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Paola.


Every single heartbeat.




 


So tell me: do you know what love is?


You, who sell love for two lire a go, the privilege of panting on you for five minutes, not even the time to look you in the eyes, to whisper your name: do you think you know what love is? What do you know about endless waiting, anxious silences in hopes of a single word, of a smile?


With this smooth soft body that I can now feel moving frantically beneath me, with these long white legs clamped tight around my hips, do you think this is love?


I’ve seen love, you know. I’ve known it, I’ve experienced it. It’s made of pain and sorrow, of anxiety and relapses. It doesn’t burn itself out in a flash; it isn’t born and it doesn’t die in places like this, the sound of a piano downstairs, and everywhere the smell of disinfectant. Love is made of fresh air and flowers, tears and laughter.


You, dragging your nails down my back and thrusting your pelvis against me, you think you know love, but you don’t.


You’re always faking, you even fake the pleasure you don’t feel. You pretend, with your black mascaraed eyes, with your mouth lipsticked into the shape of a heart, with the beauty mark inked on your cheek. All fake. Just like your expensive clothes, made of organdy, crêpe, and printed voile, fabrics that you alone, in this so-called house of love, can afford, like the French perfume that pollutes the air in this room.


I know what real love is: it wakes you up at night, your heart full of hope and despair, full of thoughts that become dreams and dreams that become thoughts. It doesn’t need music played by negroes, to make the blood pump faster through your veins, nor does it need perfume to muddle your senses.


What would you say to me if I asked you what love is, as you moan in my arms, as you press your breasts against me?


Perhaps you’d laugh, the way you laughed just a short while ago, with your white teeth and your dark eyes, one hand perched on your silken hip; and you’d tell me that this is love, a room in a whorehouse, lace bras, candles, satin, ostrich feather boas. You’d say that love is luxury, well-being, not having to think about how to get enough to eat. Or maybe you’d tell me that love doesn’t last long, no longer than a hooker does: and that the rest of life must be spent living as comfortably as you can.


Don’t be afraid, I won’t ask you what love is. I won’t wait to hear more lies from your painted lips. I’ll settle for feeling what I feel right now: your warm body moving beneath my flesh, in time to your breathing. More and more slowly. More and more slowly.


I’ll settle for not hearing any more of your muffled cries, under the pillow I’m pressing down over your face.




I


It was a few hundred yards from police headquarters to Il Paradiso—the final stretch of Via Toledo and a section of Via Chiaia. But it was a bad time of day: the sidewalks were crowded, the shops were open, and the sweet spring air beckoned people out for a stroll. Ricciardi and Maione shouldered their way laboriously through the crowd, doing their best not to lose sight of the old woman hobbling on her bent legs with surprising agility; behind them were officers Cesarano and Camarda, who kept exchanging conspiratorial glances. They’d started it when Maione told them the address, and they hadn’t stopped smirking since.


Ricciardi didn’t trust the spring. There was nothing worse than the mild breeze, than the scent of pine needles or salt water that blew down from Capodimonte or up from the harbor, than the apartment windows opening. After a winter of silence, of icy streets swept by winds out of the north, of chilblains and of cold rain, people’s brooding passions have built up so much of that destructive energy that they can hardly wait to erupt, to sow chaos.


As he approached the corner where the street opened out into Piazza Trieste e Trento and the crush began to thin, the commissario let his gaze sweep over the dozens of heads crowded in the area in front of the Caffè Gambrinus: young men dressed in light colors, thumbs thrust into the pockets of their vests and hair brushed back, were talking in small groups, trying to catch the eyes of women that strolled past in pairs, well aware of the approbation they had so sorely lacked in the previous dreary months. Some of the men turned to the young women serving at the tables that had finally been set out along the sidewalks, drinking in the curves that could be glimpsed under their aprons. Strolling vendors hawked their magnificent wares, shouting and whistling. Children tugged on their mothers’ skirts, demanding nuts or balloons. There were convertibles, carriages, and accordions.


Welcome to springtime, thought Ricciardi. Nothing is more dangerous than all this apparent innocence.


Right around the corner was the elderly man who had killed himself. The commissario almost walked straight into him; he dodged to one side and bumped into a nanny pushing a perambulator; she glared at him, straightened her bonnet, and then resumed her brisk pace toward the Villa Nazionale. The commissario remembered the report, from a couple of days earlier: a retired high school teacher whose wife had died that winter. One day he woke up, dressed himself nicely, said goodbye to his daughter with a kiss on the forehead, then set out for his usual morning constitutional. When he reached the piazza, he turned to face the café, pulled out the pistol that he still kept from his military service in the Great War, and shot himself in the temple. The case had quickly been filed away; there was even a suicide note on the kitchen cabinet at home. But the grief of his departure lingered on, suspended in midair, perfectly visible to Ricciardi, in the form of a short, slender man dressed in dignified but threadbare garb: a jacket that was too big for him, the sleeves hanging so low that only his fingertips, and a pistol, could be seen. The bullet went in through his right temple and emerged from his forehead, opening up his head like a watermelon. The terror of imminent death had prompted a stream of urine, leaving a wet stain on the front of his grey trousers. Beneath the blood and brains that were oozing down his face, his mouth repeated the same phrase over and over: Our café, my love, our café, my love. Ricciardi instinctively turned toward Caffé Gambrinus, across the crowded street: the tables buzzed with people and life. He would feel his grief and pain for days: the old man who couldn’t bear to face the first season of fine weather without the companion who’d shared his life. The sudden stab of pain in his head made him reach his hand back to the scar, now healing, on the back of his head. If only the scar on my soul could heal as nicely, he thought to himself, the scar that attracts the whisperings of the dead, the awareness of their sorrow.


He made a mental note to avoid that corner and to cross over to the far side of the street in the next few days. At least until the echo of the old man’s suffering had finally dissolved into the cool air of the dawning spring.


 


Brigadier Raffaele Maione pushed through the crowd with some difficulty: his bulk kept him from moving quickly through all those people, and the unexpected warmth of the day had caught him off guard in his heavy winter uniform, thanks to which he felt sticky and sweaty. The old woman, on the other hand, seemed a ballerina, the way she dodged oncoming feet and perambulators, vanishing now and again from his sight, only to reappear a few yards further on.


Not that Maione needed directions to find Il Paradiso. It was Naples’ most famous brothel, strictly for the rich, and its blacked-out windows overlooked a street busy with strollers and lined with the city’s most expensive shops; from the darkened windows came the sound of a piano playing and the laughter of the clients, and the passersby either looked scandalized or amused, but in either case, a little envious.


The old woman had been out of breath when she got to police headquarters. She was the bouncer at the high-end bordello, herself an institution, known in the neighborhood for the powerful arms which contrasted with her petite appearance, allowing her to function as a reliable one-woman security detail: she would easily give drunken and troublesome clients the bum’s rush if they refused to leave when their time was up. Her name was Maria Fusco, and she was known as Marietta’ a Guardaporte—Marietta the Doorkeeper—and she had refused to speak to the lowly police private manning the front desk, demanding an audience with the brigadier to report “the calamity that had befallen,” as she said in thick dialect; Maione had met her once or twice and had won the woman’s coarse respect. When she appeared before him, he had immediately understood that she was truly upset: her cheeks were red, she was short of breath, her face twisted with despair.


“Brigadie’, come, hurry, right now. Something terrible has happened.”


Maione had only managed to squeeze out of Marietta that there had been a murder, so he had sent for Ricciardi, motioned Camarda and Cesarano over, and headed off after the old woman.


As he strode along briskly, he pulled his watch out of his jacket pocket. Four in the afternoon. The bordello must be open for business by now. Who could say how many people would be there, in Il Paradiso’s handsome drawing room, listening to music and watching the procession of scantily clad young ladies on the balcony, waiting to be chosen.


Suddenly the busy street was as empty as if a sinkhole had opened up, and the four policemen found themselves outside the entrance to the place. Marietta stood on the threshold, impatient. On the other side of the street, the inevitable crowd of rubberneckers, their heads inclined toward the windows, locked tight and covered by curtains; a subdued murmur of comments and speculation, some elbowing as the police appeared on the scene. Maione heard a woman laugh, but the laughter fell suddenly silent when he scowled in her direction. Death was death: it demanded respect, wherever and however it appeared.




II


Ricciardi didn’t like bordellos.


Now, to be clear, it wasn’t a moral issue. It was his opinion that anything that went on between consenting adults was their business, and people were free to spend their time and money however they saw fit, and this was certainly a better way than many others. But he’d had plenty of opportunities in the past to see how the passion that swirled around sex could be a very difficult tool to handle, one that all too often caused only harm. He remembered the faces of men stabbed to death, despairing suicides, fathers who’d hanged themselves over the affections of one of those young signorinas who were in the business of selling pleasure; on the other hand, he knew all too well that love vied with hunger for the dubious distinction of first place in the contest of what could cause the most death and destruction.


But he knew equally well, he thought to himself as he climbed the stairs leading up to the front room of Il Paradiso, that love was a disease bound up in the very essence of the human race and that no one, no matter how hard they tried, could hope to remain immune. Not even him.


When she reached the landing at the top of the steps, the old doorkeeper stopped, turned to look down at the four men, and announced in a hollow voice:


“Enter. Someone murdered Viper.”


 


When he first joined the force, he’d often found himself rushing with his fellow officers to one house of ill repute or another, which were regularly the site of brawls, serious injuries, or cases of aggravated assault.


It was normal practice for every bordello to arrange for its own security force, usually consisting of one or two ex-cons who were willing, in return for a hot meal and a few bills, to shove their battered features and their tattoos into the faces of would-be troublemakers; that was usually enough to restore calm in a place made for pleasure not bloodshed.


Still, pleasure is a passion, and one passion tends to trigger others. Sometimes the hired guard wasn’t enough and, in fact, when the custodians of law and order had to be summoned, this guard would frequently be among the injured parties, punished for his belief that he could talk reason into someone holding a knife.


Those bordellos, at least the ones that Ricciardi remembered, were tucked away behind the crumbling facades of old buildings; the way in was up a steep dark staircase, at the top of which was a room with a woman seated at a small table, with a padlocked strongbox where the money was kept. Along the walls were wooden benches, where factory workers, soldiers, and students sat waiting silently—staring into the middle distance, uninterested in conversation.


Another set of stairs led to the rooms, and in the rooms were the girls, who were often anything but. Ricciardi remembered one woman with a bloody gash on one cheek who was fifty if she was a day, and had no more than ten teeth: she’d inspired some eighteen-year-old customer to pull out his knife when she asked for more money than she was strictly due. In those poor, cheap whorehouses, the customers lined up on the steps in single file, letting those who were raring to go cut ahead because there was a time limit on every trick, and if you went past the few minutes allotted there was a surcharge.


The place that met Ricciardi’s eyes, once the old woman had made her dramatic announcement and stepped aside, was quite another matter. First they made their way down a hallway furnished with chairs, their seats upholstered in satin, their backrests gilded, a large, elaborately-framed mirror, and red silk wallpaper. A sign invited guests to leave their umbrellas and walking sticks on a rack. At the far end there was another door, and as she neared it Marietta came to an abrupt halt: clearly, this was the far boundary of the territory under her jurisdiction.


The drawing room was large, the size of a ballroom, and it was cloaked in shadows. Heavy curtains hung over the windows and the enormous crystal chandelier was dark, as were most of the dozen or so sconces lining the walls. A tapestry on which naked nymphs and satyrs chased one another gleefully through the woods dominated the room.


But the atmosphere was anything but cheerful. The sofas and armchairs sat empty, the grand piano had fallen silent; the wall hangings and the thick carpet muffled the murmers emanating from the small knot of people at the far end of the room; a woman broke away and came toward them.


This was no ordinary individual. Her imposing stature and physique were only enhanced by a black plume that rose above a sort of tiara in her hair; her dark dress fluttered delicately, a yard-long train rustling behind her over the carpet. Before the policemen, she stopped demurely: her heavy makeup could not conceal the grief-stricken expression and the bloodshot eyes.


She turned to Maione:


“Brigadie’, you’re here. How sorry I am to meet you again on this sad occasion.”


Camarda and Cesarano exchanged a smirk that eluded neither Ricciardi’s nor Maione’s notice. The brigadier glared at them, and both policemen immediately bowed their heads.


“Signora Yvonne, the proprietor of this establishment; Signora, Commissario Ricciardi. We came as soon as Marietta summoned us, but you could have telephoned and we’d have saved a little time.”


The woman waved one hand distractedly in the air, and a dozen or so rings sparkled.


“That didn’t occur to me, my first thought was to send Marietta. What happened seemed so ridiculous to me, and it still does. This misfortune. This terrible thing.”


Ricciardi had the impression that the woman was playing a part. Her exaggerated gestures, the artificial voice, the way she’d crossed the center of the room, as stately as an ocean liner sailing into port: everything about her seemed theatrical, designed to impress and intimidate.


“Buongiorno, Signora. Your real name, if you please?”


He took it for granted that the name she’d given Maione was a professional pseudonym, and he wanted to invite the woman to be more forthcoming. The self-proclaimed Yvonne took his point. She fluttered her eyelashes, heaved a sigh, and focused her attention on Ricciardi.


“Lidia Fiorino, at your service. But everyone knows me as Madame Yvonne; I doubt anyone will be able to give you any information about me if you use my maiden name.”


Ricciardi hadn’t stopped staring at the woman.


“I like to know the name of the people I met, that’s all. The legal name. Now, tell us exactly what happened.”


Madame Yvonne shot a quick glance over her shoulder, toward the group of people by the piano. In the half-light, it was just possible to glimpse women in dressing gowns and one could hear muffled sobs.


“One of my girls . . . my dearest girl, she was like a daughter to me . . . the prettiest one, the sweetest one . . .”


She loudly blew her nose into a handkerchief pulled from the sleeve of her dress. Ricciardi waited, Maione sighed and raised his eyes to the ceiling.


“One of my girls is . . . Virgin Mary, Mother of God, I can’t bring myself to believe it, right here, in my own home . . . where love, peace, and pleasure reign supreme . . .”


Ricciardi shot Maione a meaningful glance, and the brigadier stepped in.


“Signo’, please. We know perfectly well where we are and what goes on here. In other words, there’s no need to explain. Please, just do us a favor and of tell us, in short, what happened.”


Yvonne dried her tears and assumed a vaguely resentful tone.


“Brigadie’, you must understand what this means for me, for all of us. It’s a tragedy. Viper is dead.”


It was the second time he’d heard that word uttered; Ricciardi decided it was time to clear things up.


“Her real name, please. And let’s start from the beginning: who found her? When? And where is she now? Has anyone moved anything?”


The woman turned her head toward the group at the far end of the room and gestured; then she turned back to Ricciardi.


“Viper is the name by which, throughout Naples, the best, the most beautiful of all the working girls, as we like to say, was known. The name is Rosaria, Maria Rosaria Cennamo. But she was Viper to everyone. No one’s moved her, she’s in the bedroom, the bedroom where . . . well, where she worked.”


The other question went unanswered, until finally Ricciardi made up his mind to ask it again.


“I asked: who found her?”


Madame hesitated, then she turned to the girls and called out:


“Lily, come over here. Don’t pretend you don’t understand me.”


A young woman broke away from the group, reluctantly, and came toward them. Her halting gait was quite different from Yvonne’s majestic stride, and the older woman introduced her:


“This is Lily. Bianca Palumbo, to be exact: our clients, you know, like names with an exotic flavor. She’s the one who found Viper.”


The girl was fair-haired. Her features were soft and rounded, her face marked by horror and fright. She was clutching the edges of a flowered nightgown to her chest, which was quite prominent, disproportionately so, given her height. Cesarano let a faint whistle escape him, which earned him a furious glare from Maione.


“Now then, Signorina: you’re the one who found the corpse?”


Lily looked at Madame, almost as if she were asking permission to answer; the woman nodded her head slightly, and the girl turned to Ricciardi.


“Yes. I went past her door, I’d . . . I had finished, and I was going to the balcony. And Viper’s door was open, just a little, it was, what’s the word . . . ajar. And she was on the bed, and I noticed her leg, dangling over the side . . .”


She reached a trembling hand up to her face, as if to chase the image away. Her voice, deep and mature, clashed with her evident youth and her delicate features.


Ricciardi asked:


“And you, what did you do?”


The young woman hesitated, glanced again in her madam’s direction, then decided to answer.


“I stuck my head out the door and called Madame.”


Maione broke in:


“And how did you know that Cennamo—I mean, Viper—was dead?”


Lily shrugged.


“There was a pillow on her face. And she wasn’t moving.”


What Ricciardi sensed in the girl’s voice, and even more in her reactions, wasn’t grief, only fright. He decided to get confirmation of that impression.


“Were the two of you friends? Did you get along with Viper?”


This time it was Madame Yvonne who replied:


“Of course! We’re like a big happy family here, Commissa’. The girls are all like sisters, they spend all their time together, and they love one another, both the girls who come here to work for a couple of weeks and then go away and the ones who’re here permanently. And Lily, just like Viper, is here to stay, she’s not one of the girls on rotation, and so they’re . . . they were even closer. Isn’t that true? Answer me!”


Suddenly called upon, Lily stared at her employer and slowly nodded. Ricciardi’s first impression remained unshaken: the relationship between Lily and the late Viper would need closer examination.


“And then you, Madame, sent Marietta to get us. All right. And who was here, besides you and the girls I see over there?”


Yvonne spread her arms wide.


“Commissa’, of course, there were the clients. Amedeo over there, our piano player, was entertaining them while they waited, and the waiter was serving drinks. The usual afternoon activity.”


“So these customers, what happened to them?”


The woman shook her head.


“I’m sure you can imagine it for yourself: the minute they heard Lily crying and screaming, they vanished. I certainly don’t have the authority to stop them and tell them to wait for you all, do I?”


Ricciardi nodded.


“Certainly not. But you must remember at least your regular customers, and you can tell us their names, I believe. Just so we can check them out.”


Yvonne exchanged a look with Lily that didn’t escape the commissario’s notice.


“Of course. Though I might have overlooked a few, in all the chaos. This kind of terrible accident, it doesn’t happen every day.”


“No, luckily, this sort of thing doesn’t happen every day. Signorina, earlier you said: I had finished, and I was going to the balcony. What did you mean?”


Lily answered:


“Do you see that passageway up there, with the railing? We call that the balcony. When we’re done working with a customer, after we’ve washed up and straightened up the room, then we go up there, where they can see us, that way the customers here in the waiting room know that we’re free and that they can pick us. The one they like best.”


Camarda sighed, earning himself an elbow in the ribs from Cesarano. Ricciardi decided to overlook it.


“All right, I understand. I may need to ask you a few more things later. Now, if you don’t mind, take us to Viper’s room.”




III


What is this breeze on my face?


What are these scents, the flowers and the sea?


What does springtime want from me, why doesn’t it go back where it came from?


I’m a dead man, don’t you understand that, springtime? I’m a dead man.


I’ve been dead for years and years, even though I breathed, worked, ate, and slept. I talked to the people I met, and maybe to be polite I even laughed, pretended to be interested: but I was dead.


If your heart doesn’t beat in your chest, then you’re dead. And my heart wasn’t beating. Not anymore.


It’s better to be born blind. You can’t remember colors if you’ve never seen them before. If you’re born blind, then the sun is nothing more than warmth on your skin and the sea is just water on your feet; you can’t imagine how the light shimmers against the blue, while clouds scud across the sky, creating and erasing shadows. It’s better, if you’re born blind.


But if you’ve seen the light and then they take it away from you, all you can do is remember. You just remember, you don’t live anymore: you’re dead.


Curse you, God, why did you force me to be reborn? Why did you give back the sight that you took away from me, and the hope that I’d long since forgotten? God, you coward, why did you make me breathe again, and laugh again, and make my heart beat again, wasn’t the suffering you’d already inflicted on me enough? Did you know that you would kill me a second time? You know everything, so why? Damn you to hell: you sent me to the inferno, you pulled me back out, and in the end you locked me in there forever.


Leaving my soul trapped in a bedroom at Il Paradiso. Motionless, breathless, awaiting a word that will never come from her mouth.


From her dead mouth.




IV


At the far end of the shadowy drawing room there was a podium, and on it stood a sort of lectern made of dark wood, behind which sat a very high-backed chair, giving the impression of a throne.


Madame Yvonne, sailing toward the podium, said with undisguised pride:


“That’s where I sit. That’s where I greet our customers.”


Ricciardi glimpsed money on the counter, a pad of printed forms, and an open fan. Behind the desk, stuck to the wall, was a sign displaying the prices.


 


SINGLE 2.50 LIRE


DOUBLE 3.50 LIRE


½ HOUR 6 LIRE


1 HOUR 10 LIRE


EXTRA FOR SOAP AND TOWEL 1 LIRA


BAR OF SOAP 10 CENTS


COLOGNE 25 CENTS


 


Next to the cashier’s desk was a flight of stairs with a red handrail, at the base of which stood two wooden statues of black slaves: one was holding a lantern that illuminated the desk, the other a tray in which the customers deposited their cigarette butts before going upstairs. Madame started up the stairs, but Ricciardi, before following her, turned and murmured something to Maione. The brigadier said:


“Cama’, you stay there by the front door and make sure no one comes in and no one leaves. Cesara’, you phone police headquarters and tell them to call over to the hospital, this is important, tell them to ask personally for Dr. Bruno Modo, and to send the photographer. Then station yourself here and don’t let anyone come upstairs.”


At the top of the stairs was a hallway, lit by wall lamps. The doors of the ten or so rooms were almost all shut, except for one which stood half-open at the end of the hall.


Ricciardi indicated it with a nod.


“Is that it, Viper’s room?”


Yvonne nodded her head yes. She seemed to have lost the confidence she’d displayed downstairs; her hands were trembling. That hatless commissario, with his penetrating green eyes, had made her uneasy from the first and, now that they were close to the corpse, he inexplicably frightened her.


Maione broke in, asking:


“And which one is Lily’s room?”


Madame pointed to one of the rooms closest to the stairs.


“That one.”


Ricciardi gestured to the brigadier, who said:


“Stay here, Signo’. Don’t move.”


The two policemen separated. Maione opened the door to Lily’s room, and Ricciardi headed for the door that stood half-open. When he came to the threshold, he looked inside. He saw a side table, a gleam of light on a mirror, the edge of the bed. A hand, fingertips pointing away from the bed, was the only sign of a human presence that could be glimpsed through the opening.


He took a step forward and crossed the threshold.


As usual, instead of looking, he let his senses become accustomed to the room. He had to establish contact with the atmosphere, with the emotions suspended in the air. He kept his eyelids shut.


The smell, first of all. While in the rest of the bordello the smell of smoke, with an undercurrent of disinfectants, detergents, and dust, dominated, here the scent was of French perfume, elegant and penetrating; flowers, once fresh, fading; a vague aroma of lavender; and the unpleasant tang of stale sweat. No blood.


Then he listened to his skin. The open door had brought the temperature to the same level as the hallway, but he sensed a slight breeze coming from his right, possibly a window cracked open, or else just a draft. The room lay immersed in silence, except for a slow dripping.


The time had come.


He opened his eyes and looked, starting intentionally from the wall farthest from the bed. In the corner he saw the sink with the faucet whose drip he had heard, and a pitcher and washbasin; a vanity and chair, on which a black silk dressing gown with a red pattern had been abandoned; a five-drawer marble-top dresser, upon which he could see a jewel box and a framed photograph of a woman, middle-aged and serious, sitting with a little boy in a sailor suit in her arms; a vase with a spray of fresh flowers; the window, covered by a red curtain imperfectly closed, through which the spring air was entering the room.


His gaze had come around to the bed.


The corpse lay awkwardly sprawled in the middle of the rumpled sheets. One of the legs, as Lily had said, dangled over the side, and the arms were thrown wide, like the wings of a bird that would never again take flight. The light-colored slip was pulled up over the belly, revealing the undergarments that the woman was wearing. The only piece of jewelry on the body was a silver bracelet in the shape of a snake with two green stones in place of eyes, on the left forearm.


The face, uncovered, bore the expression of someone gasping for air, and a section of blackened tongue protruded from the open mouth.


Suffocated. The girl had been suffocated.


Just inches from the head lay a pillow marked with traces of makeup and a patch of damp saliva where it had been violently pressed down onto the mouth and nose, which to judge from the silhouette must have been fractured in the process. Even in the final insult of death, the commissario could tell that Viper must have been very beautiful.


Ricciardi followed the victim’s blank gaze, the direction of her eyes in the moment of extremity. He heaved a long sigh.


Before a mirror that didn’t reflect it, the woman’s image: standing, arms at her side, short dark hair framing her face; lips stretched in one last breath, black tongue lolling out.


Looking at its own corpse, the image kept saying: Little whip, little whip. My little whip.


Ricciardi ran a hand over his face. Maybe I’m just imagining it all, he thought for the thousandth time. Maybe it’s just an illusion produced by my sick mind. Maybe it’s some kind of absurd inheritance, a lurking, silent form of madness. Maybe it’s my hundreds of fears, my inability to live life. Maybe it’s just a way to escape reality, maybe there’s really nothing in front of me.


Outside, in the street two floors below, an accordion struck up a tango. Life in the street was resuming its movement through the first day of spring.


Ricciardi lowered his hand.


Along with the pain and grief of departure, the now familiar sense of melancholy and regret, and the surprise at being dead that Ricciardi knew all too well, he could just make out the echo of Viper’s last thought: Little whip, little whip. My little whip.


He turned around sharply and left the room, walking toward Maione.


 


They’ll understand. They’ll have to understand.


I did it for you, to protect you. So that you’d understand that it’s me, I’m the right woman for you. So that you would know that I and I alone know what you are, and what you want.


I can see you now, that time you came into my room, gripping my arm so hard that it hurt, staring into my tear-filled eyes, whispering through clenched teeth: it wasn’t me. It wasn’t me.


But I don’t care. Whether or not it’s true, you’re my man, just like I’m your woman. The two of us together, we’ll get out of this. Because you’ll finally understand that I’m the right one, the one who cares for you: because I’ve protected you, I’ve put your safety first.


Not like that damned whore, who stole your soul. Who blinded you.


Because you can work as a whore, or you can be a whore. And she was a whore right down to the bottom of her soul.


But now she’s dead.


Which is better for everyone.




V


Augusto Ventrone looked the angel in the eyes.


He admired its light-blue coloring, its intense expression, which was at once pitying and determined; ready to provide comfort and to inflict punishment, annunciating and exterminating. That’s what an angel should be like.


He put the statue back on its shelf, next to the shop’s front door, and looked outside: afternoon sunlight filled the street, and a few flies were flitting around in the low light. Spring had come. Punctual as ever.


Augusto allowed himself a quick smile. Not that he was in the habit of smiling: he was the most unsmiling twenty-year-old in the neighborhood, and possibly in the whole city. And really, why would he smile?


First of all, the merchandise they offered in their shop had to be sold with earnest sobriety, in certain cases with something approaching grief: and he was a born salesman. Their customers came in expecting a murmured recommendation. “Award-Winning Purveyors of Sacred Art, Vincenzo Ventrone and Son,” read the sign. Sacred art. Nothing playful, nothing funny. The religious expected a sophisticated adviser; private individuals interested in decorating a home chapel, a family tomb, or even just a nightstand in their bedroom, wanted the understanding of a professional: for smiles, they were welcome to try the undergarment shop, just fifty feet down the street, on the opposite sidewalk.


Nor had life given Augusto any particular reasons to be cheerful. A mother who’d died too young, no brothers or sisters, and a father who’d lost his head over a whore.


At first, Augusto had actually been quite tolerant. After all, after five years as a lonely widower, one could understand why Vincenzo Ventrone, who wasn’t so old that he couldn’t hear the call of the flesh, should have gone in search of comfort. And all things considered, better a brothel—with a discreet side entrance where you’d pay no more than a few lire—than a money-grubbing young lady from a well-to-do family looking to get herself situated, or even worse, a fortune hunter with children of her own, who could replace him as the heir to the family business.


But then matters had taken a strange turn. His father’s visits to Il Paradiso (how blasphemously ironic, that name: astonishing that the authorities should allow it!) had multiplied until he was going daily, sometimes even more frequently. It was inevitable that other customers, that even a number of high prelates from the bishopric, would see him emerge from the bordello with a stupid, ridiculous grin stamped on his face, his celluloid collar unbuttoned, his tie askew, traces of lipstick smeared on his cheeks. And the idiot, instead of hiding in the shadows, just doffed his hat and called out hello.


With a shudder, Augusto remembered how he had learned that his father’s affair with a whore had by now become public knowledge. One day the Contessa Félaco di Castelbriano had come into the shop, an elderly crone who weighed at least 225 pounds and collected statues of St. Anthony; she’d stopped at the front counter and stood there for several minutes silently staring at him, wearing a pained, sympathetic expression. He’d waited, as was befitting a serious shopkeeper in the presence of a first-rate customer. Finally, in her cavernous voice, the contessa had told him: “Your poor mother is turning over in her grave over this indecency. For the shame that your father is heaping on her, even in the afterlife.” Then she’d turned on her heel and left the shop.


At that point, Augusto had felt it was his duty to have a man-to-man talk with his father, in part because he’d recently noticed a slight drop in the number of customers, and he was a very keen observer of these kinds of things, having inherited from his mother a certain, let’s say, attention to the practical side of life. He’d said to him, not in so many words: Papà, if you want to have fun, that’s your business; but discretion, in a business like ours, is a necessity. Given that, I have to beg you to stop letting people see you enter and leave that place, which after all is only a few hundred yards from our shop.


That fool had looked at him and said: my son, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m not doing anything wrong, I’ll spend my money and I’ll go wherever I want. And after all, I only play cards there. You know that I live for the memory of your sainted mother.


Augusto was left with no alternative but to pray that Vincenzo would come to his senses, while every day more and more people came to see him, feigning compassion, to tell him the details of his father’s affair with the famous Viper, the most notorious prostitute in town.


That day, however, something new must have happened. His father had come home much earlier than he usually did, pale as a ghost and trembling, the very opposite of how he’d looked when he’d walked out, frisky and fragrant, into the fresh spring air. He’d muttered something about not feeling well and needing to go to bed (his own bed, for once). Augusto had told him not to worry, that he’d look after the store. As if that were somehow a novelty.


Dusting off angels and saints, the young man indulged in the second smile of the day: a real record. And he decided that there are times when prayers are even answered.


Especially if you lend a hand.


 


Maione had understood perfectly what the commissario wanted him to check up on, when he’d nodded his head in the direction of the door to Lily’s room—she was the woman who’d claimed to have found Viper’s body—and he’d understood exactly what doubts his superior officer was entertaining.


They went back down to the main hall, followed by an increasingly concerned Madame Yvonne. They went over to the group that had clustered in the corner furthest from the staircase, as if death was contagious, as if its miasma might condemn them too.


There were about a dozen girls, of varying ages: there were very young ones, no more than twenty, and women who were probably past thirty, the marks of hard living just beginning to appear on their faces, their expressions hard and suspicious.


All different in their features and origins, brunettes, blondes, and redheads, dyed hair and natural colors, shapely and lean. Clothing and makeup designed to titillate and attract, and in that new and terrible context it all seemed like a grotesque masquerade. A few of them were weeping softly, blowing their noses every so often.


There were also three men. One was introduced by Yvonne as Amedeo, the piano player: a fidgety little man with tapered fingers and a wispy mustache that was being shaken by terrified shivers. A dapper, elderly gentleman in a tailcoat was announced as Armando, the butler, who actually made a formal bow, as if he were at a ball. The third, a strapping, shifty young man who grunted hello, was Tullio, Madame Yvonne’s son: the woman explained that he was a handyman, in charge of maintenance, and also took care of security. All three of them swore that they hadn’t left the main hall all morning.


Once they’d taken names and gathered what little information was forthcoming, Ricciardi summoned Lily.


The girl hadn’t changed expression or attitude; now that he’d seen all the girls, including the victim, the commissario had made up his mind that the blond was the most attractive, with the possible exception of Viper herself: but her physical beauty clashed with the girl’s hard and determined features.


“Signorina, can you confirm the statements you made earlier? That you found the body, by looking through the half-open door in the victim’s room, while you were walking to the balcony for a new customer?”


The woman held Ricciardi’s gaze confidently; that didn’t happen often.


“Yes, that’s what happened. I found her. Around three.”


“And did you call for help immediately, calling for Madame?”


“Certainly.”


Ricciardi exchanged a glance with Maione, who was desperately trying to keep his eyes from resting on Lily’s spectacular breasts.


“I don’t believe you.”


The young woman betrayed no surprise.


“Ah, no? And why don’t you believe me, Commissa’?”


“First: because Viper’s bedroom is at the end of the hallway, and you wouldn’t have gone by it on the way from your room to the balcony. Second: because you said that you had finished and that you normally tidy up your room before bringing in another customer, and Maione saw for himself that your bed is rumpled and unmade. Third: because through the gap of the half-opened door you can’t see the leg dangling from the bed, but only the fingertips of one hand.”


Lily had listened to Ricciardi’s tirade without blinking, her hands on her hips.


The commissario said:


“Who are you covering for, Signorina? And why?”


The question was met with silence. The girls looked at one another, no longer weeping. Madame Yvonne was twisting her hands, in a state of anxiety. Ricciardi said loudly:


“If that’s the way things are, then this establishment is going to remain shuttered and you won’t get to leave until I’ve discovered who actually found the body and in what circumstances; this is necessary information, and without it you all can’t get back to business. On the other hand, I want to be clear that finding a corpse does not amount to the commission of a crime, and therefore this stance may only be casting suspicion on an innocent person. We have all the time in the world. We can wait.”


Madame Yvonne took a step forward, her eyes on Lily, and said in a broken voice:


“I can’t allow this, if we have to stay closed, we’ll be finished. Already, having a death in here is a terrible tragedy for our establishment’s good name: our only hope is to get right back to work. Commissa’, Viper’s body was found by one of our clients: Cavalier Vincenzo Ventrone, proprietor of the sacred art shop.”




VI


Dr. Bruno Modo entered the large drawing room panting, his collar unbuttoned, his hat askew, and his bag in hand.


“Here I am, what’s happened? Which girl was it?”


Ricciardi and Maione could hardly help but notice that the doctor’s demeanor was quite different from his usual: normally, even in the presence of the most heinous murders, he remained detached and ironic, even as he brought to bear his vast and impassioned expertise, which is why the police continued to request his personal assistance.


This time the doctor’s brow was furrowed by a deep crease under the shock of snow-white hair. He seemed pained and frightened, the way one would be when summoned to rush to a family member’s aid.


Maione walked toward him.


“Dotto’, buonasera. Unfortunately, there’s no need to hurry. That girl’s not going anywhere ever again. Her name is, or was, Cennamo. Maria Rosaria Cennamo.”


Modo gave him a bewildered stare:


“Cennamo? Who’s that?”


Madame Yvonne took a step forward as if she were stepping onto center stage, and intoned dramatically:


“Viper, Doctor. Viper, our own Viper, is dead.”


The doctor took off his hat and scratched his head.


“Viper. Poor girl. Where is she?”


Ricciardi walked slowly over to him.


“Ciao, Bruno. So you knew her, this signorina?”


The doctor grimaced wearily.


“Oh, ciao, Ricciardi. At least it’s you, on this case, and not one of your incompetent colleagues. Yes, of course I knew her. Everyone in the city knew her. In her way, she was a celebrity. And after all, I’m someone who knows all of these girls.”


He waved to the group of women in nightgowns, who all responded affectionately in return.


Ricciardi sighed.


“I’m well aware that you’re familiar with this place.”


The doctor was preparing a retort when Maione broke in:


“Speaking of family members, Dotto’, is that famous dog still with you?”


“Of course he is, Brigadie’. Why on earth would he leave me, with what I feed him? Sure, his ideal meal would be ground policeman, but he finds that all too rarely in his bowl.”


Maione snorted.


“My flesh would be too tough to chew, Dotto’. You’d probably blunt the edge of your scalpel if you tried.”


“In any case, the dog is downstairs. He’s just like Ricciardi, he doesn’t like to come into places like this. He waits for me, and if I’m in here too long, he even starts to howl. I’ve acquired a mother-in-law, not a dog.”


Ricciardi pointed upstairs.


“Come on, let’s go take a look at the young lady. After all, this lovely reception is being held in her honor.”


 


While Modo was focusing on the corpse, Ricciardi examined the bedroom more carefully.


It seemed that nothing was missing nor, at first glance, was there any reason to suppose that theft had been the motive. The drawers were all shut, the jewelry box on the dresser was full, and in any case, none of the baubles inside seemed especially valuable, junk for the most part, gaudy but made of cheap metals. The chaos that reigned in the room was only the result of the girl’s messiness.


He started searching more carefully.


He looked in the dresser drawers, turning up nothing other than a vast assortment of elegant unmentionables, culottes, brassieres, stockings, and negligees of every cut and color. No letters, no documents.


And no whips.


He looked on the floor, under the carpet, beneath the bed. He noticed that everything was very clean. But he found nothing.


He realized that in all likelihood there’d been a brief struggle: whatever had been atop the nightstand had been swept off, possibly by the woman herself as she thrashed frantically, seeing as her left leg had been very nearby; apart from a few hairpins and a nail file, there was nothing on the nightstand. It must not have made much noise, because some of the objects had fallen on the bed and the rest onto the thick carpet that covered the floor; nothing had broken.


The commissario focused on the objects that had been knocked off the nightstand, but here too nothing seemed out of the ordinary: a bottle of glycerine, a container of talcum that hadn’t burst open as it fell; nail polish, a small mirror with a handle, a small bottle of perfume with the name “Fleurs Parisiennes”; a round tin of face powder without a lid, but practically empty; a brush made of inlaid wood, a comb, and a cigarette case. All of them scattered across the carpet, with the exception of the face powder, the perfume, and the brush, which were on the bed.


Ricciardi reflected on how grotesque it was to see all this makeup and cosmetics in the grim presence of death. Beauty, cared for, cultivated, and then wiped out with a single act of violence.


He noticed that on the pillow that had been used to suffocate the girl there were a number of blond hairs, as well as on the brush; he filed away that detail.


Modo called him: the doctor had completed his initial summary examination. In the meanwhile, the photographer too had arrived; the commissario warned him take particular care with his shots.




VII


Modo shook his head sadly.


“Mamma mia, what a shame. Believe me, Ricciardi, Viper was a very beautiful woman. So beautiful. I’m so sorry that you had to see her so beat up. She had dark deep eyes, glittering with life, plump lips, and a graceful way of moving that drove men mad.”


Ricciardi was impressed: he’d never heard his friend so raptly absorbed in a description.


“What about you, Bruno, were you . . . I mean, did you see her?”


A melancholy expression appeared on Modo’s face.


“No, no. I come here to have fun, to drink and to play cards. The young ladies who warm my skin are more cheerful and unassuming than Viper. Also, from what I heard, she had very few clients. For Madame Yvonne she was like a kind of publicity, a flesh-and-blood advertisement. Certainly, this is a major loss for her.”


“Yes, so she told me. I might have some more questions for you about life in this place, that way you can raise yourself from necrophiliac butcher to police informant. But tell me something else: did you notice anything about the girl’s body?”


Modo, in spite of himself, chuckled briefly.


“There, now I recognize you: the real Ricciardi, the one who, as soon as the conversation veers onto lighthearted topics, steers it straight back to his world of blood. Well, no, little more than what you’ve certainly already guessed: it must have been over quickly, the murderer or murderess shoved her onto the bed and put a pillow over her face, and that was that. Death by suffocation; nasal septum fractured, bleeding of the upper and lower lips due to pressure against the teeth. She didn’t have a chance to cry out to anyone. She kicked a little: there’s a small ecchymosis on her foot, it must have hit the nightstand.”


Ricciardi decided that the picture he’d developed matched perfectly.


“What about her hands? Did she try to defend herself, did she manage to . . .”


“No, no scratches on the murderer, there aren’t any traces of skin under the fingernails. Unfortunately, there aren’t any fingerprints: she struggled to get the pillow off her face, that’s the only thing she touched.”


Modo had immediately caught Ricciardi’s drift: the presence of scratches and cuts on the hands or forearms could certainly have helped to identify the murderer.


“Of course, I reserve the right to come back to you with more information after the autopsy, which I intend to perform with extreme care: anyone capable of murdering such a beautiful woman, a woman who definitely freshened the foul air of this city, deserves the worst punishment possible.”


Ricciardi shrugged.


“That’s the kind of attention that we give all murderers. One last thing, Bruno: I’ve heard that in places like this they sometimes, let’s say, play games that can turn a little rough. That some people, in other words, like to use . . . things that could hurt. Sometimes, the games can get out of hand, and lead to uncontrolled violence, even to death.”
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