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SUBURRA




PROLOGUE
Rome, July 1993



In the muggy darkness of a summer night, three men were waiting aboard a Fiat Ducato belonging to the Carabinieri, parked on the riverfront road by the Tiber. They were wearing Carabinieri uniforms, but they were criminals. On the wrong side of Rome, they were known by their monikers, Botola, Lothar, and Mandrake. Botola got out of the van and looked out over the river. He pulled a Gentilini breakfast cookie out of his pocket, crumbled it up, and dropped it on the parapet. He took a few steps back and stood there, watching a seagull as it pecked away at the cookie crumbs.


“I love seagulls.”


He got back into the van. The guy they called Lothar lit yet another cigarette and heaved a sigh.


“I’m fucking bored. What are we waiting for?”


“I’m with you!” said Mandrake firmly.


Botola shook his head, inflexible.


“Samurai said two o’clock, exactly. Not a minute before, not a minute after. It’s not time yet.”


The other two started complaining. What are we talking about here? Just ten minutes early? What difference could that make? And after all, going by the evidence, they were the ones out on the street, not Samurai. And what, did Samurai have eyes everywhere? Who did he think he was, God Almighty, able to check on everything they did every second of the day?


“Well, maybe not God Almighty,” Botola conceded with a sigh. “But if you talk to me about the devil, you’re not far off.”


“Oh, sure, the devil!” Mandrake said sarcastically. “He’s just a human being like us! And anyway, I’m sick of it: Samurai this, Samurai that . . . To tell you the truth, I’ve never seen him get his hands dirty, this Samurai . . . He’s good at talking, no two ways about it . . . but it’s easy, when other people are running the risks for you.”


Botola looked them up and down, with a half-smile of commiseration.


They really didn’t have the slightest idea, poor jerks!


“Do any of you remember Pigna?”


That name meant nothing to either Lothar or Mandrake.


Botola told a story.


So there’s this boxer from Mandrione, his name is Sauro but he goes by the nickname of Pigna—Pinecone—on account of his murderous left straight. Big as a refrigerator, with arms as strong as his brains are scanty, poor old Pigna. If he’d been just a tiny bit smarter, he wouldn’t have gone head-to-head with Samurai over a disagreement about a drug deal. That’s right, because at a certain point, after a couple of thrown bouts, the Federation revokes his boxing license, and Pigna starts pushing drugs on Samurai’s behalf. The thing, though, is that Pigna thinks he’s a smart boy. First he starts skimming off the top, then, when he’s feeling more confident, he grabs a major shipment, sells it, pockets the proceeds, and disappears. He stays in hiding for three or four months, and then one fine day he resurfaces. He’s used the money he stole off Samurai to buy a gym, he’s recruited a few big bruisers from the outskirts of town, and he’s started dealing on his own. Samurai tries to bring him back into the fold with kindness and goes down to the gym to pay him a visit. He offers him a reasonable deal: fifty-percent ownership of the gym and his dealing operation in exchange for peace. Pigna doesn’t want to be reasonable. He calls his bruisers and charges in, head down. Five against one, so Samurai puts up the defense he can muster; still, when it’s all said and done, he gets beat up pretty bad. They dump him, half-dead, in an alley, and it takes a good long while for Samurai to get back on his feet. One evening a guy no one’s ever seen before comes in to the gym. He starts a membership, he lifts some weights, he starts shooting the breeze with the boss’s four bruisers. When closing time rolls around, and Pigna is all alone with his inner crew, the guy no one’s seen before whips out a Škorpion machine pistol, the kind the terrorists used to use, and he lines them up against the wall. Five minutes go by. Pigna and his men do everything they can to get a word out of the guy, but he says nothing. At last, the door swings open and in he comes. Samurai. Under his duster, he’s wearing a kimono and he’s carrying a katana, the curved, razor-sharp Japanese sword. He heads straight for Pigna and delivers a little sermon: he could have overlooked the money, but not the humiliation. And so, my dear Pigna, he tells him, now you’re going to take this sword and slice open your belly, and I’m going to watch you die. In exchange I won’t touch a hair on the heads of your hitters here. Pigna starts whining. He begs Samurai’s forgiveness. He acknowledges that he was wrong. He’ll hand over the gym, all the drugs he has left, his list of customers and suppliers. Samurai heaves a sigh, lifts his sword, and with a single blow, lops the head off of one of his boys. Pigna bursts into tears. The bruisers burst into tears. One of them steps forward and offers his services to Samurai as Pigna’s executioner. Samurai gives him a level look and decapitates him. You see, Pigna, you don’t know how to choose your men, he sighs, they aren’t loyal to you . . . At this point, all three of them, Pigna and the two survivors, made a desperate, last-ditch attack.


“Why am I even bothering telling you about it?” Botola concluded. “Samurai ripped them to shreds. His friend never even fired a shot. Then they shoveled the remains into trash bags and dropped them into the Tiber.”


Lothar and Mandrake stared at the narrator, disconcerted.


“That sounds like pure bullshit to me,” Mandrake ventured.


“It’s time,” Botola cut him off. “Let’s get busy.”


They drove to Piazzale Clodio. The Fiat Ducato flashed its brights three times in the direction of the front gate of the Hall of Justice, which after a few seconds slowly started to swing open. The soldier in the guard booth walked unhurriedly over to the driver’s side. He recognized Botola and with a wave of his hand invited the van to move on through. At walking speed, the van proceeded up the reinforced concrete ramp that led to the parking area of Building C, where a system of armor-plated doors protected the vault of Branch Office 91 of the Bank of Rome.


The inner doorway of the courthouse.


The coffer that contained the wealth and the secrets of magistrates, lawyers, notaries, and cops.


The false bottom of what they call Justice, but what is really just Power.


Botola pulled the list of the nine hundred safe deposit boxes in the bank out of the van’s door pocket. Samurai had circled one hundred ninety-seven of them. They, and they alone, were to be opened. Lothar grabbed two big burlap sacks. Mandrake checked the tool bags and the ring of fifty keys that made him the only serious safecracker in Rome. All three of them put on tight-fitting black leather gloves.


The Carabinieri that were waiting for them had done their job right. The armor-plated doors that led into the vault stood open, the alarms and the closed-circuit video system were turned off. Botola met the gazes of the soldiers with a sneer of contempt. The two of them reeked of fear and dishonor. The smell that cops give off when they’re crooked. And then he dismissed the younger of the two with a pat on the cheek.


They’d memorized the vault. In the last two months, Botola, Lothar, and Mandrake had been down there at least a dozen or so times, accompanied by one of the tellers from the branch office. A guy in his early fifties with a weakness for cocaine and women. He’d rolled over like a puppy dog. He’d given them the names of the owners of each safe deposit box, allowing Samurai to cherrypick the plumpest targets. He’d provided them with floor plans and updated lists of customer visits. He’d allowed them to make molds of the keys that opened the inner doors to the heart of the bank. All told, what remained was the easy part. Laying their hands on all that cake.


“I’m going to take this uniform off,” Mandrake ventured. “It’s just that I never could see myself as a cop.”


“You’re telling me, brother!” Lothar chimed in.


Botola authorized the change in attire. As long as they got busy: good luck wouldn’t be on their side forever, and even the best laid plans can run aground on the odd twist of fate.


They decided to work in the dark. With nothing but the light of two large marine flashlights. Mandrake moved fast. As he could and as he should. And the first one hundred seventy-four safe deposit boxes opened up like chocolate boxes.


There was a burlap bag they threw all the cash into, ten billion lire, along with a mountain of jewelry and watches.


Lothar grabbed them with a vulgar explosion of greed. His tongue darted in and out of his mouth, as if in the throes of some uncontainable sexual excitement.


Botola devoted himself to the rest. Because in those safe deposit boxes there was something far more valuable than those tidy strapped bundles of fifty thousand and hundred thousand lire banknotes. He discovered with some surprise that a prosecuting magistrate with powdery nostrils was keeping several spare ounces of coke between his grandfather’s pocketwatch and his wife’s string of pearls. A flashlight beam lit up the account statements from the Swiss banks where lawyers, judges, Carabinieri officers, cops, and treasury police had deposited the money with which the gang had bought them off over the years.


Samurai had been right. There was no Epiphany in there. More like some new Roman Christmas.


In the last safe deposit box they found a handgun.


Botola had never seen anything like it. And he knew a thing or two about guns, after all his years out on the street. But that pistol . . . a throwback to days gone by: long barrel, with something incomprehensible engraved on it, in German by the look of it. He checked the list, supposing there had been some mistake. There was no mistake. Samurai had actually circled that safe deposit box twice. But what was someone like him going to do with that old piece of junk? Anyway, he grabbed the gun and a couple of boxes of ammunition and stuck them in the bag.


Four in the morning. Mandrake was cursing over a couple of locks that were putting up unexpected resistance.


“That’s it, boys, it’s getting late.”


They went back to the van, while the Carabinieri closed the gates and armor-plated doors behind them. The Fiat Ducato made a three-point turn and descended the entrance ramp at walking speed, returning the way it had come. The gate swung open once again. Botola leaned out his window toward the Carabiniere in the guard booth.


“It’s been a pleasure, asshole.”


The vulgar laughter of Lothar and Mandrake drowned out the clashing of the gears as the van shifted into first.


 


They took the Fiat Ducato to the woods on Monte Antenne, where they’d previously stashed Botola’s clean Saab. They unloaded the bags and buried them, along with the uniforms. Lothar and Mandrake doused the van with gasoline.


“Give me a light, Botola!” Lothar joked.


The bullet caught him right between the eyes. He fell without a whimper.


Mandrake whirled around at the sound of the shot. In horror, he stared at Botola, who held the 7.65 mm Parabellum in his left fist, the barrel still smoking.


“What the—”


“You know that guy in the gym, the one who was there with Samurai? That was me, Mandrake,” said Botola. Then he pulled the trigger.


 


The sun was already high in the sky when Botola returned to his large apartment near the Pantheon. Lothar and Mandrake were just scraps of charred flesh among the sheet metal. He was sorry about them, a little, but you didn’t argue with Samurai’s orders. The swag was safe and sound, where it would remain until the hurricane, which was sure to come, blew over. Botola put a couple of bottles of millésimé champagne on ice and looked out over the sleepy piazza. Time was, that apartment had belonged to Dandi. The last leader of the gang had been killed a few years ago at the hands of a crew of old colleagues: lead from the hands of his own men, according to some. An act of rough justice that had freed the territory of the worst glutton around, according to most. Botola had no opinion on the subject. He considered the untimely departure of Dandi, to whom he had also been quite close, as something of a mixture of unlucky chance and sheer necessity. If Dandi hadn’t gotten a big head, he would have remained number one for a good long while. But if Dandi hadn’t gotten a big head, he wouldn’t have been Dandi, either. And so . . .


For a while, that 3,200-square-foot apartment with a spacious terrace overlooking the center of the capital had been occupied by Patrizia, Dandi’s widow. Then Patrizia had hooked up with a cop, and things had ended badly for her. Botola, after serving an acceptable sentence, had bought the place, lock, stock, and barrel, furniture included, for a laughable price. And it was from there, from that place that had once reminded them all of who they were, where they had come from and how high they had climbed, it was from there that they were going to have to start out again.


Like things used to be. Better than things used to be.


Samurai deigned to put in an appearance around noon. He was very tall, and he wore a Korean shirt without the faintest halo of sweat, a pair of dark glasses, and close-fitting jeans. He announced himself with a sort of weary sneer, dismissed the champagne, and barely nodded when Botola started to sing the praises of their exploit in the vault.


“I know that everything went according to plan. They were talking about it on the radio.”


Botola’s feelings were hurt. Sure, he knew that Samurai wasn’t a guy who talked much, you could even say he seemed practically mute, and he didn’t necessarily expect glee, but a minimum of demonstrable satisfaction, for fuck’s sake!


“Did you bring what I asked?”


Resentfully, Botola handed him the handgun and the bullets.


Samurai took it all with the devotion proper to a holy relic, removed his Ray-Ban sunglasses, caressed the weapon with a gaze of tenderness, and smiled at last.


“What’s so damn special about this rod?” Botola muttered. They’d laid their hands on a treasure, and this guy was fixating on a pistol that must have been a hundred years old.


“You wouldn’t understand,” Samurai replied flatly.


Botola didn’t insist. He’d been out on the street for twenty years now, and if there was one thing he’d figured out, it was never to get between a man and his obsessions. If that’s what got Samurai excited, it was none of his business.


Samurai pocketed the gun and the bullets, then he focused on the small canvas hanging above a long white sofa.


“That belonged to Dandi,” Botola hastened to explain. “He paid a hundred million lire for it at an auction.”


“It’s a copy,” Samurai whispered.


“What the fuck are you talking about? There’s even a signature! Look, it says De Chierico.”


“De Chirico.”


“So? I don’t know if you remember, but Dandi wasn’t the kind of guy to take it up the ass from the first forger to come along.”


“I didn’t say it was a fake. I said copy. That’s quite a different matter. The artist paints an original, then he circulates other copies of the same painting, or else he authorizes another painter to do the same thing . . . In any case, it’s not worth that much.”


“Okay, you’re probably right. And anyway, these two mopes hugging never really convinced me anyway.”


“Hector and Andromache,” Samurai corrected him.


Botola had had enough. Okay, Samurai was losing his mind, but what was he thinking? Hard to say. Maybe it was just the adrenaline that was having its effects on him. Botola went into the kitchen, popped the cork on the champagne that he’d carefully iced, and poured a little for himself alone, seeing that the other guy was in such a strange mood. Then he went back to the living room, determined to avoid wasting any more time.


Samurai had gotten comfortable in the middle of the sofa and was fooling around with the pistol and the cartridges.


“Samurai, if it’s not a bother, I think we ought to talk about our projects.”


Samurai waved his hand in a vague gesture for Botola to go on.


Botola grabbed a chair with an unappealing shape (another one of Dandi’s investments, God rest his soul, and unbelievably uncomfortable) and sat down across from him.


“Well, I’d say that with what we’ve got, there’s only one path for us to follow.”


“Which would be?”


“We take back Rome.”


“Oh, really? Go on.”


“We’ve got money, clean fresh cash, and lots of it. That is, clean for us because it’s dirty for them, I don’t know if you follow me.”


“Perfectly.”


“Okay. We’ve got the papers. Which tell us what becomes of all the money that these distinguished public servants have stolen over the last few years. Practically speaking, we’ve got them by the balls. Which makes us untouchable, and so . . . ”


“And so?”


“And so, if you’re in on it, the two of us, you and me, from this moment on, we’re Julius Caesar and Octavian Augustus.”


Botola laughed at his own joke. It took him back to the days of Libano, the founder of the gang. A guy who, speaking of obsessions, had a veritable mania for ancient Rome. And maybe he hadn’t been all wrong, after all.


“Well? What do you say, eh, Samurai? Is it something we can do?”


Samurai nodded and started loading the pistol. While he was inserting the stripper clip into the aperture in the barrel, he explained the salient steps in the process to the awestruck Botola.


“This is a Mannlicher, manufactured in 1901 in Austria. Unlike your usual semiautomatic pistol, the way it works isn’t powered by the recoil of the bolt, but by the barrel sliding forward. The bolt is, as they say, an integral part of the framework: as you can see, the clip with the ammunition is inserted from the top, not from the bottom. This weapon was adopted by the Austrian army, which used it during the First World War. Later, after falling out of use in Europe, it enjoyed renewed popularity in Argentina. And in fact, the cartridges that you see here are made by Borghi, and were manufactured in Buenos Aires in 1947. When you fire the gun, the barrel, partly contained in this cylindrical guiderail, shoves forward, dragged by the friction of the bullet, and by pushing a specially designed recovery spring, it ejects the shell.”


Samurai heaved a deep sigh, aimed the Mannlicher directly at Botola’s forehead, and pulled the trigger.


 


Samurai hibernated for the rest of the summer.


Infuriated by the publicity engendered by such a masterly knockover, the men in uniform sent their very best investigators to Rome. The inside guy was nailed almost immediately and he sang like a canary, giving up the Carabinieri, who in their turn handed over Lothar, Mandrake, and Botola: traitors once, traitors every time. That’s what Samurai had expected. And so he had been forced to rub out three very good wiseguys, however reluctantly, three guys who knew how life was lived on the street. To snap the thread that would lead to him. Which is why, around mid-September, while the cops were knocking themselves silly to try to put a name to the mastermind behind the robbery, he went and dug up the loot and showed up punctual as ever for the monthly meeting at Il Bagatto.


Officially registered as a “recreational club,” Il Bagatto was the closest thing there was to a left-wing centro sociale that the right-wing extremists of Rome had been able to put together. But if the organizational model was copied from the left, the stage setting and the interior decoration, from the pennants with the Fascist lictor’s staff to the murals featuring Gandalf and Frodo, from the swastika-emblazoned ashtrays to the iron-core billy clubs that were sold under the counter at improvised booths—all this was unequivocally Fascist in style and intent. Equally Fascist were the young hearts of the kids who, at first in dribs and drabs but then increasingly numerous, were gathering on the creaking benches of the cellar room in the Monte Sacro quarter, eager to listen—in religious silence—to the oracular words of their spiritual leader.


That evening there were at least forty of them, nearly all of them young. Sons of le curve at Stadio Olimpico, divided by the teams they rooted for but united—at least, that’s what Samurai made them believe—by a shared faith.


Le curve. The North and South ends of the stadium united. The future of Rome.


Samurai placed great hopes in his boys. Uneasy people, people with nothing to lose, people who were champing at the bit, eager to take everything they could get their hands on.


He’d baited the hook with ideology, but the project went well beyond any long-obsolete utopia. He was determined to create a finely woven net. They needed to be strong, determined, and ruthless as ancient warriors, but also clever as foxes and, when necessary, as malleable and venomous as jellyfish. Each of them needed to be used according to his particular gifts: stray dogs and double-breasted professionals. And all of them, every last one, would be loyal.


Samurai started to speak. His voice was low and pleasant, but it lit up with sudden surges of energy that electrified the mind and warmed the heart. He spoke of the close, indissoluble bond that linked the Revolution, which they all dreamed of, with life on the street. He explained that what constituted a crime for the bourgeois, can be, under certain conditions, a perfect act for the warrior who can tolerate neither the grimy whining of the weakling nor the acrid censure of an inept justice system. Because the act contains within itself its own ethical, esthetic, and religious justification, and more you need not ask.


He talked and talked, enriching his oration with exemplary parables, until he was absolutely certain that he had them in the palm of his hand, as always. And then, suddenly, just when they expected the definitive revelation, he fell silent and, with a half smile, dismissed them all.


“You can go now. And I want each of you to meditate on the things you’ve heard. We’ll see you again next month.”


The young men swarmed off, exchanging enthusiastic comments in low voices, careful not to disturb Samurai’s concentration; in fact, he sat with his eyes closed, massaging his temples, as if prostrate from his oratorical efforts.


“Maestro? May I have a word?”


Samurai opened his eyes with a sigh.


And found himself inches from the barrel of a semiautomatic.


He focused on a frank, open face, a pair of deep, glowering eyes, a grimace of tension, and a light tremor that the other man was struggling to control.


Marco Malatesta. Eighteen years old. A hoodlum from Talenti with plenty of heart, plenty of guts, and, most of all, plenty of brains. One of his favorites. A potential designated heir.


“If you were hoping to astonish me, Marco, you did it. Now, if you’d be so good as to explain . . . ”


“You’re no maestro. You’re nothing but a bastard!”


“Watch it, Marco. You’re thinking like a petty bourgeois.”


“Fuck you and your bullshit, Samurai. This is what you are!”


The young man rummaged in the pockets of his jacket and threw a handful of multicolored pills at him.


“Those are worth a lot of money,” Samurai commented, by no means perturbed. “You’d better pick them up.”


“Ah, you recognize them, don’t you? Of course you do! You’re the one who’s peddling ecstasy on the curva, you’re the one who’s poisoning us all. You’re a pusher, Samurai. No, not just a pusher, the boss of all the pushers. You sent us around to crack the skulls of all the pushers. And you called that a ‘revolutionary act.’ But what was it really, eh? Free-market competition?”


“My boy, if you’re planning to shoot someone, first you should make sure the safety’s off.”


Marco looked down instinctively.


Samurai smiled, then acted with lightning speed. In an instant, he had the pistol in his hands.


Marco lunged at him, eyes bloodshot with fury. Samurai deftly stepped aside, feinting Marco’s assault, and then, with the butt of the gun, landed a sharp blow to the back of his skull. The young man dropped, moaning. Samurai swung around and bent over Marco, rolled him over, climbed over him and squatted down, aiming the gun at the middle of his forehead.


“I ought to pay you back in the same coin, Marco Malatesta. And it wouldn’t do you any good to beg for pity.”


“I’m not asking for pity from some piece of shit! I believed in you, Samurai, I believed in the things you said. Change this city, change this filthy rotten world, a new morality. You’re fine with this filthy rotten world, you wallow in it like a pig, you’re the traitor!”


“I’m not a traitor. If anything, I might be a bad teacher. I haven’t been able to teach you a thing. In that way, I’m far guiltier than you’ll ever be. And my punishment is to leave you alive.”


Samurai pocketed the gun. Then he got to his feet and gestured for Marco to do the same thing. The young man struggled to stand upright; his vision was blurred, his head was pulsating, each heartbeat intolerably painful. Samurai supported him, his right hand brushed Marco’s face, as if in a caress of peace. Marco felt a sharp sting of pain, raised his hand to his forehead and pulled it away, smeared with blood.


“It’s just a small mark,” Samurai explained, folding up a short blade. “You’ll have it with you for the rest of your life. It will remind you of who you are, where you come from, and what you’ve done.”


 


Two weeks later, after the wound had scarred over, Marco Malatesta went to the Carabinieri’s Pisacane Barracks and asked to speak to the officer on duty.




ROME, THE PRESENT DAY





I


Looking out the French windows of the Anna Magnani Suite, on the fifth floor of La Chiocciola—a hotel described in handsomely printed brochures as a “charming and secluded little hideaway just minutes from Campo de’ Fiori,” but popularly known as an expensive sex pad for the capital’s elite—the Honorable Pericle Malgradi, MP, a paladin of Roman Catholic values, opened his black silk dressing gown emblazoned with a picture of the snow-covered peaks of Mt. Fujiyama (it’s a kimono, they call it a kimono, Samurai had explained patiently, but that guy was obsessed, and everybody knew it), extracted a substantial apparatus whose legendary erections were the pride and joy of the Eternal City, and readied himself to bless, with his stream of murky yellow water, the roofs and pedestrians of the immortal eternal city.


“Sabrina!” he barked, without even bothering to turn to look at his favorite, who had just keeled over in exhaustion and was now lying sprawled on the king-size bed next to the other girl, this one a Lithuanian. “Sabrina, you were born here in Rome, you know that poem, it’s by Belli, your great Roman poet . . . how’s it go? I’m the king of the world . . . I’m me and the rest of you aren’t shit . . . ”


Ah, urination, the sublime postcoital urination, what a delight, what pure pleasure! You could direct your spray, weaving and lashing it like a garden hose, a fountain, with recurrent, multiple jets, or straight down like a plumb line, or else you could restrict it drip-drip-drip, or unleash a sudden, foaming waterfall onto the heads of those poor suckers working the night shift.


“Look at that, Sabrina! I got one guy right on his bald dome! That’s right, handsome, look up, look up at the sky, and blame the seagulls and the crows . . . I’m up here and you’re down there . . . you get it, the way life works? Sabri’? Sabrina-a-a . . . Get out of bed and come watch, why don’t you, Jesus Christ on a goddamned crooked crutch, with the money I pay you and that Slavic whore, can’t you give me this little bit of satisfaction?”


No response. This shift of hookers seemed to be out like a light. As was understandable. He’d ridden them hard, the two of them. Serious business: we’re talking about Pericle Malgradi! He’d see to giving them a wake-up call, the two “professionals.”


The Honorable Malgradi stuck his hand into the capacious pocket of his kimono and pulled out his Patek Philippe Annual Calendar 4937G, tenderly planted a kiss of justifiable fatherly pride on the tiny picture of his daughters he’d had inlaid on the dial, clicked the mechanism—you go find someone else like me, who can afford a fifty-thousand-euro timepiece to use as a pillbox—and grabbed a couple of Listra tablets.


“Listra, Sabri’, you understand, not that crap that the working poor take, Cialis, Viagra . . . stuff that sets your brain on fire and twists your guts in a knot. This stuff is special, baby girl, top quality stuff, made by the loving hands of my brother Temistocle. One of these days I’ll have to introduce you girls to him, you know, because he’s hung like a racehorse too, just like me . . . It’s in the DNA, girls . . . the Malgradi brothers, good blood don’t lie . . . Oh, Sabri’, you and that other girl, the Slav, what’s her name . . . you want to get your asses up off that bed, bitches?”


Nothing. Not a peep. Goddamn it! Now Sabrina was taking things too far. What, did she think she had the only pussy in Rome? In Rome, a city that was literally swimming in peachfuzz! Next time, a couple of black women. No, better yet: a couple of black women and a transsexual. Just for fun, and a little company. Minimum wage, really, after a whole lifetime spent in the service of his community. But let it be clear with the transsexual, though: you can catch, bwana, but you can’t pitch. He wasn’t some faggot, after all!


The Honorable Malgradi put the watch back in his kimono pocket, extracted a hefty line of coke from an aluminum foil packet, and crushed the tablets into the cocaine; then he laid it all out on the counter and took a powerful snort.


“Sabrina! Slavic girl! Look, there’s plenty left for the two of you.”


More silence. Enough is enough! A violent sense of vertigo made him stagger. He grabbed the railing. The shit was going to his head. And from his head, before long, it would descend to his junk. Meanwhile, the erectile cocktail was starting to have its effect, a giddy sense of invincibility swept through him. Everyone kept telling him to take it easy, everyone said that they were dancing on the rim of a volcano, everyone was afraid that things could change any second. Everyone kept yammering on about yield spreads, spending reviews, morality . . . what the fuck! Italy will never change. We’ll always be on top, and the pathetic losers will always be down below.


“Help!”


Oh, at last, signs of life.


“Put in your brillantino, here comes Uncle Pericle.”


Ah, the brillantino. This was the novelty that had finally convinced him that Sabrina stood head and shoulders above the rest of Roman hookerdom. A small piece of diamond-encrusted jewelry plugging up her hole, the hole in her rear. That way, said hole was always distended and, how to put it, ready for use. Malgradi liked to extract the brillantino with his tongue. That kind of foreplay was worthy of a sultan! Just one downside: the risk of swallowing the dingus by accident. But there was no way that such a piece of dumb bad luck would befall Pericle Malgradi, Il Numero Uno himself.


Malgradi turned around.


Sabrina was staring at him, looking anxious and pale.


“Now what the fuck’s the matter?”


“Vicky’s definitely not well.”


It started to dawn on Malgradi that he might have a problem on his hands.


“E ora cchi vòli chista? Now what’s she want?”


“She’s dying, you idiot.”


What the hell had come over Sabrina? And why was she screaming like this?


“Muta, sangu ’i cristu, staju pinsannu. Fucking Christ, just shut up and let me think.”


Sabrina snorted with fury. Malgradi sized up the situation. Madonna santa! The Slavic girl had turned green, bright green like a late-season artichoke. She was gasping like a fish out of water, flat on her back on the black satin sheets, and an unhealthy background noise kept emerging from deep in her lungs every time her chest heaved and sank as she labored to breathe.


“Madonna mia! She’s dying on me! She’s dying on me! This bitch is dying on me!”


Incapable of moving. Incapable of making a decision. Incapable of speaking. Sabrina rummaged through her handbag and pulled out her cell phone.


“We need to call an ambulance!” said Sabrina.


A hint of understanding finally ignited in the Honorable Malgradi’s mind: I’m fucked! He collapsed onto the bed, next to the foreigner, who was growing increasingly ashen and breathless. As the languid enchantment of the cocaine subsided and the hysterical lucidity of the amphetamine began to gallop, the inevitable consequences flicked before his eyes in rapid sequence.


Donna Fabiana, wife and mother, devout member of the Oblate Daughters of the Virgin Mary. Gone.


His own position as national secretary of the party, fanatically committed to the defense of the Italian family against the twin blights of gay marriage and abortion. Gone.


His angry disappointed voters from the district of the Ionian coast of Calabria.


All gone. Epic scandal. Poverty. Prison.


The Lithuanian girl was gasping and panting, her mouth filling with a yellowish foam, her fists clenching and unclenching as she labored to suck in one last desperate puff of air.


Malgradi snatched the cell phone out of Sabrina’s hands.


“You’re not calling shit, you get me? Get out of here! Jativínni! Vui cca nun siti mai vinuti! Neither of you were ever here! I never met you!”


“Jesus Christ, she’s dying! We have to call for help!”


“That’s her problem! Fuck it, I’m getting out of here, now!” shouted Malgradi, as he started desperately flailing around in search of clothing.


Sabrina, suddenly chilly, eyeing him like a vulture, said: “Of course you are; after all, no one saw you come up here with us.”


Hotel La Chiocciola, a charming little hideaway. They should have burned it down years ago, damn them and the families that had them! And damn you, he thought. Damn the dick he used for brains, he should have put it on a chain, tied it up in a triple knot: il triplo nodo t’avía ’a fari! Damn fucking Vicky, and the rest of her ilk, Italy’s been too soft on these immigrants for far too long now, give them an inch and they’ll take the whole damned mile and then some. He was fucked, he knew it. Fucked!


Finally, with one last rattle, the poor miserable girl threw up a chunk of puke, and then fell silent.


“She’s dead!” Sabrina whispered softly.


She closed her friend’s eyes and shot Malgradi a glare blazing with disgust, nausea, and contempt.


The Honorable Malgradi, however, was miles away. From deep in his heart a memory from his earliest childhood back in Calabria had begun to sprout. What was it his grandfather, Nonno Alcide, used to say when they went fishing off the coast of Le Castella? That’s right: prega, prega, c’arriva ’u pisci, picchí è proprio quando non sai che pesci pigliare che devi pregare. “Pray, pray for fish, because it’s precisely when you’re at loose ends that you need to pray.” And so Malgradi fell to his knees, put both hands together, and called upon the Almighty, that His blessed hand might be laid upon His humble servant, “I’ll retire to a monastery, o Lord, I’ll take religious vows, just save me from this scandal, You who can work Your will as You please, I beg you, I . . . ”


“That’s right, on your knees and pray. Look, here comes your guardian angel now, on a flying carpet.”


Ah, now the whore was having her say. And she even dared to insult him. On what grounds? You bring me this encephalitic hooker who probably carries all kinds of diseases, and still you lecture me?


An uncontrollable fury took hold of the Honorable Malgradi. He stood up, lunged at Sabrina, and knocked her to the floor with one vicious straight-armed smack.


“Sure, sure, bravo,” she replied, unruffled, rubbing her cheek with one hand. “Now what are you going to do? Kill me too? So then you’d have two corpses to get rid of, not just one?”


“Oh, what the fuck do you want from me now? Do you have any good ideas, you two-bit whore?”


Sabrina picked up her cell phone and dialed a number.


“Spadino? I could use some help here.”


 


Thirty minutes later, a young man, about twenty-two, knocked at the door. He was wearing a pair of faded jeans and a black T-shirt. He was short, pockmarked, and ugly as unsecured debt.


Sabrina let him in and pointed to the bed.


It only took the young man a quick glance around the hotel room to understand he’d just hit the jackpot. The corpse, Sabrina looking depressed and utterly disgusted, the guy dripping sweat and wringing his hands . . . Yes, this was his shot at the big time. Better than anything he’d dared to dream of when the call came in from Sabrina.


“If you could help us resolve this rather . . . unseemly . . . situation . . . ”


The high muckety-muck came over, with the smile he wore for election-day victory speeches and his hands shaking as if he was on the verge of a panic attack. Let’s just hope he doesn’t start wailing like a two-year-old.


“Well?”


“I . . . you see . . . Sabrina, here, has told me so many good things about you, sir . . . ”


“She’s told me the same about you, as far as that goes,” Spadino replied with a snicker.


The Honorable Malgradi shoved his hand into his pocket and pulled out a fat wallet.


“If you would be so good as to give me a little assistance . . . ”


By that point, he just didn’t know what to say. More importantly, how to put it. The young man amused himself by leaving the man to dangle for a while, then he nodded and lit a cigarette.


“Okay, let me get this straight. You want me to get rid of one dead whore . . . And that’s something I can take care of.”


A broad smile of relief spread across the Honorable Malgradi’s features.


“Naturally!” he said, opening the wallet. “I was thinking that for your trouble . . . ”


“Exactly how much you were thinking, just out of curiosity?”


The Honorable Malgradi handed him a wad of bills.


“That must be . . . ”


“We can count it later,” the young man reassured him, pocketing the wad of bills with rapacious haste.


Malgradi fell back on the smile he reserved for his most prestigious counterparts when a negotiation had culminated in a mutually satisfactory deal.


“I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me today, Signor . . . ”


“Call me Spadino. And as for saying thank you . . . you’ll have all the time in the world, later! Right now, get the hell out of here.”


Malgradi backed away toward the door, muttering a stream of boilerplate terms of gratitude.


“It seems to me that your boyfriend is quite the asshole,” Spadino commented, once the coast was clear.


“You can’t begin to imagine how much of one.”


“Give me a hand getting this poor girl dressed, Sabri’.”


With a sigh, the two of them got to work.


 


The plan was to dump her in a place Spadino knew well. A safe place. So the important thing now was to get her out of the hotel without letting La Chiocciola’s desk clerk, maids, or any chance passing strangers suspect that the girl was dead. But even fully dressed and liberally doused with perfume—the night was hot, and she was already starting to emit a faintly unpleasant odor—there was something unmistakably corpse-like about the Lithuanian girl. So Spadino ordered Sabrina to put some makeup on her, and she contributed the idea of putting on the mirrored Tom Ford sunglasses she wore whenever, after a long night out, she had to pull an unexpected quickie. Even if the effect was less than spectacular, it would work. All they had to do was move the girl fifty, maybe sixty feet, and if they were lucky, everything would work out fine.


They got her to her feet, each supporting her from the side. Jesus, she was heavy, God rest her soul! Moving her was an unwieldy process, and it was obvious she wasn’t walking, that the two of them were dragging her.


“This is all we can do,” said Spadino. “We’ll tell the desk clerk that she’s drunk. We can give him a hundred euros, make it clear to him that it’s in his interest to look the other way.”


His thinking was impeccable.


They headed out the door.


The fifth floor corridor was deserted. The elevator came promptly. Smooth as silk, they strode briskly out into the lobby. Spadino asked the desk clerk to hold the heavy revolving door open for him, which the man happily did with a meek smile. Sabrina slipped him a couple of hundred-euro bills.


 


Once the odd little trio had trundled off down the street, the desk clerk went back to his chair behind the counter, set aside the Corriere dello Sport that he read religiously every day to make himself feel a little more Roman and, when necessary—depending on the guest’s loyalties—more of an A. S. Roma fan or an S. S. Lazio fan, and did some thinking. His name was Kerion Kemani, he was thirty-five years old, he came from Albania, and a nagging doubt was bothering him. He owed everything he had to the Honorable Malgradi: his job, for one thing, and his Italian citizenship, which he was expecting to receive any day now. But just how far should he take it with the gratitude? Before he’d decided to stick to the straight and narrow, Kerion had had his own short time on the street. Come to think of it, it wasn’t as if the Italians had given him much of an option. He’d landed in Bari with the first wave of immigrants, back in 1991. He was little more than a child when he’d found himself jammed with a small army of illegal immigrants in a soccer stadium that soon turned into a cage full of savage beasts. To pay for their passage across the Adriatic, his father had sold everything they owned: the house, the fields, the few heads of livestock that he’d managed to save from the greed of the Communist regime. In the Bari stadium, the Vlorë Mafia had taken care of the rest: his sister had become a streetwalker and he’d gotten busy working as a debt collector. What that meant was spending his days terrorizing husbands and fathers, breaking a leg or an arm every once in a while, beating down unruly whores. That kind of thing. After that, things had changed of course, but there are some memories that never fade. And if his street smarts meant anything, well, then the girl with the oversized sunglasses on hadn’t really been drunk at all.


She’d been dead.


That said, what to do next?


All right, let’s think this through.


Whatever it was that happened in the Anna Magnani Suite, Malgradi was in it up to his neck. Which meant what for him, Kerion?


After all, the generosity that the Honorable Malgradi had shown him had hardly been offered free and clear. Malgradi was helping him get ahead in Italy, but in exchange Kerion guaranteed absolute discretion concerning the man’s turbulent sex life. Malgradi was never registered at the hotel, no inconvenient documentation was ever sent to police headquarters, no requests for IDs, and moreover, all Kerion’s compatriots who managed to obtain their long-sought Italian citizenship—at least a thousand to date—were obliged to vote for him.


So really, more than generosity, this was a pact. And everyone knows that pacts don’t last forever. Or if they do, their terms can always be renegotiated.


“Now it’s my turn, Honorable Malgradi.”


And so it was that Kerion Kemani, Albanian night porter and would-be Italian citizen, went upstairs to the Anna Magnani Suite, took possession of a pillowcase stained with a foul-smelling substance that he thought better of investigating in any detail, and a piece of aluminum foil with residues of a white powder. Then he pulled out his cell phone and took a series of photographs of the scene of the crime. Later, in the two-room apartment he’d been sharing recently with his sister in Pigneto, who had recently been promoted from a streetwalker to the caregiver of an elderly lady in a wheelchair, he wrote down a short account of what had happened, and finally turned in for the night.


When the time was right, all these things would come in handy.


 


Spadino and Sabrina dumped the corpse in the nature reserve of Marcigliana, just a few miles short of Monterotondo Scalo. Spadino identified a small ravine, together they hauled the Lithuanian girl out of the car and laid her to rest on a comfy bed of leaves and dry sticks.


“Rest in peace, amen,” Spadino commented, and rolled himself a cigarette.


“Now, would you please take me back to Rome?”


“Oh, relax, Sabri’, look at what a beautiful starry night it is. We’re just getting started here. It strikes me that this little prank is going to cost your friend the Honorable M.P. a nice tidy stack of euros.”


“I don’t want anything to do with it.”


“Who even invited you in? In fact: you’ve never even met me, got it?”


“You be careful: Malgradi is a dangerous character.”


“Who? Him?”


“He’s got powerful friends, Spadi’, don’t underestimate him.”


“Don’t talk bullshit! Of the two of us, I’m the one you should be scared of, beautiful! Now, quit your sobbing, eh? What’s done is done.”


“Spadino, I want to change my life.”


“Too bad for you,” he snickered bitterly flicking away his cigarette butt. “You want to know something? All this activity has got me horny as hell.”


“Please, let’s just go back to Rome, all right?”


“You want a ride, you pay your fare, sweetheart,” he replied brusquely, unzipping his fly.


Sabrina got busy paying her fare.


Meanwhile, all around them, silent invisible shadows began to circle, attracted by the rank odor. Feral dogs.




II


Spadino phoned the chamber of deputies and asked to speak to Malgradi. They put him through to a courteous secretary.


“The Honorable is at the foundation.”


“And just where would I find this foundation?”


“Excuse me?”


“Could you give me the foundation’s address?”


“It’s on Largo dei Lombardi. Do you know where the old headquarters of the Italian Socialist Party were?”


Spadino, who’d never heard of whatever it was she’d just said, but assumed it had something to do with socializing, took a few moments to realize that the place must be next to the shop where, when business was good, he went to buy sharp new shoes.


He rode over on his scooter, and parked it haphazardly next to a no parking sign.


Six large smoked plate-glass windows overlooking the street formed an L that embraced the piazza and one side of Via del Corso, giving no hint to the kind of humanity and life that might be moving around inside save for the occasional fleeting passage of shadows. The front door, made of impact-resistant glass, opened automatically when electric eyes detected movement, and was surmounted by a tricolor cockade in painted aluminum. A plaque proclaimed: “Back On Your Feet, Rome.” Why, when exactly did Rome fall? And who is supposed to get Rome back on her feet, Malgradi? Oh, please!


The two bouncers who were guarding the entrance were well-known faces: bodybuilders from Ostia who’d started out working in nightclubs, when Spadino was selling hash around schools. They let him through with a nod of greeting.


A smiling, fluffy brunette walked to greet him.


“Buongiorno. Can I help you?”


“I’m looking for the Honorable.”


“Do you have an appointment?”


“We’re old friends.”


“Could I have your name, then?”


“I brought him back something that he forgot at La Chiocciola the other night,” said Spadino, touching his backpack.


“You’re going to have to wait, I’m afraid. The Honorable, this morning, is going from one meeting to the next.”


“I don’t have anything better to do. I’ll wait.”


“Then if you’d care to follow me, I’ll see you to our Italia lounge . . . ”


“Gladly.”


Spadino allowed himself to be led down a short blind hallway with an epoxy resin-and-cement floor, and from there into a large rectangular space, very spacious but windowless. Down the wood- and slate-lined walls trickled rivulets of water that were gathered in steel drain runnels illuminated by chilly spotlights sunken into the floor. Well, you tell me, Spadino said to himself, my grandfather, god rest his soul, was right: the best way to make money in this world is politics.


In the center of the room, surrounded by a hemicycle of black-leather Chesterfield sofas, to one side of a crystal-topped table with cylindrical legs that were replicas of Trajan’s Column, sat a haggard-faced puny guy in a navy-blue pinstriped suit, talking to another man who kept interrupting him and addressing him as “counselor.” The two men seemed to be in the midst of a discussion that was as vigorous as it was sensitive.


“This is our Roman political coordinator,” explained the fluffy brunette, “Counselor Mauro Lotorchio. If you’d like to speak with him in the meantime . . . ”


“Why don’t I just get myself an espresso instead.”


The brunette pointed him to the short end of the lounge. A steel and glass counter where a highly buffed chrome-plated vintage espresso machine enjoyed pride of place. Leaning against the counter were two cute blondes, around twenty, in black tops, white stretch pants, and stiletto heels.


“Our volunteers are at your service,” she said brusquely, with a note of resentment in her voice, then turned and disappeared.


Spadino headed over to the coffee machine and didn’t even have to ask. The hand of one of the two volunteers, with a handful of light-blue enameled nails, pushed an espresso in his direction.


“So do you seriously work here for free?”


“The Honorable says that politics is a form of service. A passion. Not a job.”


“Oh, really? Is that what the Honorable says? And what do you eat for dinner?”


“The Honorable always takes me out to dinner, or else one of his coworkers does.”


“Sounds about right.”


Spadino turned his gaze toward Lotorchio and the man with whom he’d gone back to arguing. Even though the two of them were doing their best to keep their voices low, he was able to overhear the conversation. The guy was querously demanding an apartment. Lotorchio was offering, but nothing was good enough for the other guy. There was a problem with all of them. How the fuck many apartments did this guy have to offer? And who did they belong to? Were they all Malgradi’s?


The first espresso was followed by a second, then a third. Time passed and there wasn’t the slightest sign of Malgradi. Spadino was starting to see red. Lotorchio and his interlocutor had finally come to an understanding, and shook hands. The other guy left. A uniformed general of city constables made his entrance. He spotted Lotorchio and strode toward him, waving a stack of papers in the air.


“My dear counselor! I’ve brought you the handicapped stickers that the Honorable asked for.”


Well, what do you know about that! Disgusted, Spadino was about to light a cigarette, in open defiance of the NO SMOKING signs that wallpapered the room, when Malgradi’s voice broke into the conversation between Lotorchio and the general of city constables. The Honorable was strolling arm in arm with a short, corpulent fellow dressed in a shamrock-green three-piece suit with a pink shirt and a dark brown tie. They seemed to be engaged in the tail-end of the discussion that had made him cool his heels in this waiting room for the past hour.


“So you have a clear idea of what the problem is, Your Honor? This whole problem with hiring for shops is turning into a nightmare. Are you telling me that I can’t kick a shop clerk out into the street if there aren’t any customers? Where are we, in North Korea? I need employees if I’m making money. If not, out you go, scat. Home with you. Forget about a severance package, reimbursement for unused vacation time.”


“You don’t have to persuade me. I presented an amendment that we’ll debate with the upcoming budget bill. We need to free our country from the dictatorship of the trade unions. Rights, entitlements . . . All the left ever wants to do is blare out those two words. What about duties? What about responsibilities? What ever became of them?”


“Then can I reassure the association? I have your word?”


“Malgradi is only one vote.”


“And the association has many votes.”


Everyone laughed heartily.


Until Malgradi saw him. Spadino. The guy from La Chiocciola. He went over to him and greeted him with a quaver in his voice, and it was impossible to say whether it was a quaver of rage or terror.


“What are you doing here?”


“Your Honor!” Spadino smiled.


“What on earth do you think you’re doing?” he whispered into Spadino’s ear, trying to steer him toward the foundation’s front entrance with one hand on his shoulder.


Spadino planted his legs wide and braced against the side of the hallway. He grabbed his backpack with both hands and turned menacing.


“Rule number one: from now on, we lose the formality and are on a first-name basis. Like all good friends. Rule number two: favors get repaid. And that means that from today forward, you buy the shit from me. And not from those assholes from Ostia out front who are guarding your ass.”


“What shit?”


“So, you really don’t want to understand! Here, take this backpack, it’s got your colognes and perfumes. Let’s just say that you and your girlfriends can snort lines with this for a week. And let’s say that that makes five thousand. You can give it to me next time, if you don’t have the cash right now.”


“And what if I called the police?”


“Why don’t you just call the constable over there? He’s handier.”


Spadino pushed Malgradi away with a light shove of his right hand against the Honorable’s sternum. And as he headed off toward the door he stopped one last time.


“I’ll call you. You get the money ready. Let’s start with five thousand a week. Then, if you decide to throw a party, I can get plenty of shit. It’ll cost a little extra, but it’s the best. Ah, love and kisses from our mutual friend. You remember Sabrina, don’t you?”


Malgradi watched Spadino go until he saw him exit the building and walk out onto Largo dei Lombardi. In the throes of a flush of body heat, he got on his cell phone.


The man they called Number Eight answered on the third ring. Malgradi skipped the conventional greetings. His voice was shaking, on the verge of full hysteria.


“Do you . . . Do you know a certain Spadino?”


“Of course I know him. He’s from Cinecittà. Why?”


“Look, it’s simply intolerable. The man showed up here at the foundation. He started blathering on in front of everyone that you and I . . . ahem, yes, that is . . . that certain things from now on will go through him and him alone.”


“And just how did he wind up there, this Spadino? What does he have to do with a person like you?”


“In fact, as I was telling you . . . It’s inconceivable. He says that he got my name from a friend of his, some girl . . . But I tell you, are we playing games here? In fact, you see, I was hoping you might give me some advice. Because, you see, I’d rather not be bothered again. This is pure rabble, the kind of scum that might talk out of turn.”


“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it, Your Honor. As far as you’re concerned, it’s already taken care of.”


“You’re simply exquisite. Really. Exquisite as always.”




III


Number Eight climbed into his black V8 Hummer and checked the time. One thirty. He was in time for his appointment with Spadino. At the usual place. He ran his left hand over his bald head until he located the only strip of hair, an inch tall, that was left on his head, designing on the nape of his neck a perfect Number Eight in high relief.


Number Eight. Fuck, what a fantastic name.


It had started out as a joke when he was just a kid in Ostia, poolsharking in halls from Levante to Ponente. Back when they still called him Cesare, the name his father had given him. There had never been any need for the surname—Adami. Everyone knew his surname and everyone carefully avoided uttering it. The nickname sprang out of the fact that before every game of pool, before the break, he’d developed the habit of lifting one ball off the green felt table—the eight ball, only and always that one—and rolling it around on his prematurely bald noggin.


Then it had become a serious matter. Deadly serious. He had become a serious person. More serious than anyone else around.


“Number Eight,” period. The boss of Ponente at the age of just thirty-five.


There were a few pieces of shit who still claimed that he deserved none of the credit. Thirty years ago, Libano had made him an orphan. He still remembered the day that, on the beach of Lega Navale, they’d hauled his father up in a net, half-eaten by grey mullets and swollen to the size of a whale. People said that it if hadn’t been for Uncle Nino, there’d be nothing left in Ostia of him and his family, not even the stench. Sure, Nino and Libano had come to an understanding and the Adamis had even outlived the gang. Libano was dead. Dandi was dead. Meanwhile, Uncle Nino’s hair had turned white, and in the absence of rivals, he’d remained the sole boss on the coastline. Coke, hashish, heroin. “Everyone needs to come under uncle’s umbrella.” Neapolitans, Sicilians, Calabrians. Then—since things have to be done the right way—the family had expanded. Uncle Nino had raised another orphan a few years younger than him: Denis. He was the eldest son of the Sale clan, an ancient family in Ponente, one of the first families to be deported to Nuova Ostia from the borgatas of Rome, a deranged psychotic. At age sixteen he’d used a Bic ballpoint pen to carve open the face of his high school teacher who had dared to remind him in class that his family had Gypsy origins.


Denis had married a descendant of the Anacletis, the family that controlled Eastern Rome. A marriage that hadn’t lasted long, given that the poor young thing had died when her Mercedes SLK slammed into a pine tree on Via Cristoforo Colombo.


May her soul rest in peace!


In any case, Adamis, Sales, Anacletis—that ain’t chicken feed. Uncle Nino’s masterpiece. Three families with half of Rome in their pocket. From east to west. Appio, Tuscolano, Cinecittà, Quadraro, Mandrione, and Casilino to the east. EUR, Axa, Infernetto, Casalpalocco, and Ostia to the west. Seventeen miles of high-speed beltway that looked like the crown of a queen. Of course, Uncle hadn’t been able to fully relish his triumph. He’d been in the clink five years now. Criminal conspiracy and narcotics trafficking. But he had nothing to worry about. He could take care of things: he, Number Eight.


He was the boss, at this point. Which meant Spadino was out of business.


Their rendezvous was fifteen minutes away, at most. The Hummer zipped along, old Ostia and the huge parking lots of the Extreme multiplex, one of Uncle Nino’s first undertakings, streaming past on the right. He passed the turnoff for the port of Fiumicino where you caught the ferry for Sardinia. At the roundabout for Leonardo da Vinci airport, after the Shell station, he made a right turn and continued along the secondary road that ran along the R1 runway.


The pine trees of Coccia di Morto rose up before him like the backdrop of a theater. Darkness behind him. Darkness ahead of him. Only the little red lights of the airstrip, beyond the hurricane fences surrounding the airport, gave him any indication of where he was. His father had first introduced him to this place when he was a boy. All things considered, the only innocent memory that he still cherished. They’d go down there together at sundown with a modified transistor radio and tune into the frequencies of the control tower. They’d eavesdrop on the conversations between the tower and the airplanes as they took off and landed. They could find out who was arriving and from where and who was leaving and where they were headed. The good old days. Then Libano had whacked Papa, and the only use for low frequencies he’d had after that was to eavesdrop on the cops.


He slammed on the brakes. Spadino’s Smart Car was parked with the headlights off in the little clearing a couple of hundred yards into the pine grove, right where the road curved down toward the sea. He pulled over. He got out of the Hummer and went over on foot. Spadino had remained behind the wheel, with the window rolled down. Number Eight leaned over, his big hands braced against the roof of the Smart Car.


“Hey Spadino, they tell me your business is going great, but I see that you’re still driving the same piece of shit car.”


“I don’t have any time to waste. Especially not with you. What do you want?”


“You don’t know what I want? But you’re a smart boy, Spadi’. How does that commandment go? Thou shalt not covet . . . ”


“Thy neighbor’s wife. But you’re not here to talk about wives. I know that the Honorable came running to you with his sob story. I’ve already talked with your people. And now I’m going to tell you what I told them: you and me have nothing to talk about. Malgradi belongs to me, now. And if you want to know why, just ask that chickenshit yourself, ’cause I bet he was afraid to tell you.”


“Then why don’t you explain it all to me?”


“A whore died on him, in his bed. So I took care of the cleanup. Does that sound like enough, in terms of justification? I earned him, got it? And now he belongs to me.”


It was a matter of seconds. Number Eight lifted his right hand off the roof of the Smart Car and darted it in through the car window, grabbing Spadino by the hair on the back of his head. He didn’t even sense a great deal of resistance. Up and down. Up and down. He smashed Spadino’s face against the steering wheel until he’d shattered it. Then he hauled the body out of the car.


“Well look at what a nice big watermelon we’ve just cut open.”


He dragged him over to a pine tree. And then started in on him again. Up and down. Up and down. Pounding that head, which was basically porridge now, against the tree trunk.


It had been five minutes, at most. He stared at runway R1. He took a deep breath of the night air that smacked of salt water and aviation fuel. He went back to the Hummer and enjoyed a nice big snort of coke. The blast hit his brain. Only then did he pop the trunk. He went around and pulled out a two-gallon gas can.


“Be prepared. Never go anywhere without some spare gas.”


Then he put Spadino back behind the wheel, doused the whole car with gas, and set it ablaze. He threw his car quickly into reverse as the Smart Car and its driver went up in a ball of flame.


“Have a good trip, Spadi’. And you were right. You and me have nothing to talk about.”




IV


Standing motionless on the platform of track 1 at the Tiburtina station, Lieutenant Colonel Marco Malatesta of the Carabinieri’s Special Operations Group crushed the butt of his umpteenth cigarette under the sole of his green sneakers. He’d taken command of the anticrime section barely two weeks ago, and two weeks ago he’d also started smoking his Camel Lights again, tossing into the wind three full years of hard-won abstinence from tobacco. He slowly massaged his right temple with small, circular movements. The age-old scar was pulsing furiously. It always happened, whenever action was imminent.


Marco plunged his hands into the deep pockets of his heavy motorcycle jacket, which were useful for concealing his Beretta 92 FS. He grabbed his smartphone. He fooled around on the display until he found what he was looking for. The picture lit up, full screen.


Gennaro Sapone.


A nondescript face. He looked like an ordinary bank clerk. He was one of the most dangerous professional killers in Scampia. The last poor wretch he’d sent to meet his maker had been dispatched with a single shot to the back of the head, but it had been a case of mistaken identity: a laborer coming home, instead of a local mob boss. From that day forward, Sapone had vanished. The neighborhood locals were looking for Sapone. The government was looking for Sapone. Which meant he, Marco, was looking for Sapone. And now, if the tip turned out to be right, Sapone’s run from the law was about to end. On that platform.


This was the first real operation since Emanuele Thierry de Roche, the commanding general of the Special Ops, had summoned him back to headquarters, returning him to his beloved Rome after eleven vagabond years in the various diplomatic missions of the MSU, the Multinational Specialized Unit. They’d known each other for a lifetime, he and Thierry. And Marco, who owed so very much—perhaps everything—to Emanuele, still hadn’t been able to figure out why they’d become friends, the two of them, so very different. Thierry was tall, slender, and formal, the last living descendant of Lucien Bonaparte, Prince of Canino, many times great-grandnephew of Napoleon the Great, just think. And Marco. Who would remain for the rest of his life nothing more than a hoodlum from Talenti. Perhaps it was because they both felt the same way about it: Rome needed to be saved. Especially from itself.


Malatesta looked at his watch and the arrivals board. Eleven o’clock at night. Another five minutes and the interregional from Naples would be delivering that butcher on the run to him. Out of the corner of his eye he checked the track. A fake conductor at the head of the platform. A janitor at the foot of it. And in the middle, a cop disguised as a vendor, rummaging in the beverage baskets. Thank God, there were no other human beings to complicate matters.


The headlights of the arriving locomotive pierced the darkness without warning, while the loudspeaker warned the passengers to stay behind the yellow line. Malatesta once again slipped his right hand into his jacket pocket, slipped the safety off, and got a firm grip on the butt of his handgun.


The train came screeching to a halt. The doors swung open the length of the cars, and an overheated, variegated humanity burst out of those doors. Too many people.


Where’s Sapone?


Malatesta knew that sensation very well. The adrenaline was starting to pump. But there was no sign of the killer.


To hell with him, he thought with a surge of anger, turning his back on the cars and running his gaze over the entrance to the escalators.


And that was when Sapone got off the train.


The two shots fired into the air from the .38 that the Neapolitan was clutching in his right hand, coming just seconds before the screams of a young mother, left no room for doubt. The animal had grabbed her little girl out of the woman’s arms. Sapone had spotted them.


Malatesta’s men took shelter. Aiming their regulation weapons they demanded a surrender that was never going to happen.


“Carabinieri! Carabinieri! Drop your weapon!”


Sapone aimed his pistol at the head of his little hostage.


“Come on, then, you chickenshit cop. Come on, if you’ve got the balls!”


The little girl was crying. The mother was screaming. The other passengers were hastening to get away. A stalemate.


“I want a car!” the Camorrista shouted. “Otherwise I’ll carve this kid’s eyes out of her head!”


Orders, in this situation, were clear and binding. De-escalate the situation. Avoid harm to civilians at all costs.


The Carabinieri lowered their weapons.


Marco shook his head.


There are things that have to be done, and that’s that.


He started moving slowly toward Sapone; he was no more than fifty steps away from him. He was perfectly balanced, his right arm was extended the length of his body, clutching his Beretta. His eyes were drilling into the murderer’s face, because he’d long since learned that if you want to understand when a man’s about to kill, it’s deep in his eyes that you need to delve.


“Don’t you move! Don’t you move, fucker! I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you and the girl . . . I’ll kill yo-o-ou!”


The closer Malatesta got, the stronger the whiff of sweat and fear that came off of Sapone.


“I’ll kill you, you piece of shit Carabiniere . . . I’ll kill yo-o-ou! I’ll kill this girl!”


“Colonel, be careful!” one of his men shouted from behind him. He didn’t answer.


He stopped at a distance of no more than five yards, forcing himself not to lock eyes with the little girl. He knew that he wasn’t going to waste a lot of breath on this. The words were going to be good for just one thing: to gain a few fractions of a second.


“Sapone, it’s over!”


“There are two possibilities, you piece of shit Carabiniere. Either I kill you or I kill the little girl!” he said, with the wide eyes of a cokehead.


And those were the last words the Neapolitan uttered.


Malatesta’s right arm shot up perpendicular to his body as if it was spring-loaded. He fired without taking aim. The bullet shattered Sapone’s hand. The pistol flew away and Sapone collapsed to the ground. Marco rushed over to the little girl. He threw his arms around her and dried her eyes. He whispered gently to her to calm the tremors that were shaking her body.


“It’s all over now. It’s all over . . . ”


The mother yanked her little girl out of his hands. She shouted: “You’re a madman!”


She stared at him with blank eyes, while Marco lowered his gaze. There was nothing to explain. Sapone would have killed the little girl. That was the simple truth.


There was bound to be no end of controversy, certainly. And there would almost certainly be disciplinary measures. And, as always, Marco would continue straight on his way.


He turned his back on the woman to focus on the Camorrista whose wound his men were treating.


“Three possibilities. There were three possibilities, you piece of shit. And you got the third.”


He was still explaining how things had gone to the men from RIS, the forensics division, when, a couple of hours later, the call came in from Thierry on his cell phone.


“Pine forest in flames. Smart Car burnt. Corpse charred. Go and report.”


Marco went to get his motorcycle, a white Triumph Bonneville 800, in the square outside the Tiburtina train station. He angled gently through the last few curves on the crosstown highway, roared through a deserted Porta Maggiore lit by the neon suns of the porchetta vendor’s food truck, and in a rosary of blinking yellow traffic lights, he went past St. John Lateran, took Via dell’Amba Aradam, Piazzale Numa Pompilio, and rode past the arches of the Baths of Caracalla. He savored the shiver that the five or six degree drop in temperature of a summer dawn could bring as he headed west, along Via Cristoforo Colombo and the short section of highway from Rome to Fiumicino. As he roared up the Rampa delle Tre Fontane, he shot a fleeting glance at the rusted ferris wheel of the Luna Park, a monument to his childhood and to a time that was there, frozen, as if that city hadn’t known how to progress past its own ruins, but only to stack one set of ruins atop another.


With the back of his glove, Malatesta cleaned the bloody ooze of mosquitos and gnats off his visor, a result of the off-ramp to Tor di Valle. Someone had decided to build Rome’s new soccer stadium there. Who can say whether that was a good idea. He slowed down when he drew even with the Magliana neighborhood. There had been a time when that quarter, built below the level of the river by some genius of urban planning, was known as open territory under the control of organized crime. Maybe its inhabitants had gotten sick and tired of such a dark and, nowadays, unjustified reputation. And he wondered with a half-smile what they thought of the idea that had been circulating for a while now: to build a cable car to connect Magliana to EUR. A cable car. And why not a spa, and ski slopes with man-made snow, as long as they were at it?


He knew the scene of the crime like he knew his own pockets. His father used to take him to Coccia di Morto when he was a kid. In the afternoons, when he left the offices of the ministry, outside Rome, at EUR. He’d take him there to see the airplanes. He’d made no secret of his dream that one day Marco would captain one of those aircraft. Poor Papa! Marco had put him through so much shit. He’d hated his father. He’d ruined him. And only long after it was too late had he realized how unfair he’d been to him. He’d been a real bastard.


The thing that told him he’d arrived was the stench. The lime-encrusted wreckage of the Smart Car was floating on a murky carpet of mud, water, and fire-extinguishing foam that hadn’t yet congealed.


He braked the motorcycle to a halt a hundred yards or so from the crime scene tape that isolated the perimeter of the blaze. He tilted it on its side kickstand. He took off his helmet and slowly strapped it to the motorcycle seat with the cargo net. He stuck his gloves into one of the two leather saddlebags. He bunched up his jeans around the thigh, to diffuse the heat from the engine block. And he slowly walked toward it. He’d learned to do this, with the first corpse that he’d ever had to recover, a Chinese man in the drainage canal of a clandestine tannery. It had become a habit, or perhaps a superstitious ritual. He needed to walk at a measured pace before ushering himself into the presence of death. He showed his badge to the squad of territorial police that had sealed off access to the pine grove, and noticed that Captain Alba Bruni broke away from a small crowd of RIS officers in white overalls and hurried in his direction.


“Colonel . . . ”


“Buongiorno, Captain.”


“RIS has been working on it for a while now, but it seems like a fairly complicated thing.”


“Things are never simple.”


“Sorry, what I meant to say is . . . ”


He watched her blush. And he felt a stab of chagrin for her. There was so much, too much left unsaid between them. The aftermath of a brief and very recent fling that died as he was gripped by the urge to run that unfailingly seized him whenever an affair seemed to be turning into “something serious.”


Alba was young, determined, and desirable. But she was in love. And for Marco, that was a problem without a solution. Keeping an emotional distance, when it was someone you worked with at close quarters, can be a form of torture. But hurting Alba with a long-term strategy of deception and illusion would just have been cruel.


He turned his gaze to the charred wreckage of the Smart Car and waved for Bruni to follow him. A sheet covered the driver’s seat. Slowly, Malatesta lifted a corner of it. The stench of flesh and plastic fused together hit him. He guessed from the skull and the upper portion of the rib cage, neither of which the flames had had time to fully devour, that he was looking at a human being. The fire had destroyed everything else.


“It isn’t even clear whether this is a woman or a man,” said Bruni.


“And in the surrounding area? Have you taken a look around?”


“RIS has bagged some evidence: three human teeth, over by the trunk of that pine tree.”


Bruni pointed to one of the RIS technicians who was collecting shreds of bark, much of it charred, from what remained of a tree a good thirty feet away. Malatesta went over.


“Lieutenant Colonel Malatesta, anticrime section, Special Ops, buongiorno. Aside from the teeth, what else do we have here?”


“The area around the car is full of footprints, but we don’t know yet if they have anything to do with what happened. The odds that they’ll tell us anything are about the same as winning the lottery. The fire department made a tremendous mess putting out the blaze and the water they sprayed on it is going to make any work we might do pointless. It’s a swamp now. Anyway, they managed to put out the fire in time to save one of the plaques on the chassis. If we’re lucky, we should at least be able to track down the name of the registered owner of the Smart.”


“And did you find the teeth around this tree?”


“Affirmative. And to go on a preliminary visual examination, I’d say they belong to the corpse.”


“So we can at least say that this wasn’t a car crash or some junkie who fell asleep in his car with a lit cigarette, right?”


“Affirmative. I’d say this has all the trappings of a murder. We ought to have results in a reasonable period of time.”


Malatesta nodded slowly.


“Somebody must have really been pissed off,” he whispered.


Still walking very slowly, he headed back to his Bonneville, followed by Alba. He reached for his cell phone and dialed the number for General Thierry de Roche.


“Well, Marco?”


“Let’s just say that the drive out here wasn’t in vain.”


“Do you think it’s worthwhile to keep this case for ourselves or should I leave it to the territorial police?”


“I’d say let’s keep it. At least for the time being, General.”


“Is there anything I need to know immediately?”


“Nothing urgent. We’re still on the opening credits. We don’t even know if it’s a man’s or a woman’s body.”


“Then I’ll see you back in the office.”


“At your orders.”


“Oh, I was forgetting . . . As usual, on the Sapone incident, you decided to disregard orders . . . ”


“If you’d been in my shoes . . . ”


“Look, I was trying to pay you a compliment, not dress you down.”


He flicked the red button to end the call and then turned to Bruni, who was standing about ten paces away.


“Lunch?” he asked, pointing at the motorbike.


“I don’t have a helmet.”


“What, are they going to pull us over?”


Bruni smiled. She delicately wrapped her arms around the colonel, taking a seat on the soft, low saddle of the Bonneville.


“A pastry at Sisto’s in Ostia?


“A pastry at Sisto’s.”


Marco pressed down on the starter button and yielded to the sensation of her small breasts pressing against his back.




V


A few days after the death of the Lithuanian woman, Sabrina had received a phone call. “Are you the girl who was with the Honorable the other night?


“Who wants to know?”


“A friend.”


“Yes, that’s me.”


“Listen up and listen good, you whore. There was no night, no Honorable, no dead whore. Have I made myself clear?”


“Yes, but . . . who is this?”


“I told you, a friend. You just forget everything that happened and live your life in peace. Start getting any funny ideas and I’ll send you to sleep with your girlfriend . . . Did I make myself clear?”


“Crystal clear.”


“Good girl. Keep it up, just like that.”


 


Sabrina was a practical girl.


At age seventeen, she’d already had to retake two classes at the vo-tech business school. Books just turned her stomach. She needed to invent something, or before long she’d wind up looking like that shapeless potato sack of a mother of hers, a loser who busted her back soaping the heads of decrepit old bitches for forty euros a day, under the table, without benefits. But where to begin? When she looked around her, in the neighborhood, at school, among her girlfriends, all she saw was apathy and misery. As for her boyfriend at the time, Sandro, a guy from Quarto Miglio—need we say more than that?—even though they hadn’t gone any further than a little bit of protected sex, he was already raving about getting married, children, eternal fidelity, and all that line of bullshit. Another loser ahead of his time: the only reason she hadn’t dumped him was because of the paycheck he brought home as an apprentice carpenter. It wasn’t much, but enough for a pizza out and a joint, which was always better than nothing.


No. She couldn’t go on like that.


She had to turn things around.


And sure enough, things turned around.


It happened the night she turned eighteen. Sandro had thrown a party in her honor at the Palacavicchi, the megadiscotheque outside of Ciampino. Which meant: a table in the row furthest from the dance floor, the kind of table the waiters tend to turn up their noses at—with a couple of friends of his—complete assholes—the man was a construction worker, the woman, she wasn’t surprised to learn, was a shampooist, and there was prosecco in plastic cups and a stick of hashish that looked like shoe polish to end the evening in a blaze of glory.
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