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A ROTTING SHADE

J. Scott Hardin
The train stopped just outside the Munich suburbs.  No whistles.  No bells.  No crowds or fanfare.  The conductors were sworn to secrecy.  Their papers would have been checked and double-checked, then reviewed by the S.S.  and double-reviewed.  Criminal backgrounds quite secondary.  Political backgrounds superlative and Aryan pedigrees confirmed.  They were stiff as corpses, too.  Eyes forward, shoulders back types.  Blue eyes forward.  Pale shoulders back.  Perfectly presentable specimens of the Master Race.  
Drawing aside the velvet curtain, Pietro Giovanni studied the motorcade through dusty glass.  More of the perfectly presentable were loading the luggage into the rear car outside.  The early morning sunlight pierced the canopy of frost-bitten birches and aspens, glistening about the black paint and polished chrome of the shiny cars.  He blinked his eyes and squinted, much as you would if you stepped out on deck after a sleepless night and saw the sun reflected in a myriad sharp and moveable angles off the crests and crevices of the sea.  It made him 

a little sick.  The Germans and their little Nazi flags and their affectations.  These diplomatic trysts were always such an irritating business.  
Soon the old Colonel came in and told everyone to get ready.  The Duce was in a hurry.  The Duce was always in a hurry, Pietro thought, and never more so than when the Germans were involved.  Copy a report.  Attach the addendum.  Send for the maps.  No wait, don’t send for the maps.  They change everyday anyway.  Ever in a rush to satisfy Der Führer, to placate Der Führer, to beg Der Führer.  Yes, it was always an irritating business.  
Fastening his collar in an open space of the back mirror that stood atop an ornate dresser, he caught sight of a handsome face.  Short, dark curls framed a swarthy skin marked by high cheekbones, perfect teeth and a beard faintly noticeable in the thousand tiny betrayals of an overnight train ride.  A Lieutenant at twenty-four was perhaps not so remarkable in time of war, but a Lieutenant attached to the Diplomatic Service as an attaché for Count Cellino, Foreign Secretary and nephew of the Duce himself? That was a fine distinction.  Nepotism had its benefits, yet Pietro was confident that his own natural abilities would be more than enough to advance through the ranks.  
After all the baggage had been transferred, he found himself in the back seat of the third car.  By the time the clandestine procession got underway, the old Colonel was already asleep.  His face nestled against the opposite window, and Pietro could see wet mists emerge and recede around the old man’s nose and mouth.  
The air was dank, bottled up in the moisture of late-winter stagnation.  The car had a leathery odor from lack of use.  Pietro distracted himself from the shifting of his stomach by scrutinizing the man seated in front of him, one of the German escorts.
The fellow was young and thick, with shaved hair and two meaty bulges that protruded above the top of his coat.  Pietro could almost see in this neck a set of fat lips that parted whenever the soldier leaned forward.  He was having a quiet conversation with the driver, probably about the war.  Pietro could not tell for sure because the voices were low and because his German was not that good anyway.  
The car began climbing the rough and winding road through the Thuringer Wald, and the driver made a hundred small adjustments in steering.  Jerk and accelerate.  Jerk and bank and brake and jerk again.  The engine whined and droned, further masking the voices, and Pietro was thankful at least for that.  Who would want to hear German anyway, he thought.  It was a language whose heights of passion emerged in the spittle of punctuated expectorations.  A nasty language, hard and messy.  
By the time the procession reached the summit, the jostling lips had formed into a horrible grimace that constantly changed into hideous and mocking expressions.  When the soldier laughed, the lips pursed into dirty accusations.  Every time Pietro looked away, the twisting and blurring collage of pastel forest colors drew him back to their merciless mutations.  
To distract himself, he closed his eyes and thought of his friend.  His mission was simply to present the proposal for the establishment of bases along the Mediterranean and related supply requirements.  He was also the one who would carry back the signed agreement and any amendments.  
His secondary mission was personal.  For the past few months, he had been making inquiries through standard diplomatic channels about the whereabouts of his friend.  The last letter from him had been brief and hastily scribbled.  Reassignment to Eastern Front.  Leave for Christmas.  Will phone you then.  That type of thing.  Whatever the Germans were saying, the war in Russia was going well.  He had seen official casualty reports from Leningrad and especially from Moscow.  He had heard rumors of a winter collapse.  Christmas came and went.  And so he had sent the inquiries.  
The first replies had been vague.  Lieutenant Helmut Reisen: LOCATION UNKNOWN.  Lieutenant Helmut Reisen: FILE NOT FOUND.  Lieutenant Helmut Reisen: RECORD UNAVAILABLE.  The last response, however, definitely struck a chord of worry.  Lieutenant Helmut Reisen: STATUS RESTRICTED.  That could only mean that something had happened.  Pietro supposed it was better than KILLED IN ACTION, yet the classification was strange.  Its weirdness clawed at his nerves.  

He had known Helmut since boarding school, and they were roommates at university.  This German was human first, then European and only then a German.  He was certainly no Nazi.  In younger years, he had even been a kind of romantic socialist, and he said Hitler had done good things for his people.  Then he became one of the countless thousands who wore the uniforms and the badges and the jackboots of a greater Fatherland.  

Pietro thought he, too, might have believed in all the pomp and promises, but something had held him back instinctively.  Perhaps it was the spittle.  
The last time they met was at a café in Milan.  It was just after the French surrender, and everyone was flushed with victory and wine.  Not Helmut.  He was pensive and had seen death up close, caused death up close.  Pietro tried to cheer him up by recounting the night Helmut got his tattoo.  

“Where have you been?,” Pietro asked when he burst through the door.  He remembered Helmut’s eyes had a glaze veiled over them.  He was out of breath.  It was some kind of happiness.  “Guess what I did yesterday.” 

Helmut walked in with an intentional, overcautious gait.  “What?” he murmured absently.  
Pietro had been offended.  He had spent the better part of a month preparing for his final exams in Economics, and Helmut’s patient tutoring was the only reason he had passed.  Their study sessions often lasted until the dawn and had been steeped in innumerable numbers.  He had come home in a mood of excitement and relief only to find his friend absent until the next day.  Now Helmut was before him at last, there but not all there.  
“I passed the exams, bastard.” 

Just as Helmut’s eyes cleared in recognition, he tripped over the edge of their rug and fell face first on to the floor.  Pietro rushed over and felt a dread when he saw a kind of rhythmic contortion.  
“Christ, are you alright?” he pleaded, pushing Helmut gently onto his side.  He had assumed the worst and was not expected laughter.  
Helmut was practically hysterical, but the farther Pietro rolled him, the more he winced.  He lifted his fingers off the floor in a gesture of submission and said, “alright, alright, stop.” And after drawing a deep breath, “lift up my shirt.” 

Pietro pulled the shirt up from underneath the trousers.  
“Hey, easy if you please.” 

Pietro drew the garment more tenderly, gradually revealing a scene across the mid-range of his friend’s back.  The shirt had stuck to his skin in a few spots by dried blood.  He instantly recognized the image, a street view of Portofino cemetery.  
The trees and gate and collection of headstones were familiar enough, but Pietro was struck by the coloring.  Instead of the old, cracked alabaster he knew, each tombstone had been etched in sharp colors.  The somber and emptied place he remembered lay transformed before his eyes into an impossible scenery.  As Helmut laughed even harder, pulsating ribs and undulating skin lent movement to the image, changing the place of named corpses into an anonymous animation breathing with life.
Pietro remembered that his reminiscence had no effect, and he conjured forth Helmut’s distracted and wan half-smile.  He missed his friend because he was the man who knew him best.  
In the midst of this morose turn of memory, the old Colonel announced in a lethargic voice, “welcome to Bollander.” 
Pietro blinked in irritation as German guards pulled open the gates of the mansion for the lead car.  The assembly passed through slowly and circled around the sprawling driveway.  A group of officers was waiting under the portico, and several soldiers stood at attention at lengths upon the parapet above it.  A giant Swastika hung from the awning, giving the white mansion a diffident attitude.  No one in the delegation was surprised by the formality.  
After the cursory introductions, the Duce and his nephew were whisked away up a spiral staircase.  Pietro and the rest of the minor functionaries followed an escort up a back entrance to a long and narrow antechamber.  Several officials were already seated, whispering among themselves.  The Italians found nearby chairs, and Pietro sat beside a Captain he had met several times before at such engagements.  
“Good to see you again, sir.”
 “Likewise, Lieutenant,” the Captain replied.  “Another day, another map?” 

“The price we pay for alliance with the Reich.  We should request a subsidy just for paper and ink.” 

Pietro squeezed a finger under his collar, trying to open a space for the knot that had accumulated in his throat.  He felt like he was still in the car.  Like inordinately long and winding German sentences, the sylvan roads had translated themselves into one great paragraph of nausea.  It bore resemblance to eating bad, stringy linguini and waiting for the mass of pasta to digest lump by lump.  
“I was wondering if you could check on the status of someone for me,” Pietro added.  
“I don’t see why not.  Do you know what branch or location?” 

They spoke for a while about Helmut, about the war, about the weather.  From time to time, one of the officers would be called into the conference room, shortly to return after fielding questions directed to his technical expertise.  The old Colonel went and came twice, and Pietro waited disinterestedly for his turn.  

“Have you seen the Kasner collection?,” the Captain queried.  “She’s a real fanatic, you know.” 

Pietro had heard a few references to Kasner’s wife, Petra.  He knew the inmates called her the Bitch of Bollander because of her cruelties.  Apparently she had some kind of penchant for tortures, but Pietro had never paid attention.  He had decided long ago that the sordid side of the Nazi coin was best left face down.  
“We’re to get the grand tour of the place from her after the proceedings,” he continued.  “Thank God it’s before the dinner.” 

A gruesome image of Jewish heads in beakers and assorted torture devices crossed Pietro’s mind and renewed the grip that the roads had on his guts.  Eating would have been out of the question in any case.  
Having pursued the fate of his friend face to face, the whole diplomatic soiree now seemed pointless.  He felt besieged.  
After another half hour of this, the messenger came in, requesting Pietro and his maps.  Everything went according to plan, except when one of the German generals wanted an updated detail of what used to be Serbia.  The cartographers hadn’t finished, and Pietro disregarded the snide remark about Italian lassitude in certain quarters.  Besides, the Duce seemed inclined to agree on that point.  The Duce was always effacing in these situations, flowery in praising the Germans, deprecating when it came to his own people.  
Soon it was over, and Pietro was escorted back to the waiting room.  About an hour later, the old Colonel came in and informed the assemblage that the matron of the house was prepared for the tour.  The German Captain gave Pietro a sly eye that hinted in a furtive undertone, “here comes the freak show.” 

In a minute, the small group stood before Petra Kasner.  She cut a slim figure, light, thin hair tied in a neatly layered bun, hands absently dry-washing each other in anticipation.  She wore a long, grey skirt with an embroidered hem.  Pietro noticed the white floral pattern and leaned from one foot to another.  
The drawing room was first and had a number of Persian rugs displayed handsomely near the corners.  The rugs were dark, and the furniture, all mahogany, emphasized somber design.  
Room by room, the functionaries shuffled through the trappings of Nazi decadence.  At one point, Petra stopped in front of an ancient harpsichord said to have been used once by Mozart.  She pressed what was once an F-sharp and held its threadbare twang.  
They went upstairs, and Pietro grew bored.  He lost track of where he was amidst an endless succession of fancy armoires, second-rate paintings, chinois couches and all manner of clocks.  His stomach grew uneasy again, a moveable pain that distracted him from the tedium of the woman’s presentation.  
Lost in this continued discomfort, he made an unintended sound when the German Captain jabbed him in the arm.  Everyone turned to look, even beady-eyed Petra Kasner.  Her gaze locked onto him in a curious frown, and Pietro cleared his throat as he took in the surroundings.  It was a clumsy gesture, but the return of all the glances to the hostess crowned it with apparent success.  
Relieved at this reprieve, he began to notice the details of the room.  At once, he understood what the Captain meant by the nudge.  This was the house-of-horrors part: a few skulls on a side table, some bones in glass casings and several odd lampshades.  Frau Kasner pointed to one and explained.  
“All of these come from the inmates right here at Bollander,” she pronounced in a voice laden with satisfaction.  “I hand pick the candidates based on the most vivid coloring, intricate detail and, of course, age.” 

Pietro focused on the design more closely.  

“Elasticity is of preeminent importance to avoid tearing during the stretching and molding process.  Youth has to be a primary consideration.  And you have to maintain these with oils to prevent drying.” 

One of their party coughed uncomfortably.  The young Italian took a step closer and peered around the shoulder of a German diplomat.  
“Most are Slavs and gypsies, though occasionally we find a renegade Jew.” 

“Do you mean to say that these are tattoos?” the old Colonel asked with incredulity.  
“Yes, tattoos,” Frau Kasner replied cheerfully.  “Some of them are rather elaborate.” 

Pietro leaned against the man in front of him, and the fellow stepped aside.  He became mesmerized, drawn in closer by the shapes and colors.  
“This one, for example, is quite artistic.  It’s one of the richest I have ever seen.” 

An old tree with spindly branches.  A tall, wrought iron fence with smooth spikes at the tips.  
“It actually belonged to a German officer of good stock,” she continued.  “Most surprising.” 

Headstones inked in every imaginable color.  A little brick pathway curving in from the side.  
“Because he was a traitor to the Reich, we skinned him alive.” 

It was the graveyard of Portofino.  
Pietro’s face went slack.  The sound of snapping branches filled his ears.  No one else heard a sound.  The scent of slowly heated skin and oil clouded his air, but none seemed disturbed by the smell.  The graveyard came alive for him alone.  Helmut’s voice whispered above the din and past the tempered crispness of a rotting shade.  
“Don’t touch it,” she warned curtly.  “My God, he’ll ruin it!” 

“Pietro, are you alright?,” the old Colonel asked with a touch of concern.  He clasped the young man’s forearm and delicately withdrew it from the lampshade.  
“What the hell is he doing?,” she demanded.  “Don’t you people teach your children manners?” 
The old Colonel must have seen something in the youth’s look.  “He’s not been well on this trip,” he intervened.  “Is there a washroom?” 

She nodded to a nearby S.S.  guard who escorted them back to the ground floor.  The old Colonel had to steady him by the arm.  He didn’t say a word until they reached the washroom.  “Do you want me to help you?,” he finally asked.  
Receiving no response, he turned the water on in the basin and told his charge to take a moment to pull himself together.  With the sweep of a soft, withered hand, he closed the door.  
Pietro looked at himself in the mirror above the basin and saw a mirage.  The cemetery where Helmut and Maria had first made love, the place he had passed countless times walking, was now pursed around the metal prongs of a lamp.  
He had a fleeting thought of grabbing the Bitch of Bollander by the neck and strangling the life out of her.  He remembered dimly the guards situated about the mansion.  Many guns.  He began to construct a reckless plan to get through them, get to her, but it was not enough to hold onto.  
A headstone flashed in emerald hue . . .  It was incredible, Pietro.  The whole city was just waking up, and there we were, in the place of death, at the beginning of life . . .  The stone opposite shone in a sharp yellow.  Its edges were so bright that Pietro had to squint . . .  Her hair in the sunrise.  Her flesh, bronzed and unafraid.  We laughed so hard, I thought the whole city would awaken . . .  Another headstone lit in a creamy blue like the sky above the very tallest of

mountains.  The one behind it shimmered a deep, fiery orange, an angry solar flare . . .  And we couldn’t stop.  It was like Adam and Eve before they ate the forbidden fruit.  Naked, for all the world to see, nothing was forbidden to us . . .  Regal violet, stark red, indigo, lime – everywhere explosions of color like fireworks . . .  I’m telling you, Pietro, this is it.  This is her.  This is the girl I want.  I know she is . . .  So many tones and tinctures, fascinating, distinct in each tiny variant and also an omnipresent pattern.  The temptation was a spectrum that stung . . .  I know she is . . .  It captivated and then blinded.  
After a prudent amount of time had expired, the old Colonel opened the door.  The mirror above the wash basin was smashed.  A trail of shards and debris led across the floor to the young man.  His forehead and eyes were bloodied, and he rocked back and forth slowly in silence.  Whatever explanation lay before him, the old Colonel knew that Lieutenant Pietro Giovanni was no longer fit for duty in the Italian Diplomatic Service.
