

[image: image]




[image: Images]





 [image: Images]





First published in Italy in 2002 by Giulio Einaudi editore S.p.A.


Published in trade paperback in Great Britain in 2015 by Corvus, an imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd.


Copyright © Giancarlo de Cataldo, 2002


English translation copyright © Antony Shugaar, 2015


The moral right of Giancarlo de Cataldo to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.


The moral right of Antony Shugaar to be identified as the translator of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.


This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities, is entirely coincidental.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Trade paperback ISBN: 978 0 85789 372 7


E-book ISBN: 978 0 85789 373 4


Printed in Great Britain.


Corvus


An imprint of Atlantic Books Ltd


Ormond House


26–27 Boswell Street


London


WC1N 3JZ


www.corvus-books.co.uk




For Tiziana




Special thanks go to Bruno Pari, ‘er più de li macellari’, for his lessons in ‘romanità’, and to P. G. Di Cara for the quote from Bernardo Provenzano and his review of the dialogue in Sicilian dialect.




The restriction of bloodshed to a minimum, its rationalization, is a business principle.


Bertolt Brecht, Notes to the Threepenny Opera




I urge you always to be calm and righteous, fair and consistent, may you successfully benefit from your experience of the experiences you suffer, do not discredit all that they tell you, always seek the truth before speaking, and remember that it is never enough to have one piece of evidence in order to undertake a decision. In order to be certain in a decision, you must have three pieces of evidence, and fairness and consistency. May the Lord bless you and protect you.


Bernardo Provenzano, July 1994
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Prologue


Rome, Now


HE CROUCHED BETWEEN two parked cars, curled into a ball. He covered his face as best he could and waited for the next blow. There were four of them.


The little man was particularly vicious; a knife scar ran the length of his cheek. Between assaults, he traded witty observations with a girlfriend on his mobile phone: a running commentary on the beating. Fortunately, they were punching blindly. This was their idea of fun. They’re young enough to be my own kids, he thought. Except for the African, of course. A gang of wild, reckless lowlifes. Only a few years ago, he thought, if they’d so much as heard his name, they would have just shot themselves in the head to avoid tasting his vengeance. A few years ago. Before everything changed. It had been a brief, fatal moment of carelessness. The hobnailed boot caught him right in the temple. He slithered down into blackness.


‘Time to go,’ ordered the little man. ‘I’d say this one’s not getting back on his feet!’


But he did. It was already dark by the time he picked himself up. His ribcage was in flames, his thoughts were muddled. A short way up the street there was a water fountain. He washed off the dried blood and drank down a long gulp of water that tasted of iron. Now he was on his feet. He was walking. On the street, cars went by, stereos blasting, while knots of young men toyed with their mobile phones and laughed scornfully at his lurching gait. The windows were lit by the bluish glow of thousands of television sets. A little further on: a brightly lit shop window. He eyed his reflection in the glass: a man hobbling in pain, coat torn and matted with blood, thinning greasy hair, rotten teeth. An old man. Look what he’d become. A siren sailed past. Instinctively he flattened against the wall. But they weren’t looking for him. No one was looking for him now.


‘I was with Libano!’ he murmured, almost incredulous, as if he had suddenly come into possession of someone else’s memories. They’d taken his money, but the lowlifes had overlooked his passport and ticket. As well as his Rolex, sewn into an inside pocket. They were having too much fun to search him thoroughly. A smile flickered across his face. They’d be breaking their teeth on some tough bread crust, no question.


Passengers wouldn’t be called for boarding for another three hours. There was enough time. The gypsy camp was about half a mile away.


The African was the first to see him coming. He stepped over to the little man, who was making out with his girlfriend, and told him that grandpa was back.


‘Didn’t we kill him?’


‘How would I know? But here he is!’


He strolled easily across the piazza, looking around him with a foolish smile, as if begging pardon for the intrusion. The other lowlifes glanced idly at him as he went by, and then returned to their own business.


The little man told the girl to go for a walk, and then stood waiting, arms folded across his chest. The African and the two others – a very tall hooligan with a pockmarked face and a fat thug with tattoos – flanked him on either side.


‘Good evening,’ he said. ‘You’ve got something that belongs to me. I want it back!’


The little man turned to the others. ‘He hasn’t had his fill!’


They laughed.


He shook his head and pulled out the piece. ‘Everyone flat on the pavement!’ he said in a grim voice.


The African reared back. The little guy spat on the ground, unimpressed.


‘Sure, let’s play ring-around-the-rosy! Who are you trying to scare, with that pop-gun!’


He looked down apologetically at the little .22 calibre semi-automatic that the gypsy had given him in exchange for the Rolex.


‘You’re right, it’s small … but if you know how to use it …’


He fired without aiming, and without taking his eyes off the little man. The African dropped with a howl, clutching at his knee. Suddenly, there was a deep silence.


‘Clear out, everyone!’ he ordered without turning around. ‘All but these four!’


The little man waved his hands in the air, as if to placate him.


‘All right, all right, we’ll work this out … But you just keep cool, right?’


‘All of you, down on the ground, I said,’ he repeated quietly.


The little guy and the others knelt down. The African was rolling and keening in agony.


‘I gave the money to my girl,’ the little man snivelled. ‘Let me call her on my mobile phone, and she’ll bring it back, all right?’


‘Shut up. Let me think …’


How long could it be until boarding time was called? An hour? A little longer? The girl could be back here in a couple of minutes. He’d have his money back. Venezuela awaited him. It might take some time and effort to fit in, but … it shouldn’t be that difficult, down there … right. The smart thing would be to relent, at this point. But when had he ever done the smart thing? When had any of them ever been smart? And then, the little man’s fear … the smell of the street … Hadn’t all of them always lived just for moments like this?


He leaned down over the little man and whispered his name into his ear. The little man started trembling.


‘You ever heard of me?’ he asked softly.


The little man nodded.


He smiled. Then he delicately lodged the barrel of the gun against the little man’s forehead and shot him between the eyes. Indifferent to the sobbing, the sound of running footsteps, the approaching sirens, he turned his back and aimed his gun at the bastard moon. With all the breath he could muster, he shouted:


‘I was with Libano!’




PART ONE




Genesis


1977–78


I


DANDI WAS BORN where Rome still belongs to Romans: in the apartment blocks of Tor di Nona.


When he was twelve, they’d deported him to Infernetto. Written on the eviction order, signed by the mayor, were the words: ‘Reconstruction of decrepit buildings in the historic section of central Rome.’ That reconstruction had been dragging on for a lifetime now, but Dandi never tired of saying that, one day, sooner or later, he’d move back to the centre of Rome. As a boss. And everyone would bow to him as he went by.


But for now he was living with his wife in a two-room flat with a view of the huge gasometers, the Gazometro.


Libano walked there from Testaccio. It wasn’t far, but August perspiration was pasting his black shirt to his virile, hairy chest. As he walked, he felt a growing fury at the little delinquent.


Dandi opened the door with a bewildered expression on his face. He was dressed in a red polka-dot dressing gown. He’d once chanced to read a few pages from a book about Beau Brummel. Ever since, he’d been a sharp dresser. And that’s why he was known as Dandi.


‘I need the motorcycle.’


‘Quiet. Gina’s sleeping. What’s up?’


‘They stole my Mini.’


‘So?’


‘The duffel bag was inside.’


‘Let’s go.’


The hot scirocco wind was actually agreeable, as they rode out on the Kawasaki. They hurtled down the road, until they reached the Magliana water-pumping station. There they parked the bike in front of a badly rusted iron security shutter and set off on foot into the big meadow. The hut stood between an abandoned wreck of a building and a warehouse full of junk. The door was bolted shut; it was dark inside.


‘He’s not back yet,’ decided Libano.


‘Who is it?’


‘Some idiot. The nephew of Franco, the barkeep.’


Dandi nodded. They sat down on an old hollow tree stump. Dandi pulled out a joint. Libano sucked down a couple of puffs and passed it back to him. This was no time to get wasted. For a while, they sat in silence. Dandi closed his eyes and savoured the relaxed pleasure of the hash.


‘We’re wasting time,’ said Libano.


‘Sooner or later the motherfucker has to come back home.’


‘That’s not what I’m talking about. I mean, in general: we’re wasting time.’


Dandi opened his eyes. His partner was restless.


Libano was short, dark and bluff, and his nickname – Lebanon – was a tribute to his Levantine appearance. He was born in San Cosimato, in the heart of Trastevere, but his people were from Calabria. They’d known each other all their lives. They’d run a gang of kids when they were small, and now they were an enforcement squad.


‘I’m thinking about the baron, Dandi.’


‘We’ve talked about this a hundred times, Libano. The time isn’t right. There’s too few of us. And it belongs to Terribile. There’s no way he’d okay it.’


‘That’s exactly it, Dandi. I’m sick of asking permission. Let’s just do it.’


‘You may be right. But we’re still outnumbered.’


‘For now … That’s true for now,’ Libano ended the discussion thoughtfully.


A fat yellow moon had taken possession of the horizon.


Libano was right. They needed to think about setting up operations on their own. But a squad made up of four youngsters didn’t have much of a future. Organization. How many times had they talked about it? But how to get started? And who with?


A dog started barking.


‘You hear that?’


Footsteps on the asphalt. Whoever this was, he wasn’t trying to hide. They both crept over to a pile of truck tyres. The young punk, skinny and misshapen, lurched along as he walked. When he was within range, they nodded in agreement and moved fast.


Libano grabbed him from behind, pinning him so he was helpless. Dandi kicked him hard in the stomach. The punk whimpered and slumped to the ground. Libano plunged the punk’s face into the dry earth, pulled out his revolver, and planted the muzzle at the base of his neck.


‘You know who I am, you idiot?’


The punk nodded furiously. Libano pulled his gun away.


‘Get up.’


The punk got to his knees.


‘He stinks like a goat,’ said Dandi in disgust.


‘That’s the smack. He’s wasted. Get up, I said.’


The young punk struggled to get to his feet, flailing. Libano smiled.


‘I promised your uncle I would take it easy on you, but don’t test my patience. Answer yes or no, don’t say anything else.’


The punk stared at him, dazed and confused. His face was covered with red sores. Dandi kicked him once in the jaw.


‘Yes or no?’


‘Yes.’


‘Good,’ Libano continued. ‘You stole the Mini in Testaccio, right?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did you look in the boot?’


‘No.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Yes.’


‘Lucky for you. Where’s the car now?’


‘I don’t have it anymore …’


Dandi limited himself to a sharp smack to the nape of the neck. The punk started whimpering. Libano sighed.


‘Did you sell it?’


‘Yes.’


‘To who?’


The punk fell to his knees again. He couldn’t say. Those people were dangerous. They’d kill him.


‘Bad situation, eh, kid?’ said Libano. ‘If you talk, they’ll shoot you. And if you don’t talk, we’ll shoot you …’


‘Libano, once I saw a Western—’ began Dandi.


‘What’s that got to do with this?’


‘You’ll see, you’ll see. There was a horse that had been injured, poor thing, it was on its last legs … and the owner didn’t know what to do … Poor animal, he looks up at his master with these big pitiful eyes … Why do I have to go on suffering, it was saying …’


‘Aaahh! Now I get you! So finally he puts the horse out of its misery, right? Bam!’


‘Exactly!’ said Dandi.


‘But … but, Dandi, look, there’s something I don’t understand.’


‘Then ask me, Libano!’


‘The horse in the film, you said it was injured … And this kid, from what I can see, he’s perfectly healthy …’


Dandi shot the punk in the knee. The punk grabbed his leg and started screaming.


‘Take another look, Libano!’


‘You’re right, Dandi. He’s hurt badly! He’s in terrible pain! What do you say, should we help him out? Put him out of his misery?’


The punk talked.


II


NOW FREDDO – ITALIAN for ‘cold’, a reference to his icy composure – had the Mini. Libano knew nothing about him, but Dandi had crossed paths with him once or twice. He was a serious operator, not much of a talker, and he had a certain amount of experience with post offices. He’d been arrested once for extorting money from a chef, but he’d been acquitted after the victim retracted his testimony. A trustworthy individual, in other words.


Still, they had their guns at the ready when they kicked in the door of the abandoned warehouse behind the restaurant Il Fungo.


Libano found the light switch. Aside from a strong smell of petrol, there was only the bodywork of a stripped Fiat 850 and, behind a plate-glass window that had seen better days, what looked like a small accountant’s office.


They stared at one another in dismay. It had seemed at the time that the punk was telling the truth, but you can never be sure about that kind of thing. Libano was starting to regret the partial mercy he had shown, when they heard a noise behind them.


They turned around slowly. There were four of them. They must have waited for them in the street, concealed somewhere, perhaps inside a car. Libano scanned them rapidly: two short men, dressed in gym shorts and T-shirts, both with the same brutish face, like a pair of badly formed twins; then a bearded man built like a wrestler, with one eye looking towards India, the other looking at America; and in the middle, the youngest of the group – dark, curly hair, skinny as a rail. Freddo. Practically a child. A penetrating glare. Focused, determined.


Meanwhile, Dandi studied the arsenal: three semi-automatics – and Freddo was holding a long-barrelled revolver. A Colt, .38 calibre. A handsome beast: reliable, traditional.


‘How’s it going, Freddo?’ asked Libano.


‘We were expecting you.’


A tight situation. Clearly not a good one. The other guys were feeling relaxed and in control. If not, they’d have opened fire immediately. Freddo seemed perfectly capable of controlling his men. Libano decided it was no accident that he’d picked up that moniker, and flashed him a vaguely friendly smile. Freddo barely moved his head, and the cross-eyed guy strolled away unhurriedly towards the office, careful not to wander into the line of fire. A minute later, a boxer’s equipment bag was tossed to the floor at Libano’s feet. The duffel bag in question.


‘Open it up and take a look. It’s all there. Four Berettas, two Tanfoglios, the clips and the ammunition,’ said Freddo.


‘I trust you, Freddo. I’ve heard a lot about you.’


‘You must be Libano. It’s too late for the Mini, though. Sorry about that.’


He said it with an odd sneer. That must be what passes for a smile with him.


‘No big thing. It was insured.’


What tension was still in the air subsided in a collective burst of laughter. Everyone lowered their weapons. Dandi suggested going for a drink at the Re di Picche, a bar named after the King of Spades. Libano asked to use the phone, if there was one. The cross-eyed wrestler escorted him into the office. From there, he called Franco the bartender and told him where he could go get his nephew.


‘He’s still all in one piece, relax. He might walk with a limp now, but he got off easy.’


Freddo introduced the Buffoni brothers and Fierolocchio, the cross-eyed guy. The gambling den, the Re di Picche, was winding down for the night, aside from the bartender in a bow tie and a couple of wrecked-looking whores with bags under their eyes. They ordered a bottle of champagne and a deck of cards, and killed a few more hours playing a listless game of zecchinetta. There was something in the air, something that was bound to come out sooner or later. They just didn’t know where to begin. Dandi and the Buffoni boys were ready to call it quits by the time the sun came up. Fierolocchio had fallen asleep, his head on the card table. Freddo offered to give Libano a ride to Trastevere. They climbed into his VW Golf hatchback, and Libano tested the ice.


‘This Re di Picche strikes me as a real shithole.’


‘You can say that again.’


‘Who owns the place?’


‘Officially it belongs to some woman named Rosa, a geriatric whore. But the real owner is Terribile …’


‘Terribile this, Terribile that … I’m getting sick of tripping over this fucking Terribile every time I turn around. Senile old fuck without an ounce of brains in his head. If he had people like us working for him, we could turn a dive like this into a goldmine …’


Freddo said nothing, apparently concentrating on his driving. But there was a gleam in his eye. Libano decided to double down.


‘Just think, Freddo: a few poker tables, a dealer, a nice fat ante, high table stakes, but strictly for a select clientele. A cosy little spot. Some girls – the right kind of girls, not those worn-out hookers. A barman who knows how to pour … What could you pull in with a place like that, eh? Think about it. How much a month? How much a week?’


‘A lot of cash. But you’d need at least that much just to get started.’


‘Anything’s possible. All you need is to find the right people.’


Freddo slammed on the brakes at the corner of Viale Trastevere and Via di San Francesco a Ripa and glared at him in his angry, inscrutable way.


‘What do you have in mind?’


‘A kidnapping.’


‘Who?’


‘Baron Rosellini. The one who runs horses.’


‘Why him?’


‘He’s methodical. Sticks to a routine, follows a schedule. Piece of cake.’


‘Kidnappings are never a piece of cake. How many men do you think?’


‘Twenty or so … Maybe we could pull it off with fifteen.’


‘I’ve got the guys you saw. How many of you are there?’


‘Aside from me and Dandi, Satana and Scrocchiazeppi.’


‘Four and four makes eight. Less than half.’


‘You don’t think we can come up with the rest?’


‘Give me two weeks.’


Libano slumped back against the car seat, refreshed. Now, finally, this was starting to look like living.


III


KIDNAPPING THE BARON had been child’s play. Just as he’d expected. Libano reserved the right to wait until the kidnapping had taken place to announce the identity of the phone contact. There had been some grumbling, but Freddo had made his authority felt. The alliance was starting to hum. They were going to go far – very, very far. Together. As for the phone contact, Libano had an idea all of his own. Something that had a lot to do with loyalty, fear and domination over weaker vessels. As soon as he got home, he called Franco the barkeep and told him to send the punk around.


He showed up not half an hour later, his eyes still puffy with sleep. He was limping on his wounded leg, but at least he’d taken a shower, and he didn’t stink the way he did before. Libano invited him to take a seat in one of the armchairs draped in black fabric. The punk hesitated, his curiosity piqued by the bust on the side table, a purchase from the Porta Portese market.


‘Who’s that?’


‘Mussolini.’


‘Who’s he?’


‘A great man. Sit down.’


The punk did as he was told. A savage fear glittered in his eyes.


‘How’s your leg?’


‘So-so. I’m doing physiotherapy …’


‘Still shooting up?’


‘I’m clean, I swear.’


‘My arse. You want some work?’


‘What kind of work?’


‘You want it? Yes or no.’


The boy trembled from head to foot. Libano struggled to suppress a smile.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Lorenzo.


‘You look like a mouse, all hunched over and tight. A sorcio, a little scrabbly mouse, definitely … Well: yes or no?’


‘Yes.’


‘Correct answer. You just joined up, Sorcio. Now off you go to Florence, and until I say you can, no more needles. As for the job, I need you to make a few phone calls.’


Freddo got home at dawn, too. Gigio was waiting for him outside the front door, shivering with cold.


‘What are you doing out here?’


‘I’m not setting foot in that place again.’


‘Did Papa beat you up again?’


Gigio shook his head no.


‘So, what happened?’


‘I’ve had it! School’s a disaster, and I never have enough money. Why don’t you let me come work for you? I’m begging you …’


Gigio was six years younger than him. Polio had done a number on his leg, and his brain had never been anything to write home about either. Freddo felt a strange fondness for that unlucky younger brother of his. A different life, why not? There’s no law that says you can’t change your fate, is there? In one of his rare moments of fantasy, he’d dreamed of Gigio becoming a doctor. He reached into his pocket and handed the boy a hundred-thousand lire note.


‘Now go home, change clothes, and go to school. Or I swear I’ll break your nose and your jaw. Understood?’


Gigio hunched his shoulders and tucked his head in. He’d do as he was told, like always. And he’d stay out of all this mess, like always.


Once he was alone, Freddo flopped down onto the bed, without even taking off his boots.


IV


JUDICIAL REPORT ON THE KIDNAPPING FOR PURPOSES OF EXTORTION OF BARON VALDEMARO ROSELLINI


by Commissario Nicola Scialoja




From the investigations conducted concerning the crime in question the following facts have emerged:


BARON ROSELLINI, at the time of the kidnapping, was driving his own vehicle, a camel-brown Mercedes turbo diesel. The kidnapping took place near La Storta, on the Via del Casale di San Nicola. The victim’s car was forced to brake to a halt at a sharp angle in the middle of the road by two other vehicles. According to the eyewitness account of Oscar Marussi, who was at the wheel of his own car, a FIAT 131, and was right behind the victim, the other cars were a CITROEN DS 21 and a light blue ALFETTA 1750. Marussi also reported that the two vehicles sped up next to the baron’s Mercedes, forcing it to a stop, whereupon four men got out of the ALFETTA, seized the baron, and dragged him over to the CITROEN, shoving him into the vehicle. The CITROEN took off immediately, heading towards Rome, while the remaining four criminals, after threatening Marussi, drove off as well, three of them aboard the ALFETTA, the fourth taking possession of the baron’s Mercedes. That car was found the following day on the Via Cristoforo Colombo, at number 459.


Telephone contacts with the victim’s family were made from areas outside the district (geographic regions other than Lazio) in order to thwart the tracing equipment installed by the SIP phone company.


All the same, from the tape recordings made by the personnel operating on the incoming equipment in the home of the victim, it emerged that the phone contact, always the same person, can be identified as a male, presumably no older than twenty-five to twenty-eight, and without any distinctive regional accent, or at least tending to simulate a variety of regional accents.


The family received five (5) written communications demanding a payment of ransom. They were composed in a technique involving a collage of various letters cut out of the most widely circulated Roman daily newspapers (Il Messaggero and Paese Sera and, on one occasion, Il Secolo d’Italia, an extreme right-wing publication).


The phone calls demanded an initial ransom of ten billion lire, then dropped to seven, and finally settled on three billion lire. According to statements by the family of Baron Rosellini, it would appear that this last sum was the amount actually paid.


The first message was left on 29 December 1977 near Piazza Cavour, and contained three Polaroid photographs depicting the victim of the kidnapping holding a copy of Il Messaggero.


On 2 January 1978, at 1600 hours, an appointment was made at the Bar Cubana, where the victim’s son, ALESSANDRO, waited in vain for a phone call that appears to have been made only after he left the premises. That same day, another appointment, at the Bar Georgia, was likewise unsuccessful.


On 11 February a message was reported to have been left by the kidnappers in a trash receptacle on the Lungotevere di Pietra Papa, but without results.


On 15 February, ALESSANDRO ROSELLINI was summoned to the Termini train station, to retrieve a message left in an automatic photo booth. The message, composed with the usual technique of letters cut from newspapers, ordered him to travel to Torvajanica. Upon arriving in this location, the young man found a second message, which set another meeting at the diner at the Pontecorvo service station on the Autostrada del Sole. No one came to that meeting, either.


The telephone contact criticized Rosellini, saying that he had been followed by three police teams.


On 23 February, another appointment was made at the restaurant Il Fungo at EUR, but again, no one showed up.


The same thing happened on 27 February in Piancastagnaio, near Siena.


On 2 March, on the Via Cassia, near the exit for Monterosi di Viterbo, the ransom was finally paid. The witness – who in that setting, by express order of the judicial authority with appropriate jurisdiction, was not being followed – reported that, on the orders of three individuals with their faces concealed who were seated in a parked FIAT van with a Viterbo (VT) registration plate, he had thrown out the bag containing the money.


The cash from the ransom was traced to various locations around Italy, but no successful investigative leads were developed as a result.


There is no need to point out that the failure of the hostage to return home, even after the full payment of the ransom, clearly indicates that this crime culminated in the most tragic of outcomes.





V


THE PROBLEM ORIGINATED with the Catanians from Casal del Marmo. What happened was the baron caught a glimpse of the face of one of his captors. He therefore had to be eliminated. Even if they’d had the chance – and they didn’t, they’d only been informed after it was all said and done – neither Libano nor Freddo would have lifted a finger to save the baron. For that matter, it was a lot less risky without live witnesses. But after giving Feccia – whose name roughly meant Filth – his share of the take, they decided to put an end to their dealings with those dilettantes. Bufalo, a young man from Acilia who was built like a refrigerator and had procured the chloroform and the Alfetta 1750, suggested wiping out the whole gang. But their giddy euphoria at successfully receiving the ransom won out: after paying those idiots from Casal del Marmo their share of the ransom, they still had two and a half billion to divvy up – according to the shares assigned during the planning phase. Two and a half billion to split ten ways.


Libano had summoned them all to the apartment at San Cosimato. Everyone was there. Along with Dandi, there was Botola, a short, thickset guy from the Piramide district, skilled with a pistol; Satana, something of a nut, but a good guy in a fight, with a light dusting of red hair on his head and dressed in a black jumpsuit that Diabolik would have been proud to wear; Scrocchiazeppi … In other words, the gang was all there, with the exception of Sorcio. Libano was suspending judgment on him for the moment: he’d clearly been high when he made a couple of the phone calls, and had come dangerously close to screwing up the whole operation. All things considered, though, he hadn’t done too badly. In any case, he’d pay for his screw-ups by forfeiting his share of the loot.


Right, the money. He had never seen that much money in one place, not even in a film. Still, the thing that he found most compelling was watching the reactions of the others. The Buffoni twins, for instance: Aldo – or Carlo, it was so hard to tell them apart – were trying to make themselves a hat with the notes. And Carlo – or Aldo – explained:


‘Fuck that arsehole of a father of mine, who wanted to send us to work for a boss.’


Bufalo had bought a vial of cocaine on credit, and he was sitting there in a stunned daze looking at the plunder, his nose all floury, every once in a while slipping into a sort of death-grin sigh (heh! hee! heh heh!). Dandi was leafing through a Ferragamo catalogue and a brochure from an art exhibition. Fierolocchio had pulled out of his pocket a crumpled piece of scrap paper covered with phone numbers.


‘The finest pussy in Rome!’


Beers and joints were being passed from hand to hand, and understandably everyone was thinking about the fastest, stupidest way to run through their share of the take from the kidnapping. Almost everyone. Freddo was standing off to one side. He was looking out the window: a grey dawn rising over the marketplace, a dense, chilly drizzle that penetrated into your bones.


‘Time to divvy the take?’ Libano suggested.


Bufalo had emerged from his drug-induced coma. ‘All right then: five hundred million lire went to the shitheads. So amen, we’re done with them. We have two and a half billion left over. That’s four hundred million apiece for Libano and Freddo. That’s a fair share; after all, they came up with the idea, right? That leaves one billion seven hundred. There’s eight of us, meaning two hundred million apiece. And the hundred million left over we can go shoot at the various floating card games. What do you say to that, huh?’


What need was there even to answer? They all threw themselves onto the plunder, even Scrocchiazeppi, skinny as he was – if you so much as bumped him with your shoulder there’d be nothing left of him. Only Libano and Freddo held back from the scrum: one of them with a hand resting on Il Duce’s oversized bald head and the other leaning against the window, a cigarette butt clamped between his teeth.


Libano decided to play his ace card.


‘Hold on, comrades!’


‘Now what the hell does he want?’ They all turned to stare at him, the way you would a lunatic wandering down the street. Bufalo even had his hand on the holster under his armpit. Suspicious, all of them smelling a trap. Libano sat there in his armchair, arms spread wide in a reassuring gesture. Freddo observed the situation with his usual intense focus.


‘Here’s what I’m thinking: now here we have two and a half billion lire. Which is quite a different matter from me having four hundred million, and you having two hundred, plus the hundred for the gambling dens …’


‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ Fierolocchio objected.


‘Shut up,’ Freddo broke in. ‘Go on, Libano.’


‘You, Dandi, I’ll start with you because we’ve been friends all our lives … Now, the first thing you’re going to do is update your wardrobe, because you’re Dandi, and if not, what kind of a Dandi would you be, right?’


‘To tell the truth, the Kawasaki’s looking a little beat up too …’


Scattered laughter. Bufalo’s hand fell away from the holster. Libano had a chance to catch his breath.


‘And you, Scrocchiazeppi … I dropped by Bandiera & Bedetti this morning: I’ve got my eye on a couple of Rolexes that’d make your eyes pop out of your head … Fierolocchio, for you … pussy, cocaine and champagne?’


‘Sure, it’s the finest life has to offer, right?’


More laughter. Libano was starting to get worked up. Even Bufalo was beginning to show a glimmer of interest.


‘What I’m trying to say is: we all have things we want, certain ambitions …’


‘We deserve what’s fair; we want what we’ve got coming to us!’ Satana raised his voice.


Heads nodded.


Libano stated his agreement. ‘What we’ve got coming to us is just one thing: the best there is.’


‘Then what are we waiting for? Let’s divvy the take!’


Satana would be the hardest one to win over, Libano could tell. For now, he spoke to him alone, staring into his small, delirious eyes.


‘So we split the take today. And tomorrow or the next day, before you know it, we’re back where we started. Cars get old, coke gets snorted, pussy dries out from a shortage of liquidity – and when I say liquidity, Fierolo, I mean cash. But what if we didn’t divvy up the two billion five? What if we kept it all united? What if we all stayed united? Do you have any idea what we could achieve? Instead of owning just a little, we could own more – a lot more. And the more we have, the more we can get … You remember the priest, Satana? To those who have much, much will be given … That’s what we ought to do: take less today so we can have everything tomorrow.’


‘Wait a second, let me get this straight …’ ventured Bufalo, definitely intrigued.


Libano smiled at him, but his eyes sought out Freddo. But who could say where Freddo was, lost in thought, standing there stiff, motionless, his eyes a pair of narrow slits.


‘Bufalo, here’s how I see it: let’s stay a team. We’ll take what little money we need for petty expenses … let’s say fifty million lire apiece …’


‘Same for you?’ Bufalo’s jaw dropped.


‘Same for me. Even split all around!’


‘All around, same for everyone?’ Satana asked, a mocking note in his voice, with a baffled glance in Freddo’s direction. Freddo was the other lion in the pride. It was up to him to issue a verdict. But Freddo didn’t move a muscle, his eyes roaming restlessly from the bust to the ugly framed mirror with the figurine of the Madonna under a glass bell, to the armchairs draped in black, to the stereo fenced in Via Sannio.


‘Fifty million lire times ten – that is, if we’re all in on this – means two billion lire left over,’ Scrocchiazeppi pointed out.


‘Two billion lire is a nice, solid foundation,’ Libano persisted. ‘We’re going to need guns and a safe place to keep them. Let’s say that we could invest a billion and a half, maybe a billion eight, for our little shared enterprise …’


‘So just what is this enterprise?’


‘You still don’t get it, Satana? I want the same thing the rest of you want!’


‘What’s that?’


‘Rome.’


‘Ba-boom! Mussolini has spoken! How the fuck do you think you’re going to take over Rome?’


‘By asking politely, and if that doesn’t work, we’ll just have to turn nasty, you stupid shit. We’ll use drugs. We’ll use gambling …’


Then all hell broke loose. Everyone wanted to have their say: words, threats, outlandish gestures. Libano got slowly to his feet and went over to stand next to Freddo. They exchanged an intense glance. A silence ran between them that isolated them from the rest of those present. Freddo extracted a revolver from his pocket and slammed it down hard on the side table.


‘Shut up for a second.’


He hadn’t even needed to raise his voice.


‘Libano has a point. If we split the money up, then it’s no good to anyone. If we split up, we’re no good to each other. Victory comes from unity. You’ve convinced me, Libano. An even split for everyone, and the rest goes into a general fund. Maybe we put something aside for urgent cases – say one of us winds up in jail, or has family problems …’


‘That’s only reasonable,’ said Libano. ‘When times are lean, we can finance our operation with this … let’s call it a strategic reserve. A couple of hundred thousand lire a month will come out of it anyway.’


‘I’m with you,’ said Dandi. The Kawasaki could wait; the historic heart of Rome, on the other hand…


‘Comrade, this is a great idea,’ snarled Bufalo, and went over and planted a resounding smack on Libano’s back. ‘Money, after all, is only good for one thing, and that’s to avoid problems. How can you compare it to the street?’


Fierolocchio said yes: he could still afford a couple of weeks of wall-to-wall sex, even if all he had was fifty million lire.


Scrocchiazeppi said yes: he’d find some other way of getting hold of the Rolex. The usual way.


Botola said yes: he lived alone with his mama and he’d promised her a washing machine, a dishwasher and a brand-new colour TV.


Aldo and Carlo said yes: Freddo’s word was law, as far as they were concerned.


When his turn came, Satana stopped to count the two hundred million lire, with a provocative manner.


‘I’m getting the impression you’re not on-board,’ Libano challenged him.


‘I’m getting the impression you’ve had a massive stroke.’


‘Hey, Satana,’ Dandi waded in, ‘it’s not our fault if the last strokes you remember involved the parish priest!’


Cruel laughter. And a vicious glare from Satana.


‘First: we’re talking about gambling. And everyone knows that Terribile controls the gambling around here …’


‘We’ll talk to him,’ Fierolocchio suggested, in a conciliatory tone of voice.


‘So what if he tells us to go fuck ourselves?’


‘We’ll shoot him.’ Bufalo liquidated the problem seraphically.


‘We’ll shoot Terribile? Exactly who here is going to shoot Terribile? You?’


‘Sure, I’ll shoot him. And if you don’t like it, I’ll shoot you too, you piece of shit!’


Bufalo was scowling. And Satana already had his hand in his pocket. Libano tried to calm the waters. The only thing missing now was a knife fight out in the street with the money out for all to see. ‘Hold on, hold on. So Satana’s not in on it? Fine, we’ll do it without him. Satana, you take your share and go where you like. We can still be friends.’


But Satana wouldn’t drop the subject.


‘Second,’ he resumed, ignoring the suggestion, ‘we’re talking about drugs. That’s the Neapolitans’ territory; they control that market. Now what are you going to do, Bufalo – shoot the Neapolitans, too?’


‘You’re wrong there, Satana,’ Dandi broke in. ‘Puma’s been importing shit from China for years and no one ever said a word to him …’


‘What are you wasting your time on this animal for?’ Bufalo muttered.


Satana didn’t hear him, or pretended he hadn’t heard him. Now he had it in for Dandi.


‘Puma kicks back a share to the Calabrians. Or didn’t you know that?’


‘We’re not going to kick back a penny to anyone,’ Libano said very clearly. ‘If anything, we can make deals between equals …’


‘Aw, you want to take over Rome, Libano, but no one’s ever going to take over this city. Anyway, what do you know about it? You’re half African …’


All eyes darted from Satana to Libano. Libano sighed. Would he and Freddo ever manage to get these boys’ feral nature under control? These people could flare up over nothing, and what you needed to get ahead in this world was a cold, clear mind. Satana was mocking him provocatively. If Libano failed to pay him back for his insult, he’d lose the respect of the others. He flashed a faint smile, shook his head, and let fly with a straight-armed slap that left a bright red mark on Satana’s cheek.


‘I’ll kill you, you bastard!’


There was bound to be a reaction, but Satana had been lightning fast, catching him off guard. Knocked off balance by a hip thrust worthy of the viper that he was, Libano found himself with a pistol jammed against his throat. Luckily, Freddo was on guard: a sharp knee to the kidneys and Satana sprawled out like an empty sack. Bufalo had grabbed the handgun, which slid out of Satana’s grasp as he fell.


‘Now let’s have a little fun with him!’


But Freddo grabbed the gun out of his hands and helped Satana back to his feet.


‘Now take your money and get lost, and just thank your lucky stars that we’re in such a good mood …’


Satana nodded, glowering. Before folding his tent and stealing away, he took a look around the entire panorama of the newly founded organization.


‘These two arseholes have set you up. You’ll figure it out, sooner or later!’


The minute he walked out the door, Bufalo took off after him. Libano stood in his way.


‘Where do you think you’re going?’


‘To deck that miserable turncoat, no?’


‘You’re not going to deck anybody at all, Bufalo.’ Freddo’s tone of voice made it clear that the point wasn’t open for discussion.


‘We’re an association now, comrade,’ Dandi explained. ‘We make all our decisions together and nobody’s an independent operator anymore.’


Bufalo nodded in agreement.
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I


SATANA WASN’T WRONG. If you wanted to be a player in the narcotics market, you’d have to strike a deal of some kind with the Neapolitans. And that meant working with Mario the Sardinian. Bufalo arranged for the meet. When he felt like thinking, Bufalo was actually pretty sharp on things like that. The guarantor was Trentadenari, a guy from Forcella who was originally with the Giuliano gang. Then there’d been a quarrel with the Licciardiellos, allies of the Giulianos, and two ’Ndrangheta Santisti – made men – went down in a pool of blood. Trentadenari went to Cutolo for protection, and he was welcomed with open arms into the NCO – the Nuova Camorra Organizzata, or New Organized Camorra. Finally, in the aftermath of a peace talk between cumparielli, or Mafiosi, over pasta and fish – trenette con moscardini and pesce cappone all’acqua pazza – the mob tribunal had acquitted him, and now Trentadenari was considered by both factions to be a reliable intermediary. Not bad for a guy who had defected not once but twice, winning a reputation as well as the moniker of a Judas – in fact, Trentadenari meant ‘thirty pieces of silver’.


Trentadenari had attended the Genovesi high school, and he came from a respectable family. He boasted a formidable network of contacts and fine manners. He was a big hulk of a beast, stood six foot two, and was arabesqued from head to foot with tattoos that – he claimed – went perfectly with the flashy Marinella neckties that he loved to wear even at home, in the nude. With the money he made dealing cocaine, he’d had his oversized apartment decorated in the latest Paolo Portoghesi style. The place was in the EUR district, near the homes of certain Roman nobility.


‘The princess is a real lady,’ he liked to say, as he showed his guests the veranda overlooking a courtyard filled with towering magnolias and classical Italian garden hedges. ‘Too bad she’s a Communist. I have to say I can’t figure out these rich folk that trend Red!’


Libano had to agree. He was a long-time Fascist; the way he saw it, right wing meant order and organization. Which is what he was trying to do with the gang – impose order and organization on a band of undisciplined hotheads. Power must reward those who see clearly and have the strength to impose their vision.


While Bufalo and Trentadenari exchanged hugs and a series of jovial insults, Freddo and Libano inspected the place. It all seemed safe and secure enough. Dandi, on the other hand, was knocked out by the sheer magnificence of Casa Trentadenari. Designer furniture, little round glass tables, a stereo system with ultramodern speakers, a cinema-quality screen, an immense living room with sprawling sofas … Now that’s what you call style! That’s definitely what you call living … Trentadenari locked arms with him, all friendly.


‘So you like it, eh? If I tell you how much the architect bled me for all this … But you see the professional touch, right? Let me put on a little music.’


Gloomy droning church music poured out of the enormous speakers. Bufalo put his hands over his ears. Libano asked, wryly, whether the architect had picked the records too. Trentadenari explained with a laugh that it was ‘mood music’ that he used to seduce lady psychologists, lady journalists, and even a lady lawyer or two.


‘Even lady lawyers?’


‘They’re the biggest sluts of them all!’


Mario the Sardinian kept them waiting until sunset, when they were all starting to get sick of the music and Trentadenari’s over-abundant hail-fellow-well-met routine. He’d brought Ricotta with him. Libano was astonished to see an old fellow gangster he’d long since given up for buried, if not underground, after years of jail time.


‘I had a good lawyer. He pleaded me down to concurrent sentences and now here I stand!’


Mario the Sardinian, known as Sardo, had escaped from the criminal insane asylum of Aversa two months earlier, while out on probationary leave. Accused of attempted murder, extortion and armed robbery, a psychiatric evaluation had allowed him to pull off a finding of mental infirmity. And he’d earned it, no question about that: at his first session, he’d pissed on the psychiatrist’s papers; at the second session, the doctor had shown up with four guards and Mario had remained closed in a wall of silence; during their third meeting, he broke down sobbing like a little boy, demanding a pacifier and a baby bottle. The tests and evaluations dragged out for over a year, amid general dismay. In the end, Mario had won the trust of the prison chaplain and, in a bid to overcome the psychiatrist’s flagging objections, he’d staged a fake suicide attempt, in which he supposedly tried to suffocate himself with an overdose of consecrated communion wafers. When all was said and done, he’d been declared clinically insane, something of a menace to society, but only just, keep that in mind, eh! His escape – theoretically a mistake, since it was only three months until his next psychiatric exam – had been in compliance with a specific order issued by Cutolo. Sardo and Professor Cervellone had met, in fact, at the Aversa asylum, and Sardo had kept after him with such persistence that in the end Cutolo decided to go ahead and baptize and bless him, appointing him the underboss of Rome. In a sense, Libano and his men had played a role in Cutolo’s decision to send his new lieutenant to the territory of Rome: ‘prison radio’, as the prison grapevine was known, was reporting that the Rosellini kidnapping was the handiwork of Cutolo’s Neapolitans, and the Camorra boss had ordered an investigation into those claims.


‘And instead it turns out it was you guys!’


‘And instead it turns out it was us.’


‘It went pretty well, considering it was your first job,’ Sardo conceded.


He was almost completely bald, short, squat, his forehead grooved with an ancient knife scar. When he said jump, Ricotta leapt straight into the air, and even Trentadenari treated him with considerable deference. Libano disliked him immediately. Impossible to say what the inscrutable Freddo thought of him.


‘We’ve got some money to invest and we’d like to put it into a shipment of shit,’ Dandi explained.


‘How much money?’ Sardo asked flatly.


‘One, one and a half …’


‘We can make that happen. Trentadenari has established a good network with the South Americans. I’ll procure the coke for you and I’ll authorize you to put it on the market, as long as you stay out of Terribile’s territory. I get seventy-five per cent of your profit and ten per cent of the overall capital investment.’


That’s worse than the deal you’d get borrowing money from Cravattaro in Campo de’ Fiori, Dandi decided instinctively. Libano stroked his chin. Freddo sat there, his eyes half-lidded. Bufalo seemed to be making an effort to follow the conversation, leaning forward to grasp the transitions that escaped him. Trentadenari, feigning indifference, was rolling a spliff. Ricotta knotted and unknotted a garish tie, decorated with a yellow sun and a black moon.


‘Maybe Dandi failed to make himself clear,’ Libano said, unruffled. ‘We’re not asking for anyone’s authorization, and we couldn’t give less of a shit about Terribile. We’re offering you a business deal. A fifty-fifty cut, from start to finish. You sell us the shit at the price that we set and we split the profit. For all of Rome …’


The Sardinian got a nasty look on his face.


‘Do you understand who you’re talking to, Libano?’


‘If we didn’t, we wouldn’t be here,’ said Freddo drily.


The Sardinian stared at him with a look of astonishment. There was something imposing about Freddo, Libano decided.


‘Let’s say that we did this deal. If you want to cover all of Rome, you need a hell of a lot of people. How many men do you have?’


‘Fifteen or so,’ Dandi ventured.


‘That won’t be enough.’


‘We can find more men, no problem,’ Dandi insisted.


‘They still won’t be enough.’


‘You could get in on it yourself,’ Freddo suggested. ‘With some of your own men, I mean …’


‘A joint operation, in other words.’


‘I think I said that, no?’


Sardo turned to Libano.


‘How do you plan to proceed?’


‘By organizing the network into zones. Each zone includes two or three quarters. Each quarter has six or seven ants and a horse overseeing them. The ants report to the horses and the horses report to us. Considering it all, we’d have, maybe, eight zones …’


‘What about the competition?’


‘We can work out an understanding with Puma. We’ve known each other all our lives. Everyone else is just small fry …’


‘And Terribile?’


‘If he’s open to it, fine. Otherwise …’ Libano let his voice trail off at the end of the phrase, but it was hard to miss his meaning.


Sardo scratched his scar. ‘You’re asking a lot. Nothing like this has ever been done before in Rome …’


‘So much the better. That means we’ll be the first. You and us. Together.’


Freddo again. Decisive; cold, hard steel. A boss.


‘Together? Maybe. But just one boss. Me,’ said Sardo.


‘I’m hungry,’ Dandi ventured.


A long silence followed. Bufalo and Trentadenari exchanged a glance and headed for the door. Ricotta followed them.


Out in the street, signs of winter: girls in maxi skirts and a dark, ominous sky, with rumblings of thunder. Bufalo and Trentadenari dragged Ricotta into a nearby rosticceria, where they ordered roast chicken, potatoes and pizza for everyone.


‘You think this’ll work out?’ Trentadenari asked.


Bufalo spread his arms in an agnostic shrug. And added that Sardo was a real arsehole.


‘No, don’t say that, Mario’s just that way. You’ll see, in the end it’ll work out …’


‘A greedy arsehole,’ Bufalo confirmed.


On the way back, Ricotta informed them that the Court of Cassation had ordered the burning of Pasolini’s last film. They couldn’t have cared less about the fact, but they let him talk because he was a friend. When Ricotta was a kid, he’d put in a few cameo appearances, in Rome’s Faggotville, Borgata Finocchio. The word was that Pasolini in person had taught him to read and write. He’d never become an intellectual, but as soon as he got out of prison, he’d gone on a pilgrimage to the Idroscalo, where that nutcase Pino la Rana had murdered the queer poet.


They got back just in time for the round of hugs goodbye. Dandi informed them of the terms they’d struck: 50 per cent for everyone, and an extra five in cash to Sardo for ‘staking his name and guaranteeing the good outcome of the deal’. They’d handle the cash receipts fifty-fifty, Trentadenari and Dandi, which is to say, one from each gang. As for who would be boss, they’d come to a compromise: they’d all ask Puma to take on the role of guarantor, a non-partisan arbiter. Obviously, Sardo was convinced he was the top dog, no matter what anyone said. The first shipment of coke would come in fifteen days from then, via Buenos Aires. So it was a done deal.


As he watched the way Libano, Freddo and Dandi exchanged glances behind Sardo’s back, it became clear to Bufalo that it wouldn’t last long.


‘Take it from me,’ he whispered to Ricotta, ‘forget about that guy. You’re one of us.’


II


PUMA HAD COME into the world forty-two years ago, and half of that time on earth he’d spent variously in the Albergo Roma and the Regina.* For the past few years he’d been living with a Colombian girl twenty years younger than him, a mestiza with an Indio nose, the niece of a gangland soldier in the ranks of the Calì cartel. The couple lived with their newborn son, Rodomiro, in a small villa on the Via Cassia.


Four of them went to the meeting: Dandi and Freddo representing one side, Trentadenari and Ricotta on the other. Puma was waiting for them in the yard, with his baby in his arms and a large German shepherd that sniffed at them uneasily, wagging his long thick tail. The Colombian girl served alcohol and fruit tart. Trentadenari, in his usual colourful language, set forth the terms of the proposed deal. Puma let him talk without blinking an eye. And in the end, with all eyes trained on him, he said no.


‘Hey, Puma, what are you talking about? We’re practically handing you the gold medal!’ Ricotta blurted out.


The dog snarled. The baby started whining. The Colombian girl appeared inside the house, looking out a window. Puma handed the baby to her and lit the stub of a Tuscan cigar.


‘I’m retiring, Ricotta. Tell Libano and Sardo, tell everyone you know, especially the cops …’


Everyone laughed. Puma took two deep drags on his cigar.


‘I’m tired. I already have everything I need: this house, a little money in the bank … Maria Dolores … the baby boy … did you see how handsome he is? No, I’m tired. I’ve had enough of this life …’


‘You’re talking bullshit, Puma. In just four days, I know you’re taking delivery of a kilo from the Chinaman via Palermo. Everyone in Rome knows about it.’


Puma turned slowly to look at Freddo.


‘If you let me keep that kilo, you’d be doing me a favour. I’d be in your debt. If you want to take it, go right ahead. This is my last shipment. It’s up to you. I’m going to kick the dust off my shoes. That’s right, I’m getting out of Rome entirely …’


His unruffled calm had made quite an impression on Freddo. Puma never talked just to hear the sound of his voice. If he said he was getting out, it meant he really was getting out. Was it a matter of age? Was he really as worn out as he was trying to make them believe? Freddo couldn’t seem to make all the parts add up.


‘Plus, you guys know, I’ve been in the underworld for twenty-five years now. I’ve seen it all and I’ve done it all. What do guys say these days? I’ve got a very presentable résumé. But there’s two things I just can’t stomach: kidnapping and murder. I’ve never nabbed anybody, and I’ve never killed anybody either …’


‘We were as sorry about what happened to the baron as anybody,’ Dandi ventured, ‘but what were we supposed to do about it?’


‘That’s not what I’m talking about, boys. The past isn’t what worries me …’


‘Then what’s worrying you?’ Freddo asked.


‘The future. What’s about to happen to every one of us … That’s why I’m stepping aside, Freddo …’


‘Why, what’s about to happen, in your opinion?’


Ricotta was all puffed up: chest thrust forward and the usual ridiculous tie fluttering in the breeze. Trentadenari, who had indulged in a nice little cashmere jumper from Cenci for the occasion, gazed at him with a look of commiseration.


‘What’s going to happen is you’re all going to tear each other limb from limb like a group of pigs. You’re going to finish each other off like so many dogs. I guarantee it. And I don’t want to be there when it happens.’


‘Come on, boys,’ Trentadenari exploded. ‘Now the old man’s casting the evil eye!’


They beat a tactical retreat back to Rome in irritated silence. Freddo couldn’t get over it. It wasn’t so much the refusal; what worried him was the fact that Puma had seemed to be trying to show them all a different path, a different way of life. How absurd was that? They might as well just go back and finish voc-tech school and take a job under some boss. Wind up like his father: nine-to-five, weekly pay cheque, flaccid balls like a couple of flat tyres. Puma was just a creaky old geezer going senile.


Trentadenari insisted on taking him to dinner with the lady lawyer he’d picked up a couple of weeks ago and had been dating ever since. But Freddo wanted to spend the rest of the evening by himself. Get wrecked on a bottle of wine, sitting in front of the mirror that, with the bed and the café table, constituted the only furniture in the studio apartment on Via Alessandro Severo. But first he had an age-old promise to keep. He asked Trentadenari to drop him off at Mangione’s, where he ordered a motor scooter for Gigio.


III


PATRIZIA COULDN’T HAVE been any older than twenty-two, maybe twenty-three. She had dark hair, smooth, soft skin, small firm breasts, perfectly waxed armpits, long legs, and an arse that would tear your heart out of your chest. When she opened the door, in a black negligee and a micro bra that slipped down to reveal the already engorged areola of one tit, Dandi decided he’d done well to trust the recommendation of Fierolocchio, the gang’s top expert on whores. Compared with Gina, who was growing visibly fatter day by day, and was already starting to overdo it with the beer and the pills, this young girl was a goddess. And the place might be small, but it was cosy and inviting. On the bed, neatly made with fresh clean sheets, a few plush animals were arranged.


‘I charge a hundred if you want it normal, and a hundred and fifty for extras,’ Patrizia announced. Her voice was low, hoarse and indifferent.


Dandi flashed his wallet, stuffed with cash. A greedy gleam lit up her eyes. Dandi counted out three fifty-thousand lire notes and tucked them into her micro bra. Patrizia started to strip.


‘You want a little floor show?’


Dandi didn’t even bother to reply. Either he fucked her in the next ten seconds or he was going to explode. He lunged at her and seized her by the hips with his big rough hands. He spun her around, pulled out his dick, and shoved it in from behind. He came after four thrusts, grunting like a pig. While she went off to get cleaned up, he stretched out among the stuffed animals and lit a cigarette. The intensity of the orgasm had left him sore all over, with a diffuse stabbing pain and a vague sense of dissatisfaction.


‘Are you still here?’


Her coldness, the undertone of disgust in the way she looked at him … Patrizia got him steamed up. Till he couldn’t stand it.


‘You have a boss?’ he asked.


‘What are you talking about?’


‘A boss … a pimp … someone to take care of you …’


‘That’s none of your business, is it?’


‘Do you or don’t you?’


‘There was a guy who tried, and he’s still sobbing bitterly, rueing the day.’


‘Are you with somebody?’


‘Would you happen to be from the police?’


Dandi burst out laughing. She stood there, aloof and distant, toying with the hem of her panties. Her black lace panties. Dandi already felt the urge to go a second round.


‘Come over here,’ he said, all polite.


She didn’t move an inch.


‘You paid, you played, now what do you want?’


With a sigh he grabbed his wallet and tossed it in her direction. She caught it on the fly.


‘What are you worth, in your opinion?’


‘Are you sure you can afford me?’


‘Take as much as you need.’


‘I need it all.’


‘Then take it all!’


For the first time, she seemed genuinely hesitant.


‘I want to be with you,’ he said softly.


‘I told you: I don’t want a pimp.’


‘Who’s talking about being your pimp? I said I want to be with you: be with you be with you. Get it? We’d go out together, get dinner in a restaurant at night, I’d come see you whenever I felt like it and you’d always be there waiting for me. I’d introduce you to my friends … boyfriend/girlfriend, that sort of thing …’


Patrizia laughed. The sight of her tits bouncing up and down made him feel a little crazy.


‘You’ve got a nerve! Do this, do that, as if your money was better than anybody else’s. Who the hell do you think you are? I don’t even know your name.’


‘I’m Dandi. And I’m a classy guy …’


‘Oh really? Classy how?’


‘A beautiful apartment, designed by an architect. A painting by Schifano on the wall – the painter who buys his shit from Sardo; we call him “Ski Jump” for all the snow he goes through – an antique secretary desk, oriental carpets, good music, fine champagne … Classy, right? Have you ever seen a fashion show? That’s what I have in mind for you, darling …’


She bent over double laughing.


‘Classy! He fucks like a wild animal! Wham, bam, ooh, how exciting. There. All done. And now he says he’s classy!’


‘Then why don’t you teach me how?’


She shot him a long, appraising look. Was he worth the effort? Why not? He wasn’t anything special to look at, he had a bit of a stink on him, and he was completely clueless in bed. Still, he had more than enough energy. And he sure wasn’t shy. Above all: what did she have to lose by trying?’


‘Go take a shower, caro,’ she commanded him, sweetly.


Dandi shot out of the room in a state of high excitement. Once she heard the water running in the shower, Patrizia emptied his wallet and tucked the cash away in the drawer of her bedside table.


When he got back, he found her sprawled out on the bed, legs spread-eagled.


IV


LIBANO COULDN’T BELIEVE his eyes. He flashed a worried look at Bufalo, who was dancing around him like a clumsy bear on his hind legs, and wondered for the dozenth time if he wasn’t the butt of some kind of prank.


‘Come on, Libano! This is serious, deadly serious, the most serious thing in the world!’


‘Serious, but unbelievable!’


‘Exactly. Who’d ever think to look here?’


Right. Who’d ever think to look in the ministry? But that’s exactly where they were standing. Out in front of the ministry at the EUR, just a short walk from the police station, a quarter mile from the metro station. In the background was the Fungo, the iconic, towering mushroom-shaped water tank; in their ears the roar of traffic on the Via Cristoforo Colombo. They were at the ministry.


Bufalo whistled and a tall grey-haired man dressed in jacket and tie emerged from the shadows of the portico. His name was Ziccone, amiably nicknamed ‘the Tic’. Government usher by profession. He was a sweet-smelling, slightly oily individual, with the hoarse voice of a habitual snorter of large quantities of cocaine. There seemed to be a strong bond of conviviality between him and Bufalo. Ziccone ran a steady stream of bets out at the racetrack and, when necessary, he could arrange for small-scale lines of credit. He was available to make short-term investments and to do special favours. Like finding facilities to set up a secret armoury. Right in the basement of the government ministry.


Ziccone led them through a cramped door, covered with graffiti carved by teenage wankers, and into the cellar. Down here, he said, was where the deputy custodian lived. A diminutive grey-haired man, who seemed slow on the uptake – they’d be passing him a monthly payment of six hundred thousand lire to keep an eye on the merchandise. The pint-sized custodian – Brugli, he introduced himself as in a whiny wheeze – handed Libano two bristling key chains, showed them how to work the locks and the most convenient route through the corridors. There was no danger of unwanted surprises: that wing of the government building had been empty for years. Still, Libano pointed out, they had a custodian on salary.


‘Because there used to be a passageway that led to the minister’s private secretarial pool,’ Ziccone explained. ‘They walled it up, but nobody’s figured that out yet, so Brugli still has a job.’


They drove back to town, calling down benedictions on the blessed bureaucracy that would let them take care of their own fucking business right under the benevolent eyes of the state. Ziccone was paid off with two grams of coke that he snorted up right then and there, so hungrily that Bufalo himself urged him to take it easy. Then Libano dropped the two of them off in a gambling den on the Via Aurelia and went in search of Freddo. But nobody had seen him at Franco’s bar – the only one in the bar was Sorcio, scratching the zits on his neck with a blank expression – and Freddo’s home phone rang and rang, but nobody picked up. Libano was getting a little tense. Between one call and the next, he managed to find out from Fierolocchio where he could find Dandi, and went straight there.


He had to wait forty-five minutes outside the small street door on the Via Cavour, and it was a good thing his car was clean and he’d left the house without his rod. Dandi showed up reeling like a sailor, and was amazed to find Libano waiting for him. Libano cut the conversation short, asking him about the meeting with Puma. When he heard that it hadn’t gone well, he snorted in annoyance. Oh well, take the bad with the good. They’d find another solution. In turn, he told Dandi about the store room in the ministry. They had a good long belly laugh, then Dandi suddenly turned deadly serious and told him that he was in love.


‘With that whore?’ Libano asked, stunned. ‘You don’t even know who she is …’


‘So? You know what they say: love at first sight …’


‘I don’t like it. Keep your mouth shut around her!’


‘Two months, no more, and I’m moving in with her.’


‘What about Gina?’


‘Aw, Libano, cut it out! I don’t feel like thinking about that right now. What do you know about it? Come to think of it: why don’t you have a girlfriend? You wouldn’t happen to be a faggot, by any chance? Look, I don’t have any hang-ups about that … Should I call you Fifi?’


No, he was no faggot. He liked women, and then some. But how could he explain it to Dandi? It’s a matter of military security, he wanted to say to him. We’re at war. And when you’re at war, you can’t afford distractions. Not that a quick fuck now and then wouldn’t come in handy, but … emotional involvement, that was out of the question. He had to keep himself clean and … what was the word? That’s right – celibate, in a certain sense. Like a priest. There’d be plenty of time later. First, though, they needed to win this war. Take control of the city.


Dandi understood that this wasn’t the time for it and went back to his motorcycle. He wanted to tell everyone about Patrizia. He decided to start with Trentadenari. He could even squeeze a little advice out of him. The Neapolitan had more than enough class for the two of them.


But that night Trentadenari had too much gorgeous company to listen to what Dandi had to say. He came to the door dressed in a bathrobe, his nose smeared white with coke and his eyes crazed with excitement, preceded by the undertow of music from inside the apartment.


‘Come in, come in, my friend, we were just saying that we needed a fourth guest to round out the table!’


Dandi took a quick look. Two female shapes were squirming on the big white couch. A head of curly blonde hair emerged from the welter of limbs. Dandi locked eyes with the lady lawyer, Mariano. The other woman was a stranger, and something about her cried out junkie. The lady lawyer nodded hello, and then dived back between her partner’s legs.


‘Well, you want to join in, Dandi? Trust me, it’s worth it …’


He declined the offer without a second thought. He couldn’t think about anyone but Patrizia.


V


COMMISSARIO NICOLA SCIALOJA was a restless young man. Twice he’d requested a transfer to the anti-terrorism division and twice he’d been turned down. Politically not quite kosher. A few months ago he’d had a romantic liaison with a young woman from the Autonomia movement, the daughter of a big fish in the Bank of Italy. She lived in a big mansard apartment with a view of Villa Pamphili. She was raising funds for political prisoners. One night she’d asked him why he hadn’t stayed at home in the small town he’d grown up in, instead of coming to seek his fortune in the big city of Rome. The affair ended then and there.


His colleagues considered him either a mama’s boy or a weirdo, or perhaps both at the same time. In theory, he was an investigator, but in practice he was ineffective. The night they’d kidnapped Baron Rosellini, he was standing in for a more experienced colleague busy searching for – it went without saying – a Red Brigades lair. He’d found himself working side by side with the assistant district attorney, Borgia. They’d got along instinctively. They were both tall and lanky, both totally lacking political protection or mentors, both working on the outskirts of the spotlit stage. Borgia managed to get him assigned to the judicial police squad. The final report on the baron’s kidnapping had met with approval. Borgia had complimented him, in the presence of the chief of the mobile squad. They wound up having a beer together on their lunch break. The café on the Via Golametto, across from the main entrance of the Hall of Justice, was teeming with gesticulating lawyers, weary-looking magistrates and cops with arrogant voices. The air was redolent with the smells of stale smoke, coffee grounds, and a hot griddle of sizzling hamburger patties and sliced cheese. Borgia was tired. His wife was expecting a baby. His home life was rife with tension.


‘I’m almost thirty,’ he said, ‘and my life’s about to change.’


Scialoja told him about Sandra, the girl from Autonomia Operaia. He hadn’t yet completely recovered. Borgia consoled him with a hint of envy: lucky you, you’re still a free man. A senior officer from the vice squad walked in. They exchanged a nod of salutation. The senior officer whispered something in the cashier’s ear. Scialoja saw her blush. The senior officer gave him a wink.


All charges dropped, case closed. Because the suspects were so many John Does.


Borgia was telling him that even though it was a good report, they hadn’t been able to pin down any solid elements. The baron was a goner. Neither hide nor hair of the kidnappers.


‘The DA says that my team is a little … how to put this … overstaffed,’ Borgia murmured.


So Borgia was about to send him back to where he’d come from. Pushing papers. Looking for another opportunity. There had been no results. Success had escaped his grasp. There had been no arrests. Without arrests, you won’t get anywhere. That’s rule number one. Scialoja decided to skip the intermediate steps.


‘I need a little more time,’ he said abruptly.


‘If it was up to me … We really worked very well together. But the thing is that equal opportunity isn’t really the fashion in the prosecutor’s office … The thing is, I’m just a recent arrival. Things would be different if we were trying to catch someone in the Red Brigades. But I’m afraid that, right now, the way things stand, the poor baron …’


Borgia was uncomfortable. He examined his watch. Time to get back to his desk. The cop insisted it was his treat. The ADA accepted the gesture. Left sitting alone at the table, Scialoja ordered another beer. The senior officer from the vice squad, two tables over, was leafing through the Corriere dello Sport. Every so often he’d lower the pages of his newspaper and try to catch the cashier’s eye, but she avoided his glance. She couldn’t have been any older than twenty-two, maybe twenty-three. She was petite, fair-skinned, flat-chested, with a disgruntled expression and no apparent allure. Scialoja paid the bill. The senior officer from the vice squad caught up with him at the front gate of the Hall of Justice.


‘I heard they’re shipping you back to deskwork.’


‘That’s the way it looks.’


‘You could come work for us …’


‘Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t think I’m cut out to be a whoremonger.’


‘Always the perfect gentleman, eh, Dotto’? Well, too bad for you. You don’t know what you’re missing …’


‘Like, for instance?’


‘I saw the way you were staring at the little blonde working at the counter …’


‘What little blonde?’


‘The cashier.’


‘You were the one who was staring at her, not me.’


‘Excellent. You’re observant. She gets fifty thousand lire a trick. If you want, I’ll give you the address.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘She looks like a perfectly ordinary young girl, doesn’t she? Nothing special about her, right? Well, she’s a part-time whore. She gets off work at six in the evening and then she goes to turn tricks in a little apartment right behind the Vatican. Rome is full of girls like her. They put aside a little money and then marry the first sucker to take them for a soap-and-water saint. Part-time whores are a gold mine of interesting information. If you’ll allow me the play on words, they live in constant terror of having the trick turned on them. Men just love to confide in their whores. A good cop could roll around in this mud for a whole career. And make plenty of arrests. Give it some thought, my boy!’


Scialoja said that he’d certainly consider it. He watched him stroll away with the swaggering gait of a guy in his forties with testosterone to spare. With a quiver of horror, he considered the greasy hair, the rotting teeth, the oily skin. To be a cop. To wallow in corruption. To wind up like that. One day. One day in the very near future.


He went back into the café. Straight to the cash register. He bought a pack of cigarettes, a box of liquorice, two bars of milk chocolate. Just so he could look her in the eye. To search for the telltale signs that he’d failed to see. But there were no signs.


For the rest of the afternoon he rattled around in his small two-room apartment, WWII-era, out in the university district, with a tiny, increasingly empty refrigerator, a tidal wave of dusty old books, and an old black-and-white television with bad reception that only got RAI, public broadcasting. He pondered the boundaries between good and evil, questioned his own place in the world. He yearned for glory, he yearned for the girls he lacked the courage to approach, he yearned for a change of some kind. They shouldn’t have tossed him off the case. He wasn’t going to let them send him back to be a paper-pusher in an office.


He plunged into the Rosellini file. Anonymous tips that came up empty. Informants who were peddling smoke. Inconclusive interviews with persons of interest. False alarms. Delirious pathological liars. Dead ends, all of them. He wondered whether any leads could come out of the money laundering. A small portion of the ransom had consisted of marked notes. Less than 5 per cent. Slipped into the bag of cash without the knowledge of the family members. Some of those banknotes had subsequently surfaced. Someone had drawn up a list. Three notes in Sardinia. The carabinieri had put the screws on the Sardinians. Nothing. A dozen or so notes in Calabria. The treasury police had twisted the ear of a few ’Ndrangheta small fry. Plenty more of nothing. A number of banknotes had been found in Rome. Seven fifty-thousand lire notes and four hundred-thousand lire notes, making eleven banknotes in Rome out of the total twenty-four that had surfaced. Scialoja picked up paper and pen and sketched a diagram. Banknotes in Monteverde: two. Banknotes in the Esquiline neighbourhood: nine. Nine banknotes in the same neighbourhood. A smoke shop. A clothing store. A perfume shop. Another smoke shop. A lingerie shop. Another perfume shop. A beauty salon. A shoe store. Another lingerie shop. All between Via Urbana, Via Paolina, Via di Santa Maria Maggiore and Via Cavour. An area just a few hundred metres square. The shopkeepers had all been interviewed and reports filed: I don’t remember, I don’t know, perhaps they were chance clients, walk-ins. Always customers in the same part of town. But what if it was a single customer? Smoke shop. Lingerie shop. Beauty salon. Perfume shop. It was a woman. A woman.


Scialoja rummaged through his tiny refrigerator. He slammed the door, upset. He went downstairs to eat dinner in a student cafeteria. The students were calling out, talking loudly or necking. He’d only stopped being a student himself a few years ago. He still lived like a student. All he was lacking was a student girlfriend. He thought back to the cashier in the café on the Via Golametto. Sex scenes drilled into his mind. Him and the girl from the café. The girl from the bar and his senior colleague from the vice squad. Her and Borgia. Solitude was starting to get to his brain. He finished the overcooked chicken and the cicorietta all’agro and went back to his file.


A woman. A woman from the Esquiline neighbourhood. How many possibilities? Ten thousand. Twenty thousand? He was dreaming at this point. There was nothing here that justified an additional report. He was wasting time. He’d wind up on the vice squad. Or in an administrative office somewhere. Stamping passports.


He went to sleep. He dreamed of the girl from the café. He woke up in the middle of a wet dream. He checked the dates. The notes hadn’t all been spent on the same day. Nine visits to various shops over a twenty-day period. Lingerie shops. A woman. A woman who smokes. A whore. A gang kidnaps the baron. The family pays the ransom but the victim never returns home. The kidnappers split up the loot. One kidnapper pays a woman with cash from the ransom. The woman spends one banknote, then another. The kidnapper comes back to see her again. He pays her again. More banknotes. She works the Esquiline district. The kidnapper is a faithful customer. Scialoja felt he was getting closer to a solution. Sleep had fled. His visions were of a different nature now. An arrest. A chain of arrests. Young officer solves the Rosellini case. Now all he had to do was talk Borgia into it. He needed men. Resources. Most of all, he needed time.


The next morning Borgia didn’t even give him a chance to open his mouth. His assignment to the judicial police squad had been revoked. He was once again subject to scheduling by the head of the mobile squad. Effective immediately. Scialoja had twenty or so days of unused paid holiday. He decided to invest the time in a bet on his future. He celebrated with a Campari at the bar in the Via Golametto. Instead of the young female cashier there was a bearded student who read Wittgenstein on his break.


*   Underworld slang for the prisons of Rebibbia and Regina Coeli.
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I


THE PLAN WAS that Trentadenari would go pick up the courier at Fiumicino airport. Alone. Libano had insisted on having one of them go with him. Sardo pitched a fit: one man attracts less notice than two; this was a bad beginning if it meant they didn’t feel they could trust him. Freddo cut the objections short: either we do it the way we say, or the deal is off. Sardo gave in. Bufalo was the second man. He liked the Neapolitan: he kept up a rapid-fire running patter of bullshit and there was no danger of getting bored. If there was one thing Bufalo feared more than anything else on earth it was boredom. Boredom sucks you down like a black hole, and to avoid it you’d do things that right then and there you didn’t think twice about, but later you had real trouble on your hands.


When not one but two mestizos – a man and a woman – emerged from passport and customs control, struggling with a large heavy suitcase apiece, it dawned on Bufalo why Libano had insisted on the point, and his admiration grew. Libano was a guy who could think clearly. Libano was a guy who could read the cards. They’d discussed one shipment, but Sardo was expecting two. You get it? That bastard. They hadn’t even become partners yet and he was already trying to scrape a little off the top for himself!


Trentadenari immediately grasped the implications, too. Bufalo saw him turn pale and slapped him on the back.


‘I didn’t know a thing about this, I swear it!’


‘I believe you, I believe you. But your boss better watch his step!’


They headed back to Rome in two separate cabs. Another security measure devised by Libano. Bufalo drew the taxi with the woman courier, an Indio with a pockmarked face who smelled of sweat and cheap perfume. She looked out the window and grinned idiotically. Bufalo decided he wouldn’t fuck her if she was the last woman on the planet. Trentadenari had climbed into the other taxi with the tall guy who looked like a homelier version of Tomás Milián as the petty thief Monnezza. The man was scared and in pain: he kept looking over his shoulder and every so often he clenched his jaw in a grimace of discomfort. He probably swallowed something like forty ovules, Trentadenari mused, and he’s shit out of luck if one of them breaks open inside him.


But nothing went wrong, and an hour later they were all in Libano’s apartment. Libano was sprawled in an armchair, poring through a horse racing sheet. Sardo, Freddo, Ricotta and Dandi were playing poker, cursing their miserable hands. Of all people, who’d have ever expected it, Sorcio was there, translucent as a cavefish, looking as if he were about to melt, shaking with an unhealthy tremor.


Bufalo and Trentadenari acknowledged each other with a nod and handed over the suitcases to Sardo. Sardo put on a show that was worth paying for a ticket: nobody had told him it was a double shipment, the Chileans must have been trying to pull a fast one, in business you’re only as good as your word, ain’t that a shame, and so on. Freddo stopped him short.


‘Forget about it. Double the shipment, double the business. Same rules apply.’


Bufalo laughed. Sardo shot him a malevolent glare. Ricotta picked his nose, and Dandi watched him with disgust. Libano emerged from his torpor and pushed forward the suitcases containing the money. The Indio courier asked if she could go to the bathroom: she had all the ovules in her body, and the time had come to extrude them.


Sorcio walked over to Libano and stared at him with pleading eyes. Libano pulled a tobacco pouch out of his pocket, opened one of the suitcases containing the shit, rummaged through clothing, bags, toiletry kits, lifted the false bottom, and hefted the various bulging bags of snow. He pulled out one, tore it open with his teeth, careful not to spill so much as a floury smear of drugs, poured ten grams or so into the pouch, and tossed it to Sorcio.


‘Thanks, Libano! You’re great!’


‘That comes out of your end,’ Sardo pointed out brusquely.


‘Somebody give him a C note, he’s starting to get worked up,’ Dandi commented acidly.


Sorcio had padded off into the kitchen to cook up a needle for himself the way God commands. Sardo clicked open the suitcases with the money and called Ricotta: give me a little help counting up the cash, four eyes are better than two. Freddo and Libano started weighing the shit.


The Monnezza-looking Chilean had been standing, rigid, the whole time, one hand resting on Il Duce’s big old head. He looked pale and dangerously sick. Trentadenari took pity and handed him a tall glassful of whiskey.


‘Guaglio’, it’s all going to be all right. All okay, capito?’


The Indio woman appeared at the bathroom door. Now someone had to fish the ovules out of the toilet and clean them off. A shitty job, to say the least. Not men’s work. Work for rats. For mice.


‘Sorcio!’ Libano shouted.


The kid came in from the kitchen, feet dragging, his eyes quiescent with the joy of his happy spike. Libano pointed to the toilet. Sorcio trudged off, head down.


And finally everyone understood why he had been summoned: once again, Libano had thought of everything, literally every last thing.


II


PATRIZIA HAD A girlfriend. Daniela didn’t dye her hair or shave her armpits, but she’d already made a couple of pornos. The three-way left Dandi deeply unsatisfied; it was a different thing with Patrizia alone. The line of coke he’d snorted hadn’t revved him up the way it should have. In fact, after a mere half gram, he felt a wave of sadness wash over him that was more powerful than anything he could remember even as a boy, on Sunday afternoons, when he and Libano went out to steal tyres and motor scooters and would stop, staring out over the sea at Ostia without any idea of what would happen, the next day or even the next minute…


They wound up sending her girlfriend away and lazing around the apartment watching television. Patrizia wanted to go out: a little dinner, then dancing or a film. But Dandi got it stuck in his head that they needed to make proper love, and so they wound up doing nothing. They fell asleep watching an old comedy routine by Alighiero Noschese.


At midnight Patrizia woke up ravenously hungry. Dandi walked in on her wolfing down chocolate ice cream, and the sight of her, naked, legs tucked beneath her as she sat eating in the black leather armchair, finally rekindled some healthy physical desire. He had to have his Patrizia! She let him have his way without responding all that much. Anyway, Dandi was a fast learner and he was already starting to shed some of his cruder ways. As for pleasure, Patrizia had long ago figured out that pleasure’s out there for the taking, everywhere, except between your legs.


The phone call from Libano caught Dandi by surprise, awakening him in the midst of a Western-film nightmare where he was the marshal with a silver star and Patrizia was a squaw who was letting the head of the black-hatted bad guys fuck her in the arse.


‘They kidnapped Moro.’


‘Who?’


‘Moro, the guy from the Christian Democratic Party.’


‘You want to talk about that later?’


Dandi slammed down the receiver and rolled over. Patrizia was still asleep, or at least pretending to be. He slid a hand between her legs, just to see what would happen. She pulled free of him with a snarling grunt. The phone rang again.


‘Listen to me, you idiot: the Red Brigades have kidnapped Aldo Moro, the leader of the Christian Democrats, and killed his five police bodyguards in the process …’


‘Hey, Libano, that’s their fucking problem, isn’t it?’


‘No. It’s our fucking problem, too. I want to see you in an hour at the monument.’


Patrizia made things perfectly clear: a shower first thing or no sex for Dandi. Dandi obeyed reluctantly. Still, he managed to get everything done just in time, and at 10.30 he was there, ready and waiting as per appointment.


Libano, however, was running late. Dandi waved hello to Cravattaro, who was on his way to collect the vigorish payments from the market stalls, and then lit a cigarette as he stood waiting at the foot of the statue of that monk the priests burned at the stake so many years ago. Campo de’ Fiori stank of rot and smog. Newsboys were strolling up and down calling out the headlines of the special editions of Paese Sera and Il Messaggero. Everyone was whispering about this Moro guy. As far as Dandi was concerned, the terrorists were an annoyance: road blocks, constant document checks, all-points suspect bulletins. Little room to operate, and getting more dangerous by the moment. Still, they were folks who knew what they were doing. Guys with balls. Too bad they were wasting all their time on politics!


Giordano Bruno, covered with shit-spewing pigeons, couldn’t care less. He looked down on them from his vantage point, Bruno did. Dandi thought how horrible it must be to be burned alive. A few years ago he remembered reading in the paper about a student who burned himself alive in protest. Arsehole. When his time came, he hoped it would take the form of a cold, unannounced bullet. Amen.


Libano pulled up on his motorbike and waved for him to climb on behind him. They roared off down the narrow lanes, crossing Via del Pellegrino, emerged into the Largo della Moretta, and pulled onto the Lungotevere, running along the Tiber. Libano was grim, focused.


Mario the Sardinian, AKA Sardo, was waiting for them under the Magliana bridge. He was wearing a heavy white jacket, a pair of mirrored sunglasses, and a tricolour necktie, and he carried a crocodile skin attaché case.


‘What’s all this? Your imitation of a businessman?’


Sardo ignored Dandi’s dumb joke and brought them up to speed on the situation.


‘Cutolo reached out to me. We have to do something for Moro.’


‘Do what?’ Libano asked.


‘He wasn’t specific. I think we’re supposed to find where they’re holding him, break in, liberate him, something like that …’


‘We’re supposed to do what?’ Dandi asked in amazement.


‘Either us or the police. As long as we can come up with the information.’


‘Hey, Sardo, did we get enlisted without being told about it? Since when did we become the white hats?’


‘Maybe we did, Dandi, maybe we did. Think of it this way: those arsehole cops don’t have the slightest idea of which way to turn. So they’re asking Cutolo for help. Cutolo knows that in Rome he can count on me. And I’m counting on you!’


‘And what’s in it for us?’ Dandi insisted.


Libano intervened.


‘This is supposed to be some kind of barter, right, Sardo? I give you this today and tomorrow you give me that …’


Sardo nodded.


‘We can do this,’ Libano concluded, ‘but where do we start?’


‘I’ll let you know,’ Sardo said.


III


PUMA WAS HAVING problems with his kilo of coke. He’d handed over half the kilo wholesale to a group of Calabrians on their way to Buccinasco, on the outskirts of Milan: shit that would be used to seal an understanding between Turatello and the Catanians under Epaminonda il Tebano, up north. But Puma didn’t even want to hear about that kind of thing. He’d decided to get out of the business, full stop. So, rather than eat his losses, he’d decided to liquidate that half kilo of coke, selling it to Freddo at cost. Freddo put in every penny that remained to him from his end of the kidnapping ransom. So when it came time to divvy up shares, alongside the 1.3 kilos of brown sugar brought by the Chilean couriers, there was also a half kilo of Colombian pink that Puma had already cut with amphetamines and lidocaine.


They had all gathered in Sorcio’s shack. The Buffoni brothers were in charge of cutting the dope: 33 per cent, because flooding the market with excessively pure shit meant massacring the clientele, shooting themselves in the foot. And 3.9 kilos of heroin retail was interesting business.


Bufalo, Trentadenari and Ricotta had done a good job with their recruitment drive. Sardo’s men were there and so were all the kids they’d managed to round up. Libano had drawn up a chart with the division into zones. As each batch of baggies with the stepped-on shit was ready, they’d deliver them to a horse and carefully note down weight and placement. A record needed to be kept of everything. It all had to be minutely described and regulated.


‘It looks like an assembly line to me!’ Dandi observed. ‘Who’d have thought I was going to wind up working in a factory after all!’


‘Working for the award-winning purveyors of product, Smack, Coke and Sons!’ laughed Bufalo.


‘This is just to get started,’ Libano reassured them. ‘Before long the business will practically run itself …’


Delivery notes


17 March 1978




ZONE // QUANTITY // DISTRICT BOSS // HORSES


Magliana, Monteverde, Portuense // 700 g // Trentadenari, Bufalo // Orzobimbo, Pescofresco


Trullo // 700 g // Buffoni brothers // Minchione, Palla di Neve


Garbatella, Tormarancia // 700 g // Scrocchiazeppi, Fierolocchio // Giamesbond, ’O Marocco


Trastevere, Torpignattara, Centocelle // 1500 g // Dandi, Libano, Botola, Freddo, Sorcio, Petulante


Ostia-Acilia // 150 g // Sardo // Brigantino


Viale Marconi // 150 g // Ricotta // Sadico





There was to be no market in Testaccio, as they’d decided to accept Botola’s request. It was all his mama’s fault: she couldn’t stand to see the piazza of her proletarian childhood invaded by a horde of scab-ridden junkies. As for the half kilo of cocaine, Trentadenari’s proposal had been approved. They’d exchange the cocaine ounce for ounce for Thai heroin, already 25 per cent cut. The deal was with a couple of his old comrades from Naples. The five hundred grams of Thai smack would then be subdivided between the groups of Ostia-Acilia and Viale Marconi (two hundred grams for each group), and the remaining hundred grams would be split between Garbatella and Trullo.


The last one to leave was Sadico, a gimp from Via Oderisi da Gubbio, who’d earned his moniker – the Sadist – through a bad habit of beating the prostitutes on whom he spent all his money.


Three of them remained in the shack: Sorcio – who’d managed to cadge an extra shot for himself – Freddo and Libano. Libano lit two Marlboros and handed one to Freddo. There was a smile on his face. The smile of a true friend.


‘You know, Freddo, that half kilo of coke …’


‘Yeah?


‘It was your idea, you put up the money. If you’d gone ahead and sold it and kept the proceeds, nobody could have said a thing against you.’


‘It was the right thing to split it up, equal shares …’


‘How many of the others do you think would have done the same thing?’


‘What do I know? You, Bufalo, maybe Fierolocchio …’


‘Dandi.’


‘Dandi, sure, of course …’


‘But the others wouldn’t have, eh?’


‘No, not the others.’


‘Well, we need to get to the point where the others do the same thing without thinking twice. All the others – even Ricotta, even Sardo …’


‘Why’s that?’


‘Because the day we can get everyone to think the same way – when that day comes, no one will be able to stop us …’


‘What if someone’s not down with it?’


‘Then it’ll be time to get rid of them!’


But Freddo wasn’t opening up. He was still so reserved, shut up tight, impenetrable. Libano slapped him on the back.


‘We’ll pull this off, partner.’


‘Sure.’


‘And we’ll open that club.’


‘Maybe.’


‘At seventy or eighty thousand lire a gram, we’ll be making a lot of money. We’ll put part of it in the general fund, part of it we’ll reinvest, part we distribute to the boys and part we’ll use to open that club.’


‘Could be.’


‘Wow, hold it down with all the enthusiasm!’


‘I heard we’re supposed to be doing something about Moro.’


Libano crushed out his cigarette and lit another. ‘That’s a good thing.’


‘Politics is never a good thing, Libano. I smell a trap.’


‘What are you talking about! Let’s say we really do find that poor bastard: we’ll be doing a favour for the government, and the government will turn a blind eye … That’s what we’re talking about now, Freddo: it’s a high-stakes game!’


Freddo shrugged. That was the way Freddo was. He was always expecting a nasty surprise, any minute, from any direction. It was just when things seemed to be falling into place that the devil would stick his tail in.


IV


SCIALOJA HAD BEEN forced to bring his colleague from the vice squad in on it. What he needed from him was a list of whores working the Esquiline hill. No part-time whores or common streetwalkers: he only wanted call girls above a certain level. He’d been forced to lay out his theory.


‘Say I’m a gangland criminal and I’ve just laid hands on a major payoff. I’m horny as hell. I want nothing but the best.’


The colleague had his doubts. In the end, he gave Scialoja a list of five names and a photograph to go with each name. In exchange, Scialoja had to promise he’d share the arrests with his colleague. That is, if there were any arrests. If the whore contributed in any way to those arrests. If there even was a whore at all. Scialoja showed the pictures to the shopkeepers. One of the two guys who ran the smoke shop recognized all five of the hookers. Big smokers: multiple packs a day. The man’s palms were glistening with sweat. No doubt about it: he’d found his way into bed with at least one of them, maybe more. The woman who ran the perfume shop down the street recognized none of them. The sales girl at the lingerie shop recognized girl three. Scialoja checked the accompanying file: Vallesi, Cinzia, twenty-four. Stage name: Patrizia. Expelled from the city limits of Vicenza and Catania. No convictions.


Scialoja went back to the perfume shop and demanded that the woman rummage a little more insistently through her memory. ‘Maybe’ this face looks familiar, but ‘I couldn’t be 100 per cent certain’. ‘It could be’ that the young lady purchased an item or two from the shop. ‘Perhaps’ she paid in cash. It was a slender lead, but it was the only lead he had.


Early the following morning, Scialoja went to see Borgia. He told him everything, or nearly everything. He suggested applying a little pressure to the girl. Have her tailed. She’d lead them to the kidnapper. But they’d need staff and resources.


Borgia was in a foul mood. He had the slightly bruised features of someone who’d been up until all hours dealing with the exaggerated fears of a pregnant wife. Staff? Resources? With every man in uniform the length of Italy trying to track down poor Aldo Moro? Sheer madness!


They parted ways with a tense farewell.


Scialoja had an address. He spent two days of his precious holiday time staking out the beat-up old street door in the Via di Santa Maria Maggiore. She showed up around eleven in the morning and didn’t leave again until seven at night. To look at her, so to speak, in civilian clothes, she had a certain something, a touch of class. Impossible to tell her apart from any young secretary or university student determined to earn her degree. There was no concierge in this apartment building. Men came in, men went out. It was pointless work, a complete waste of time. Scialoja was looking for a professional criminal. But it was impossible to distinguish a hardworking head of household coming home from the office from a john looking to purchase sex.


On the third night, Scialoja decided to take his chance when she went out. Like all whores who aspire to a certain tone, she kept home and workplace separate. Home was in the Borgata Giardinetti, where the city goes to die in the embrace of the Via Casilina and the on-ramp to the Rome beltway, the Grande Raccordo Anulare. She went upstairs to get changed, came back down wearing an evening gown, and climbed into her wheezy old Fiat 500. She carefully tucked the long skirt with its dizzying slit up the side beneath her, gave her make-up a quick check in the rear-view mirror, and was gone. Scialoja gave her a fifteen-minute head start to limit the risk of unexpected returns home. Then he made his move.


The street was deserted. The street door was wide open. On the downstairs panel of buzzers, her real name appeared. It was a third-floor apartment. The door had an ordinary Yale lock, without any dead bolts or reinforcement back-up rings, and it gave right in to his pass key. He didn’t know what he was looking for. He didn’t even know whether Patrizia was the right woman. But he had to get inside. He was about to commit a certain number of crimes. He was irreparably undermining the investigation. Just one quick look around. A matter of five minutes, no more. He carefully shut the door behind him. Turned on the light. A neat, well kept little apartment. The smell of floor wax in the air. Wallpaper with a puppy-dog pattern. A sofa, a television set. In the other room, a full-size bed, a small dressing table in very poor taste, an armoire full of clothing and an incredible collection of women’s shoes. Lots of handbags. Three drawers crammed with lingerie: all of it quite refined, nothing flashy. Ah, of course, she doesn’t entertain customers here. Here she’s just the amiable Signorina Cinzia, the well-mannered third-floor neighbour…


A faint, early-morning scent wafted off of the clothing. Feminine, no doubt about it, but it didn’t suggest sex; rather, it hinted at a long, lazy awakening, the leisurely morning of a little girl still warm from the bed. Cinzia: the good little girl, still part bambina. In the fourth drawer, photographs and school notebooks. Cinzia at age seven. In the background, the beach at Capocotta. Litter and sweaty bodybuilders in high-waisted swimsuits. A man with a thick moustache held her hand. She was glaring into the lens with a furrowed brow. Cinzia at her first communion. The man with a moustache had a few grey hairs, and in this picture she was taller. The man was wearing the uniform of a non-commissioned officer in the Italian navy. Her gaze: lost in the middle distance, over there somewhere. No mother bubbling over with joy and excitement. Cinzia was motherless. Cinzia didn’t grow up on the street. Cinzia already more than adolescent. In the glare of a flashbulb, in a discotheque. Arms wrapped around a dance floor Casanova, his shirt unbuttoned to the navel. Looked like a young man from a good family. Cinzia in a miniskirt. Her gaze: focused, with a hint of greedy rapacity.


Scialoja put everything away and did a perfunctory search of the rest of the apartment. No sign of any male presence. Patrizia had no pimp or protector. In the washing machine he found a key. There was a little lockbox high up in the overhead toilet cistern. How naïve: he had to smile. He was starting to get a better idea of her. In the lockbox: some loose change, a few rings, gold earrings, a bankbook in which, in a neat, somewhat hesitant hand, she had kept records of periodic deposits. The treasury of Patrizia, the good and thrifty little girl. Three folded sheets of paper. A photo of Raquel Welch in a swimsuit, taken from a pulp scandal sheet, with a caption that read: The secret love affair of the most beautiful woman on earth. A brochure featuring the latest jewellery from Bulgari. And a pamphlet touting: The trip of your dreams to the tropical islands. Cinzia’s dreams. Well, there you go: a quick tour of the world of a girl who trades pussy for cash.


Scialoja knew that the smart thing was to beat it out of there fast. He decided to stay anyway. It had excited him to violate the privacy and intimacy of a stranger. He turned off all the lights, checked to make sure that his duty revolver was in order, and got comfortable on the sofa. Anyone with money could have Patrizia, but he was going to take Cinzia. It might be a long wait.


V


THEY’D CAUGHT SORCIO while he was delivering a packet of baggies to two ants from Cinecittà. The ants had taken off running like the wind, leaving the shit behind them on the ground. There were six of them: the four Gemito brothers, Checco Bonaventura from Spinaceto, and Saverio Solfatara, a Sicilian who’d done seven years seclusion in an asylum for the criminally insane. They’d dragged Sorcio into a big open field and forced him to swallow a gram of dope. Then they’d broken one of his arms and left him there, sprawled in a puddle of his own vomit. It was a miracle that the kid had survived, and now he was under police guard and hospital arrest at the Ospedale San Camillo. Franco the barkeep was the one who’d told them what had happened. Libano and Freddo had decided that none of them should go to visit him in the hospital: too risky. Before Libano let Franco go, he’d handed him ten million lire for the kid’s medical care and other expenses.


So Terribile had struck a blow. He’d taken it out on the most helpless of them all, that miserable loser Sorcio. This was a full-fledged declaration of war. This was something they couldn’t ignore. Bufalo, who was present with Dandi, Trentadenari and Ricotta at this plenary session of the executive council, suggested getting their weapons at the ministry and going to unleash a nice warm bloodbath.


‘I know where to find that piece of shit!’ he shouted. ‘What are we waiting for? He’s not expecting us! We’ll catch him off guard and leave him dead. Let’s go right this second!’


‘Oh, I know where to find that miserable turncoat myself,’ Libano replied calmly. ‘He’s holed up in a bunker in Garbatella. Bulletproof glass and bodyguards all over the place. And if there’s a time when he expects us to come for him, that would be now …’


‘So we’re supposed to just let this stand? We take our medicine and say amen?’


‘Not on your life. We’re going to wait until the time is right, that’s all.’


‘Wait until the time is right! And when is the time going to be right?’


Libano looked over to Freddo for support. Freddo gestured for him to go on.


‘We’re not strong enough right now. The boys are still afraid of Terribile.’


‘Let’s kill him and call it even!’


‘We can’t go there right now. He’s on the alert, don’t you get that, Bufalo? Let’s even say that we managed to break our way in. How many of us would die in the process? One of us? Two? We can’t afford to lose a single guy!’


Bufalo turned to look at Freddo. Freddo slowly nodded his head.


‘Right now a shoot-out would be suicidal.’


‘So what are we supposed to do?’ Bufalo asked.


‘The first thing we need to take care of is moving this shipment of product. The whole shipment. Without any further losses. And if we want to do that, there’s only one way. We’re going to have to cut a deal with Terribile.’


Pandemonium broke out in the room. Bufalo started pounding the big bust of Mussolini’s head. Dandi did his best to placate Trentadenari, who was shouting threats in dialect. Ricotta was frantically searching for the scrap of paper with the secure phone number for Sardo, who had gone to consult with Cutolo on the matter of Aldo Moro. Freddo waited for the hubbub to die down. Then he asked Libano to go ahead and explain his proposal.


‘We offer him a ten per cent cut in exchange for freedom to deal on the street without problems …’


‘But you said you’d never pay for protection!’ Bufalo objected furiously, his eyes bloodshot.


‘Cut it out,’ Freddo murmured.


‘We’re just pretending, lulling him along, acting as if we acknowledge his authority,’ Libano went on. ‘We’ll tell him he’s still the boss, still the top banana. We’ll let him believe he’s won just as long as it takes us – two, maybe three months – then, once we’ve moved the entire shipment, once every last baggie’s sold, we’ll order another. and then we’ll offer him twenty per cent. At that point he’s feeling safe, perfectly safe. He’s sleeping on velvet … And that’s exactly when we’ll take him out. We’re in no hurry. We’ll do it at a time of our choosing. With a method of our choosing. At a place of our choosing!’


They called on Puma to help organize the meeting. A man of his word, Puma: he’d sold the villa in record time and now he was enjoying his infant son and mestizo girlfriend in the cool green hills of Acquapendente. It hadn’t been easy to talk him into it, but in the end Dandi pulled it off by kidding around and caressing the baby. Terribile set the rules of the meet: no weapons, only two men from their side, while he had the right to bring all the men he wanted. The setting: the ancient Roman ruins of Ostia, at the beach. Puma was the guarantor for both sides.


While they were driving out for the meeting, Freddo could sense the tension emanating from Libano’s skin.


‘It’s because we’re staking it all, going all in,’ his partner explained. ‘All we need is a little more time, but if Terribile won’t give us that time, we won’t be able to control the boys anymore. We’re going all in on this one.’


That was only a part of the truth. Now that he’d got to know him better, Freddo understood that there was something else going on beneath the surface. Something different, something more personal. He felt a twinge of curiosity, but this was no time to ask questions. Terribile and the four Gemito brothers were waiting for them, hands on their hips. Puma, who was with them, broke away from the group and walked towards them. With the pretext of the usual greetings, he made it clear to them that Terribile was absolutely furious.


‘Ah, Libano. How’s the kid doing? What is it you call him? Sorcio?’


‘He’s doing all right, Terribile. He said to give you his regards …’


‘Ah, well, that’s nice. It means I’ve saved myself the cost of sending a wreath!’


Libano unfurled his most reassuring smile and put his best foot forward: they’d come in peace, they wanted to come to an understanding and avoid a gang war that would only cause trouble and misery for everyone.


‘There’s no one who can cause me trouble, you little piece of shit. You’re the one who has good reason to be afraid of his own shadow from now on!’


Puma did his best to restore peace. If this was how it was starting out, it promised to end badly. After all, the boys had come to beg Terribile’s pardon for having invaded his territory, and it was incumbent upon him to recognize their good will and act a little more reasonable. Terribile seemed to think it over for a little while, and then he turned to Freddo.
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