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				Vide Napule e po muore
Neapolitan

				See Naples and then die

				Rome, December, 2004. It was the headline that made me stop at the newsstand. It was just before Christmas and I was in my local inner-city piazza, where a couple of urchins were booting around a soccer ball to the general amusement of passers-by.

				‘Napoli e sangue. Naples and blood’ screamed the headline in fat white text rendered even more conspicuous by the bleak background hues. Then the subtitle:

				‘Piu di 120 morti in un anno. Un fatturato di 25 miliardi di euro. La Camorra controlla la città e nessuno riesce a fermarla.

				More than 120 deaths in one year. A turnover of 25 billion euro. The Camorra controls the city and no one can stop it.’

				Naples, I knew, was the headquarters of the Camorra, the criminal clans that operate in the Campania region in Italy’s south. Above the cover headline of Internazionale, a weekly Italian-language magazine, was an ominous photograph of Naples’ skyline at dusk. The city’s derelict apartment buildings looked forbidding amid the gloom. In the blue-grey background loomed Mount Vesuvius, its two humps resembling unevenly shaped breasts of a gigantic bust, cast, as if by chance, on the shores of the Gulf of Naples.

				As I bought the magazine I thought of the morbid collection of magazine and newspaper articles stored among the hurriedly packed boxes I had left with my parents in Australia. That was before I quit my life in Sydney and moved to Italy in 2002 on a whim and a prayer.

				I’d collected magazines splashed with the chilling image of Sydney road worker Ivan Milat, the so-called ‘Backpacker Killer’, who kidnapped seven young travellers unlucky enough to hitch a lift with him on a lonely stretch of a New South Wales highway, only to end up murdered in the depths of a thick forest. Every Sydney newspaper the day after Diana, Princess of Wales, died was also in the pile, including an ill-timed magazine with a cover story of Diana’s ‘new life’ that had gone to print hours before news of her sudden demise reverberated around the world. Books on grisly topics, including Mindhunter: Inside the FBI’s Elite Serial Crime Unit, were stacked high, full of gory details about the world’s most evil assassins. 

				Serial killers, in particular, fascinated me. While I had been a reporter for The Australian newspaper in Perth, three young women were murdered by someone who remains at large. I was working on the Sunday the body of one of the victims was found in a paddock on the outskirts of the city, and I caught a taxi to the crime scene. Later I was interviewed by detectives who, at the time, suspected that a person driving a taxi might be behind the crimes, which explained how the young women had seemingly disappeared into thin air. Well-versed in the fact that serial killers often can’t resist returning to the scene of a crime – to relive the thrill of their heinous acts – my blood ran cold. Had I hailed a taxi driven by a serial killer moonlighting as a cabbie?

				I absorbed Internazionale magazine’s cover story. Naples was in the grip of a bloody Camorra turf war, where rival clans were clamouring for the biggest chunk of a billion-dollar drugs market. In particular, the destitute outlying neighbourhoods, or quartieri, of Scampia and Secondigliano were attracting headlines. Not content with slaying each other, members of the Camorra had abandoned their unwritten code, and were now killing friends and family members of rivals, including the innocent. 

				In one of the most chilling cases, fourteen-year-old Annalisa Durante was gunned down metres from her front door, her only crime being that she was in the wrong place at the wrong time. The schoolgirl, with long blonde tresses and a melting smile, was struck by one of a hail of bullets fired when two hired killers, or sicari (as they are known to locals), riding motorbikes attempted to assassinate the son of a local Camorra boss – who saved his own skin by dragging Annalisa across his body as a human shield.

				Having satisfied my morbid curiosity, I stowed the magazine among the meagre possessions in my rented room and promptly forgot about Naples, whose woes seemed remote from life in the Eternal City.

				•

				A year passed before I had reason to dwell on Naples again. Back in Rome after a holiday in Australia, I was becoming increasingly frustrated about my future in Italy. Almost three years had passed since I had fled Australia in a pre-turning-thirty crisis and now I had half a mind to return to my homeland. Until now, I had been content chasing la dolce vita, waitressing and working in a wine bar as I learnt the language that would, I hoped, enable me to eke out an existence as a freelance journalist. But the insecurity of being a roving reporter was starting to weigh down as much as my sporadic restaurant shifts – no matter how good the idea, magazine editors never have generous budgets. 

				The novelty of being una straniera – a foreigner – in Rome was also wearing thin. I yearned for a real job to help me determine if I was capable of developing a career in Italy and, more importantly, if I wanted to stay put for life. In short, unless I found the job of my dreams, or the love of my life, I couldn’t justify hanging around. 

				Finding an Italian stallion seemed improbable. A string of romances, while entertaining at first, had left me with the overwhelming impression that although Italian men were more than happy to date an exotic foreigner, they would never see me as real potential, as if scared I would pack up my bags at any minute and move on. Italian men, it seemed, liked to settle down with their own, as the saying goes, moglie e buoi dei paesi tuoi, or ‘wives and oxen from your own country’.

				Love conquers all. What piffle. If in Australia I had dated a legion of men who were lifelong members of the No Commitment Party, in Italy I had yet to date un ragazzo who wasn’t attached to his mother’s apron strings. Cupid, I was convinced, would not find me in Italy, where ninety per cent of the Italian men I knew were mammoni – mummy’s boys who still lived with their parents and slept in single beds. My only two Anglo girlfriends with Italian boyfriends had met their partners outside Italy, and would swallow thumb tacks to avoid a rendezvous with their betrothed’s suffocating famiglia.

				The cultural divide can crumple the most promising of blossoming rapports. If on the one hand I dreamt of meeting Romeo to give substance to my Italian life, on the other, I loathed the idea that I was waiting for a man to complete my existence. Half the reason I’d moved to Rome was because I was fed up waiting for Mr Right. Patience is not one of my virtues. I had wanted to take charge of my life.

				And I couldn’t complain about the results. In Italy, I had managed to change the course of my life. I was realising my dream of living in a country I had always adored and learning the language; and, I was enjoying work, indeed life, once again. 

				But what now? It’s all good flying by the seat of your pants when your hips ease into tight jeans, but my love handles were growing and, to my surprise, I had caught myself thinking that children might be more than scary little monsters best hidden from public view.

				Then suddenly the distraction I so desperately needed just fell into my lap. Through a contact, I landed a permanent job in Naples. The day I found out, a frisson swept through me as my mind flashed to my souvenired copy of Internazionale.

				Naples, bloody Naples. 

				Like many tourists, I had passed briefly through Naples, en route to the picturesque Amalfi Coast, a playground for the rich and famous with private moorings in the postcard villages of Positano and Amalfi. But now I would be living in Naples, working as editor on the English website of ANSAmed, a news agency about the Mediterranean created by ANSA, Italy’s oldest news organisation. 

				And so, within a week of moving back to Italy and settling happily into a new share house in Rome, I found myself preparing to relocate to Naples: another new city to adapt to, with no friends at hand and no home to speak of. 

				The position that awaited me, I was told, would be relatively dull at first, editing largely economic content for the website. Numbers and I had never added up: I studied the lowest level of maths in high school, ‘vegie’ maths, and leave my tax return to an accountant each year. But the position, I was assured, would become more interesting as the website grew to include more feature articles and stories on the arts, music, culture and religion. And there would be other benefits. For the first time in four years I wouldn’t have the stress of trying to extend or change my visa, or worse, living illegally in Italy. Better still, I would have a decent, fixed wage. When I first arrived in Rome I was earning 480 euro a month for six days work a week as a waitress and paying 360 euro in rent. While I never wanted for anything, the idea of having cash to splash on a few luxuries was appealing. 

				Then there was the ocean. My trips to the sea near Rome had always left me yearning for home, where waves crash mercilessly onto yellow sand, and bodysurfing in cappuccino froth is a basic human right. Naples was right on the sea and close to idyllic destinations like Capri and Sicily, one of my favourite Italian destinations. All I needed to do was make the right contacts and my summers could be spent flitting from port to island on a handsome yacht.

				But if I’m honest, I must confess that my motives for wanting to move south were built on more sinister foundations. When I fished out the copy of Internazionale to examine the inside photograph of a massive police raid to capture one of the Camorra kingpins, I could almost smell the gunpowder. 

				The adventurer in me was reawakened.

				•

				In my last frantic days in Rome, I began to read up on Naples and the Camorra. I knew Naples is one of the biggest cities in Italy today, but I didn’t know it was once the third largest in Europe, and the glorious capital of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies under a Spanish Bourbon monarchy in the sixteenth century. Some say the term ‘Camorra’ comes from the jacket worn by Spanish bandits known as gamurri, others claim it hails from the secret Spanish criminal society Garduna, operating in the late Middle Ages before arriving in Spanish-occupied Naples. Or maybe, as others purported, it simply comes from the Spanish word morra, whose various meanings include ‘to fight or brawl’.

				I learnt that the Camorra began decades before the Mafia, but many – including me, at least until now – err in placing the two bad eggs in the same criminal basket. While Sicily’s Mafia is a relatively organised, pyramid system of power with one kingpin at the top, the Camorra is made up of groups that vary in structure according to their territorial influence, organisation, economic strength and modus operandi. Thus, the Camorra is far more volatile than the Mafia, with frequent outbreaks of violence like the faida, or feud, I read about in Internazionale magazine.

				The more I read, the more my curiosity grew, and the night before I left Rome, I sat chatting at the dinner table with two of my flatmates, both of whom were born and bred in Naples. Adriano and Massimilliano (Massi for short) left because they found it too chaotic, with too few employment opportunities. Determined to remain positive about the challenge ahead, I nonetheless grilled them for information as they attempted to teach me phrases in the Neapolitan dialect. And just when I was starting to feel confident in Italian! 

				‘La prima cosa che si impara a Napoli . . .’ Adriano began, telling me that the first thing you learn in Naples is to flatten yourself against walls and turn around every time you hear a motorbike behind you.

				‘It’s a habit I haven’t lost,’ admitted Adriano, who chose Rome over Naples seven years earlier. ‘People can rob you or simply annoy you, who knows . . . hit you with a long tube of cardboard, like they did for a few months every time I was walking near my house in the Spanish Quarter. Naples is not a tranquil city, but you learn to live with this.’

				‘After being terrorised,’ continued Adriano, taking a swig of his red wine as if he was only just warming up, ‘I would tell you to hang in the piazza, because Naples is the city of bumping into people in the street, of spontaneous invitations, of days passed with people you don’t know but you follow them, to their houses, to their parties.’

				One of the reasons I left Sydney was because I’d grown tired of the rat race, of having to make appointments a week in advance to pin down even the dearest of friends. My hopes rose as I imagined myself gaily tailing locals around Naples, like one of the mice scurrying at the heels of the Pied Piper.

				‘Then,’ he continued, shredding my fairytale, ‘you will learn that Naples is a city of appointments that are made but never respected, of telephone numbers exchanged but never used – because the classic idea is “in Naples you will bump into so and so” – so there is no need to make an effort.

				‘You will go crazy, sometimes, when someone tells you “I’ll call you, naturally we’ll hear from each other, let’s make a time to meet” – and then you never hear from anyone. Why don’t they call? I don’t know – in Naples you just don’t.’

				Listening intently, I asked Adriano and Massi how the average Neapolitan was different to the average Italian. Massi was the first to offer his opinion.

				‘Neapolitans are inherently relaxed towards life and seek to run from effort wherever possible,’ he said simply.

				Fine by me, I thought, conscious of the fact that the Italian lifestyle – famous for its indulgence of food, free time and general pleasure – had already made me three times calmer, if not disorganised, than the stressed robot I had resembled in Sydney.

				‘Naples is a city that has suffered continuous dominations and invasions and this has rendered it – more than anything – tolerant towards and curious about diverse cultures, races and customs,’ concluded Massi.

				For Adriano, who admitted he left the city not just for a new job in Rome but because he felt suffocated by ‘everything and everyone’, the hallmark of a Neapolitan is the absolute absence of faith in the rules of coexistence, and in the institutions that should guarantee order and respect in a community.

				‘Even Sicily, with the Mafia, has an order of power, but Naples hasn’t – the Camorra is about absolute anarchy,’ said Adriano. ‘They organise themselves alone, in their own groups, look to concrete objectives and are more cunning.’

				On that note, Massi cut in. ‘Never, ever, ever wear anything valuable or carry anything precious with you,’ he warned, his playful disposition hardening suddenly before returning in a flash. ‘More than anything, keep your eyes wide open and don’t take everything that you hear seriously.’

				I rubbed my thumb over the delicate, white-gold and ruby ring on my right ring finger. It had belonged to my late grandmother and in the fifteen years since she had died, I’d only taken it off once, on a previous overseas trip. During that time, my mother had worn it, twisting it on her finger every day, she later confessed, as her way of keeping me safe from harm. 

				Returning to my room after dinner, I slid the ring off my finger with reluctance and put it in a small jewellery purse for safekeeping, telling myself I was sensible enough to play by the rules in a city infamous for petty street crime. Still, I couldn’t help but feel naked. It was as if I had relinquished my guardian angel, my grandmother Oriel.

				See Naples and then die, said the German scholar Johann Goethe after visiting the city in the late eighteenth century.

				But would I leave Naples in one piece?


			

		

	
		
			
				Make friends in tranquil times…
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				Fatte l’amice ’ntiempo e pace ca te servono ’nteimpo e guerra

				Make friends in tranquil times, because they can help you in difficult moments

				As the Naples-bound 7.25 am Intercity Plus train edges away from Rome’s Termini station, I scan the headlines of the Italian newspaper in my hand. Savvy travellers know ye who holds a Lonely Planet guide or map is asking for trouble. Ride a bike in Amsterdam, brandish a baguette in France: whatever helps you to blend into the landscape.

				I examine my fellow passengers on the sly. A couple in their fifties are leafing through a telltale Rick Steves guidebook, the bible of many American tourists. Thin and pale, the woman has a worn expression and a peace tattoo on her lily-white left ankle. The man sitting in the window seat beside her occasionally looks up from the guidebook to watch the scenery flashing by. Opposite him a bespectacled Italian man, old enough to be on the pension, attempts English now and then with the tourists. Across from me is his wife, overdressed Italian-style in designer jeans, a sequinned top, and large, tinted sunglasses covering her face.

				The Americans seem somewhat preoccupied.

				Content with my newspaper and jittery about what faces me in Naples, I’ve decided not to show my hand, knowing the minute I give away my nationality I’ll have to face a string of questions I don’t really feel like answering.

				But something is bothering me: the tourists both wear rings and watches.

				Days earlier Naples had made international headlines when the local council announced a new scheme aimed at protecting tourists from the city’s notorious scippo, or bag snatch, typically performed by young hoodlums on motorbikes. Tourism officials had earmarked 40,000 euro to fund a plan to give visitors cheap plastic watches, in a bid to encourage them to leave their Rolexes in hotel safes when sightseeing. The plastic watches, adorned with a picture of one of the city’s two most famous images – the Gulf of Naples backed by Mount Vesuvius, or a pizza Margherita, invented in Naples – would be accompanied by a brochure with tips on how to stay out of trouble.

				Perhaps it’s that the Americans are my parents’ age that eventually forces me to pipe up.

				‘Without wanting to sound alarmist, it might be a good idea to remove anything valuable . . . like your wedding rings,’ I tell the couple, following it up with what I’d heard about the tourist initiative.

				Thanking me for my concern, the man then asks me a few general questions about the city. As I attempt to answer, the Italian woman, sitting opposite me, interrupts.

				‘Sarebbe una buona idea di dirgli di non portare oggetti di valore cosí in evidenza . . .’

				‘I’ve already told them,’ I say, glad to have my instincts justified.

				But as I start to chat to the Italian lady, I can’t help but notice she is Bulgari personified, flashing four rings on each hand, shiny bracelets and a necklace worthy of Ivana Trump.

				‘Pardon me for being so frank,’ I say, ‘but why are you wearing so much jewellery if Naples is, as you say, dangerous?’

				‘This stuff?’ the woman says with a throaty laugh. ‘It’s worth nothing – I bought it at a street stall.’

				Suzy and Delfo are Neapolitans returning from a weekend trip to Pisa. I act as translator in the three-way conversation that ensues and discover that, far from heading to Positano or Pompeii on a whirlwind holiday, the Americans are set to stay in Naples for six months. Suffering cancer, the woman has booked herself into a local hospital that offers treatment unavailable in the United States.

				Dismayed at this revelation, Delfo urges me to translate an important message to the Americans. ‘Stazione Centrale, the train station in Naples, is not nice for tourists, and these people are already traumatised,’ he says. ‘Tell them that we’ll take them to the taxi stand . . . and they must pretend they’re good friends of ours. That way the taxi driver will treat them better, because we’re locals.’

				‘It’s embarrassing for us to say,’ adds Suzy, ‘but as much as we love our city, it can be dangerous . . . Sometimes we’re not proud to be Neapolitan.’

				When I translate their message, tears well in the eyes of the Americans. Touching his chest in a gesture of affection, the man stutters grazie and urges me to thank the locals.

				We are strangers on a train, but Suzy and Delfo’s solicitude seems to verify the reputation Neapolitans have in Italy for being simpaticissimi – extremely friendly. As the train nudges into stazione Centrale, I swap numbers with the locals, who also insist on giving their contact details to the tourists, and I offer to translate for them if they need me to.

				Suzy works for the local metropolitana, the railway authority, and I readily accept her offer to meet for a coffee one day at the station, curious about the transport hub, which has the worst reputation in Italy, if not in the First World, as a magnet for all things noxious.

				As I walk along the platform my thoughts fill with emails from friends about their experiences of arriving in Naples by train. Backpacking around Europe, a girlfriend on a budget found herself killing time in the station’s waiting room overnight before boarding an early morning train. Unable to sleep on a plastic chair, she lay down on a piece of cardboard on the floor, only to wake up to find two women seated on the chairs above her head.

				‘More girls than women, these dark-eyed females had fiercely patrolled the heated waiting room with their well-laden trolleys in the earlier hours of the night,’ my friend had written to me. ‘I remember how the ugliness of their voices – loud, strident and self-assured – seemed wrong given their youth. And I think about how they looked out of place in that waiting room, like well-fed high school girls on an expedition to sneer at the witless and lost.’

				Then there was a British friend who stepped into Piazza Garibaldi, the large concrete piazza at the front of the station where taxis and buses converge. ‘I didn’t hear a thing, but all of a sudden I felt something yanking on my shoulder,’ she said of the motorbike bandit who whistled past to claim handbag booty including well-padded wallet, air ticket and mobile phone.

				An Australian acquaintance alighting from a train was approached by a man flogging a video camera for 100 euro. Warned by his friend that it was a sham, he ignored the tout and headed to Capri for a day trip. Arriving back on land in Naples, however, he couldn’t resist the second approach of another street hawker.

				The strapping Brisbane lad carefully examined the goods, complete with cables and batteries and packaging, before handing over a single, green euro bank note, still crisp from the ATM machine. He was almost at the train station when, smug about his bargain purchase, he peeked into the box. Inside was a large rock and shreds of newspaper.

				Furious, he nonetheless had to give full points to the furbizia, or cleverness, of the vendor, recalling the moment when his eyes had strayed from the merchandise during the haggling. 

				Perhaps my favourite Naples arrival story, though, belongs to a colleague of an Italian friend who alighted at Piazza Garibaldi one steamy summer day to attend a global architects’ summit. Shocked and dismayed by the absolute chaos erupting around him, he went back inside the station and leapt on the next ride to Rome. By the time the summit organisers called him, worried about his late arrival, he was already enjoying a stroll near the Pantheon.

				I arrive at the end of the platform and notice a gaggle of Polish women with gold-plated teeth gathering on concrete seats. They chatter and, take-away coffee in hand, nibble on sweets that bear no resemblance to cornetti, the traditional Italian breakfast pastry.

				I dodge a few drunk or drugged itinerants before emerging into sunlight at Piazza Garibaldi. Beneath a clutch of palm trees, fifteen taxis queue. On the pavement beside them sit groups of down-and-outs, sipping beer and smoking as if in their own lounge rooms.

				In the face of all things Neapolitan, the chaotic Eternal City suddenly seems like Zurich.

				The aural assault comes first: shouting from the rowdy loiterers and street marketeers, the screech and roar of brakes and throttles of motorbikes and cars and honking public buses, the incessant beeping and ringing of mobile phones.

				Having already examined a map on the train, I make my way to Corso Umberto I, the main thoroughfare that leads to the city centre. Accustomed to Italian traffic (or so I think), I walk out onto the zebra crossing in a bid to force the cars to stop. Instead, they just swerve. Road rage engulfs me.

				Along the corso, scores of NBL-tall African men sell fake handbags by Gucci, Prada and Dior, which they display on conspicuously white sheets used to cover the filthy street. Their eyes keenly survey the territory around them, their limbs at the ready to bundle up their stash and take flight if the authorities even look like they’re on the approach.

				A few bars, or cafes, have small stalls outside selling sfogliatelle, which I learn is the famous local pastry filled with ricotta, a few bits of candied fruit and a dash of lemon. They come in two forms: riccia, made of a rippled, filo-like pastry and shaped in a shell; and the scone-shaped frolla, made of a more standard dough.

				Rubbish is everywhere. Bags overflow from street bins and accumulate in crude stacks in the rabbit warren of streets leading off the main drag. Has the city got a garbage disposal system? It seems not.

				Within twenty minutes I arrive at the office of ANSAmed. 

				I’m in Naples for a quick meet and greet before moving to the city within a week. Stepping into the elevator I realise I can’t go anywhere until I put a five cent coin in the slot of a small box. The doorman tells me the money is collected for the maintenance of the building. In my three years in Italy I’ve never seen such a contraption, but it’s a good way to get rid of all the brown coins at the bottom of my purse.

				In the office I shake hands with a group of people who will be my colleagues, but I forget their names within seconds. Predominantly in their early thirties, like me, they seem pleasant enough. My two older bosses, Mario and Enrico, take me out to lunch at a nearby trattoria. I find myself lost for words, which often happens when I’m nervous and want to speak decent Italian. Flustered, I try to engage them in conversation, telling them I’m looking forward to developing the website, but I get as much interest as I would when trying to talk to my dad when the Wallabies are playing.

				I escape happily to go for a stroll before heading back to the station. Walking along via Toledo, the main shopping strip of Naples, I come to the roundabout of the beautiful Piazza Trieste e Trento, where I sneak a look at my guidebook to read about the impressive church of San Francesco di Paolo, a mini-version of the Pantheon. A small pang of Rome-sickness tugs at my chest.

				I stop in at nearby Gambrinus, the frescoed, chandeliered cafe where tourists pay three times the usual amount for a cappuccino, simply so they can sit down on the plush furniture in the elegant salon. Electing to stand at the bar, I order an espresso and am reminded of one of the small joys of my new home. Apart from having what most Italians agree is the best coffee in the nation (rivalled only by Sicily), in Naples customers typically receive a complimentary glass of mineral water before the coffee is served. It amuses me that Naples, up to its neck in poverty, gives away what you must pay for in other Italian cities.

				I use the time it takes for the barista to crank the coffee machine into action to check out the others standing at the bar. Eye candy, zero. But the gesticulations of the two men talking beside me keep me entertained. I try to eavesdrop, but the southern dialect is almost impossible to decipher, with a heavy accent on the letter ‘s’. Aspetta, meaning ‘wait’ in Italian, for example, becomes a slurred aspett, pronounced ‘ashpet’ in Neapolitan. Accustomed to the guttural Roman lilt, to me the Neapolitans sound sloshed.

				The barman puts an espresso before me and, in my rush for caffeine, I narrowly avoid third degree burns to my lips. I drop my gaze to see that the espresso cups sit in a tray full of boiling hot water. I learn that unless I’m keen for plastic surgery, I must wait for my cup to cool, or ask for one that is not being ‘disinfected’ in the simmering tray.

				I leave a tip on the bar and walk out, cross the piazza and arrive at via Partenope, a section of the street that changes names as it snakes along the Gulf of Naples. Following it back towards the station, I try to shut my left nostril to the smog of the afternoon traffic snarl and breathe in the salty gust of the Tyrrhenian Sea to my right, while trying not to pine for the peaceful coastal walks I used to enjoy at Bondi.

				•

				Four days later and dusty from a farewell party in Rome, I find myself racing to Termini station again to jump on a south-bound train. This time, however, I’m heading to Naples indefinitely. I’ve left behind most of my belongings and carry a wardrobe to last until I find somewhere to live. My mind whirs with all the random thoughts of recent days. After three years Rome has finally started to feel like home, filled with people and places I treasure: new and old flatmates, my adopted family at Il Nolano, the wine bar where I worked for two years, and expatriate friends; streets like via Governo Vecchio and its weird and wonderful boutiques and thrift shops, the Pantheon, which I rode to on my bike at least once a day to sneak a peek at its beautiful dome and take in the energy of the piazza . . . Am I making a mistake?

				‘If you think Romans are entertaining, wait till you get to Naples!’ said Betta, one of my old flatmates, two days ago over coffee in our favourite piazza in inner-city Monti. ‘You’ll soon find your feet, and it’s not like you’re abandoning Rome for good – it’s not that far away!’

				I know she’s right, I’d always have Rome, but am I really ready for a new challenge?

				In a daze I scramble onto a train with my flatmate Adriano, who is returning to his hometown to see his family. He reassures me that Roberto, his cousin in Naples, will be invaluable in helping me find new digs. For the weekend, at least, I can stay at the home of Adriano’s brother, Paolo, and his young family. I’m relieved to have some company on my first weekend in a new city, especially as Adriano has promised to introduce me to his friends. Once again I’m going to be a foreigner in a new town. It took so long to form a close group of friends in Rome, and I suddenly feel tired at the thought of starting from scratch again.

				I take a deep breath and close my eyes. I know Rome is dissolving outside the window, giving way to farms and villages. Excitement slowly overtakes my nerves.

				An hour and a half later we alight at Mergellina, one stop before stazione Centrale. It makes sense to get off at the earlier stop, because it’s closer to Paolo’s home. But I suspect, too, that Adriano wants me to see the nicer side of his Naples, where instead of the stench of rubbish, urine, beer and human desperation that plagues the inner-city there is a mild sea breeze and opulent homes with million-dollar views and realty prices to match.

				We walk to a nearby bar and pasticceria on the promenade, separated from the gulf by a stream of traffic. After pulling up chairs at an outside table, we order cappuccinos and warm sfogliatelle delivered by a tubby man in a white tuxedo jacket.

				A horn honks and we look up to see Paolo, his wife, Francesca, and their two young daughters, Chiara and Alice, double-parked across the street.

				Scooping one of the girls onto his lap, Adriano jumps in the front seat as I hop in the back. The car skirts along the ocean, past the rock sea wall and boats bobbing in small ports before we pull up on a corner and spill out of the car to buy fish from the back of a small Ape truck. With skin as scaly as his merchandise, the vendor chats merrily as he tosses squid and clams into a bag, throwing in a fish for free as he is ready to close.

				Squashed like sardines in the car, we head further along the gulf to arrive at Posillipo, which Adriano explains is one of the most exclusive suburbs in Naples. Located in a terracotta-coloured palazzo beside an old fortress perched above sea rocks, Francesca and Paolo’s elegant home reminds me of a soap opera set. By no strange coincidence, Un Posto al Sole, one of Italy’s most successful early evening dramas, is shot in a building in the same street. Their split-level apartment is modern and light-filled, with wooden floors, open-plan living areas and at least three balconies overlooking the sea. I walk around enviously, having always dreamt of living in a house where I could wake to see the ocean from my bed.

				Francesca prepares lunch, an entree of pasta with a scrumptious sauce of swordfish, tomatoes and tarragon, then a plate of various seafood she fries in a huge saucepan of bubbling oil. I make a silent note to angle for more lunch invitations in the future.

				Adriano and I sleep for two hours on couches in the spare room before hopping onto a battered, blue Piaggio scooter and heading into the centro storico, or historic centre. As we hurtle along I notice that the majority of the motorini we pass are just as vintage, in varying states of decay and in beautiful colours, from fire-engine red and classic mint green to perky purple and orange. At least half the motorbike riders are not wearing helmets. It’s a national law, and one of many sneezed at in the wild South, where locals created headlines when, to thwart mandatory seatbelt laws, they designed a white T-shirt with the imprint of a black slash on the front.

				We park near Villa Comunale, once the royal gardens. There are plastic swings for the kids, but the caged iron fence encircling the park gives it an eerie feel that I imagine lingers from dawn to dusk.

				Prada and Gucci are among the ritzy boutiques that line the street leading from the villa to Piazza dei Martiri. A few steps away, I stumble on a peculiar sight in contrast to the moneyed surrounds: jutting from a second-storey shop window is an enormous, yellow, papier-mâché dragon, its long neck stretching out a good metre so its gaping mouth can ‘chew’ the leaves at the top of a tree growing in the street below. In a touch of King Kong-inspired class, emerging from the monster’s mouth amid the tangle of leaves are the shapely legs of a mannequin clad in black fish-net stockings and red stilettos. Written on the adjacent wall is the Freudian phrase l’insaziabile fame dell’inconscio, ‘the insatiable hunger of the unconscious’. Near the trunk of the tree, a gypsy in a stained cardigan sits on the pavement, a plastic cup at her feet.

				Adriano and I make our way along via Chiaia, one of the most exclusive streets in the suburb of the same name, where swank shops and bars blare radio-friendly tunes. At 5 pm on a Saturday we’ve hit the post-lunch passegiata hour, when locals with nothing better to do stretch their legs and window-shop. As my eyes rove I notice the graceful facades and the washing that hangs from almost every window, a reminder of domestic routine amid the commercial hubbub.

				Arriving at Piazza Plebiscito, a gust of salty air arrives from the gulf. I can’t wipe the smile off my face. Change, I remind myself, is good for the soul and my Piscean spirit surges: I am once again living close to the sea.

				Adriano knocks on a door. We head up a long corridor with stained white walls then a flight of steps to arrive in a small gallery where his cousin Roberto is attending an art show and poetry evening. We wait for a woman to finish reading and then a slight man with woolly black hair and a joker smile approaches and gives Adriano a bear hug.

				Having promised to help me find accommodation, Roberto says he has found me temporary digs at the home of Francesco and Carlo, two friends who live in the centro storico. I inspected a bleak serviced apartment on my last trip, so I’m more than happy to have company while I search for a new home.

				In a wine bar I expect never to find again, Roberto and Adriano introduce me to one of my new flatmates, Francesco. Slightly taller than me, he has curly hair, a strange cross between a goatee and a beard, and an outfit rivalling Starsky and Hutch: slightly worn, too-tight woollen pants, a 1970s Yves Saint Laurent tie, and a corduroy jacket. A pair of Camper shoes are the only clue that he is abreast of current trends.

				Francesco and I chat as he leads us towards his home and I laugh out loud as he chastises me for walking too fast. He lights a cigarette and ceremoniously announces that we have arrived at Piazza del Gesu, its cobblestoned centre dominated by a towering, spiralled obelisk topped with a statue of the Virgin Mary, or Madonna, as she is called in Italy. We continue up Spaccanapoli which, notes Francesco, literally means ‘split Naples’, because the street slices neatly through the centre of old Naples, before abruptly hooking right. Slipping through a palazzo door into a small courtyard, I notice there is no lift, so I follow Francesco up the stairs. I rest on the sixth floor and watch him take yet another set of narrow stairs that lead to a rooftop terrace. There, seemingly added as an afterthought, are three flats. Huffing, Francesco unlocks the middle door.

				In the small entrance lounge room a red leather divan adds a touch of class to what is clearly a student house, complete with a white-painted Zincalume ceiling. Down a small step, the brown-laminated kitchen offers a bird’s-eye view of the neighbourhood, including two churches and the obelisk in Piazza del Gesu.

				The same mesmerising panorama is the showpiece of the boys’ rooms, which are furnished with single beds. Across the hall, with a window the size of a coffee-table book, is a room as ‘cosy’ as the stuffy bathroom adjacent. An ugly plastic desk, small bedside table and single bed take up almost every inch of floor space. I eye them with dread.

				I thank Francesco for his generosity (I can stay for free if I find myself a new home within two weeks, beyond that ‘a 200 euro contribution per month is welcome’), and tell him I’ll be ‘home’ tomorrow, as he hands me a set of spare keys.

				The night descends into a bar crawl steered by Francesco, Adriano and Roberto. We start at Superfly, a hip bar a few blocks away, which has walls decorated with 1970s ties – one of Francesco’s favourite haunts, perhaps by no coincidence. A DJ plays cheeky lounge tunes at the end of the bar, his face contorted in concentrated pleasure as he lovingly fingers the vinyls. We bump into a handful of friends and head to Mutiny, a nightclub celebrating, in black and white on big screens behind the DJ, the closest Hollywood got to porn in the 1950s. By the time we reach the next bar I realise I’m the only girl standing and the boys are barely managing. Christo. In less than forty-eight hours I start an important new job. With addled logic, I tell myself it’s equally important to meet as many people as I can before Adriano heads back to Rome.

				Around 4 am we somehow get back in one piece to Posillipo on the Piaggio and wake in time for another delicious lunch prepared by Francesca. After rounds of grappa and coffee, night has fallen by the time Paolo, Adriano, Alice and I hop into the family’s luxury four-wheel drive and head back towards the old town. I watch the fairytale palazzo disappear in the rear-vision mirror and note the change in scenery as we move from salubrious Posillipo to be slowly engulfed by the squalor of the inner suburbs. We wind in and out of dark streets devoid of human life and pass shadowy piazzas where people loiter in clusters.

				I cling to little Alice, warm against my chest, and listen to my heart drum. What is it about Naples that makes it appear so menacing at night? How much about the crime rate and the Camorra is urban myth?

				Paolo pulls up around the corner from Francesco’s house. I thank him for the hospitality and Adriano walks me to the front door of my new palazzo. I struggle in vain to push the lump in my throat back to where it came from. After a weekend of plush surroundings, home-cooked meals and social thrills and spills, my only link to Naples is abandoning me in a ramshackle house with strangers. Sensing my panic, Adriano pecks me on the cheek and gives me an awkward embrace before disappearing into the night.

				I fumble with the keys Francesco gave me, five in total. You can never lose your keys in Italy, they’re so big, but carrying them around becomes a chore. I know, at least, that the largest key, which seems as heavy and as long as a spanner, fits the keyhole to the front door. I push it open with force and lug my gear through the small entrance.

				After little more than a day in Naples I’m beginning to think the locals are stumpy for a reason. A random check of front doors reveals that at least half were built for dwarves: stooping is obligatory to avoid physical injury when entering or exiting. I unlock the next steel door, which leads to a stairwell on the left. It clangs shut behind me like a prison gate as I face the first of many stairs. Finally I’m on the roof-top terrace under the Milky Way.

				Francesco and Carlo’s flat is dark, empty and arctic, with no central heating in the bitter heart of winter. I dump my belongings in my room and make a cup of tea, then slip under a blanket on the couch.

				Soon bored with channel-surfing mindless Italian television, I make a dash to my shoebox room to retrieve some books I bought on Naples, then snuggle back beneath the blanket to satisfy my latest crime fixation . . .

				The Camorra is said to have started in Cagliari, Sardinia, in the thirteenth century, reaching Naples in the sixteenth century during the Spanish occupation. Recognised in 1820 as Bella Società Riformata, or Beautiful Reformed Society, it was viewed as a local phenomenon, with its members meeting in a local city church. Its urban appeal distinguished the Camorra from Sicily’s Mafia and Calabria’s Ndrangheta, known for their rural roots.

				For centuries, I read, local powers failed to shrug off the Camorra, and used it to keep the masses in check. In turn, the Camorra exploited the administrative incompetence to fill its own coffers and guarantee ‘protection’ to a populace that felt abandoned by governments and institutions. It became a culture, an economic system – a state in itself. Today more than two hundred Camorra clans operate in and around Naples, infiltrating public tenders, organising clandestine immigration, and drug trafficking . . .

				At close to midnight my eyelids begin to drop and I conclude that my flatmates have retreated to the comfort of their family homes. Great. I’m living with a pair of mammoni who fly back to the nest at the slightest sign of discomfort. Wimps.

				I find a rug in a cupboard and layer myself in a tracksuit and jumpers before hopping into bed. Dogs howl some place nearby and the wind rattles the furniture on the terrazza. In the middle of wondering if I’ve been too rash in uprooting my life again, I suddenly remember the one positive thing about sleeping in a single bed: body heat spreads fast.

				A crack of lightning pierces my eardrums before rain pummels the tin roof. During my childhood in Tamworth, in rural New South Wales, my family lived for a short time in a tin shed as our new home was being built. When it rained, it seemed like Armageddon, water falling like bullets. Strangely comforted, I’m almost asleep when a text message beeps on my mobile phone. To my surprise, it’s Suzy, the Neapolitan lady I met on the train.

				•

				Meeting near stazione Centrale the next day, Suzy says that she and her husband have failed to trace the American couple, who accidentally left a number missing a digit.

				‘Delfo è passato in ospedale ma li non hanno voluto dargli informazione per via della legge sulla privacy,’ she says, explaining that her husband visited the hopsital, but the staff couldn’t help because of patient privacy rules.

				We decide to take a walk in the streets around the station, and as we weave among streets crowded with Chinese and African markets selling a strange hotchpotch of merchandise, Suzy talks openly about her thirty-three years working metres from the stazione, which she calls the ‘black hole’ of Naples.

				‘When I first came to work here the station was just like any other in the world – dangerous, yes, but not like today,’ she says. ‘It’s very crowded because it’s surrounded by poor areas, where people are without work, without anything.

				‘All of these tiny streets,’ she continues, pointing around, ‘are full of immigrants. Often twenty or thirty people live under the one roof in apartments they rent from Neapolitans who charge high rent and make them live like animals.’

				When I venture to ask her about the Camorra, Suzy cuts to the chase. ‘It directs everything . . . The markets here make so much, the Camorra wouldn’t let an occasion slip them by.’

				I scan the endless row of street stalls and the vendors with eyes as empty as their stomachs, selling goods from designer sunglasses to whitegoods, and wonder how slim their profit margin must be once the Camorra has taken its cut.

				Suzy stops suddenly to point to Porta Capuana. It’s one of the gates to the old city, she explains, with an impressive carved marble arch.

				‘Look,’ she says with a huff, pointing to an ugly modern window in an apartment somehow built into the curve of the arch. ‘No doubt one of the camorristi paid someone to build here – it’s a disgrace.’

				As we wind back through the fish-market, I stop beside a live octopus pushing its tentacles against the confines of a shallow bucket.

				‘It’s not all fresh here,’ Suzy warns. ‘These people often freeze produce and throw it in sea water to thaw it out. When you buy sardini,’ she adds with an air of conspiracy, ‘don’t buy the ones that have traces of red on them . . . It means they’ve travelled a long way to get here . . .’

				Stopping for a coffee, Suzy is curious to know why I’ve moved to Naples.

				‘This is a final test after three years in Italy to work out if I want to stay here.’

				Suzy’s grey eyes flicker before she pecks me goodbye. ‘I have a good feeling things will work out for you,’ she says, slinging her shoulder bag over her neck. ‘Stay in touch, and don’t forget to call me whenever you need something . . . anything.’

				Buoyed by my new friend’s optimism, I make my way home along corso Umberto I, the main street leading from stazione Centrale.

				As rain starts to fall I wait in anticipation. Sure enough, within seconds a street-seller clutching a range of coloured umbrellas appears from nowhere. Handing over a two euro coin, I turn to open my umbrella when I hear a din behind me.

				Across two lanes of traffic I see the doors of a crowded orange transit bus fling open. A Chinese man, somehow juggling a wooden board to which he has tacked cheap jewellery, hesitates on the step. Blood streams from his nose and onto his grey tracksuit top. As the driver shouts for him to get off the bus, a passenger elbows her way through the crowd to hand him tissues.

				The man steps onto the median strip and stands in the rain, his miserable figure attracting nothing more than a few fleeting stares. Misfortune doesn’t appear to be a stranger to these parts.

				I press on but can’t erase the image of the man’s bloodied tracksuit.

				Napoli e sangue.
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