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            ‘The inimitable soul of Naples is at the very heart of this astonishing book. One of the strongest of the season’

            corse matin

            ‘Benvenuto crafts her writing, chiselling page after page with an unusual narrative voice, rich ideas and surprising turns … illuminates and unfolds new spaces for an existence too often ignored’

            il manifesto

            ‘A flowing novel that can be read in one breath … immerses the reader in the life and thoughts of someone who was forced to grow up too quickly’

            il giornale locale

            ‘Highly original and surprising’

            la gazzetta di san severo

            ‘A dark tale set in the juvenile prison of Nisida … where readers will not only find horror but also – paradoxically – dignity and pride’

            il napolista
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            “People place more value on life than anything else—funny, when you consider all the good things there are in this world.”

            romain gary, 
The Life Before Us
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            So People Know It’s Me

         

         There’s a survegliante on my wing who’s a real zero, and that’s the truth.

         His name’s Costantino and he’s barely got any teeth. Just two in his whole head.

         He’s butt ugly.

         A survegliante’s what you on the outside would call a guard, but to me he’s a survegliante.

         You see what I’m saying?

         So I made this promise to Mrs Martina, our teacher here in Nisida. Our Italian teacher.

         I promised to write down what I’m thinking, get it on paper.

         She says if I do, she’ll say nice stuff about me to the Warden so I’ll get a furlough at Christmas. Two days, almost two whole days: evening on the 24th, and then the 25th.

         But then she reads it for me, to make sure it’s clear.

         So I’m telling you right now, someone’s correcting me after.

         Cause I’m no cheater. 10

         In my life, I’ve stole, dealt, even killed somebody, but I never cheated nobody, cause I got my pride and most of all my honor.

         And this is the only way I know how to talk.

         So, Teach, let’s get things straight.

         I’ll write everything you want me to. Then you have who you want read it.

         But leave in a couple mistakes, so people know it’s me.

         It’s important it’s me.

         If not, I won’t know myself when I look in the mirror.

         You do the commas, though.

         I don’t know how to do the commas, you know I don’t like them.

         Periods got more pride.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         OCTOBER 23, 1991

         So my name’s Zeno. A strange name—’nu nomm’ strano.

         First cause it starts with Z that’s last in the alphabet.

         If it was up to me, I’d of chose something better, something scary, Rambo, maybe, something American.

         Or something starting with A, cause A’s always first, so that makes it best.

         But then, Teach, you told me Zeno’s nice. That it’s out of a book, some famous character, some guy who smokes and smokes and smokes, just like me, and he never quits, though he tries like crazy.

         Poor guy, he’s worse off than me.

         But I’m not trying to quit, cause I look good when I smoke, plus if I don’t got a cigarette, I don’t know what to do with my hands. Been smoking since I was eleven.

         You also said I had to read the book about “Zeno who smokes,” and that I need to quit smoking, cause it’s bad for me.

         Not now though. I don’t got the time. Some other time I’ll read it. Promise. Don’t worry. 12

         So I’m in here, the opposite of out there.

         I’m in the Nisida Juvenile Detention Center cause I killed somebody, shot him, that is.

         I mean, you don’t need a gun to kill somebody, there’s knives, or your bare hands, or you can wear gloves, or there’s bombs, or you can kick somebody in the head. Plenty of choices to kill somebody. Not so many to die.

         I fired three times, just sorta at him and he fell over, all bloody.

         I was on my scooter and it was crazy hot out. I escaped into Forcella, but they caught me cause everybody saw me—it was morning.

         They picked me up on Vico Carbonari. And they went and told my mom a few hours later, without me there.

         I don’t know the dead guy’s name, maybe he had a good name, better than mine.

         He wanted to shoot me and I did it first, cause I know how to use a piece, but I can’t tell you who taught me.

         When I got here, the prison penguin, the nun, she told me it was pointless to kill him cause now he was free and I was in jail.

         But you tell me: who should die first, me or him?

         So I told this penguin: “You don’t know he’s free! Maybe there’s prisons after, what do you know, Nun, you’re not dead. You’re still alive, unfortunately. So go screw yourself.”

         That upset the penguin pretty good and she said to find out about “after,” I had to talk with Don Vicienzo, the prison priest. But he’s a liar, that guy, he’s always talking crap. 13

         “After,” to me, is what there is when you die.

         And no one knows, not even priests. No one’s ever been, but people just make up a bunch of stupid shit anyway.

         So I really don’t give a shit about after, Teach.

         Just think about now. That’s good enough for me.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         They put me in Nisida, and I really don’t like it, cause it’s an island. Like Sicily, only littler and no cities.

         I wanted to be in Santa Maria Capua Vetere. It’s on a road, not the water.

         In Santa Maria Capua Vetere I could get out all the notes I want, throw them out the window, and someone could toss answers back at me from the sidewalk.

         I could even keep up my business—but I ain’t writing about that.

         I could send kisses to my Natalina, my girlfriend—I’ll tell you more about her later!

         But they put me in here, on this isolated island.

         I told the Warden if a place opens up in Santa Maria Capua Vetere they should transfer me, not Totore, cause he’s a bastard and don’t deserve it.

         Plus, Totore goes home next year.

         Me, I got a good two and a half years left in here, by the sea, with all the other juvies, cause I’m fifteen. 15

         After that, you’ll send me to Poggioreale Prison—August 3, 1994, to be exact—and you know it too, Boss. Cause that’s what’s written down, and things written down are a real bitch. Nice gift they’ll get me for my birthday, huh? When I’m legal.

         The sea’s useless here at Nisida.

         What’s useful for us is what we can really use, otherwise we might as well just go and kill ourselves, and that ain’t fair.

         And you won’t even let us swim in the sea, cause you think we’ll try and escape!

         So we only get to look at it.

         Me, I don’t know how to swim, I swear. I don’t want to escape. Just get wet, is all. Use a raft, those floaty things.

         Boss, if you read this, and a place opens up at Santa Maria Capua Vetere, keep me in mind, I’m always available.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         Mom was a whore.

         Sorry, everybody. But Teach, you know it’s the truth and I have to say it plain, cause that was her job and I don’t know how else to put it.

         Maybe these things’ll upset somebody, I don’t know.

         If I got to tell it all, though, I can’t hide Mom was a whore, cause it’s important.

         And in the end, it’s a job, and my mom’s always kept her pride.

         I don’t know if she’s still one, or else maybe she quit. She’s getting old, and men don’t look at her dirty now, they look at her sad.

         My mom didn’t want to be a whore, I mean, cause there are girls who always wanted to, but I don’t judge nobody— just do your thing.

         My mom, though, let’s be straight, she had to become one when my dad went to jail. Had to, for us, her kids, I mean.

         And it’s not just her out there in the vicoli. 17

         In Forcella, where we live, there’s a lot of whores and it’s not like you can hide it.

         You see a whole bunch of them out there.

         They’re standing around, each by their building, at their regular time. Everybody knows them, even little kids. But the ones who know them best live in the rich neighborhoods. These guys pretend like they don’t know whores exist. They tell everybody all that exists is mom-women and wife-women.

         But that ain’t true.

         Everybody knows there’s something else besides.

         And I’m fine with my mom being something else besides and that she does all three together.

         She hasn’t sent me word since I been in here, over a year now.

         But Teach, you told me I can go home two days at Christmas, the evening of the 24th and the 25th, and that’s so great, cause it means she didn’t forget me.

         You’re always saying nobody ever forgets their kids.

         But that ain’t true, cause time passes even for moms and everybody’s got their own life and their own problems. You always got your daughter right there keeping an eye on her, so you can’t forget her.

         But not my mom.

         Maybe first she forgets one of my eyes, then the other, then my nose, legs, arms, till she has to put me back together again inside her head. I hope she looks at my photo sometimes so she can remember me.

         But my father, I really don’t give a fuck if he remembers me.

         I don’t know where he is now. 18

         No, the truth is I do know, and so do you.

         Everybody knows.

         The social worker in here—she’s stupid—she’s always saying I should write my dad.

         A letter.

         So I pretend I don’t know how to write. And please don’t say no different. Teach, you said the social worker’s stupid too, but this time she’s also right. So I promised I’d write him a letter.

         But not now.

         Before he was in Poggioreale, then they put him in Bergamo, still in jail, never out.

         I never heard of Bergamo.

         But it’s up there, in Northern Italy, you told me, and it’s windy and foggy and cold.

         You said it’s awful in the North.

         You think it sucks up there, huh?

         I got a sister who was a whore too, for a little while, not too long, and then she just ended up a wife.

         I can’t tell you the guy’s name she married. I could get killed if I do. Let’s call him Baldy.

         Him I can’t stand. I didn’t go to the wedding, my mom neither—we weren’t invited.

         Baldy told my sister—her name’s Vittoria—that when I get out she’s not allowed to talk to me.

         But I don’t give a shit, and I’m talking to her even if he says no.

         Before this guy, I took care of Vittoria and Mom, with my business. 19

         And ringraziando ’a Maronna, I had my spot right in the vicoli and I could defend my mom and sister, her name’s Vittoria, I think I already said and if not, I’m saying it now.

         Mom gave us kind of noble names.

         But them names didn’t count for nothing. Noble names don’t make you noble—they don’t get you no castle—for that you need money, and that we ain’t got.

         So there was four of us, then three, then two, and now it’s just my mom.

         Mom and Dad met when they were kids living outside Piscinola, in the country. They were dirt poor, poorer than we are now. Mom stole tangerines off the trees. And Dad stole garlic and onions. They sold them at the market. And that’s where they met the first time. And fell in love.

         So they start hanging out together, you know, messing around, bed stuff.

         But they’re too young for that and their families want to slit their throats, and I can understand why.

         When Mom learned she was pregnant with Vittoria, she was super young, more of a baby than that baby in her belly.

         So the two of them, they run off to Piscinola, otherwise their relatives would of killed them for sure, specially my mom. And they don’t got nothing, just four thousand lire, some potatoes, and love, and love you can’t eat.

         They went to Forcella. They knew someone in the vicoli who could get Dad some work. And Dad became what he had to, no way around it.

         In Forcella, we lived in a real zuzzuso shithole.

         Can’t really call it an apartment, but for those living there 20it was. With a door, a bed, two chairs, and a table. Not ours, cept one of the chairs. The rest is Adriano Santacroce’s, he’s a loan shark.

         I don’t really know our address.

         It’s on a vicolo, I don’t know if there’s numbers. Definitely no number on our place, on account of it’s illegal.

         So city hall thinks we don’t exist, but that ain’t true: we exist like all the others and then some, but the mayor don’t give a shit and pretends he’s blind.

         Before everything changed, we slept all four of us in the same bed.

         Now Vittoria sleeps with that bastard in his bed.

         Dad’s in Bergamo.

         I’m here.

         And Mom’s alone, still in that shithole.

         And she’s getting old, I know it.

         But che ce putimm’ fa’?

         Time does its own thing, it don’t care if you’re a decent person or not. Way I see it, though, there’s no shame in getting old, happens to everybody. And my mom’s a good age now, not too old, not too young.

         She’s a real good woman.

         We always got hugs and kisses and a good whipping besides, cause she had to be a dad too, even though she’s a woman.

         If you talk to my mom, Teach, please tell her I still love her.

         Even if we don’t see each other.

         And even if she is getting old.

         Cause that ain’t her fault.

      

   


   
      
         
             

         

         
             

         

         In here, we don’t got friends—it ain’t allowed.

         They think we’ll start a revolt, that we’ll all join together and pound the shit out of the guards.

         We pretend to hate each other. But we got our groups.

         We’re good to each other, inside our groups. Outside, no.

         But some of those guys I really love, like you do your regular friends.

         Like Marietto, him I love, and also Corradino, the femminiell’—the tranny—who we all call ’o fecat’, but that’s a real filthy word you shouldn’t say.

         These guys I protect, they’re my bunkies. No one messes with them—they do, they deal with me.

         Then there’s others I hate for real, and I don’t have to pretend. No need.

         Like Totore, who I hate, the guards hate, all the boys hate, and the teachers too.

         Him, I’d spit in his face any day of the week. 22

         You know Totore, Teach. He’s got the sex disease, and that we can’t accept. All of us got moms, sisters.

         At least an aunt.

         He’s a perv, hurts girls. And he’s only fifteen years old, like me!

         And along with Totore, a little less than him, I can’t stand the surveglianti.

         Well, not all of them, some are actually pretty decent, for being guards.

         Franco’s the best of them. He’s somewhere between forty and sixty.

         He’s real tall, mountain tall. My mom’s always saying: “Being tall is almost all!” But even if Franco’s tall, he’s ugly as a clogged toilet.

         But he’s a good guy—’nu brav’ omm’.

         Franco, his dad was a criminal, but Franco decided to clean up his act. Did you know that, Teach? His father also killed a guy, maybe more than one.

         Don’t tell nobody. He’s ashamed. Plus telling somebody’s secrets would make me a real zero, and I’d never do that!

         Franco likes to help out “the next guy,” and in here “the next guy” is us, the prisoners.

         He could of decided to help out “the next guy” in church, like the priests, but Franco don’t really believe. It’s all just superstition, cause you can’t ever really know. But he still keeps a rosary in his pocket just in case, security against the maluocchio.

         Franco’s studied to be inside, without chains, kinda like you, Teach. 23

         But you studied way more than him, cause you talk better and you know more. You studied a lot! Franco’s got way less school. He speaks Neapolitan, just like us.

         He’s ashamed of his dad and his past. He won’t talk about it. With me he does, though. He’s always telling me how his dad was in jail, and how he died there.

         He tells me a person’s not obliged to commit crimes, even if your dad does. He says I can change my ways, clean up my act, and it don’t even take soap.

         But I told him I like my job, though no offense to his.

         And that’s the truth.

         I don’t do it cause my dad did. I chose. And I’m way better at it than him.

         You don’t agree, Teach. You’re always telling me they “turned” me.

         But that ain’t true.

         Nobody turned me.

         I got my pride.

         But other than Franco, on my cell wing there’s a surve­gliante named Costantino and he’s a real piece of shit, like I told you already.

         He’s the worst of them. Even if he croaked he’d be bad, with that black soul of his.

         Costantino belongs in a horror movie.

         He’s got eyes like sewer drain holes.

         He don’t work here cause he loves anything about it, cept taking it out on us.

         He swears at us, hits us, kicks the living shit out of 24us. Sometimes he’ll spit right in our face, it’s completely gross—who does he think he is?

         Teach, you’re always saying we need to report what he does to the Warden, that they’re still crimes, even if they’re committed against us.

         But what’s the point, Teach?

         For me, Costantino’s the very worst of them, worse than all the others—cause he can’t take that I killed somebody.

         When he was young, his brother was killed in a knife fight near Pallonetto.

         Franco told me.

         Sorry, but what’s that got to do with me?

         Did I kill his brother?

         I wasn’t even born yet!

         But he don’t give a shit I wasn’t even born yet, it’s still my fault his brother died.

         So Costantino, every time I walk by, he sings a song to Jesus about making me disappear:

         
            
               Oh mio dolce Nzareno, fa’ che non veda più Zeno. 

               Oh mio dolce Gesù, fa’ che Zeno non ci sia più.

            

         

         I’d like to smash his face in, this Costantino, but I can’t do that—it’d just make things worse.

         When he sings that song, though, I always make sure and scratch my balls.
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