzo said without hesitation.

“Just for you or for everybody?”

“It means as much to the ones who died as it does to the ones who live,” Vincenzo said, standing now and facing the fire. “This fight wasn’t for us. It was for Naples.”

Franco and Dante threw more wood on the fire, watching it grow bigger, giving the night an afternoon’s warmth and glow. The group sat closer to the fire. Connors looked past them toward the quiet lapping of the bay. He closed his eyes and smiled when he heard them begin to sing the first words to their favorite Neapolitan love ballad.

They stayed until early morning, singing the slow and sad lyrical words to “Parla Mi D’Amore, Mariu.” Their faces were warm and their cheeks red, their wounded bodies aching from the weight of battle. They lifted their eyes toward the sky and sang out in full voice as they held one another.

They were all that remained of a battered army of children, determined to die for the sake of their freedom.

And now they had finally found peace.

On the streets of a ruined city they could once again claim as their own. 


 
EPILOGUE

Without victory, there is no survival.

—WINSTON CHURCHILL

 

STAZIONE TERMINALE, NAPLES

OCTOBER 15, 1943

Vincenzo stood on the crowded platform looking up at the train. His shirt and pants pockets were crammed with official-looking documents, all stamped by both the American forces now in place in Naples and members of a provisional government that had been installed to oversee the rebuilding of the city.

Much had happened since the end of their battle against the Nazi tanks. The Americans had come in several days later and taken control of Naples. The boys were given medical aid and attention. Connors came by each day to check on their status. He eventually moved out with the rest of his Thunderbird division, heading up north toward Amalfi and the coast.

“Will you ever come back to Naples?” Vincenzo had asked the last time he saw the American.

“Why wouldn’t I?” Connors said to him. “I have a lot of friends here.”

Once their wounds were healed, Angela and the boys were put in temporary quarters as soldiers and city officials sought any surviving members of their families. One by one, each member of the group was sent to live in a place he or she would call home. There, they could once again be children, instead of soldiers.

 

Vincenzo picked up the valise by his side, packed with clothes given him by soldiers, and walked toward the steps of the train.

An American officer blocked his path.

Vincenzo stared up at him and saw that he wore the same patch as Connors on the side of his shirt. He put down his valise and waited for the American to speak.

“Are you Vincenzo?” the officer asked.

“Yes,” the boy said.

“My name’s Anders. Do you have a couple of minutes for me?”

“The train doesn’t leave for another twenty minutes,” Vincenzo said.

“How about we sit on that bench over there?” Anders pointed to a stone slab just off to the right. “You want some coffee or anything?”

“No,” Vincenzo said, walking to the bench and sitting down. “I have all I need.”

“Where’s the train taking you?” he asked. The captain sat down next to the boy and put an unlit cigar into a corner of his mouth.

“Milano,” Vincenzo said. “My aunt lives there. My father’s sister. She’s going to take me in.”

Anders nodded his head, both hands flat across the tops of his knees. “You and your boys gave those Nazis one helluva run,” he said.

“Why are you here?” Vincenzo asked.

Anders gave the boy a slight smile. “Connors told me you didn’t have much patience for bullshit,” the captain said. “As usual, he wasn’t lying.”

Anders reached a beefy hand inside his uniform jacket, pulled out a thin yellow envelope and handed it to Vincenzo. The boy took the envelope and held it on his lap.

“After Naples, I sent Connors and some of my Thunderbirds up the coast,” the captain said. “They teamed up with the Texas Division and some of the Brits and went against the Nazis who were fighting their way down from Rome. Some of those battles got pretty hot and not all of them went our way.”

“What happened to Connors?” Vincenzo asked, fearing he already knew the answer.

“I lost a lot of good men in those fights,” Captain Anders said, staring down hard at the boy by his side. “Steve Connors was one of them.”

The two sat silently for several minutes, gazing out as passengers rushed to catch the waiting train. “Before he went out,” Anders continued, “he asked me to give you that envelope, just in case anything happened. I don’t know what he put in it, but he said whatever it was, you had earned it.”

Vincenzo took a deep breath and wrapped his fingers around the yellow envelope, his throat dry, his lower lip trembling.

“He respected you, kid,” Anders said. “He respected all of you.”

“And one of us he loved,” Vincenzo said in a low voice. “Nunzia.”

“For what it’s worth,” Anders added, “we checked on that Panzer colonel. Von Klaus. He was pretty banged up but he got out of Naples alive. He probably wished he hadn’t. When he got back home, he walked into his house and found his family shot dead and the SS waiting in his dining room.”

“He was only a soldier,” Vincenzo said.

Captain Anders took a deep breath and stood up, then placed his hands on the boy’s shoulders. “I would wish you luck, son,” he said. “But that would be nothing but a waste of time. You know that better than I do. We just try to live while we can and make the best of it. So you just be well and stay well.”

Vincenzo gripped the envelope tighter and watched as Captain Anders turned and disappeared into the crowd.

 

Vincenzo sat in a seat next to a large window. He felt the train inch its way forward, easing away from the platform and out of the station, the puffs of white smoke from its front stack cascading down around the tracks. He took a deep breath and tore open one side of the yellow envelope. He reached inside and pulled out the Thunderbird patch Connors had worn on his sleeve. He stared at it for several seconds, his moist eyes blurring his vision. He brought the patch up to his chest, lowered his head and cried silent tears. 

The train was now chugging along its path, engine running at full throttle, heading north. Vincenzo lifted his head and looked out at the passing scenery, a maze of battered homes, blocked-off roads and military convoys. He caught his reflection in the thick glass and wiped the sides of his face with the palm of his hand.

Outside, white smoke billowed from the front of the train, sending thick clouds streaming through the air.

It was a day of peace in a time of war.
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