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Dedication


‘Someone should kill him.’


At about the time that the blue Audi A8


When Vincenzo burst in


Gemma Santini stood in her nightdress


Flanked by two beaming bimbettes


‘Yes, yes! Give it to me! Give it to me hot and hard!’


There had always been aspects of life


‘Mattioli, would you remain here?’


Barefoot and wearing her raincoat as a dressing gown


The subject of Romano Rinaldi’s private life


As a parting shot on learning of Zen’s imminent departure


A blinding flash.


The door banged open and her supervisor walked in.


Aurelio Zen’s mind was wandering


‘Nervoso? Macché? For me, the cooking is the life!’


‘So apparently the whole thing’s fixed!’


The next morning, Aurelio Zen decided to raid


Gemma Santini reached the Bologna trade fair complex


Tony Speranza made his way jauntily along Via Oberdan


‘When I speak of mimicking mimesis’


Gasping in pain, he lurched to his feet


Edgardo Ugo was cycling home


Romano Rinaldi paced restlessly and at random


The moment the automatic doors of the Policlinico


‘… original contract specifically stipulated that payment’


The original thirty minutes within which Zen had


A rancid darkness had fallen by the time Romano


‘Well, Aurelino mio, here’s another nice mess’


Rodolfo Mattioli sat on an obdurate chair in a waiting room


After his conditional release


‘But this is crazy!’ the barber protested.


Flavia looked up from her battered paperback


As a newcomer to La Carrozza,


‘One penne all’arrabbiata,’ the waiter shouted


It was a tribute to the vigorous if crude skills


‘… and add the garlic. Now the oil. No, not like that!’


‘Remember what I said about us being left free’


Out in the street, the situation had already changed.


Tony Speranza woke up feeling like hell.
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‘Someone should kill him.’





‘Someone should kill him.’


Bruno didn’t reply.


‘Well, I don’t actually mean that, of course,’ Nando went on.


‘Not literally.’


‘No.’


‘As in a knife through the heart.’


‘For example.’


‘You were speaking allegorically.’


‘Er… yes.’


‘My client’s intention in allegedly uttering the phrase “Someone should kill him” was entirely euphemistic, not to say parabolic.’


‘Right. It’s just that if the smarmy bastard should happen to drop dead …’


‘Which God forbid.’


‘… then that would solve all our problems.’


‘Says who? The next one could be even worse.’


‘Worse than Curti? You must be joking.’


‘Plus you’re assuming that anyone in his right mind would be prepared to buy a club where half the players are on a loan or time-share deal with other teams, and the rest will be sold off at the end of the season to meet the budgetary shortfall. It would take years, not to mention very deep pockets, to turn i rossoblù around.’


‘All right, so hold the heart attack, cancel the stroke. Now what? One more season like this and I’ll …’


Nando broke off as the car’s headlights picked out an amazing pair of black legs displayed up to the white silk triangle of the crotch.


‘Keep your eyes on the road,’ Bruno grunted sourly.


‘Get stuffed.’


‘By her? Any time.’


‘Or him.’


‘With legs like that, who cares? God, I’m bored.’


Nando turned the radio back up.


‘… created several good chances, particularly in the second half, but this merely served to underline the thing that Bologna fans have been talking about all season, and in all honesty for many seasons past, namely the lack of a world-class striker who could capitalise on the many opportunities going to waste out there and put the ball in the net. The service from the wings and the midfield is always reliable and occasionally inspired, but when it comes to finishing it’s the same sad story week after week …’


Bruno yawned massively.


‘So how are the kids?’ he asked, cutting the volume of the radio to a plaintive whine.


‘All doing well except Carmelo. He’s got some sort of canker on his ribs just below the wing. It must be bothering him because he keeps gnawing at it.’


‘Can’t you put some sort of bandage on it? Or just tie him up till it heals?’


They drove past a rare prominence in this two-dimensional landscape, one of the vast tumuli where the city’s garbage was interred, its burning vapours a perpetual flame of remembrance.


‘They go crazy if you try and restrain them. I’m taking him to the doctor tomorrow. He needs to get on a course of antibiotics.’


‘They say now you shouldn’t overdo that stuff. Lowers your immunity to flu or something.’


‘Birds don’t get flu.’


‘Sure they do. Remember that Chinese chicken scare?’


‘Carmelo isn’t a chicken.’


Nando was a handsome hunk from some village down in the Abruzzi that Bruno had never heard of, whose latest doomed dream was to get his hands on the ten-cylinder, 500 bhp, 300 km/h Gallardo coupé which the Lamborghini company had recently donated to the Polizia di Stato for mutual public relations purposes. Built like a wrestler, with a neat black beard and an amiable but unfocused smile, he had for some reason married himself off to a skinny, neurotic harridan from Ferrara. Presumably to compensate for the fact that their marriage was and would remain childless, the couple kept a total of eleven parrots and cockatoos in their two-bedroom apartment. The birds perched on your shoulder, nibbled your ear and shat on your jacket, and the whole place stank. Bruno had been there for dinner. Once.


He and Nando were on their way back to headquarters after having been called to the scene of an alleged burglary out in Villanova. The complainant was a slyly pugnacious electrical contractor whose wife had just left him and gone home to live with her mother, taking their six-year-old son with her. He claimed to have come home after work to find the apartment gutted of just about everything except the plumbed-in washing machine. Since the sophisticated alarm system that he had himself installed had failed to respond, then clearly his estranged spouse, the only other person who knew the deactivation code, must be the guilty party.


It had taken over three hours to take the man’s statement and to question his neighbours, none of whom had noticed anything amiss. Bruno more than half suspected that the electrician had cleaned the place out himself over a period of several days, put the stuff in storage under a false name, and was now making a formal denuncia to back up an insurance claim and ensure that the ‘thankless bitch’ who had made his life hell got a fair ration in return. As far as the police were concerned, it would almost certainly be a total waste of time, demanding wads of completed forms, written reports and lengthy communication with the authorities in Ferrara, and never getting anywhere.


Bruno didn’t care, even though being rostered that night had meant missing Bologna FC’s local derby at Ancona, postponed from shortly before Christmas after the original fixture was cancelled due to a pitch invasion. He was bored and hungry and tired and looking forward to going off shift as soon as they got back to the Questura, but at a deeper level he was still blissed out, even though months had elapsed since the miracle had occurred to cut short his ‘hardship posting’ in the far north of the country and bring him back to Bologna. The young patrolman had stopped going to mass when he left home, but he had recently paid several visits to San Domenico, his neighbourhood church, and on each occasion had set ten euros worth of votary tapers burning before an image of the saint in a chapel where they still provided real sweet-smelling beeswax candles, not the moulded plastic electric bulbs that were replacing them these days and which always reminded Bruno of an amusement arcade. Maybe it had even been fifteen euros the first time. Anyway, at least he’d paid for them, unlike some people, hence the coin-in-the-slot replicas.


On a rational level, of course, he knew precisely how his early return from the German-speaking Südtirol region had come about, but this didn’t alter the fact that a miracle of some sort had definitely been involved. Consider the odds. First, this high-flyer from the Criminalpol squad in Rome named Aurelio Zen gets sent up to Bolzano on some shady case with important political ramifications the exact nature of which Bruno had never understood. Second, he, Bruno, is detailed to drive the ministerial envoy or whatever he was to a windswept inn on a God-forsaken pass way up in the mountains on a back road to Cortina. Third, Bruno himself – stuck in said inn for the rest of the day while his passenger goes off with a young Austrian witness to pursue his investigations – finally cracks up under the dour cloud of graceless silence and the glares of loathing lasered his way by the locals, and finally freaks out completely at a café where he and Zen stop on the way back down the mountain, screaming actionably offensive abuse at the stocky, stolid Teutonic blockheads who have made his life and those of all his fellow recruits a misery for months on end. Fourth, instead of putting him on a charge for grossly inappropriate behaviour such as to cause serious unrest in an area notorious for its political sensitivities and separatist aspirations, this Vice-Questore Zen offers, without even being asked, to try and have Bruno transferred back to Bologna immediately, despite the fact that his posting still had over three months to run. Fifth, and most unlikely of all, his benefactor delivers. Was that a miracle, or what?


The two patrolmen were taking the shortest way back into the city centre, along the state highway that parallels the A14 autostrada from Ancona and the Adriatic coast, looping through the unlovely dormitory suburbs to the north of Bologna to connect with the spinal cord of the A1. There was little traffic about, so when a huge eighteen-wheeler overtook them aggressively by running the orange signal at an intersection it made quite a statement.


‘Let’s take that cocksucker,’ Nando said, reaching for the siren and lights.


Bruno laid a hand on his arm.


‘Calm down. There’s some German name on the front end and the trailer has Greek plates. Probably on his way north from Bari out of his mind on amphetamines, pulled off the autostrada to have his personal needs attended to by a colleague of that young lovely we spotted back there. Okay, he was blatantly disrespecting us, but do you really want to spend hours of overtime this evening finding an interpreter, phoning whichever consulate is involved, and then dealing with the lawyer his firm will hire, not to mention the mountains of paperwork? We’ve had enough aggravation for one day.’


‘All right, all right!’


Nando sounded peeved.


‘You’re right about Curti, though,’ Bruno added in a conciliatory tone.


‘That stinking parmigiano! As far as he’s concerned, Bologna’s just another glitzy status toy like his yachts and his whores and his villa in Costa Rica. The only thing he couldn’t buy was his hometown club. Sorry, Lorenzino, Parma FC is not for sale. No problem, he just jumps in his Mercedes, drives a few exits south on the A1 and buys the red-and-blues instead. But he doesn’t give a damn about us!’


‘You’re right. The fans could forgive almost anything else, but there’s no sense of passion, no deep commitment.’


‘Above all, no money.’


Bruno yawned again, staring sightlessly at the neat rows of identical six-storey apartment blocks now sliding past the car like packaged goods on a conveyor belt.


‘Well, he’s got problems in that department.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘This tax scandal.’


‘Tough. Why should he pull the club down with him? And now they say that half the sponsors are going to pull out to avoid the risk of being tainted if the case ever comes to court.’


‘Which it won’t.’


‘Of course not, but that doesn’t help us. The damage has already been done. We’re just …’


It was then that they saw the car parked at the roadside, its emergency blinkers flashing. Nando braked hard, swerving sharply to the right in a controlled skid, and pulled up behind it.


‘Blow job,’ he said.


‘Or breakdown,’ Bruno replied. ‘I’ll go and check.’


He stepped out into the freezing February night. For some reason, the cold seemed colder here than it had in Bolzano, harder and seemingly obdurate. Maybe it was the humidity seeping down from the Po delta, he thought, or more likely the pollution. Average winter temperatures were a good ten degrees lower up north, but there the air was bone-dry and crystal clear. Still, spring would soon be here, and he was home. That was all that mattered.


The illegally parked vehicle was a blue Audi A8 luxury saloon. Bruno automatically noted down the licence number. That was about all he could make out in the glare from the patrol car’s headlights behind. The headrests on the front seats made it impossible to see whether there was anyone in the car. Bruno walked round to the passenger side and peered in through the window, then rapped sharply on the glass. There seemed to be a man sitting in the driving seat, but he did not respond and the door was locked.


Bruno was about to return to the patrol car for a torch when the full beams of a van coming in the other direction bathed the interior of the Audi in light. The illumination lasted only a few moments, but it was enough. The driver of the Audi was sitting quite still. The expression on his face suggested that he was struggling to achieve some trivial but impossible task, like drawing out the plosive ‘p’ into a long dying murmur.


Bruno stepped away from the car and called in on his radio. He spoke little but listened intently, shielding his left ear against the roar of traffic on the banked and cambered curve of the motorway above. When he returned to the patrol car, his face was blank.


‘It’s not a Merc,’ he said, slamming the door shut and shivering.


Nando looked at him askance.


‘I know, it’s an Audi. So what?’


‘That conversation we just had?’


‘About Curti?’


Bruno did not look at him, just sat staring ahead at the blue Audi saloon.


‘Just don’t mention it, that’s all. When they get here.’


‘When who gets here?’


Bruno slammed his open palm loudly on the dashboard.


‘We never discussed the matter, all right? We don’t give a shit about football.’


‘But that’s all I do give a shit about! That and my birds. Oh, and Wanda, of course.’


‘That a new purchase?’


‘Wanda’s my wife!’


‘Oh, right.’


Right! Worked as a PA for some lawyer downtown. Nando did not deign to reply. A heavy silence fell.


‘That car is registered in Lorenzo Curti’s name,’ Bruno remarked quietly. ‘There’s a man sitting in the driving seat. It’s hard to tell in this light, but he looks quite a bit like the photographs and TV footage I’ve seen of Curti. Quite tall, slim, a well-trained beard, salt-and-pepper hair.’


‘Did you talk to him? Why did he stop?’


Bruno opened the window a fraction and cocked his head as though listening.


‘You know those knives they use for splitting blocks of Parmesan cheese? Well, they’re not really knives, more like triangular chisels. Thick, sharp and very rigid.’


‘For fuck’s sake, Bruno, you’re starting to sound like that singing chef on TV. What have Parmesan knives to do with anything?’


‘The man in that car has what looks like one of them sticking out of his chest. As in a knife through the heart.’


Through the opened window, a loud and rapid chopping sound asserted itself in the distance. Bruno opened the door.


‘Help me get the flares out and clear a space where the helicopter can land.’



















At about the time that the blue Audi A8





At about the time that the blue Audi A8 – covered in a tarpaulin, with the driver’s body still behind the wheel – was being winched on to a low-loader for transport to the police garage, Aurelio Zen and his phantom double were deep underground somewhere in the wilds of Tuscany.


It had been a long day, a long month, indeed a long life, thought Zen. Or maybe it was his double who had these thoughts. It had never been established whether he could think, but the question was of no real importance. The essential point was that unlike Zen, whom he outwardly resembled in every last detail, he had no feelings. Perhaps this explained why he looked so disgustingly hale and hearty. There might be a few silver tints in the lustrous black hair, a heightened tautness of skin over bone here and there, but these merely added to his general air of distinction and maturity. Here, one felt, was a man who had lived and learned much, and now, in full command of this accumulated experience, was in charge of his life like an accomplished horseman of his mount, not striving fretfully to dominate and control, but serenely conscious of and responsive to every eventuality.


It was difficult not to envy such a man, although he showed no more hint of possessing any sense of superiority than the Matterhorn – or indeed of having any feelings at all. To Zen, who nowadays seemed to have, and indeed to be, nothing but feelings, this was in itself supremely enviable. Whether physical (throbs, tingles, twinges) or mental (despondency, dizziness, dread), feelings had so intensely taken over his consciousness as to banish even the memory of other perspectives. He had once been someone else. That much seemed probable, although it could not of course be verified. The fact that he no longer was that person, on the other hand, was irrefutable. All the personal qualities, opinions, skills, ideas, habits, likes and dislikes, together with similar data subsumed by the words ‘I’ and ‘me’ – in short, everything about Zen, except for his feelings – had apparently been transferred as though by electronic download to the Doppelgänger currently visible beyond the darkened carriage window. As for the discarded husk and its prospects for the future, the less said the better.


It had to be admitted that the specialist whom Zen had gone to Rome to consult had viewed matters rather differently.


‘A good recovery,’ had been his verdict after inspecting the X-rays, inserting a monocular catheter like some giant tropical worm down Zen’s oesophagus, and vigorously kneading the flesh around the surgical wound as if intending to barbecue it later.


‘But I feel terrible,’ Zen had murmured in response.


‘Are you in pain?’


‘It’s not so bad now. But I feel totally exhausted all the time. The slightest effort, and I have to lie down for half an hour to recover. Walking up a flight of stairs leaves me breathless and dizzy. Even talking drains me.’


His voice dispersed like smoke.


‘That’s to be expected,’ the consultant replied with heartless nonchalance. ‘Your system is still healing. That leaves it less disposable energy for other tasks.’


‘I know, but there’s more to it than that. I just don’t feel myself any more. I don’t feel like me. And perhaps I’m not.’


The consultant closed Zen’s file with a flourish, then tapped the cover several times as though to emphasise the professional significance of this gesture.


‘Medically speaking, as I have already explained, the prospects for a full recovery are excellent. The duration of that process depends upon too many variables to quantify with any precision.’


He glanced pointedly at the clock, his interest in the case clearly at an end. Like a policeman who knows there is nothing more he can usefully do, thought Zen. In the past, he too had often made it brutally clear that he had no time to waste, but now any such attempt would ring hollow. The plain fact of the matter was that time to waste was all he did have.


Perhaps the consultant had allowed himself to be touched by the expression on his patient’s face, or perhaps he was more subtle than Zen had given him credit for. At all events, as they shook hands at the door, he asked an unexpected question.


‘Is your wife being supportive?’


Zen did not answer for so long that the silence finally became embarrassing. First he had to work out that his ‘wife’ must be a reference to Gemma, who had made the appointment for him at a time when he had felt too weak to deal with hard-bitten Roman personal assistants with an attitude as long as their credit card statements. As for the query itself, that seemed unanswerable. The story was far too long and complex to sum up in a few words. It would take hours to explain even the bare outlines of the situation.


‘Supportive?’ he managed at last.


The consultant clearly wished that he had never spoken.


‘Oh, just generally,’ he said dismissively. ‘You’ve got to remember that the whole business must have been disturbing for her too. In fact it’s often harder for family members than for the patient, oddly enough.’


Zen thought, but no words came.


‘She’s been …’ he began, and broke off.


The consultant nodded with transparently fake enthusiasm, murmured ‘Good, good!’ and walked quickly away.


One feature of Zen’s condition that he had not bothered mentioning was that bits of his body he had never used to think about now demanded his constant attention, while others, on which he had unconsciously depended, were now conspicuous by their absence. It thus came as no particular surprise that the dull roar in his ears suddenly receded to a distant murmur, while the shrilling of his mobile phone a moment later sounded perfectly normal. He studied the strip of transparent plastic where the incoming call was identified for the length of five rings before answering.


‘I’m on the train. We were in a tunnel.’


‘How did it go?’


It took Zen some time to answer.


‘It was a normal tunnel,’ he said at last. ‘Perhaps a bit longer than most.’


‘Tell me what the doctor said.’


‘I just did.’


‘Are you feeling all right?’


‘The doctor says I’m fine. It’s just that I’m in a long tunnel.’


‘But there’s light at the end of it?’


‘No, it’s dark now. It must be there too, surely.’


A sound like some cushions make when sat upon.


‘What time do you get in?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Do you want me to pick you up? I was thinking of going to a movie.’


‘Go, go! I’ll take a cab. Or walk.’


‘What about dinner?’


‘I had a huge lunch and I’m not hungry. Go to your movie. I’ll let myself in and …’


He broke off, realising from the increased background noise and air pressure that the train was sheathed in yet another tunnel, cutting off the conversation between him and Signora Santini.


Not that it took much to do that these days. The cutoffs, drop-outs, robotic acoustics, phantom voices and dead silences in their communications were becoming more frequent all the time, as if the entire network had gone bust and was being progressively run down. He could have sworn that her very voice – the voice he had fallen in love with on the beach in Versilia that memorable summer – had become harder and more strident, appending an unspoken ‘take it or leave it’ edge to the most commonplace remark. And he sensed that authentic anger, concealed like the raw hurt of his own mangled bowels, lay just below the surface of quotidian banality, securely rooted and feeding, for the moment, on itself. In short, the affectionate, calm and dependable woman he had fallen in love with had grown distant, capricious and tetchy. So it seemed, at least, but Zen accepted that he was the least reliable of witnesses. A stranger to himself, what could he know of others?


The earlier mention of food pushed him out of his seat and along the carriage, grabbing at each seat-back to keep his balance, precarious everywhere these days. In the buffet car he bought a plastic-wrapped ham roll and a can of beer and carried them over to an elbow-high ledge by one of the windows, where his double was already installed. Maybe she had met someone else when he was in hospital. Or indeed before, during the period when he had been away on his last case. Or before that. It wasn’t unlikely. Both partners are always at least subliminally aware of the balance of power in their relationship, and the fact was that Gemma was younger than him and still very beautiful. Moreover, he knew that she had enjoyed a certain reputation for flightiness before they got together.


He munched his way ravenously through the roll, having lied to Gemma about his ‘huge’ lunch. In his present state, Zen could only achieve anything by breaking the task down into small, achievable subsets and then concentrating wholly on performing them, to the exclusion of all else. Today his chosen assignment had been to get to the consultant in Rome in time for his appointment. He had accomplished this, but at the price of forgetting totally about other matters, such as making an appearance at the Ministry and possibly seeing his friend Gilberto. He had even forgotten to eat. There were times when he remembered his period in the clinic almost with nostalgia. Everything had been so simple then. No one expected you to be competent or to take any initiatives. On the contrary, such behaviour was frowned upon. The staff told you what to do and when to do it, and you obeyed them. There was no need to plan or act. In retrospect, it had all been very relaxing.


He finished the rather dry roll, washing it down with the rest of the beer. To be honest, he realised, the visit to the consultant had been just a pretext. His real reason for going had simply been to go, to escape the encircling walls of Lucca. This massive brick barrier had once seemed reassuring, but after one month bedridden and another confined to the apartment in Via del Fosso, it had become as spiritually suffocating as it literally became in high summer, shutting out every open perspective and refreshing breeze. No doubt that was why he had arrived in Rome hours before his appointment, killing the time by sitting around in cafés and gazing mindlessly at everyone who came and went, like a tourist. And afterwards, instead of taking the first train north, he wasted  further hours at a cinema in a seat so close to the screen that the movie was an incomprehensible blur. Now, though, he was on his way home, this brief spell of parole at an end. It could be prolonged slightly by deliberately missing the connection at Florence, so that by the time he arrived back at the apartment, Gemma would with any luck be asleep.


But there was still tomorrow, and the day after, and all the days after that. Once upon a time he could have turned to his work for distraction, but it seemed doubtful, feeling the way he did, that he would even be able to hold down the sort of routine administrative job he had been allocated years before during a period when he was in disfavour, doing the rounds of provincial headquarters to check that the petty pilfering and misappropriation of funds were being kept within broadly acceptable limits. In a word, his career was over. He had been granted indefinite sick leave once the extent of his medical problems became clear, and the temptation now was to string that out for as long as possible, then parlay it into early retirement. He had a powerful backer at the Ministry, and was clearly of no use to anyone. A gilt handshake seemed to offer the most painless solution to this embarrassing situation for everyone concerned, and he could see no reason why it should be refused.


Which left the question of his personal life. Zen had had relationships go wrong before, of course, and had felt amazed, dismayed and at a loss, but this time the effect was much more intense, perhaps because the possibility of its happening had never occurred to him. Neither Zen nor Gemma had bothered to get a divorce from their previous partners, and so the question of their remarrying had never arisen. But to all intents and purposes they had acted, and had seemed to feel, as if they were indeed husband and wife. More often now, though, they resembled two boxers circling each other warily, occasionally jabbing out, then getting into a clinch and pounding each other at close quarters with no referee to pull them apart. There was never any winner, only two losers, and the contest invariably ended with Gemma stalking out and slamming the door behind her.


Turning to the window, Zen eyed his spectral other, so smugly solid and substantial. He felt as if he were the reflection and that image the original. ‘A shadow of his former self,’ as the stock phrase went. A hopeless invalid. A sad case. The long, sleek train poured out of the final tunnel and clattered over the bridge across the Arno. In the past, on his weekly visits to the Ministry, Zen had always felt a lifting of the heart at this moment, because it was when he felt that he was almost home. Now, for exactly the same reason, it filled him with foreboding.



















When Vincenzo burst in





When Vincenzo burst in, Rodolfo was lying naked on the bed and savouring one of those rare moments when, to quote a German poet recently cited by Professor Ugo, ‘a happiness falls’. What had he done to deserve this? The answer appeared to be nothing. At the advanced age of twenty-three, Rodolfo was reluctantly coming to terms with the fact that he was not one of life’s natural achievers, a doer of deeds, attainer of goals and winner of women. If he had won Flavia, for the moment at least, it was only because she had fallen into his hands. There was nothing wrong with his intellect, but when it came to everything else, he seemed to be an under-motivated if well-meaning lightweight who had always taken, and no doubt always would take, the path of least resistance.


A happiness had fallen, and he had been fortunate enough to be there to catch it, but you couldn’t count on such luck indefinitely. Normally what fell broke, or broke you if you were standing unawares beneath. Rodolfo’s father had continually striven to remind his son of such basic facts, in a weary but dutiful tone of voice which suggested – indeed, almost proudly advertised – that while he had accepted the utter futility of any such attempt, he would not have it said of him that he had shirked his paternal responsibilities.


The thought of his father had brought to mind, by natural degrees of progression, the family home, the little market town, and the whole intimately immanent landscape of his youth. Puglia! So when Vincenzo burst in, resembling an Errol Flynn lookalike after a particularly hard night’s carousing, his flatmate felt naked in more ways than one.


‘Siamo in due,’ he hissed angrily, yanking the covers up over Flavia’s torso and his own genitals.


The intruder leant on the door frame like a drunk against a lamppost.


‘Where the fuck’s my fucking jacket, you cunt?’


As always, Rodolfo marvelled at how repulsively attractive Vincenzo was, with his sleek black hair, aquiline features, intense eyes, slim body and devastating devil-may-care manner.


‘Jacket?’ he replied, getting out of bed and pulling on his jeans.


‘My football jacket! It’s disappeared!’


Vincenzo grasped the shapeless, acid-green polyester garment that he was wearing over an incongruously fashionable dress shirt.


‘I had to borrow this piece of shit from Michele. I want my own jacket to go to games in, God damn it! My signature jacket!’


Rodolfo steered his flatmate out into the living room and softly closed the bedroom door behind them.


‘You mean the black leather one with the Bologna FC crest on the back?’


‘Of course I do! I’ve worn it to every single match since … For years and years. For ever! It’s the team’s lucky charm! When I don’t wear it we lose, just like we did tonight.’


Rodolfo gestured apologetically.


‘I’m sorry, Vincenzo. My coat was stolen at the university. I haven’t been well, as you know, and it’s freezing cold out there so I borrowed one of your jackets. You weren’t around, so I couldn’t ask, I just took the shabbiest one I could find. I didn’t realise it was so precious to you. You’ve got tons of clothes, after all.’


Vincenzo Amadori’s extensive and eclectic wardrobe was indeed one of the principal reasons why he and Rodolfo were sharing this relatively luxurious apartment in the first place.


‘I’m really sorry,’ Rodolfo repeated. ‘Your jacket’s safe next door, but I don’t want to turn the light on and wake Flavia.’


But Vincenzo, typically, had already lost interest in the subject.


‘Who cares?’ he said, dismissively waving a limp hand. ‘It’s all hopeless anyway.’


‘We lost?’


‘We lost. But it doesn’t matter.’


‘How come there was a game tonight? It’s midweek.’


‘Postponed from the original fixture. Cancelled due to a spot of nastiness engineered by yours truly. So we all had to go back to Ancona. The fans, the players, the manager, the owner …’


‘And we lost.’


Vincenzo roused himself briefly, felt in various pockets and finally produced a bottle of limoncello.


‘Leading at half-time and then pissed it away, with a little help from the ref as usual. Three-one final.’


‘You just got back?’ Rodolfo remarked, to get off the subject of the match before Vincenzo started insulting him as a shitbrained southerner, a Bari supporter whose sister did it with Albanians. It was just a matter of time before Vincenzo twigged that Flavia was from the unfashionable side of the Adriatic and made some remark which Rodolfo would not be able to overlook.


‘Shit happened,’ his flatmate replied with that raffish smile he could switch on and off at will. ‘I was out of it, Rodolfo. Way, way out!’


He took a long, gargling swig of the lemon liqueur. Rodolfo noted that it was the genuine pricey product made exclusively with fruit from the officially guaranteed zones in Capri and Sorrento. Nothing but the best for Vincenzo, even when his goal was oblivion.


‘Well, I’m glad you got back all right,’ he said, making a show of concern before returning to the bedroom and Flavia.


Vincenzo again smiled the raffish smile that he could switch on and off at will.


‘Somebody gave me a lift. And then …’


He broke off, clutching his stomach, then tried unsuccessfully to stand up. Familiar with these symptoms, and mindful of the fact that he would have to clean up any resulting mess, Rodolfo went to help him.


‘And then?’ he prompted, trying to keep Vincenzo’s brain engaged and his reflexes dormant.


Vincenzo shook his head urgently and plunged down the hall to the bathroom. A moment later came loud groans followed by the sounds of repeated vomiting. Rodolfo sighed and returned to bed, locking the door behind him.


‘I don’t like your friend,’ said a quiet voice.


‘He’s not my friend. We share this apartment, that’s all.’


Flavia edged herself upright in the bed on each elbow alternately, the fleece of dark-red hair tumbling over her shoulders and breasts. She cleared it off her face, lay back on the pillow and reached for the pack of cigarettes on the bedside table.


‘Why?’ she asked.


As so often, out of sheer ignorance of the basic logic of the language, she had wrong-footed him. That was what happened if you had affairs with foreigners, Rodolfo reflected sourly. Next thing you’d be falling in love and deciding that their banal gaffes were actually profound insights into the human condition.


‘Why what?’ he asked irritably, his idyll now completely disrupted. He was equally angry with Vincenzo for waking Flavia, and with Flavia for allowing herself to be woken.


‘Why do you share with him?’


Rodolfo lay down on the bed beside her.


‘I don’t know. It just happened. Like you and me.’


Flavia smoked quietly and made no reply, her startling blue eyes regarding him with no little concern.


‘I got back after Christmas to find that there’d been a fire in the building where I had been living,’ Rodolfo went on. ‘It was a question of finding alternative accommodation, and fast. On the allowance my father gives me I didn’t have a lot of choice, and of course most places were already let for the whole academic year. So I photocopied some ads with those tear-off strips and pinned them up all over the university district, but nothing came of that. Then someone who was moving out of this apartment tipped me off about it. It was out of my price range, but I came round to take a look anyway and ran into Vincenzo as I was leaving. He’d heard about the place independently, and of course money’s no problem for him. He paid the landlord a deposit right away and then suggested that we go and have a drink together as he had a proposition to put to me. I didn’t know him, but he seemed pleasant enough. Anyway, classes had already started and I couldn’t afford to be choosy. Over coffee – well, he had something stronger – he suggested that since there were two bedrooms we should share the apartment and split the rent. When I told him that even half would be a stretch for me, he said, “All right, you pay a third, on condition that I get the big bedroom. I don’t care about the money, but I need my space and I don’t like living alone.” So there you are. Pure chance.’


‘There’s no such thing as chance.’


Rodolfo laughed.


‘If you kept up with the news, you’d know that there’s nothing else.’


The girl frowned.


‘So you’re not – what is it? – credente?’


‘A believer? Of course. I’m a fervent Protestant.’


‘Really?’


‘Absolutely. I protest against everything.’


Flavia’s frown deepened.


‘I try to watch the news, but I can’t always understand.’


He leaned over and kissed her pale face.


‘I don’t mean the small screen, I mean the big picture. And there’s nothing to understand. Or better, nothing that can be understood. Deterministic materialism is the only game left in town. The intellectual high rollers have figured out the odds down to the last decimal point, and basically they agree with Vincenzo. Details aside, the deal is that shit happens.’


From the hallway, as if on cue, came the sound of the toilet flushing. There followed various unidentifiable thumps and bumps, and finally the slam of the other bedroom door.


‘Yes,’ said Flavia.


‘Yes what?’


‘Yes, I understand. But …’


She fell silent.


‘What?’ Rodolfo insisted.


But Flavia shook her head in that decisive way she had.


‘Never mind,’ she said. ‘It’s none of my business anyway. What do I know about this country, what’s normal and what’s not? I’m just passing through. Another piece of shit working its way through the system.’


Rodolfo chose to regard this as a challenge.


‘Tell me anyway,’ he insisted, rolling over and holding her.


‘No. It would be invadente.’


This gave him a chance to lighten the mood.


‘But you are an invader!’ he declared, clutching his chest with one hand and flinging the other out dramatically. ‘Not only have you invaded my country, but also …’


He was about to add ‘my heart’, but realised just in time that under the circumstances this might not sound like ironic hyperbole but simply hurtful. Lost in her own thoughts, Flavia seemed to pay no attention to the unfinished sentence.


‘He reminds me of …’


She broke off to shake the ash from her cigarette into the saucer by the bed.


‘He’s very beautiful,’ she finally added inconsequentially.


Again Rodolfo made an attempt at humour.


‘Believe me, if I had a single gay gene in my body …’


Flavia seemed uninterested in this speculation.


‘But he’s wicked,’ she said, as if pointing out the logical conclusion of her argument.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


Flavia did not seem troubled by either his manner or the question.


‘I probably used the wrong word. Or maybe this thing doesn’t exist here.’


A radiant smile appeared for a moment, transfiguring her intimidatingly regular features.


‘But you spoke of genes in your body,’ she continued, expressionless again. ‘Well, I have my own genes, and one of them gives me a very clear sense of this thing, whatever you call it.’


She stubbed out her cigarette and lay back.


‘Vincenzo’s just a spoilt brat,’ Rodolfo said in a dismissive undertone. ‘Father’s a lawyer, mother has a pretend job with the giunta regionale fixing up artsy exhibitions and the like. Typical Bolognese upper middle class, in short, with a history of mild political activism when young that makes them socially acceptable now, and enough disposable income to take pricey “alternative” vacations in the Lofoten Islands or wherever. It’s all the usual clichés, so Vincenzo’s done the clichéd thing and rebelled against the family life he can return to any time he wants. He skips his classes and exams, hangs out with a bunch of low-lifes at the football stadium, and drinks to excess. But evil? He doesn’t have the balls to be evil. Or anything else for that matter. The guy’s just a wanker.’


Flavia just lay there, gazing up as though at a distant light faintly visible through the ceiling.


‘Nevertheless, I know such people,’ she said at last. ‘Even though I never met them, I know them. Can you understand? Ion Antonescu, Gheorghiu-Dej, Corneliu Codreanu … I know them very well.’


Rodolfo yawned. It was late, and he had a lot of revision to do for Ugo’s seminar the following day. His attitude to his renowned tutor had become much more overtly confrontational of late, so he’d better be able to demonstrate a flawless grasp of the subject.


‘Who are they?’ he murmured.


‘Which one?’


‘Any of them. The last one.’


‘Codreanu? King Carol had him killed in 1938. Two years later Antonescu overthrew the monarchy and turned the state into a dictatorship run by the Legion of the Archangel Michael, otherwise known as the Iron Guard.’


Rodolfo yawned again and embraced her.


‘You’re Scheherazade, spinning me crazy stories to keep me awake all night. You and your Ruritania! I don’t believe the place even exists.’


Flavia nodded.


‘It’s never been very real, particularly if you happened to be a “stateless alien” of Hungarian or Jewish origin. But it does exist. And some of the things that happened there definitely weren’t imaginary.’


‘Like what?’


It was Flavia’s turn to rise, though with evident reluctance, to the perceived challenge.


‘Like the sealed rooms. They couldn’t afford gas chambers, so they just locked them up and left them to suffocate.’


Rodolfo leaned over her and took a cigarette.


‘What’s all this got to do with Vincenzo, precisely?’ he enquired in the pedantic tone, unwittingly borrowed from Professor Ugo himself, that he employed in the latter’s classes.


Flavia took a long time to answer, as though her reply had to travel all the way back from the planet she had been observing earlier, situated at a distance that made even light lame.


‘I’m not sure,’ she said at last. ‘I know only that he is very strong. So am I, but I may not be here to take care of you. And you are not strong, caro mio. You’re very sweet and intelligent, but you’re weak. The man you are living with is none of those things. So be careful.’
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