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"Great, perhaps you'll find someone there who will confirm you are not a mafioso's errant child."
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Worn but not broken--every struggle shapes a story.
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Part One


Coming Home

















  
  

Chapter one

Via Roma, Tarquinia, central Italy


"We all grow up with the weight of history on us." - Shirley Abbott





Iam only six years old, so I don’t think I’m being smug. Maybe a little, but it’s my birthday, and I’m proud of how Mamma is standing up for me. 

“Teresa, what kind of goddamn animal are you raising? Look at what Renzo did to my Sebastiano! For Christ’s sake, just look at what your little bastard did!”

What a way to talk from such a small, pretty lady. I don’t understand all the words, but it sounds bad. What’s a bastard?

She looks rich. I like her yellow dress with the shiny, big rosary, but her angry face is really starting to scare me. At Sunday Mass, Mrs. Terrazzo is always calm, helping the priest with the Eucharist—the special bread I’m not allowed to have. I get why I can’t have the wine, but why can’t I have a piece of the bread to hold me over until lunch? I tried to take one once, but Mamma slapped my hand away and made me sit down.

Mamma is standing in our doorway like a strong warrior. She hasn’t even looked at Sebastiano’s arm. Instead, she’s staring right at Mrs. Terrazzo, making it clear she’s not happy.

Our three-story, grey stone building is in the middle of Tarquinia, a town with ancient tombs outside. Mamma feels closer to those old graves than to our neighbors.

The streets here are narrow—I can almost touch the buildings on either side. I live on Via Roma. The buildings to the north roast in the sun, while the ones to the south only catch a little light. The sun hardly ever reaches the east-west pavements.

I like living here. I don’t have many friends, but Sebastiano Terrazzo, who’s round and kind, is my best buddy. We go to the same school. We play soccer, run through the narrow streets, and share pizza at San Marco Café, which Giuseppe Salvo, our neighbor, treats us to.

I love to win. It makes me feel good. I’m not scared of Sebastiano’s mom anymore. I keep eating my panino, soaked in olive oil, while peeking from behind Mamma.

I glance at Sebastiano’s arm and see the bite mark. I wonder where the missing skin went. Did I spit it out or swallow it? I smile and lick my lips. I feel my chest puffing up with pride. It reminds me of the time I hit my mean babysitter with a hammer to get what I wanted.

Mamma listens to Mrs. Terrazzo’s complaints—just more town gossip. People always watch us wherever we go, and Mamma’s the only one who seems to enjoy it. Now, they’re peeking into our house, ready to spread more rumors.

I’ve gotten used to Mamma’s troubles. Being a single mom means she gets yelled at a lot. I understand. I try to be a good son.

The woman calls Mamma a strega (witch). Mamma smiles. I know she likes it. She believes in magic, in things like Stregheria. To keep evil away, Mamma makes a funny hand sign with her fingers.

Mamma is patient, but there are some things you don’t say to her. She’s proud, and she won’t let anyone insult her.

When Mrs. Terrazzo calls her a bad name, Mamma answers back with words I don’t understand but love to hear. Mrs.Terrazzo and Sebastiano quickly leave.

“Mamma, you were great!”

The sunshine suddenly vanishes, like a giant hand blocking it. I blink and see Mamma’s angry eyes.

“Porco (pig). How dare you embarrass me,” she yells. Her look makes me feel small.

I didn’t see her arm coming. All I can do is scream.

“No, no! Please don’t! Stop it! Stop it! I love you, Mamma. I…I can’t breathe!”

The beating is really bad. Mamma’s hands hit every part of me, and her kicks feel like thumping blows. The noise of it all spills out the door and through the window.

I see Giuseppe running in. I don’t see Esterina, his wife, but I hear her crying and begging Mamma to stop. Mamma is hitting me so hard I can’t speak. I’ve lost my voice.

Giuseppe tries to pull Mamma away from me. I can’t breathe. My body feels numb. I think I’m dying.

I see Esterina grabbing her hair and shouting, “Stop! You’re going to hurt him for life. Dio mio, he’s dying!”

 

***


 

We miss Sunday mass. Mamma says I’m too weak and need to eat my Stracciatella (egg-drop soup) and rest to shake the fever. Mamma isn’t religious. I think she brings me to church because she wants us to fit in. She watches people more than she prays. According to Mamma, many hypocrites attend mass. She barely takes part in the service. I wouldn’t dare call Mamma a hypocrite, though.

I go back to school on Monday.

I love my kindergarten teacher, Sister LaRosa. She always calls me her little prince (mio piccolo principe). She has the prettiest face and the sweetest voice. When she talks, it’s almost like she’s singing. I smell honey whenever she leans over to look me in the eyes, and it makes me hungry for more of her kind words.

At the end of every class, she gently questions me as we walk to the front door of the school.

“Did you put away your papers and pencil? Do you know what to do this afternoon for homework? You’re going to help your mamma and tell her she’s special, right? You’re not going to run and fly down the street like an eagle, are you? You’re going to be very careful. Understand, my little prince?”

 

***


 

I love my school. It’s attached to the church, right across the piazza from city hall. The building has a big, grand staircase that leads up to a balcony on the second floor. There’s an archway underneath that leads to the west part of town, where the bigger homes with gardens are. My friend Sebastiano lives there. I love to climb the staircase and get a bird’s-eye view of my school, my church, my fountain, and my part of town.

Tarquinia even has its own obelisk with a crucifixion on top, and a circular fountain. After school at noon, I walk slowly to the fountain and take a long drink of water. Once I think Sister LaRosa has gone inside, I wrap my uniform cape around me like a superhero, knot it like a tie, grab my bag of books, and take off down the boulevard. I race around the first bend and down the hill along Via Felice Cavallotti, headed home. Once, I saw Sister LaRosa smiling down at me from the top of the square, but I couldn’t stop running. I was a superhero before I even knew they existed in comic books.

I run and run, ducking under hanging laundry, dodging people and parked Vespas, barely slowing down at intersections. I always turn at the first juncture and head back along Via Garibaldi, where there are lots of shops and cafés. I often see my grown-up friend Giuseppe having his regular espresso with his pals. He always shouts, “What was that, the wind?” His friends laugh and tell me not to fly so high.

I can’t help it. I want to see Mamma and eat my daily surprise treat.

With reckless abandon, I sprint back to Via Lunga, where the old wall of Tarquinia stands. I imagine wicked angels with swords swishing through the air, chasing me. But I’m not scared. My guardian angel is flying above me, smiling and wielding giant flaming swords. Besides, evil can’t catch up with the wings on my feet. Finally, I reach Via Roma, where Mamma is at the doorstep, ready to scoop me up if my brakes fail.

I love my Tarquinia. I love my Mamma. I hate the beating she gave me, but I understand why. I just hope I can forget it soon.

 

***


 

One day, the carabinieri escort Mamma and me to our church. I want to be a carabiniere when I grow up.

Giuseppe, Esterina, and their daughter, Silvana—my babysitter—come with us. Silvana is still afraid of me. I didn’t mean to scare her with the hammer. I just wanted to walk like a man and not always hold her hand.

Esterina loves to bake cookies and pastries for me. She lets me listen to the big seashell she keeps on her dresser. I swear I can hear the waves of the sea. Giuseppe loves to play Briscola with me or build card towers. Once, we built one seven stories tall.

Giuseppe still likes me even after I crashed his truck. He had gone home for lunch after his espresso, and while he napped, I climbed into the truck and pretended to drive. I moved the gear stick, and the mini truck started rolling down the road. I was so excited until I crashed into a light post. Giuseppe was really mad at the post and worried about me. He said he’d teach me how to avoid such hazards when I’m older.

Once, I cut my hand on a broken milk bottle. Sebastiano tripped me while I was carrying groceries home. Giuseppe rushed out, scooped me up, and carried me inside. He cleaned my wound with alcohol, wrapped it, and promised me that everything would be okay. I trusted him because Giuseppe was always there when things went wrong.

Another time, I ate so much bread drenched in olive oil that my stomach swelled up. Giuseppe took me to the doctor to get my stomach pumped. The doctor and I became good friends after that.

The Sisters at the hospital like me too, especially the very young Sister Fiorella. She tells me I’m cute. Once, she ran her fingers through my curly blonde hair. It tickled, and I couldn’t stop laughing.

I visit the hospital a lot. Mamma brings me there weekly for shots. I have a touch of polio and rickets.

Today, in church, I sit beside Giuseppe, fidgeting on the bench while Mamma talks quietly with a priest in the front. I know something is wrong because Mamma has been crying a lot lately. She keeps saying that people don’t understand her, that they think she’s a bad mother. But I know she loves me. I understand that sometimes she gets mad when things go wrong, like when I fight with Sebastiano or cause trouble. I try to be good. I try really hard.

I look at the big cross above the altar and wonder if the man hanging there, who Mamma says died for us, knows how much I love her, too. I pray in my own little way, hoping he’ll make Mamma smile again. I don’t like seeing her sad. When she’s sad, it makes the whole world feel smaller, darker, as though the ancient streets of Tarquinia are closing in on me.

The priest finishes talking to Mamma. They both glance over at me. Mamma’s eyes are red and tired, but she nods to the priest, and I think I see something in her face—maybe she's happy, or maybe she's just tired. I’m not sure. My heart beats faster because I know that something is about to change, but I don’t know what.

Giuseppe puts his big hand on my shoulder, squeezing gently, as if to tell me that everything will be alright. But even at six years old, I can sense that nothing will ever be the same after this day.

Mamma walks slowly down the aisle toward me. Her face is pale, and her steps seem heavy, as though she’s carrying a weight too large for her to bear. When she reaches me, she kneels down and cups my face in her hands. Her touch is soft, tender—a stark contrast to the fury she unleashed on me just days before.

“I love you, mio piccolo Renzo,” she whispers, her voice trembling. “You are my everything. Always remember that.” She gives me a necklace with a small gold medallion imprinted with two winged horses. Mamma assures me, “I cavalli ti porteranno fortuna e salute. (The horses will bring you luck and good health).”

I nod, tears welling in my eyes, though I don’t fully understand why. I don’t want her to be sad anymore. I want to be her good boy, the one who makes her proud.

She hugs me tightly, and I feel her tears dampen my cheek. It’s the kind of hug that tells me something is ending, though I don’t know what.

When she finally pulls away, she stands and walks out of the church without another word, leaving me sitting there with Giuseppe and Esterina. I watch her figure fade into the sunlight pouring in through the church doors, and I wonder where she’s going.

Giuseppe whispers to me, “We’ll take care of you, Renzo. Everything will be fine.”

But deep down, I already know that Mamma isn’t coming back.

 

***


 

On the big boat to America, Giuseppe, Esterina, and Silvana are all sick. They keep throwing up, and it smells really bad. I don’t get sick, though. I just walk around and talk to the man who makes food in the kitchen. He’s nice and gives me tomato salads.

When we get to Toronto, it’s freezing. There’s so much snow, and it’s so cold that my fingers hurt. There’s no warm sun like in Tarquinia. No big squares to play in. Nobody even talks to each other. They all just hurry around, looking tired.

I miss Tarquinia. I miss Sister LaRosa and Sebastiano, my best friend. I miss Mamma the most. I hold my little medallion with the flying horses and wonder if I’ll ever get to see Tarquinia or Mamma again.








  
  

Chapter two

Toronto, Canada – 40 years later


“All literature is one of two stories:  a man goes on a journey or a stranger comes to town.” – Leo Tolstoy





Ilose it. Mount Vesuvius would envy my ticking-bomb eruption. I karate-chop the kitchen table to the brink of annihilation. Sensei’s voice echoes in my head: Control anger before it controls you. Easier said than done.

Fear, fatigue, or frustration don’t implode me. Falseness does.

“Renzo, get real. Being friendly with other men isn’t cheating,” Emily says, her voice cutting through the tension.

“What are you talking about?” I snap, positioning myself across from her at the counter. “Open your eyes, for God’s sake. Stop acting like a crazed teenager, always needing attention. You’re emotionally unfaithful, Emily, even if you won’t admit it. Your silence doesn’t make it any less of a lie.”

Emily laughs, a short, uneasy sound, as she busies herself around the kitchen, handling pots and utensils with forced calm. She’s wearing one of my white dress shirts, cuffs rolled up. Her G-string is… seductive. Her jaw-dropping looks could win any bikini contest. But why am I not enough?

For a distracted moment, I catch her glancing at the knife block before she turns to face me.

“You’re making things up. There’s no such thing as emotional infidelity. I’m not doing anything wrong, and I’m not going to let you cage me with your idea of marriage. Men notice me. I like their attention. It’s natural law.”

“Emily, don’t lie. You deny that men make passes at you—including my brother-in-law, for Christ’s sake, who doesn’t care that my sister is pregnant. You deny that you text and meet up with these guys, sneaking off without me knowing. That’s a betrayal, even if you won’t say it out loud.”

Emily laughs again, nervous but trying to sound dismissive. “So what? A little flirtation never hurt anyone. You’re blowing this way out of proportion. It’s harmless.”

I stare out the patio doors at the shrubs in the backyard. The blooming flowers mock me with their calm. Fresh anger pulses through me. At work, I manage my temper easily. But Emily knows how to push all the right buttons.

“I’m not talking about harmless fun. I’m talking about the fact that you’re lying to me. I know you’re kissing other men. I hear you on the phone at night, laughing with your boyfriends. Making fun of me.”

Emily stays calm, sipping her latte, standing there in my shirt, looking like she’s completely above it all. “You’re just jealous because other women don’t chase after you. That’s your problem.”

“I don’t give them the chance.” My voice is low, tight. “I’ve stayed loyal, Emily. I’ve respected you. I don’t expose my emotions to other women. I don’t cross that line.”

She shakes her head, dismissive. “You can’t control me. You want me to only have girlfriends? I’m physically attractive, and other men are drawn to me. What’s the big deal? It’s a game, Renzo, and everyone plays it.”

Her words slap me. “You’re wrong. Not everyone plays it. I don’t. I expect loyalty, not games.”

I stand there, feeling hopeless. “You make me feel like a fool, Emily. I don’t know how much more of this I can take.”

Her eyes meet mine briefly before drifting away, like she’s lost in her thoughts again, weighing my words like they don’t really matter.

I finally break the silence. “If nothing else, you’re emotionally promiscuous. Our trip to Italy isn’t going to magically fix your behavior. You’re going to screw up, Emily, and we’ve got two teenage kids who deserve better. You need to decide if you want this marriage to survive.”

Emily frowns, her face hardening. “You don’t get it, Renzo. You’re a recluse. All you do is hide in your books and your computer. You never talk to me about your feelings. You bottle everything up. And yeah, I vent to my friends. You kick and punch the heavy bag. I’m sure every hit is aimed at me.”

I’m still in my sweat suit from my workout in the basement. My arms are sore, but it’s nothing compared to the exhaustion inside me. I take a sip of my protein shake, the bottle labeled No Pain, No Gain.

“I don’t run around meeting strangers in parking lots,” I say quietly, staring at her.

Emily freezes, her eyes wide. “How the hell do you know that? Are you having me followed?”

I refuse to let her pull me into shouting. I keep my voice steady. “You can’t keep the truth buried, Emily. You’ve crossed the line, whether you admit it or not.”

I step toward the patio door, ready to leave. “I’ve said all I can say. For the kids’ sake, if nothing else, you need to decide what you want.”

She says nothing, her face stony, lost in thought. I feel a wave of frustration building inside me. I open the door, nearly slamming it off its hinges.

“Keep it up,” I say over my shoulder, “and one day you’ll leave me no choice but to walkaway.”

I step out onto the patio, the door rattling in its frame as I close it behind me. Emily mutters, but I don’t care enough to listen.








  
  

Chapter three

Toronto, Canada – Pearson International Airport





The lead-up to our Italy trip excites Emily and the kids, but not me. I’m comfortable with our usual holidays to the Caribbean and see little value in crossing the Atlantic for the wedding of a cousin I’ve never met. 

Emily visited Italy with her family before we married. She loves to brag about the ragazzi italiani carini (cute Italian boys) she met, recounting how one cousin tried to kiss her, more like a badge of honor than the disgusting act it was. I haven’t been back to Italy since my exile as a child.

Irritation mounts with the booking, packing, driving, and the inevitable waiting at the airport—hours sacrificed at the altar of boredom. After we pass through security, Emily dives into airport shopping, always scouting the latest fashion trends. She returns smelling like a perfume counter, while the kids bury themselves in their electronics with the focus of starving animals devouring food. Meanwhile, I sit at Gate 49, quietly sipping a cappuccino, all the travel trappings surrounding me. My eyes dart between the check-in counter and Emily’s whereabouts. Though a frequent business traveler, I’ve developed a deep indifference to airports and flying. Maybe I’m growing a social conscience because first-class seating feels tastelessly excessive now.



***




Today, we lumber into our economy seats near the front of the plane. Well, my family does. I snake my way several rows back. Without the guaranteed seating Emily refused to pay for—a rip-off in her view—getting adjacent seats was always a gamble. She seems unbothered, and why wouldn’t she? I’m the one suffering the consequences, sitting alone.

I slide into my assigned aisle seat, my black leather shoulder bag slung over me. The middle seat next to me holds a knapsack adorned with a Canadian flag emblem. I barely notice the person by the window. Airplane windows once thrilled me; I loved snapping photos of vast mountain ranges, concrete cityscapes, and blazing sunsets. I’ve taken enough of those pictures by now.

I once wondered about the small hole in airplane windows, thinking it must help with pressurization. But now, I don’t care to know. Frequent travel has dulled my curiosity.

Most passengers find takeoffs and landings fascinating. I prefer the in-between—the part where I can retreat into reading and writing.

“I’m snooping… are you a bigamist?”

The voice, soft and musical, startles me. A beautiful young woman looks at me with a boldness that is disarming. Her head tilts slightly, dark eyes locked on mine.

I stammer. “Excuse me?”

“I asked if you’re a bigamist. You have two wedding bands—a gold one on your left hand and a silver one on your right.”

My gaze shifts from her long curly eyelashes to her glossy brown hair. She’s slim, athletic, and dark-skinned—like a figure that could stop traffic in a bikini. She’s observant, and now I’m unnerved.

“Are you an investigative journalist?” I recover quickly, feeling proud of my response.

She laughs, revealing perfect teeth. “Not quite. I’m an arts professor from York University. I’m researching art history, and I thought a sabbatical in Italy would combine work with pleasure. I’ll be based at the American University of Rome, but Italy will be my classroom.”

Her smile is captivating, and I sit there dumbfounded as she continues.

“I’m not looking forward to eight hours in these cramped seats, but at least we’ve got an empty one between us.” She gestures to the empty middle seat.

“You still haven’t answered my question,” she prompts, eyes glittering with playfulness.

I relax slightly, shifting to left-brain logic. “No, I’m not a bigamist. The gold ringis for the first 24 years of my marriage. The silver ring marks the 25th. We’re heading to Italy for a cousin’s wedding, and it’s also an anniversary celebration.”

“Without your wife?” she teases.

“I’m sitting alone because she didn’t want to pay for reserved seating. She’s four rows up with our kids,” I explain, shaking my head.

“Well, aren’t you the lucky one.”

Her flirtation feels light, harmless. There’s no malice here, just friendly banter circling an intellectual core.

Before I can respond, the flight attendants begin their pre-flight announcements. No one listens except first-timers. Ignoring the overhead drone, she leans closer, her scent fresh like eucalyptus.

“My name is Ali. What are you reading?”

Her question feels intimate, as if the words carry heat. I freeze, then rally with a weak grin.

“Ali, short for Alice?” I ask, leaning into the exchange.

“No, short for Allegra. It means cheerful and lively.” Her voice lilts over the last two words, catching my wife’s attention.

“I’m reading about Tarquinia, my hometown, an ancient Etruscan city,” I explain, holding up the book. “It’s by Robert Leighton.”

She smiles again, a knowing one. “Yes, I’ve read it. Only nine pages mention D.H. Lawrence. The author should’ve explored more of Lawrence’s work instead of focusing so much on medieval scholarship. Poets understand art better than historians.”

I nod, impressed. This conversation beats the usual small talk.

“My name’s Renzo,” I offer.

“Renzo—a noble name. But that other book looks like it’s about witchcraft. Are you some kind of sorcerer?” she jokes.

I laugh, charmed by her quick wit. “In a way. I’m tracing the symbols of my town’s Etruscan history and their ties to paganism. Historians call it witchcraft, but it’s more nuanced than that. Like the two-winged horses.”

Ali’s interest piques. “I’ve read about Tarquinia. Did you know Lawrence called Etruscan art a ‘religion of life’? I’m visiting family in Calabria first, but Tarquinia’s on my list.”

I’m hooked. This woman is intriguing, sharp, and stunning—a dangerous combination.

“Speaking of marriage, here comes your wife,” Ali says, shrinking into her blanket as Emily approaches, looking perturbed.

“Everything all right?” Emily asks, her eyes sweeping the scene.

“Of course. I’ll be fine,” I mutter.

Emily’s voice tightens. “Renzo, don’t forget your medication. You wouldn’t want to wakeup grumpy, would you?”

She strides away before I can respond. I feel flat, deflated.

Ali’s smile fades. “Did you know pagans used fennel, rosemary, and Angelica for protection?” she asks quietly.

I nod, lost in thought, as she murmurs, “I guess we all need spells when deception governs relationships.”








  
  

Chapter four

Marina di Gioiosa Ionica, southern Italy





Apriest in a funeral home arouses no extraordinary concern, but this priest is diabolic. Wherever he goes, death follows. His mission is rooted in the temporal world, far removed from God’s ethereal paradise. 

In a different town, more industrialized and intellectualized, any talks or caveats persisting around one particular establishment would summon the local carabinieri to investigate. However, the native military police shun this clergyman and his family-owned mortuary. The police understand how the system works and what is good for them. It is not prudent to interfere. Boundaries must be respected.

Here in the lower level of San Giovanni Camera Mortuaria (St. John Funeral Home), there is an outlet for caskets and accessories of an enviable variety. Customers can choose from low- to high-quality chests of various finishes. Prices vary from inexpensive to lavish. The devil priest is standing in front of a gold-plated casket. His white-gloved hands encircle a metallic, carved, elongated crucifix. His eyes glare into the innermost depths of the casket. He begins to speak.

“You hold your nose and take our money,” says the priest, kneeling before the open casket.

The priest lowers his head and begins to pray.

Our Father, who art in heaven…

Intermixed with words of prayer come le accuse (accusations). The prayer morphs into a decree of death.

…hallowed be Thy name…

“We select you. Make you aristocrats. Permit you sumptuous villas. Easy escorts.”

An attendant, Stefano, stands beside the closed door to the showroom. His wrinkled shirt, oversized jacket, and woolen hat give him a worn-down look, one of indifference rather than engagement. He shows little interest in the proceedings, choosing instead to flip through naked pictures of women on his smartphone.

…Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive them that trespass against us…

The priest leans deeper into the coffin’s cavity, his voice low and menacing.

“You call my family amoral? We protect you. We give you honor. Wealth.

…and lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil…

“You ignore our words. You call us common criminals. You dare side with our prosecutors.”

…for Thine is the kingdom, the power, and the glory, forever and ever.

“You will help make our message very clear, Sindaco (Mayor). We shall not be ignored. Our Code of Honor is mightier than Rome. Our famiglia is the rightful government. History is on our side. Soon, we will control the Vatican and the Carabinieri. You blundered in listening to the Stregheria society. Rome will crumble. We will merge religion and political power under Mafia rule.”

A white-haired, portly elder—the Mayor of Marina di Gioiosa Ionica—stares with terror at his eulogist. His mouth is taped shut. His arms and legs are broken and twisted. He has soiled himself. His living corpse is sprayed with fennel seeds to mask the stench.

His pleading is muffled and unintelligible. His face is battered and crusted with coagulated blood. His nose is grotesquely swollen. One eye is buried in folds of bruised, swollen skin. His chest heaves in anticipation of the inevitable.

Amen.

The priest raises the black cross-shaped crucifix in the air. A hidden stiletto blade, eight inches long, extends from the bottom of the cross. He mouths the sign of the cross, his eyes bulging wide open. With a salivating smile, he plunges the blade into the man’s heart, as if exorcising Satan himself. The sickening sound of metal slicing through flesh and bone fills the small room.

In slow, practiced clerical movements, the priest turns to his crony and says, “Stefano, put our dear friend, His Highness, on display in the piazza. Let the message stink the air. I have many more last rites to arrange for our government superiors before Sunday mass, and I have a meeting with Don Corrado.”

“No problem, Father Alfonso, but look at this puttana (whore),” says Stefano, extending his arm, like a smartphone selfie stick so the priest can see.

They burst into echoing laughter at Alfonso’s “Mamma mia” quip as he clutches his crotch.

 

***


 

The funeral home, Santo Giovanni Camera Mortuaria, serves not only as a façade for body preparation but also as the command center for Don Corrado Lupo, capo di tutti i capi (boss of all bosses). It’s more than a mere stop for the dead; it is a war room.

Located a block away from St. Nicholas Church, where Corrado once served as an altar boy, the funeral home is connected to the church by a tunnel as grand as any Renaissance palace, resplendent with marble, granite, and classical paintings. Here, the operations of the Mafia are meticulously orchestrated, with Masses and wakes allowing members of the confederated families to discreetly gather for strategy meetings. Occasionally, the church basement hosts larger celebrations, where the Mafia bosses showcase their wealth and power.

Corrado, the son of a renowned bricklayer who designed and constructed the church, is now an old man with a thinning grey-white fringe. Years of manual labor and the harsh discipline of his father have left their mark, but his purposeful gait remains, even in his senior years. His scalp is balding and mottled, and his face is heavily lined, reflecting a lifetime of wear.

In his Sunday best, Corrado sips his coffee, following it with a taste of San Pellegrino, as he waits for Father Alfonso to return from his business downstairs. The comforting smell of pastries from the church’s women fills the air, the shell-shaped sfogliatelle reminding him of Naples. He muses, Crazy Neapolitans managed to get one thing right.

From his Augusta recliner, Don Corrado has a commanding view of the room. The walls are adorned with ancient, ornate tapestries and plaques, giving the space the look of a historic parlor, though the bar stocked with imported coffee adds a modern touch. He glances to his left, where the imposing double French doors ensure no one enters unnoticed. A slight turn to his right offers a view of the railway yard, where idle railway cars, like overblown coffins, shimmer in the midday sun.

Father Alfonso, dressed in an ankle-length black cassock with a large silver crucifix hanging from his neck, enters the room and nods in greeting. He moves to the fridge, retrieves a small bottle of San Pellegrino, and then takes a seat across from Corrado, as if ready for confession. With practiced precision, he adjusts his eyeglasses, strokes his beard, and prepares to deliver his report.

But first, as is his habit, he opens with casual banter. “How is your youngest, Regina? Still as fierce and rebellious as ever?”

Corrado’s eyes gleam with pride. Despite the gravity of the situation, he enjoys discussing his daughter. “Oh, yes. She’s as regal as ever. She’ll be the death of my wife, but she is the jewel of my heart.”

Father Alfonso chuckles at this. “And Allegra? How is she?”

The question darkens Corrado’s expression, and the air in the room grows heavier. After a moment of silence, it’s clear he wants to move on. Father Alfonso, sensing the shift, continues without pressing further.

“The mayor is dead. By noon tomorrow, the mayors of Siderno, Cosenza, Napoli, Bari, Messina, and Palermo will follow him. Statues will be replaced by coffins in piazzas across southern Italy. The regional governments will bend. They will reject Rome’s interference.”

Corrado, still impassive, sips his San Pellegrino. His face betrays no surprise. “The Carabinieri and La Guardia di Finanza?”

Father Alfonso nods, speaking with calm assurance. “They’ll be preoccupied with traffic violations and chasing Communists. Our politicians will repent—and obey.”

Corrado narrows his eyes slightly. He weighs his next question, but its implications are clear. “What about La Stregheria? The professore and his witchcraft society still control the Vatican Bank. Without control of the Vatican, we’re nothing more than common gangsters. We need the Pope’s supremacy.”

Father Alfonso strokes his beard thoughtfully before answering, his voice steady. “Your sons will persuade them. They possess an offer that Cardinal Pio cannot refuse. The Cardinal, having indulged in our woman, will be eager to comply when your sons propose him as the next Pope. I’ll rise to manage the Vatican Bank, and soon you will be the Presidente del Consiglio (Prime Minister) of Italy. The state and the church will be ours. Connections and careful extermination will smooth the way.”

For a moment, silence fills the room as Don Corrado takes in the plan's enormity. His face remains expressionless, but his eyes reveal his cold calculation. When he finally speaks, his voice is low but resolute.

“If this fails, everything falls apart. We will lose respect. Our coalition will dissolve, sparking the greatest Mafia war of our time. We will destroy each other—killing friends, relatives, children…even priests.”

Father Alfonso, undeterred, meets Don Corrado’s gaze without flinching. His resolve is as solid as ever. “It will not fail. It will be done.”

Corrado raises an eyebrow but remains silent, allowing his priest-enforcer the last word. The weight of the unspoken agreement settles between them, as heavy as the walls of marble and granite that surround their empire.











  
  

Chapter five

Rome, central Italy, Leonardo da Vinci Airport





Upon leaving the airport terminal, Emily begins her litany of ‘should have’ proclamations. 

The taxi ride from Rome’s international airport to Michelangelo, a bed-and-breakfast just behind the Vatican walls, takes about fifty minutes. I wonder if the time will bring more pain or pleasure. I resolve to daydream about Ali and tune out Emily’s incessant complaints.

“What a miserable flight. We should have flown on a reputable airline, not that no-frills contraption. They shouldn't have flown us so high just to save fuel while freezing us to death. They should have provided more blankets and a hot beverage. You should have checked the reviews for this shoddy company. And those flight attendants—rude and untrained.”

I snub Emily and lead the family to the limousine queue, skipping the first two waiting vehicles and requesting a mini-van for the luggage and the four of us.

“There’s a bit of a wait, signore. Maybe five minutes,” says the affable attendant at the checkpoint.

“It’s so hot. It’s intolerable. You should have pre-ordered our transfer,” Emily's pestering is relentless, bordering on persecution.

Mark Anthony and Christina have their earbuds in, drowning out the noise with music on their iPhones, already immune to the tension. I gaze at the traffic and catch a glimpse of a woman waving from the backseat of a passing black car. It’s Ali. She’s smiling—not at my situation, but at me. I relax but feel a pang of sorrow. I wanted so much to get to know her better, but Emily’s indignation has clouded everything since touchdown.

“Here’s our ride now,” I announce, trying to regain my composure.

The cab driver dismounts with a wide smile, leaving his door ajar, and jogs around to greet us.

“Buongiorno! Welcome to Rome! You’re smart to choose me. I am efficient, my car is comfortable, I speak very good English, and most importantly—I do not rip you off!”

Emily responds with a polite, lighthearted laugh. I furrow my brow, skeptical.

“Allora, where to?” asks the driver.

“Michelangelo, on Via Alessandro,” Emily says, her voice exaggerated and girlish.

“Ah, sì, sì, signora. I know the place. Very nice. You can walk to the Vatican from there.”

With everyone settled in, the driver shouts "avanti!" as if guiding a flock of sheep.

My thoughts drift back to Ali. When we deplaned, I admired her purposeful stride to baggage claim. She didn’t dally. Once, she turned and caught me watching her. She’s statuesque, full of energy. I wanted to say something more, but family duty called. Or rather, Emily made sure I had no time to think of anything else.

Minutes into the drive, the driver’s two phones start ringing—sometimes in sequence, sometimes concurrently. He answers one, ignores the other. On subsequent rings, he switches tactics, answering the other and ignoring the first. It’s like watching a juggling act without the balls.

Unable to hold back, Emily finally asks, “Why do you have two phones? Are you running another business on the side?”

“No, no, signora. One phone is for my dispatcher, sometimes my wife. The other is for my mistress.”

There’s no shame in his voice—just satisfaction.

I can’t help but ask, “What happens when your wife calls? I see your wedding ring, and you’ve just admitted to having a mistress.”

“Ah yes, that is tricky. My wife suspects I have a mistress. Sometimes I have two.” He winks. “But it’s not polite to flaunt it. Once, Nadia—my wife—called, and I accidentally answered as if it were my mistress, Franca. I spent three nights on the couch. I’m more careful now.”

As if it were an afterthought, he adds, “At least Franca’s husband doesn’t know. Maybe he does. Maybe he’s too busy with his own mistress.”

“That’s... very civilized behavior,” Emily comments dryly. “You flirt, cheat, and lie to your wife, and she understands? Everyone gets along, and no big deal?”

“Signora, this is Italy. All men have mistresses. All wives have children to care for. Mistresses are the spice of life—La Dolce Vita—not the main meal.”

Stunned, I press further. “Your wife condones this?”

The driver, a bit offended, counters, “Of course not. I buy my own... protection. It's not right for a wife to take care of that.”

“No, no,” I correct him. “I’m not talking about condoms. I mean, does your wife excuse your infidelity?”

The driver pauses, considering the question. He ignores his ringing phones.

I add, “Doesn’t it contradict your religion?”

“Religion?” the driver repeats, chuckling. “Ah, you Americans take religion too seriously. There’s religion, and then there’s... religion. Many priests have boys or women, many nuns have men—or other women. Life is short, my friend. Too short. We Italians live it well. We have the Vatican, religious art, fashion, architecture, great food. You have Niagara Falls and Disney. Don’t sweat the small stuff.”

Emily perks up, curious. “And what about women who flirt?”

“All women flirt,” the driver says with a dramatic gesture. “And men enjoy it! What a crazy world it would be if that weren’t the case. God take me now if it’s coming to that,” he adds, crossing himself and kissing the back of his hand.

Emily sits upright, a bemused expression on her face. She catches my troubled, betrayed look but says nothing. Silence fills the taxi, broken only by the driver’s occasional bursts of frustration with other drivers not yielding to his aggressive maneuvers and last-second turns.

Finally, we reach our destination. The B&B is located at a busy intersection where traffic lights are more suggestions than commands. A female traffic officer directs the chaos.

The driver pulls the van to a full stop in the southwest corner of the intersection, blocking both right turns from the north and left turns from the south.

“Hey, che cazzo? You can’t stop here!” the officer shouts.

“Take it easy, Madonna. I’m working. I have tourists to drop off at that albergo. Don’t give me a hard time.”

“You are my traffic, and you're blocking passage. Move the car!”

“Right away, right away. Just let me unload these people and their bags. Maybe we can have a drink later, sì?”

“Hurry up,” she warns, retreating to the middle of the intersection.

“Fifty Euros,” the driver says to Emily.

Surprised, I speak up. “Didn’t you say sixty at the airport?”

“Yes, but I like you folks. I give you a discount. You are family.” He winks, his eyes lingering on Emily.

“Renzo, give him sixty, plus a big tip,” Emily orders.

I fish out the bills from the travel wallet hidden inside my shirt. “Sure, here are sixty Euros. As for a tip... well, your morals are like concrete—rubble mixed together and hardened. Find better support for yourself and your country. My sympathies to your wife and your mistress.”

Emily glares at me. “Why do you have to be such a bastard?” She turns and kisses the driver on both cheeks before he departs, shrugging off the traffic officer’s renewed scolding.

“It’s conclusive,” Emily snarls.“No one shares your standards or outlook in this country. Italians live for pleasure. Like the man said—life is too short.”

I’m too tired to argue. “Yes, it is,” I mumble. “Maybe I shouldn’t waste it anymore.”

Emily doesn’t hear me—or maybe she chooses not to. She and the kids are already through the door of the pasticceria, where the promise of Italian gelato calls. I sit on one of the luggage pieces and watch the traffic officer’s struggle to untangle the knot of cars. Miraculously, she survives amidst the madness.

I shout at the traffic-clogged spectacle, echoing the officer’s words. “Hey, che cazzo? You haven’t walked in my shoes. You don’t know the meaning of chaos.”

Turning, I take in the towering Vatican walls. Do I really want to play tourist tomorrow? After meeting a depraved, presumably religious Italian, I wonder if the Pope himself is the decadent leader of this chaotic city. Should I have stayed in Toronto? I don’t know. For now, I choose silence.








  
  

Chapter six

 Rome, central Italy, Vatican Square





The sinfulness lurking in the darkness of Vatican City wanes with the dawn’s first light. Early light interrupts evil’s nocturnal reign. Daybreak offers respite and a semblance of respectability. The vile and the criminal find it easier to blend in with the morning crowd. It is curious but true: drama and death fade, becoming better disguised in a setting bursting with wondrous art and architecture. Today, on the Holy See's birthday, the daytime sacrifice of eight souls will hardly raise a fuss. 

St. Peter's Basilica, an extraordinary and charismatic landmark, stands as a beacon of Roman Catholicism. Pilgrims, architects, scholars, and countless sightseers flock to this, the world’s smallest independent nation. St. Peter's Square, the symbolic key to Catholicism, cradles justice.

In the center of the keyhole of Piazza San Pietro stands an Egyptian obelisk, transported to Rome by Emperor Caligula. The spear-shaped pink granite obelisk symbolizes the flow of life between Heaven and Earth. This morning, Emilio, an assassin with a military background and the professore’s top advisor and hitman, lounges at its base.

He wears black loafers, low-hung navy trousers, and a cream-colored polyester windbreaker with a trivial embroidered letter "E" for Emilio, on its lower lapel—a gift from the professore for a past kill. A collared pale-yellow polo shirt bulges at his belly beneath the jacket, which is unevenly weighted by a gun and its silencer.

Emilio stands motionless, like a Bernini sculpture, sipping a shot of espresso from a Styrofoam cup, without his customary grappa. His Azzurri Italy cap casts a shadow over his craggy face as his fiery eyes scan the symmetry of the Tuscan colonnades. Emilio is on the lookout for his first consignment of unsuspecting marks.

The media has hyped today’s celebration of the Pope’s birthday. La Repubblica predicted that up to a hundred thousand Christians would fill the piazza for the afternoon's colorful and pompous festivities. The midafternoon crowd will provide the ideal cover for slaying a corrupt cardinal—a fitting dessert after the morning’s exterminations of the Corrado Lupo crime family.

As the morning light disperses the faint fog, Christians, Jews, and followers of other faiths stream into the square. Some head to souvenir shops on the southwest side. The growing crowd marvels at the elliptical designs and grand architecture, providing ample distraction for Emilio’s impending crimes.

Emilio, positioned to block a tourist’s photo of the obelisk, moves across the cobblestones toward the eastern fountain. He detests embellished stone and misses the honey scent of saffron, preferring the smell of a wooded field. Spotting his prey, he approaches two ‘respected’ brothers with their wives, children, and gelato. These are the sons of Don Corrado: two Mafia soldiers.

The brothers, engaged in a heated dispute about calcio (soccer), are flamboyant. One, slim and handsome, wears aviator shades, checkered shorts, and a cardigan. The other, a younger replica, sports a yellow tee shirt and solid blue shorts. Emilio despises their indulgence in their wardrobes.

“What blowfish. These Casanovas are an arrogant mother’s charms,” Emilio sneers. “Darsi delle arie (showingoff) is going to get you killed.” He spits on the pavement.

The brothers' wives, dressed in fashionable attire, reflect the spoils of their illicit trades. The older woman, in a crimson dress and high heels, carries a large shoulder bag for her toddler. The younger woman, with long blonde curls and a sheer blouse, wears a miniskirt and sky-high stilettos. Emilio’s gaze lingers with disdain.

The family enters a narrow hallway near the Swiss Guard gate and disperses into the public washrooms. Emilio seizes the opportunity, placing a "do not cross" plastic tape across the entryway. He chuckles—this tape has become his signature, well-known among Italian homicide investigators.

 

***


 

A woman, flanked by her children, shouts at her man, "Renzo, where are you going?"

Renzo, showing panic, bumps into Emilio and looks for an alternative restroom. Emilio points toward a distant café. “Là, over there.”

Renzo nods and races across the square. Emilio chants, “Forza Andrea Pirlo,” amused by the resemblance between Renzo’s urgency and the energy of Italy’s greatest soccer player.

Emilio, light on his feet, performs a few jerky tarantella steps, following Renzo and blending into the crowd’s distraction.

 

***


 

Killing always gives Emilio an appetite. His taste buds come alive as saliva bathes his tongue. His stomach remains immune to the timelessness of the Vatican. It's almost noon—it's time for linguine pescatore in spicy tomato sauce, paired with Amarone red wine at his favorite eatery.

Emilio doesn’t understand the pretense of drinking white wine with fish. He regularly declares to his wife that white wine is for “women and weaklings.”

 

***


 

On his last visit to Rome with the professore, they dined at Il Vero Alfredo in Piazza Augusto Imperatore. The trattoria’s famed fettuccine with butter, popularized by American actors Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks, was a highlight. The professore boasted about Italian celebrities like Gina Lollobrigida and Sophia Loren who frequented the place. Even famous Americans like Liz Taylor, JFK, and Frank Sinatra had enjoyed La Dolce Vita at Alfredo’s.

Hundreds of framed photographs covered every inch of the restaurant’s walls, including one of the professore with Martin Scorsese. Emilio sat at the bar, feeling out of place among the glamorous images of prima donnas and politicians.

The professore’s meetings with Cardinal Pio, head of the Vatican Bank, were often held here. Emilio detested the place, preferring not to linger in such opulence.

While the professore attended Vatican meetings with the Pope, Emilio sought simpler, more earthly pleasures. Nearby, he found Caffè Romano San Pietro, a small, hole-in-the-wall café known for its poor customer service. It was little more than a canteen offering airplane-quality food to tourists, but Emilio’s personal connection with the owner, Filomena, elevated the experience. She prepared homemade meals exclusively for him, and her hospitality transformed the place.

Filomena, a statuesque widow with an hourglass figure, had warmed to Emilio’s rugged charm. He appreciated her form, while she relished his masculine presence. Their encounters often included a rendezvous in her upstairs apartment—a ritual both eagerly anticipated. Filomena, towering over Emilio, affectionately called him her piccolo diavolo (little devil). Emilio, in turn, considered her his puttana Romana (Roman whore). Though he had others in various cities, he often boasted to his male cohorts about the perks of travel and the benefits to his masculine prerogative.

 

***


 

Emilio sits outside on the narrow sidewalk, his back pressed against the building under an iron-barred window. He chooses the last canopy-free table, away from the transient crowd, and has a clear, albeit angled, view of the entrance to St. Peter's Square. In front of him, parked cars and Vespas—his favorite mode of transportation—form a backdrop. He loves the buzzing ride of his favorite scooter. Beyond them, a promenade borders the major artery, with reserved spaces for Roma Cristiana tour buses. These double-decker buses, painted bright yellow, stand out against Emilio’s sweat-stained shirt.

“Ali, this way, please,” a tour guide calls, waving a tri-color umbrella as a beacon.

Nearby, a group of tourists gathers around the female guide. Among them is a woman named Ali, distracted by a sparkling red Vespa before she joins the group. Emilio watches her—she wears black sandals, a rose-colored skirt, and a white blouse. Her convertible handbag reveals an embroidered Canadian flag. As she boards the bus, her toned arms and legs catch Emilio’s eye, but he mutters under his breath, “Too damn skinny. I prefer women who are more solid, more grounded.”

He takes a swig of tepid San Benedetto Spring water, anticipating the linguine and red wine Filomena will soon bring him. As the bus departs, a woman, flanked by her children, shouts at her husband, "Renzo, where have you been?"

Emilio cranes his head, smirking to himself. “Look’a here. The runaway coniglio (rabbit).”

The man, broad-shouldered and squinting in the sunlight, has forgotten his sunglasses on top of his head. He stands just two meters away from Emilio, facing his scouting party. The woman barks at him, and he smiles, though his posture betrays humiliation. The teenagers, who are absorbed in their smartphones, are oblivious to Rome's splendors and their father's predicament.

Emilio observes the family, finding the woman and her daughter particularly appealing with their blonde hair and athletic frames. He mocks the taller husband and son, noting that anyone significantly taller than him is subject to his ridicule. Filomena is an exception; Emilio’s height places his eyes perfectly between her breasts.

The man and his family remind him of his own in Spormaggiore, a small commune in Trentino. Unlike the bustling Vatican, Spormaggiore offers mountain air and a peaceful piazza—a simpler life he occasionally retreats to. He savors espresso spiked with grappa, marveling at the solitude and the majesty of the Dolomite mountains—a magical escape from his grim deeds.

As the street performer plays a tune from Rigoletto, patrons drop euros into his basket. Emilio savors his meal, relishing the anticipation of Filomena's company and his next task. Once finished, he rises and heads for Filomena’s apartment.

He opens the steel-plated door and ascends the ordinary staircase to the upper landing. The living room, adorned with rustic beams, a chestnut-colored sofa, ornate chairs, and stone walls, is inviting. Vases of colorful flowers and scented candles add to the ambiance.

The bedroom door stands wide open, and Emilio follows the drift of melodic music inside. Antique wall sconces with candles illuminate the room. Linen curtains surround the vintage bed where Filomena lies naked, her arms and legs outstretched, basking in the soft glow of candlelight. She looks inviting.

Emilio advances, noting the police movements in St. Peter’s Square through the open window. With the next sacrifice for Stregheria approaching, he takes one last moment to indulge before preparing for the day's grim task.

 

***


 

There are no sirens. Blue and white strobe lights wigwag, defining a hazardous area in front of the public washrooms. Police beacons lose their mystic appeal under the cloudless sky. Officers and paramedics move with the efficiency of routine, their engagement precise, yet the heaviness of the scene lingers in the air. Even though their movements appear rehearsed, the reality of the crime weighs on them.

Strollers, unfazed by the police presence, alter their routes, disinterested in the scene or the security buildup for the approaching celebrations. Nearby shops, brimming with religious paraphernalia, offer more allure than the stark display of law enforcement.

Blocking access to the public washrooms, several carabinieri huddle in conversation. They wear their short-sleeved blue shirts and black trousers with red stripes, a white diagonal band indicating their active duty. Those recently dismounting motorcycles still sport their knee-length boots, their caps adorned with the emblem of an exploding grenade.

The carabinieri wait for their comandante, delayed by his customary morning cappuccino al fresco, a ritual never consumed past 11 a.m.

Finally, his signature vehicle arrives. The doors of a red Lamborghini—Italy's emblem of luxury and speed—swing open like the wings of an eagle. The chief insists that police need velocity to catch criminals. First to emerge is Detective Alfredo—round, fat, and impeccably groomed—followed by the driver, Lieutenant Colonel Giacomo, commander of the Vatican precinct. Giacomo strikes a balance between order, comfort, and authority. His slim-cut black jacket is adorned with service awards, giving him an air of confidence that borders on cocky. Yet, today, as he steps out of the car, his eyes flicker with unease. He knows something is deeply wrong.

Several carabinieri step aside, allowing the detective and Giacomo to enter the public washrooms. The atmosphere inside is thick with the scent of blood and cleaning chemicals, an unsettling contrast that makes Giacomo’s gut tighten.

Medics stand near the men's washroom, idle, waiting for the police photographer to finish documenting every angle. Inside, the scene is a brutal mess. One man lies prone near the paper towel dispenser, the back of his skull shattered, a grotesque mural of blood and bone fragments splattered across the wall like a macabre art piece. Another man slumps lifelessly against the underside of a sink, his face frozen in an expression of shock.
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