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One of three fathers would murder me when he discovered the truth about his son’s death: Mohammed Nasim, the pre-eminent mob boss; Sandro Mazzola, Nasim’s mobster rival; and Ibrahim Ghaznavi, head of the Indian family that had tried to muscle both the Nasim and Mazzola families out of the way to take over Trieste. Three sons dead and their common enemy Milo Marchetti left standing. I was a piece of a jigsaw puzzle that completed would be the end of me. I loved the decaying old lady of Trieste, my home for three years, as I would a favorite grandmother who gave me chocolates whenever I visited her, but I could no longer hide in her skirts. She’d become the most dangerous city on the planet, not my refuge from a violent life in Canadian Special Forces and the Canadian Secret Intelligence Service that had come to an end with the death of my pregnant wife in a Kabul marketplace bombing that had almost killed me too.

“We’ve gotta get out of this place,” sang Eric Burdon of The Animals over Mario’s speakers at the Joyce Café in the Piazza Unità. Damn right, Eric. 

No longer the “blood rain” of early October to warm Trieste, I sat for the last time on a metal chair at a table under a dripping canopy, watching my fellow sufferers hurry by under umbrellas, in raincoats and jackets. By tonight, I would be 240 kilometers away on my escape to Greece, hiding in a village near Klagenfurt in Austria, drinking coffee topped with schlagsahne whipping cream, and eating sponge cakes at the Mozart Café. Most importantly, I’d be far away from the metaphorical black cloud of my ex-lover Adara Nasim, Mohammed Nasim’s daughter, that hovered over my drooping fedora. Adara, the woman I’d fallen in and out of love with. A woman more duplicitous than my dead wife, Shabani, Adara had knifed me through the heart I thought I’d lost. At her request and against my better judgment, I’d met her yesterday at this very table.

Adara reached over and gripped my hand before I could leave to get hammered.

“I’m pregnant,” she said.

My mind swirled and my legs weakened as if I’d already drunk the bottle of Scotch. I sat down again a lot faster than I stood up. The piazza disappeared and I was outside a mosque in Kabul. A squadron of pigeons flew over me. Under a crisp, blue sky with a few thin streams of high clouds, Shabani looked up at me with piercing eyes saying the same words. I hugged and kissed her. Then within ten minutes, she and her baby were dead, blown up by a car bomb, and my angry year of seeking revenge on her killer, Ajmal Ghaznavi, a Taliban leader, and getting it. 

I seared an inch off my cigarette while Adara watched me. If Adara was a deceitful Delilah searching for her ex-lover’s weak spot, she’d found it—a replacement child. How I’d wanted one with Shabani.

“You’ve missed your period?” I asked evenly, staying technical as my pulse crept up my arm. 

“Two weeks ago.” 

“Has this happened before?” 

“Never this late.” 

I threw a Hail Mary. “It’s not nerves over—?”

“Not when I throw up every morning. I’m four-weeks pregnant.”

My cigarette disappeared faster. “I don’t believe you,” I said. “You lie like a Persian carpet.”

“It’s yours,” she said firmly. “You have to marry me or I’m in big trouble.” 

Was that her game? Marry her and trap me back in her mobster family? Once married to her, Mohammed, her father, would never let me leave except wrapped in a cloth.

“Remember Hvar four weeks ago?” she asked, finding a big red emotional button to press. “And our lovemaking in Split?” she added, fingering her necklace, working me over like a boxer who had an opponent against the ropes. “Posing together like the lovers in The Kiss? How you had me over the table?” 

Kneeling behind her, holding her head as it rested back toward me and turning it to gently play with my tongue in her receptive mouth. I cupped her right breast in my right hand. How could I forget ramming her and the table across the kitchen? “I used guanti,” I shot back. 

“Don’t work all the time, do they?”

I twitched. A two-percent failure rate. Condoms splitting in Split would be too ironic.

She leaned closer. “It was so unexpected—and the best time of my life,” she whispered, swinging for a KO that I just managed to duck. “I’ll never forget those mornings and nights when we made wonderful love.” 

“Marry me and save my life,” she said, eyes watering, her voice cracking, trying to find my inner saint. “If you don’t, Papaji will disown me and throw me out. He might even have me killed.” 

Oscar-worthy and over-the-top although there was no doubt Papaji would be an extremely unhappy father. She fingered the tears pooling in her eyes.

“You may be unable to forgive me for misleading you or what I ... had to do for Zarrar ... but save me from disgrace.”

I lit another cigarette while the second still burned, distracted by damning thoughts. What had she done for Zarrar, whom she’d loved intensely and protected like a mother grizzly? Zarrar, the serial hooker killer who’d attempted to frame me for the murders. Did Adara know he’d been the killer and enabled his decade of terror? How culpable was she in the hooker deaths? I’d seen Zarrar’s tape of them in bed and her giving him a hand job that had shocked me into ending our love affair and driven me into despair and out of the Nasim family I’d grown to love. I couldn’t believe Zarrar hadn’t persuaded her to have sex sometime in thirteen years of sleeping together.

She sat back to dab her eyes and nose with a paper napkin. She made a show of thought. “I’m not the only one in trouble, am I? If I tell Papaji you’d taken my virginity, you’re the father, he might kill you.” 

Papaji, her father, Mohammed, and I had become father and son, and even though he preferred me for Adara’s husband, he’d warned me off due to her impending marriage to Rabi Ghaznavi, the mega-rich financier of the Taliban. After abandoning the family, I didn’t doubt he’d disowned me but would impregnating his daughter without permission get me killed? More likely get me married and chained to Adara forever.

I tried not to look like my bowels were twisting by filling my lungs with smoke. “No, he won’t,” I said carelessly. 

“Really? If I tell him how you’d got me drunk and seduced me?” 

A thudding punch to my gut. She smiled and sat back on her chair, ready for the next round if I got up off the canvas. I could see her thinking about her wedding outfit. 

I dragged hard on my cigarette. “You’re an evil bitch.”

Adara held my hand again, tighter, her voice softening. “Please, don’t say that, Milo. I’m in a terrible situation and you need to take responsibility. If you won’t marry me voluntarily, you’re giving me no choice. I don’t want to blackmail you. I want you back. I fell in love with you and still am. I want you and our baby. I want you to love me again.” Both her hands squeezed mine. Her cheeks darkened. “Take me to your apartment and you can have me right now. Spank me and make love over the table. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 

Having run out of conventional weapons, she’d reached into her nuclear arsenal that did appeal to my base instincts. Half of me wanted to return to the heady days of our early overpowering love on Hvar and in Split but a rejected woman claiming to be pregnant to stick it to a former lover was a ploy as old as the dirt in a Neanderthal cave. The coffee turned to hydrochloric acid in my stomach. I felt sick. I stood and threw down more euro notes.

‘I don’t believe a word you say.” I strode off across the piazza before she could say another word. 

I returned from my dark thoughts of yesterday to the dismal reality of the wet piazza today. Across the open space, a man on a stepladder pasted a large, red, white, and green poster for the second coming of Benito Mussolini over those of other candidates in the upcoming national election. An aggressive Fabio Borini, black-uniformed, finger-pointing, and his jaw jutted, stared his handsome face at me demanding I stand up for Italy and vote Il Trieza Via, The Third Way. All he was missing was a steel helmet and a balcony, watching a military parade on the Via Vitoria Emanuele in Rome in 1938. 

Julia, Mario’s pretty waitress, stopped by my side and leaned into me far enough for the heady warmth of her flowery perfume to trigger my interest as she brushed strands of her long, black hair from her tanned cheeks. 

“Buongiorno, Milo. What can I get you? The usual?” she asked, smiling engagingly. 

Coffee. I needed a big hit of nero—espresso. She didn’t need to know how much I wanted a really good fuck, with memory-erasing brain seizures followed up with a rum or three and a Cohiba for dessert. My usual self-prescription would have been stress-relieving sex with Elenya and Won Ton but they had been murdered by Zarrar Nasim and Claudia lived with my ex-best friend, Roberto. Life could be so cruel. 

“Sure, Julia. A double nero and two chocolate biscottis, per favore.” 

Her peach of a bottom in tight black yoga pants bent over the next table reminding me far too much of Adara’s over the table in my apartment and another table in Split. Unwanted six-week-old memories of making love with Adara ricocheted erotically inside my skull. When had I become a bottom man? After rehabbing from a tsunami of oxycodone, dexies, and alcohol, I badly needed to get laid to soothe my nerves. Greece couldn’t come soon enough. My mood perked up at the warm thought that in a week I would be drinking at a bar on a sunny Greek island beach, eating roast lamb and spanakopita, savoring sweet custard desserts, and making love with dark-skinned women who were proud of their thick black bushes a man could lose his head in. My preference over having my brains blown out in a dark alley in a northern Italian winter. It wasn’t asking too much. I was almost forty but I still had goals.

A chanting crowd and the stamp of its hundreds of feet broke my reverie over Adara’s bottom before its vanguard of fat, bearded motorheads on throbbing Harleys turned a corner into the piazza and a mass of bodies surged toward me. Tricolore flags and Borini banners flying. Borini placards waving. Aryan symbols. Clenched fists. White power. Stylized swastikas. Fasces of the Imperial Roman ax and sticks. Golden eagles. Nuremburg comes to Trieste. 

“Bo-ri-ni! Nuovo Modo! Bo-ri-ni! Nouvo Giorno! Bo-ri-ni! Uomo Novo!” 

The shouts changed to a football chant. 

“Bo-ri-ni!” Clap Clap Clap Repeated over and over again. 

Supporters of Fabio Borini’s “New Way, New Day, New Man” shtick that got him elected in a right-wing, populist wave two years previously and propelled into the government as its next great nativist Italian hope. I looked at the poster again. Next to those of old men—septuagenarian Berlusconi looked the best of a dead bunch—and women who didn’t look much different, all with longevity challenges, he was a youthful, energetic John F. Kennedy promising them the moon. He was also well known for having the same sexual appetite as “Two-minute Jack,” a plus in Italy as Berlusconi had exploited. Other posters for his upcoming rally at the football stadium were as ubiquitous as those for the concert by Brit Floyd, the Pink Floyd tribute band. I knew which one would be better. Borini was the dark side of an Italy optimistic about the past. 

About a thousand demonstrators streamed by as I inhaled a Marlboro and drank coffee to keep me buzzing for the ride to come. The cast of characters gave me a view of the spectrum of his supporters for the upcoming federal election: the black leather jackets of Hells Angels MC Trieste spoke for themselves; the idealistic Lefty students who were easy meat for pie-in-the-sky election promises; working men and women, some with kids in prams, who’d suffered miserably under the austerity of the European Union’s bean-counting technocrats who had just evicted Silvio Berlusconi from office; the old who’d tired of the promises of politicians in power for too long and were willing to try anyone new—what did they have to lose? Pseudo-uniformed thugs carried placards. 
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AFRICANS BACK TO AFRICA! BLACKS OUT!

HANG ALL THE BANKERS!
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The rabidly racist mongrels of the Alt-Right, the fashionable name for neo-fascists, who heard Borini’s rhetoric about the solution to Italy’s myriad problems encompassed in the immigrant problem and the bankers, dog-whistling the Jews. Borini’s coalition of the violent racists and the underclass of the disgruntled poor elected him previously in Trieste and helped him rise to a ministerial level of power within Berlusconi’s now-defunct center-right government. With the latest surge of refugees from North Africa and clashes between the Left and Right on Italy’s streets, his popularity had rocketed as we headed into an election. You say you want a revolution? Well, you know, cause chaos then be the force to bring back order. Mussolini’s playbook, 1922. 

Mario’s father, well into retirement, brought another nero with one eye on the noisy procession. “This is why I became a communist,” he muttered. 

A rat-faced demonstrator dressed in black trousers and a black shirt from a 1920’s fashion parade, passed out leaflets to customers sat at the outside tables. He thrust one at me. 

“Fuck off with your Nazi shit,” I growled. 

“Fuck you, moolie lover.” He threw the leaflet at me. 

He didn’t mean I loved eggplants. I stuck out my foot and tripped him up. He sprawled on the ground, his stack of leaflets scattering across the flagstones. He jumped to his feet and came at me. I restrained my morning’s anger and only tapped him on the nose hard enough to send him backward among his wet leaflets. 

“You’ll be sorry,” he threatened, wiping blood from his nose. 

I stepped toward him. “Fuck off or you’ll lose your teeth.” 

He scurried around picking up his leaflets and fucked off. No doubt I would be sorry when he was in power and eliminated all this democracy shit, blacks and browns, and Jews. 

Marco’s father gave me a look of admiration. “If only more people had done that in 1922, son,” he said with a pat on my shoulder. 

I flipped to the front page of Il Piccolo. 
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BORINI COMING TO TRIESTE!
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In a bigger font than Jesus would expect. Accompanied by a full-page photo of the dashing billionaire displaying impressive abs and a power bulge in his Speedos on his motor yacht. Super rich before he married into more big money, following the death of his wife he found solace with a steady stream of models/actresses, in fact, any beautiful woman who took his fancy. Wherever he went violence crawled out from under rocks and looked for a fight. Bloody clashes of his bullyboy supporters with his leftist opponents occurred daily. Another election victory and increased acceptance in the political mainstream and it could be 1922 all over again. Unlike Mussolini, he wouldn’t have to be invited to Rome to be anointed prime minister since he schemed there in Berlusconi’s government.

I scanned the eroding neo-classical and baroque edifices of the three gray-stone buildings: the Art Nouveau City Hall, the Assicurazioni Generali, and the Lloyd Triestino that enclosed the piazza on three sides. Constructed in the late nineteenth century in the waning decades of the moribund Austro-Hungarian Empire, they were the cornerstones of the city. My eyes stopped at the imposing Lloyd Triestino that was now occupied by the Italia Marittima S.p.A. transport company. A special woman popped out of my subconscious, one who’d helped raise me from the darkest depths of my mind when recovering from heroin addiction and someone worth a sentimental journey before I left. She was the only person I’d ever opened up to about the emotional circus that my inner ringmaster had failed to keep under control in my Big Top. 

Advice from Maria would be late in the day but better than I could get from a bottle of Macallan to clean up the mess between my ears. Gina, the madam who’d saved me from a junkie’s death three years ago, would have been someone to go to but Zarrar Nasim had killed her. Roberto, Mohammed’s lawyer and my music club’s co-owner? I’d blown that close friendship by leaving the Nasim family. I couldn’t tell him about Adara’s possible pregnancy and my part in setting up Zarrar’s death at the hands of Paolo Mazzola. He was too close to Mohammed. My family-destroying information would get out—and get me killed. 

But seeing Maria again was a risky move considering our last meeting two years previously. 

After a twenty-minute search along the Corso Italia, the main street filled with stores and bars, I found what I wanted. Crossing through a scattering of pedestrians and pigeons back across the Piazza Unita, I entered Il Palazzo del Lloyd Triestino under a trio of fluttering flags: Italy, Venezia, and Trieste. Once a building that received merchants and bankers from all over the globe to trade with the Empire, it was now no more than a government office where Doctor Maria Falco directed the mental health of Friuli-Venezia. I skipped reception busy with a group of visitors and headed up the marble staircase to where she’d snagged a corner office at the best end of the building, one with its own balcony overlooking the piazza and the harbor to the west. 

A brand-new, brightly polished brass plate on a wooden door informed me I’d found the office of Maria Barisi, Psychiatrist and some other professional gobbledygook. Barisi? She’d shed the Falco name like a snake sheds its skin and I didn’t blame her shedding the toxic Enzo Falco. 

I knocked politely and heaved the door open to enter the warm air of a small anteroom dominated by a boat of an oak desk behind which a very well dressed, good-looking woman in her sixties with a bob cut of wavy, dyed black hair raised large brown eyes. Two plump, red-leather armchairs were available for those she deemed acceptable visitors. A convection heater purred warm air from its corner to keep the old dragon alive. Having forgotten my lance, I decided to go for charm. 

“Buongiorno, Signora,” I said. 

“Buongiorno, Signor ...?”

“I’m Milo Marchetti. Is Doctor Barisi available, per favore?” 

She blinked slowly, assessing me, valuing my wardrobe from my modestly priced black boots up my blue jeans to my well-worn brown leather bomber jacket. Her raised eyebrows indicated I didn’t match the Versace suits and Gucci shoes of the usual visitors. 

“You do look familiar, signor. Have we met?”

“I don’t think so.” I smiled. “I’m sure I would have remembered such a lovely lady.”

An eye roll and a dubious “Mm.” The dragon officiously tapped a pen on an open book in front of her. “You don’t have an appointment, do you, Signor Marchetti?” 

“I’m sure she’ll see me.” 

“I don’t think so.”

I shook the bunch of red roses I’d bought. “Her favorites. Don’t want them to wilt, do you?” 

She smiled thinly. “I’m afraid she’s busy preparing for an important meeting, she won’t have time for you. Another time perhaps?” 

“Bet you a box of chocolates she’ll see me.” 

Her smile became one of indulgence. “Caffarel?” 

“What else?” 

She flipped a switch on an intercom. “Maria, do you have time for a Signor Marchetti? He’s—” 

“Milo?” squawked Maria. “Of course!”

The dragon rippled a frown of annoyance. I restrained my triumphalism. 

“How long is it since you’ve seen Maria?” she asked. 

“About two years.” 

“You’ll find she’s changed since—” Maria’s door swung open. 

“Milo!” A stunning 1950’s Playboy pin-up with a Niagara of wavy, blonde hair rushed open-armed toward me with an ear-to-ear smile. 

Jesus. A wide red mouth I remembered well but now plumped with lip filler to create pillows to dive into. She laid them on me as we hugged and I didn’t fight her off. A much bigger bust pressed into my chest only to return like memory foam into its eye-catching shape when she released me and stared wide-eyed into my face. Mine wasn’t worth the time but Maria’s sported a new nose, no moles, and thickly penciled eyebrow arcs over dark, eye-expanding make-up. Golden-brown contacts glinted instead of black-framed spectacles. After more than two years since our trip to Venice, it was a remarkably warm welcome from a new woman. I sniffed amaretto floating in a cloud of floral perfume. I had that sophisticated a nose. 

“Looking fantastic, Maria.” Jayne Mansfield reincarnated.

“Wonderful to see you!” she gushed, wiping her lipstick off my cheeks with an index finger. I handed her the dozen roses. “For me? How lovely.” She sniffed them and handed them to her secretary. “Do we have a vase, Mamma?” 

Mamma? I glanced at the dragon. Big eyes and a smile as wide as Maria’s. 

Maria bounced on my arm as she pulled me into her office. 

“So unexpected! Nero?” she offered, a brilliant light in her eyes that rarely shone while married to Enzo Falco

“Per favore.”

“Take a seat.” She glided her slim frame in a mid-thigh skirt shorter than the typical business length across to her espresso machine on the counter behind her chrome and glass desk. “I’ve wanted so much for us to get together, Milo, now I’m free of that swine,” she said over her shoulder. “No sugar, right?” 

“Right.” 

I sat on a padded, red leather sofa facing the large window overlooking the piazza. Before me, a box of tissues on a low table was ready for any clients’ sniffles; an iridescent abalone shell next to a flickering candle that I assumed was responsible for the office smelling like a coconut grove; a pad of paper and a pencil. 

While the machine hissed and she tinkered with the cups and spoons, I checked out her narrow waist and small bottom that weren’t the buxom Jayne. Too thin, she must still not eat enough and run away her anxieties every day. A forty-four-year-old woman with two grown-up children who’d left home, a well-paying career, a top-of-the-line BMW sedan she’d driven me around in, a luxury home up the coast near Duino, and plenty of cash, she was a great catch for someone now she was a free agent on the market. 

“I phoned you a few days ago but there was no service,” she said. “It worried me.”

“I only use prepaid now.”

“Write your number on that pad for me, please.”

I wrote down the soon-to-expire number before I scanned the room. Clinically neat and tidy, as expected. Shelves of psychology books. A small flatscreen TV between framed photos of Maria with her two children at various ages. Unsurprisingly, none of Enzo, her recently deceased husband. A triangular arrangement of three photos caught my eye: one, the gondolier’s photo of us, our arms around each other, smiling like the happiest of loons. Another showed me toasting her with a glass of sobering water while I ate the local favorite baccalà stockfish and Maria drank a lot of white wine, only picking at her mackerel in the La Caravella restaurant the same perfect day. The third I’d taken of her sitting in her helmet and gear on the back of my Fazer, grinning, slightly drunk. A brilliant day that still warmed me for many reasons. No wonder the dragon thought me familiar. 

An electric fire on a wall blew warm air, rippling fake flames from a bed of sand. Above it, Manet’s scandalous—for 1862—Dejeuner sur L’Herbe of a confident, naked woman having lunch on the grass with clothed men was an intriguing, erotic choice. Maria’s interest in art had been one of our mutual interests with trips to the Revoltella and other galleries in Trieste and on that watershed excursion to the treasures of Venice. Enzo’s interest in art started and ended with the centerfold in sex magazines. No doubt he’d thought a staple was a female body part. 

Enzo, the fascist Criminalpol agent who’d tried to frame me as a serial hooker killer before becoming crazed enough to have me driven off the road into the Adriatic hadn’t appreciated such a lovely woman. He’d been a wife-beater who’d deserved to exit humanity. Two weeks ago, he had. 

“I’m having an amaretto too. Join me?” she asked. 

More amaretto at this time of the business day? Someone was loosening her professional girdle.

“Sure but got any Scotch?” 

“Of course. I got one especially for you.”

She handed me a cup of espresso and a glass brimming with the tawny Scotch. “Macallan,” she said. “It’s your favorite, isn’t it?” She kicked off her high heels, sat close to me, curled her legs under her bottom to barely cover herself, and continued to smile like the proverbial cream-licking cat. 

I sniffed sherry barrels. “Absolutely. Salute. To the future.”

“You bet! Salute!” We clinked glasses.

She studied me for a moment, moistening those interesting lips, her mood cooling, before she said, “I’m so glad Enzo’s dead.”

“So am I.”

Maria took a deep breath. “I told the police Enzo drank far too much. Those cliffs were a favorite of his to go to in the evening. I wasn’t shocked that he’d been drunk and fallen. Criminalpol came to see me about it, of course. They sent a young woman who looked like she was fresh out of high school. I gave her the grief-stricken widow story and she left after telling me I’d get some kind of pension. As if I care.” 

High-school kid? Criminalpol cops weren’t as simple-minded as that. It was an initial inoffensive approach before sending her a probing finger in a rubber glove. I toasted her with my Scotch. “Addio, Enzo. Ciao, life.”

She targeted me with a happy widow’s wide smile. “It’s a brave new world. Time for me to live.” She toasted again. “To us.”

I sipped more Macallan and chased it with most of the coffee. On top of Marco’s espressos, it was becoming a caffeine OD kind of day. The buzz got louder and more pleasant. A cigarette and I’d climb Olympus. I absent-mindedly reached for my pack of cigarettes and slid one into my palm before I stopped myself. Maria had hated me smoking around her. Health-concerned to the point of neurotic obsession, Maria had scolded me for my smoking, especially in her presence.

“Go ahead. Smoke if you want.”

Who is this new Maria? “You don’t mind after all the shit you gave me?”

“I’ll have to get used to it, now we’re together again.” She smiled confidently, indicating the black, blue, and green shell. “Use the abalone.”

My favorite Scotch? To us? Smoking around her? 

I snapped my lighter to fire up a Marlboro to inhale smoke deeply and exhale slowly while studying the lovely lines of her neck and the open-necked and deliberately tight, white blouse that was close to popping its buttons. 

“You’re staring at me, Milo. Is it my new nose? I had the big bump removed and those ugly moles too. My different hair?” she asked shaking her head to swirl her glossy mane. 

“Very nice but it wasn’t what I noticed first.” 

“Oh.” She blushed a deep pink and bit her bottom lip kittenishly. She looked down into her gaping cleavage. “Enzo wanted me to get implants. I refused for a long time just to spite him. But ... after you took me to Venice ... I gave in and tried to save our marriage by giving him his fantasy woman. Turned out it didn’t but perversely I got to like them.” She smiled to her ears. “I love the looks men give me.” She giggled, twisting her breasts toward me with a pouting smile. 

“You’ve sure got mine,” I told her but I hadn’t cared one bit about the small chest or the bumpy nose on the brunette I’d become close friends with.

“You like them?” she asked with a disingenuous smile. 

“Does the pope drink red wine?” I leered my appreciation to please her. “You kidding? They’re swell, sugar.”

She blushed deeper, as red as the roses I’d brought her, giggling like she was fourteen getting her first grope from a boy. “Grazie. I’m pleased you like me. I’m forty-four damn it and having hot flashes. Walking naked to cool down on my balcony at midnight and taking cold showers all the time. I want to be desired while I’m still young enough to enjoy it.” 

The way she behaved her enlarged breasts were her fantasy too. She knew her early marriage to the abusive Enzo robbed her of an important developmental stage to adult sexuality and she wanted to make up for it after two decades of sexual frustration. I didn’t blame her. But I wasn’t the guy.

Maria’s thoughtful, dark pools of eyes ran over me while she sipped more of her amaretto. Analysis over, she poured the remainder into her coffee before she said quietly, “I’m just so happy to see you after all this time but you concern me. You’ve lost weight. You’ve aged more than two years since I last saw you. You’re tired and stressed. See yourself in the mirror this morning?”

Yeah, I had. A grizzled face with dark crescent moons under bloodshot eyes looked back at me. More lines in my face than a railway station. Tousled hair liked I’d slept on the street. Furry teeth and a gray tongue that needed a power hose. After meeting Adara, my anger at how my life in Trieste had turned to shit had driven me to the bottle again. Hadn’t slept. Hungover. Showered until an oxy kicked in. Shaved to look a month younger at best. Hadn’t eaten. Drank a nero and popped a few pills to get out the door.

“I know you very well,” Maria told me with a shrink’s penetrating stare. “Better than you know yourself—and something’s wrong. Do you want to tell me about it?” 

I finished the Scotch in one. I dragged heavily on the cigarette and tapped ash into the shell. This had been a bad idea. She was coming on to me and regurgitating the story of me and Adara twisted my stomach into a knot. The pain of Adara surged back to gore me like a fucking bull. Jayne was pushed to the backburner.

She shuffled closer. Her hand on my thigh. “My mother keeps a .22 in her desk drawer,” she said lightly. “Tell me everything or I’ll shout ‘rape’ and she’ll come in here and shoot you.” She shook my leg. “Come on, Milo. You’re so emotionally repressed, it’s like I’m trying to open an oyster with a toothpick.”

“Controlled not repressed, Maria.” And struggling.

There was a good chance the dragon would shoot me. I checked my watch. 10:43. No need to hurry. I’d calculated about five hours via backroads to Klagenfurt. Plus, the view of her new Alps beat the old foothills. 

Her eyes narrowed. A knowing smile. “A problem with a woman?”

“Must it always be a woman with me?”

She patted my thigh. “You’re a tough man who can handle any physical abuse but women are your nemesis. All those hookers who have become your friends instead of real lovers? What’s that but avoiding intimacy after the trauma of the loss of a pregnant Shabani in that horrible explosion? You didn’t want another deep emotional involvement with a woman. So, what happened?” 

“Another Scotch, per favore?” I asked. I would be biking soon and preferred to stay on the road but a second shot was a necessary relaxant

She smiled her win. “Whatever it takes. I got another you like.” 

Another I like? Awkward. Maria was far too happy to see me.

She poured me two thick fingers with a dash of water and joined me at the window. She stayed silent while I gulped half the Scotch—slightly peaty Bowmore—gazing out the window across the piazza and northwest toward Miramare, the Nasim family mansion, and Adara. 

“Fire away,” I said watching a flight of pigeons who weren’t thinking about anything except where their next meal was coming from. Lucky bastards.

“How old is she?” she asked.

“Twenty-three.”

She snorted her disapproval. “Why this young woman when you could have a mature, experienced woman?”

“She came into my club and there was that instant attraction. As beautiful as Shabani. She even dressed like her.” Deliberately to hook me, as I’d discovered.

“Ah, the goddess Shabani again. So, you hit on her to return to the temple of your Venus?” 

“She hit on me.” 

“Really? Why you?” 

“She said she liked the way I held the microphone.” To hire me to have her intended husband killed didn’t seem appropriate. 

Maria laughed. “The Stones.” I’d taught her well. “She must have made a change from getting hit on by one of your whores,” she commented dryly. “She’s into music?” 

I turned back to her. “Plays blues guitar and piano. And is an excellent photographer like—” 

“Shabani,” Maria cut in with an eye roll. “What else does she have inside that beautiful exterior that you found interesting? Describe her personality.” 

My brain buzzed with espresso and Scotch, oiling the door to my inner sanctum where Adara was in lock-down. I’d got to know Adara on Hvar and in Split between drinking, eating, and making love as often as possible in those heady forty-eight hours when the world was ours and nothing else mattered. She dazzled me with her knowledge and experience of the wonders of Rome. She made the most of her four years immersed in the art world in the Eternal City, away from her parents for the first time at eighteen and ready to experience life outside the confining walls of Miramare. She learned to paint, photograph, and make films, and taken classes on architecture, history, and literature in a fabulous city with so much of it all. Learning about men and losing her virginity was inevitable although we didn’t talk about that. Broadening her mind and social skills by hanging out in caffès, discussing art, film, and music with fellow students, and brushing shoulders with the new generation of artists and filmmakers. She showed me pictures of her at eighteen and twenty-one: a callow, chubby schoolgirl dressed in a reserved, concealing, dark brown sari morphed into a slimmer, sophisticated, educated woman in revealing Versace. She became connected to the art élite in Rome and wanted to show me the world she desperately missed. I wanted it too. She had a lot to teach me. But we knew it had been a two-day dream. I’d never dream better. She’d been the catalyst to bring me back to loving a woman. 

I said, “Behind the reserved façade she has to maintain for her family, she’s a fun-loving, out-going, highly intelligent woman. Older than her years.” I recalled her in a black cat outfit drinking beer and dancing up a storm at a nightclub in Zagreb. Taking the first step in my seduction by kissing me at Lake Bled. She’d placed my hands on her breasts and groped me at Zarrar’s party. She’d learned how to manipulate men. “An education in the arts and literature in Rome. Loves music. Her parents have brought her up to respect the importance of family. She has a strong independent streak. She runs her own business in Trieste. Art and antiques.” 

“She sounds too good to be true,” said Maria. “After Shabani, you protected yourself. You built a razor-wired wall around your emotions. Hookers only. No emotional involvement. No fear of having to go through the pain of the loss of someone you loved again. This woman was a sexy Joshua. She blew her emotional horn and knocked your walls down. You let her in and she hurt you deeply. I can see the walls are up again. What happened for you to end it?”

Pacing the room like a caged tiger looking for someone to bite, I told her the painful essentials of what had happened without mentioning any names, of course. Maria listened with pink rising in her cheeks, eyes widening in horror. 

“Juicy enough?” I asked.

“Madonna santa!” Maria placed a hand on her chest—I noticed she no longer wore her gold crucifix. “Nude videos of his sister? She’s caned him since she was a girl? They sleep together?” 

I stopped pacing to tap ash into the shell again. “She loves him.”

“Of course, she does! Stockholm Syndrome! She’s a victim and she doesn’t know it!” Maria shook her head in disgust as she circled the sofa. “I’ve heard it all before. He’s groomed her for years to think their relationship is normal!” She stamped her anger into the carpet to stand next to me. “You must think they’ve had sex,” she said bluntly, looking up at me for my reaction.

I imagined them locked together, writhing in passion. I blinked it away before I threw up. “It’s horribly possible,” I admitted. I deepened my drags on the cigarette to spark it down to the filter. It joined the ash in the shell. I fired up another.

“It’s horribly probable!” Maria stated coldly. “Think he’d be satisfied with less?”

I winced and resumed my cage walk.

“These evil brothers want sex with their sisters’ virginities,” she said bitterly. “It’s their ultimate satisfaction. Some of the monsters even want children with them.”

She voiced my worst fears about Adara and Zarrar. Whatever doubt I had about how she’d lost her virginity and who had impregnated her—if she was pregnant—disappeared down my tight throat with the last of the Scotch.

Maria held my arm. “I know about cases of such sibling obsession and they don’t end well. He’ll be terrified of losing her to another man. He could get extremely violent. Avoid confrontations. They could easily escalate. I don’t want you to get hurt.” 

Dressed as a dead-ringer of Shabani to attract my interest, Adara had come into my music club several times before she offered me a great deal of money to arrange a hit on a man who she didn’t tell me at the time was Rabi Ghaznavi, her intended husband. Her first big lie. Zarrar had stormed in, enraged at his unescorted sister frequenting such a den of iniquity where men would gape at her, and manhandled her from her table. I’d beaten up Zarrar to protect Adara but inadvertently thrown petrol into his jealous furnace. 

“Uh-huh.” It had escalated—the memory of him holding a pistol to my head sent a shiver through me. “The woman?” I asked. “How does it end for her?” 

“Let’s sit down.”

Maria sat on the sofa, hitched her skirt, and crossed her smooth legs. I sat next to her and kept my eyes up. She cleared her throat and slipped into her detached, professional mode.

“I fear for her. She’s been a victim of horrible psychological manipulation by a predator. I’m deeply worried her damage may express itself in violence at those around her or turn inward on herself. Sibling abuse can result in so many severe behavioral problems. Suicides and overdoses are through the roof.” 

I thought of all the lies and prick-teasing Adara used to manipulate me into murdering Rabi Ghaznavi. How I’d been a willing fly seduced into her web of deceit. “She is secretive, manipulative, and devious.” 

“Not good. No signs of guilt over her relationship with her brother? Signs of self-harm? Depression? Anxiety? Angry outbursts?” 

“She does have a fierce temper. She slapped me and threw a shoe at my head when I beat up her brother when he was mistreating her.” 

“You beat him up and she attacked you?” Maria groaned. “It isn’t a good sign when she defended her abuser against her rescuer.” She cleared her throat. “No sign of the more exotic types of sexual requirements? Caning her for a misdeed? Spanking? Bondage? Anything involving pain?” 

I shook my head. “Nothing weird.” 

Adara did ask to be spanked over the table in Split but no one got hurt in moving the table across the kitchen floor. And I’d started it by spanking her bare bottom first in my apartment. It had been humiliating punishment for leading me on just to manipulate me into killing Rabi Ghaznavi. Hadn’t she whispered she’d unexpectedly liked the spanking and wanted more when we’d fondled one another in Zarrar’s garden? Had I struck a chord in her psyche and rekindled something? Had Zarrar spanked her? 

Maria pursed her lips, blinking slowly, thinking. “I can see you worry about her. Feeling guilty about leaving her to this brother? Think you could have saved her?” 

A dead Zarrar wasn’t a concern. “Something like that.” 

“You can act the Rescue Ranger and ride the ‘Love Will Conquer All’ white horse but she’ll suffer long-term behavioral dysfunction and she’ll need professional help.” Maria gripped my hand, a serious look, a firm voice. “Here’s my advice, Milo. You were right to get out of this diabolical triangle. Never go back to save this woman. She’s so damaged she’ll never be fully normal again and you could never be happy with her. She won’t know what mature true love is.”

Maria was right. Adara was a lost cause. I dragged deeply on my cigarette and exhaled my guilt over rejecting Adara. A heavy weight lifted off my shoulders. My tight jaw and neck slackened. My teeth stopped grinding. Dark clouds in my mind dispersed. I’d made the right choice. Time to move on. Greece and memory loss couldn’t come quickly enough.

Her golden-brown eyes fixed on mine. Dark patches in her cheeks. Her grip on my hand tightened. “I know you, Milo. You’re a tough man physically but far more vulnerable emotionally than you reveal. You need a woman who now knows herself and what she wants. A woman who loves you the way you are, not some Shabani lookalike.” 

Who she meant flashed in technicolor neon lights in her intense eyes. Maria was throwing herself at me and I had to get out of the way. Maybe two years ago we could have started something but not now. I raised my empty glass. “It’s now definitely over.”

She beamed her success and clinked glasses. “Eccellente. Enough of her. I wanted to call you but decided to wait until the furor over Enzo’s death died down. The media were all over me for a while and .... When can we get together and celebrate our freedoms?” she asked in a rush. “How about we—?” 

I waved an open palm in a gesture of regret. “If only but I’m moving to Spain today,” I lied. No one would know where I’d gone. “It’s addio to Trieste, Maria.”

She heard me say World War Three had broken out—her face paled as quickly as though I’d slashed her carotid arteries. A hand reflexly covered her open mouth. 

“Goodbye? Moving to Spain? Why?” she asked breathlessly.

“A new life. I want to say goodbye the right way after all we’ve done together. We were once best friends.” 

“Oh, God. I still am your best friend. I haven’t seen you for two long years but I ...” Her grip on my hand tightened into a vice as though to pin me down. “Please don’t leave. Now Enzo’s gone we can reconnect!”

Her intensity set me back. I hadn’t seen her for two years and I was her favorite pony on its deathbed. I searched for words. “Time to move on, Maria ... new country ... a new challenge.” 

Her brow furrowed, eyebrows pinching. “It’s this damn woman, isn’t it? You’re running away from her. You came here because of your family roots. It’s given you the foundation you need. The Blue Note club you built from scratch. You’re a well-known musician with lots of fans. You and I were wrecks when we met and now you have your life back on track after that horror show with Shabani and I have mine after Enzo.” She snatched a tissue out of the box and dabbed her eyes. “Don’t throw it away over this woman. Damn it, you’ve come to mean so much to me.” 

“And you helped me get through a bad time when I could have gone over the edge. For which I thank you from the bottom of my rearranged psyche. Don’t make this too hard, Maria.”

She pulled me into her, her arms tightening around me like a hungry python. She raised wet eyes to drown me. “We’ll always have Monfalcone, won’t we?”

“We always will,” I told her. “I’ll always remember it.” 

“Remember this too,” she said and kissed me more passionately than I wanted and long enough for me to remember us entwined in a coupling of mutual stress-relief therapy that night in Monfalcone. I hated to leave her like this. She was a woman I cared about and wanted to be happy in her new life without her abusive husband. Another friend I’d lose. I pressed her away and turned to the door. 

“Grazie,” she said, her voice breaking along with a piece of my heart. 

I didn’t want to turn back. Wet-eyed women were traps for repressed bears like me. But I did turn to find her wiping her eyes. “What for?” 

“You know.”

I felt lousy. I forced myself out of the door and stopped in front of her mother’s desk. The old girl looked up at me from busying herself with a few file folders. 

“You have a special daughter, signora. You must be very proud of her.” 

Her expression was a soft as an ice cream cone in a sauna. “I didn’t know you were her friend, Signor Marchetti. I apologize if I was too abrupt. She never mentioned you.” 

“We know why, don’t we?” 

“Yes, we do.’ She flickered a small smile. “But no longer.”

“Arrivederci, signora.” We shook hands. 

“Before you go, tell me the kind of Caffarel chocolates you would like?” she asked. “I always pay my debts.” 

I placed a fifty-euro note on her desk. “My treat. Whatever you and Maria would like.” 

“Grazie.” She smiled as wide as her daughter. “Before you go, Signor Marchetti.” 

“Yes?” 

“You have my daughter’s lipstick on your mouth. Ciao.” 

Seeing Maria so happy and the warmth of her greeting evoked such good memories of her I paused on the steps outside the entrance to the building to gather my scattered thoughts. Couples walked by arm in arm, just as Maria and I had done in Venice where her depression over her bad marriage lifted as I spent the day pleasing her—and been unexpectedly rewarded. 

Take me to Venice again? That kiss? An invitation for a repeat performance of us in Monfalcone on the way back to Trieste. The wrong time to get involved with another woman, no matter how much I liked her and her new attributes. What was she thanking me for? Monfalcone? Our friendship? Murdering her husband to rid her of the evil bastard? Was that why she’d wanted to see me again and reward me with another night in Monfalcone? Or was it more than that? The framed photos of us? How she wanted to please me with the Scotches and letting me smoke. She’d carried a flaming hot torch for me for two years? Another thought: how objective had she been about Adara?

I exhaled a cloudy breath of unanswered questions into the drizzle that fell from the slate gray heavens and walked home to get out of Trieste. My Elsinore moment: no Hamlet hesitation that ended with him killing his father, losing his woman, and dying anyway. Sad bastard.

A last look around my apartment for anything I may have forgotten to pack. Three large cardboard boxes stuffed with my important things—hundreds of tapes, CDs, DVDs and LPs; my top-of-the-line sound system; film negatives—stood in the middle of the living room’s carpet. One box contained the silly moose head (the antlers were detachable) I’d hung above my fireplace. It had amused Maria and she’d shook her head when I drank Canadian beer whenever it was available and occasionally ate pancakes with maple syrup and bacon for breakfast. I still followed the Canucks on their never-ending quest for the Stanley Cup and the Whitecaps soccer team. Canadian symbols grounded me back in Vancouver. The moose head would look great in my future taverna near a Greek beach.

Books, lamps, the bedroom chest, nightstands, kitchen appliances and utensils, the old armchair, the creaking couch, and the bed that had seen a lot of action were donated to the next occupant. All easily replaced. My seven guitars and the mandolin? All at The Blue Note music club I’d started up two years ago with my co-owner and fellow blues fanatic, Roberto Iachino, Mohammed Nasim’s lawyer. I’d miss Roberto greatly—my former best friend now that he was furious with me for leaving the family. I’d get them shipped one day although Roberto might send them in pieces. In the meantime, there were enough good cheap Chinese and Korean guitars out there until I did. Maybe I’d learn how to play the bouzouki. Opa! Adara had said she’d pay off the loan on The Blue Note if I hired someone to kill Rabi Ghaznavi to stop her marriage. He was dead but fat chance she’d do that now. I had about ten thousand euros stuffed in my bike’s toolbox. Enough to start again in Greece. I checked my burner phone: three days left on the deal but­—Fuck—as dead as Enzo Falco. Too drunk to remember to plug it in last night. I didn’t need it anyway. I’d recharge it in Klagenfurt. 

“Buongiorno, Adriana,” I said, descending the stairs from my third-floor apartment to find her brushing the landing below. 

“In this weather, that motorbike leaves one hell of a mess in the hallway,” she complained sourly, leaning on her brush handle. It was nothing new. She’d had two years’ bitching practice. 

“Like my friend Boffo?” I asked, referring to her fat ginger cat, the eponymous feline of her Gatto Rosso B and B. It often used the ground floor hallway as a cat box and pissed on my bike as well as a place to leave dead mice, rats, and birds. 

She snorted pausing her brushing as she took in my biking gear. “Going somewhere?” she asked ever the nosy one. It was a good guess considering she’d seen me packing the bike’s hard paniers last night. 

“Just to the shops. Don’t wait up.” 

She scowled, muttering something, and went back to riding her broom. It was her way as was mine to try to banter with her. She complained about my motorbike in the hallway, my music occasionally being too loud, and the infrequent loud party, but knew I could report her for running an unlicensed accommodation and never declaring her income from it. The stairs were our DMZ where we exchanged barbs and got on with our days. She needed another husband to beat on now she wouldn’t have me around. 

My Fazer had slid along on its side for 100 meters while I went swimming in the Adriatic after the women Enzo Falco had hired forced me off the road. The fiberglass fairing shredded into shards and the front wheel became a pretzel but with an unbent frame, it had remained essentially intact. I’d shipped the bike back to Trieste from the side of the road near Rijeka and had it repaired and repainted a beautiful midnight blue with streaks of red trim. Parts were not easy to come by but Luigi, an ex-Moto Guzzi mechanic friend, used his contacts to scour the scrapyards for replacements, and those he didn’t find, he used similar components. The Fazer was a trusty warhorse that like me planned on having a lot more years ahead of it. No matter how much my bike broke down or got damaged it was a travel companion and it was mine. I took great care of it and it took care of me.

I ran my hand over the petrol tank with its glossy paint job and a fairing with a bigger windshield to keep the slipstream and bugs higher than my teeth. With bigger side mirrors and wider tires, it looked and performed better than the original. I should crash more often. The bike’s hard saddlebags carried everything I needed for a few weeks on the road to the coastal village I’d picked out on Crete. I avoided packing a bag on my passenger seat since I wanted to look just like I did normally on any ride.

Changes in clothes. Shoes. Tools. Spare oils. Spare parts. Rain gear. Puncture repair kit. Water. Scotch. One last check of the bike to make sure I hadn’t a tracker or a bomb riding with me for company and it was time to shake off any surveillance. I’d occasionally spotted the huge hulk of Agente Icardi in my rear view so I knew that despite my sudden withdrawal from the Nasim family and collaborating with him against the Mazzolas and Ghaznavis, Capo Procaccini, the head of the detectives, still had a soft spot for me. One last look at the saint and the Jesus rays of sunshine on the hallway ceiling before I pushed the heavily loaded bike out between the doors and across the sidewalk into the street. Ominous dark gray, pregnant clouds slid in from the west, the weather cold enough for ​them to empty snow. Not the best weather for riding my Fazer but I’d dressed warmly and ride it I would. The alternative chilled me even more. 

I rode along the empty Via della Maiolica and through the Largo into the busy Corso Italia. It was cold and miserable as the drizzle turned to ice and the wind picked up off the Adriatic to make it even worse. My breath steamed the inside of my helmet’s visor. A horrible day to ride but the thought of Crete warmed my innards that badly needed the heat. Several abrupt turns in the maze of streets annoyed pedestrians who jumped out of my way. A detour in and out of a parking arcade. Honked and sworn at by other drivers for wrong moves before turning toward the San Giusto Castle after I was certain I wasn’t physically followed. Ubiquitous traffic cameras picked me up in the busier main roads but many blind spots existed across the labyrinth of smaller streets.

I’d made an appointment with Bhupen, Zarrar Nasim’s son, and delayed my departure to find out what he wanted although I preferred to leave without seeing any of the Nasim family again—emotional farewells were not my forte. But he was a great kid and it would be an opportunity to say goodbye to him properly. I parked outside a busy bar near the Memorial Park and set off up the winding path for a final walk to the San Giusto Castle. I’d often jogged up the steep staircases through the park but now it was a bad choice in my current extremely anti-fascist mood. Its monuments glorified those who had died in the Spanish Civil War and Mussolini’s glorious victories over African tribesmen with spears turned my stomach. Glory through Death was a motto for others to promote. Nineteen forty-three had been glorious too for a different reason: Il Duce’s ousting and Italy’s flip to the Allied side hadn’t come too soon. Nineteen forty-five had been an even more glorious year: preferring to stay alive than having a hero’s death Mussolini did a runner for the Swiss border. Caught by communist partisans, he’d been executed and his body left in a square in Milan to be brutalized by the mob and hung upside down at a petrol station. 

I’d gone to the San Giusto castle overlooking Trieste many times to get away from my problems and think through them. This was the last time so I memorized the vista as I sat on the block of Istrian white stone at the base of the classic bronze statue of three semi-naked soldiers carrying their dead comrade. It was a memorial erected by the fascists to not only memorialize the dead soldiers of the First World War but also celebrate their nationalistic pride in the ​return of Trieste to Italy from the defeated Austro-Hungarians. I wasn’t going to be the dead guy.

Bhupen stomped his heavy boots toward me. He wore a red-and-black motorbike jacket and black protective trousers that matched mine. His hands cradled a crash helmet just like the one I held: black emblazoned with a red maple leaf. We shook hands. 

“Good to see you, Signor Marchetti,” said Bhupen, ever respectful with a dip of his tousled black hair. “You’re out for a ride too?”

“And you, Bhupen,” I answered, still in my pensive doldrums. “I thought I’d take a spin around the city.” A 160-mile spin to another country. 

His breath skipped a beat. “Did I get you at a bad time?” he asked after a pause. I must have looked and sounded as downbeat as I felt. 

“Not at all.” I flashed a quick smile as I patted his shiny helmet. “This looks familiar.” 

“I’ve been secretly riding a friend’s bike since I was fifteen.” He grinned. “My mother buckled. I think she felt guilty about my father’s death.” His grin broadened. “She let me get a Yamaha YZF. It’s almost like yours.” 

“A YZF? You’re kidding?” Ayeesha didn’t know it was giving a machine gun to a three-year-old boy and asking him to be careful. “Has she any idea what she bought you?” 

Bhupen laughed. “Not a clue. She’s gone away on another of those week-long shopping trips to Rome so I get to do what I want. We can go riding together soon, can’t we?” 

“Uh-huh,” I replied but I was distracted. I looked around. “Where are your guards?”

​“I slipped away without them. I never get to have fun with my friends when they’re following me.” He sulked, sounding like the teenager he was. I almost asked how much he’d see his friends when he was dead but skipped it. 

“A mistake, Bhupen.” I reached for my phone before I remembered it was dead. “Give them a call. I’ll wait till they get here.”

He snorted. “I don’t have a phone. Mother won’t let me have one. Security, she says. They can be hacked and tracked.” 

“She’s right but you need protection. I’ll ride back with you to Miramare to make sure you get there, OK?” It was on my way.

“OK.” His scowl morphed into a smile. “I think Mother doesn’t want me to have a phone to keep me away from girls.” 

I could see girls’ attraction to Bhupen. He’d aged so much in the month since our lunch together, his boyish smile replaced by a furrowed forehead and worry lines around his eyes and mouth. His tense eyes didn’t look as if they’d closed in a while and his shoulders hunched under the weight of unexpected adult responsibilities now his father Zarrar was dead. 

“You have a girlfriend?” I asked to lighten the mood. 

He darkened as he cracked a smile. “Sort of.” 

“Well, she’ll love the bike.” 

He grinned. “They do.” 

“They? How many sort-of girls do you have?” 

His grin broadened. “A few.” 

“Your mother’s given you the Talk?” 

“The Talk? My friends have told me about theirs and they’re so embarrassing, I’m glad my mother hasn’t gone there. She’s from the Dark Ages and won’t talk about sex at all.” 

Considering what I knew about Ayeesha, that irony wasn’t lost on me. I gave his shoulder a friendly squeeze. 

“Want some fatherly advice with girls?” I may have impregnated Adara? Ah, the irony of my fatherly advice. 

“Sure.” 

“My parents were the same,” I confessed with a sigh. “I learned by doing and there were a lot of bumps in that road.” 

“Been there.” 

“Use guanti all the time. Don’t leave home without them.” And maybe double-bag.

He nodded. “I don’t.” 

What a fine young man Bhupen was. We strolled among the reconstructed and truncated Roman columns toward the Cattedrale di San Giusto Martire. Worried Bhupen had no guards, I looked around for suspicious characters. I lit a cigarette to warm my insides and waited for him to get to why he’d asked to see me 

“I’m worried about my mother’s future in the family,” he told me and I heard the concern. Ayeesha was in a tricky spot now she was Zarrar’s widow and surplus to family requirements. Muslim widows inherited traditionally next to nothing. Bhupen would have inherited almost everything yet here he was worried about his mother. I liked him even more. 

“You can take care of her, can’t you?” I asked. 

He shrugged with a painful expression. “My father’s will is a problem.” 

“It’s according to Muslim tradition?” 

“She’s received one-ninth of the inheritance.” ​

“And you received the rest?” He nodded. “What’s the problem?” 

“It’s eight-ninths of very little. Almost all my father’s possessions—even the mansion and everything in it—are owned by the family company.” 

“That’s owned by Papaji?” 

“He’s tolerated my mother since she’s his daughter-in-law but you must have seen how he despised my father.” 

“I’ve only known the family for a few months, Bhupen. I—” 

“Didn’t you notice the tension between them? Remember how angry Papaji was with him at that lunch we shared?” 

“A bit,” I said neutrally. 

“My father was weak and a little weird. My mother hated him. I never knew what to think of him.” 

If only he knew how his father had been more than a little weird. 

“I’ve never felt I had a father.” Bhupen sighed. “They fought all the time. I know my mother had other men and when I was at my father’s I saw his other women.” 

I recalled Bhupen having fun with his friends at Zarrar’s pool the time I met with Zarrar at his mansion. How his father had pointed him out as his “pride and joy.” 

“I know he loved you and was very proud of what you’ve achieved in school,” I said. “You’ll become a doctor and make him proud.” 

“School?” He snorted derisively. “I’m not going to university. I’m staying with the family. Paolo Mazzola murdered my father and I want my revenge on that family.” 

“Paolo’s dead. Papaji got his revenge. Your father’s gone and—” 

“But I haven’t got mine.” 

Revenge: the poison that runs through generations. Family heroin: one taste of it and you were hooked for life. It ran through Bhupen’s veins. 

He stopped me with a hand on my elbow. “You know how much he prefers you, don’t you?” 

“Papaji won’t leave you penniless,” I deflected 

Bhupen snorted a bitter laugh. “He’s been in a terrible mood since the family night. He won’t have my mother at Miramare anymore, only me. It puts me in an awful situation.” 

“Your father was murdered, Adara’s wedding blew up in his face, he had a war with the Mazzolas, and he’s ill, Bhupen. He’s under a terrible strain.” I felt a surge of regret over abandoning Papaji. 

He held my eyes meaningfully. “It’s because you left. I know what you mean to him: a new son to make up for my father. It’s killing him that he no longer has you.” 

Beyond awkward. Kids are so observant of the behavior of the so-called adults around them. Over the years, he picked up on all the changes in voice tone and slights of Papaji toward his failed son and how he favored Adara and Nasmah; his cold, indifference to Ayeesha; and his new love for me. Papaji had called me his new son and I’d been so proud to be part of his family and have a new future. But wasn’t I a usurper? A fat cuckoo in the Nasim family that threw out a scrawny Zarrar before it flew away leaving the nest in chaos. 

Bhupen scuffed his boots on the gravel, thinking. “My mother had only one child when Papaji had wanted her to have more. Boys, of course.” 

“So that makes you special. Why he loves you so much. You know that.” 

“But I’m losing my love for him. He’s in such a bad mood since you left and so cruel to my mother. If it wasn’t for Adara, he’d have downsized us to a smaller house in the city and left us almost penniless.” 

“Adara?” 

“She persuaded Papaji to let my mother and me move into my father’s bigger mansion. Keep her on as part of the family.” 

“That was good of her.” Remarkably good. 

Bhupen paused to take a breath. “Adara mentions you frequently. I can see she misses you very much.” 

I moved on. “You’re not getting along with Papaji?” 

“I don’t want to see him anymore. I told him that and he almost threw me into the Adriatic. He shuts himself up in his bedroom and doesn’t want to see anyone. It’s all so sad.” 

I digested this as slowly as I would a ton of dense porridge. On second thoughts, I wasn’t a cuckoo, I was a thieving magpie and the nest was more than in chaos—it was falling out of the tree. 

“Did your mother send you to see me?” Ayeesha knew I liked Bhupen. Would she use him as her shill to draw me back to save the family and keep what she loved: money and power, the best of both worlds? 

“She doesn’t know I’m here.” He kicked a boot at the stump of a pillar. “I ... I thought I’d ...” His voice trailed off. 

I put my arm around his hunched shoulders. “How can I help?” 

“Please, talk to Papaji for us. He needs you.” His face sagged. “My mother, Adara, Naureen, and Nasmah. We need you too. I can’t protect them on my own.” His head slumped. “I miss you. I wish you’d been my father. You talk to me like I’m your son.” 

He could have hit me in the chest with a battering ram and it would have had less impact. I hugged him and felt the pain within him. Tell him I was leaving after he tells me he wished I’d been his father? Not the best moment. 

“Everything will be OK,” I told him feeling as useless as a lead lifejacket. Maria and now this? 

Heavy footsteps in the gravel. A heavy-duty man in a brown, pork-pie hat lumbered through the truncated Roman columns toward us from the war memorial, triggering a paranoid sixth sense that kept me alive. A flat, Asiatic face, intense bovine eyes under thick eyebrows—Sergei the Circus Bear with a hand inside its long, gray overcoat. I swiveled. Behind us, a rabbi: smaller, swarthy, a straggly beard and a black, broad-brimmed hat. Where was Agente Icardi’s acromegalic head when I needed it? Oh, I’d just made sure he wasn’t following me. 

I threw away my cigarette. “Get inside.” 

I pulled Bhupen by the arm through the open door into the subdued lighting of the cavernous cathedral. Rows of unoccupied wooden stalls under a glittering mosaic ceiling. No fucking phone and just when I needed a savior, it was empty and as silent as a tomb on Easter Monday. And it might become ours. We ran to a side aisle, trying a couple of heavy wooden doors but neither budged. Steps echoed from the entranceway. We ducked below the pews and I primed my pistol: safety off, lethal on, cartridge loaded. Bhupen stared at it like it was an​ ICBM. Two pairs of metal-heeled shoes clicked sharply on the flagstones. Sliders clicked on pistols to open the conversation. 

“Strap on your helmet,” I told Bhupen. 

I buckled on mine too. He stared wide-eyed at me. Our thick jackets and pants would give us some protection. I snapped down his visor.

“Ve vant boy,” shouted a harsh voice with a heavy Slavic accent. “Give him up.” 

Bhupen gripped my arm and made the noise of a goat staked out as bait in a tiger hunt. Out of breath and an escape route, I pressed my back against the blackened wood of the pew, facing up at a wall of shimmering gold, blues, and greens of Mary, baby Jesus, and a row of disciples. I wondered which one was the patron saint of victims of the Russian Mafia. Jesus looked sadly down at me from his cross—he had his own troubles. Steps echoed off the stone walls. Getting closer. 

“I have a gun,” I shouted. 

“Ve haff two.” They laughed like grizzlies telling jokes about hunters they’d eaten. “Give us Nasim boy and we don’t kill you, guitar man,” the bear bellowed. 

They’d followed Bhupen from Miramare and it was a coincidence that led them to me. They could have found me anytime so I was just getting in their way. I wasn’t getting out of it. I kept my eyes on the distorted reflections in the silver icons a meter above me. Warped figures moved along the walls, quick steps scraping as they dodged behind the pillars. I held my Walther backward, placing a thumb on the trigger. I edged the gun over the pew and fired at one of the reflections, trying not to shoot myself in the head. Two shots. Bullets whined and ricocheted. 

The bear’s belly laugh echoed. “Missed, guitar man.”

“I’ll kill both of you if you don’t fuck off, Boris.” 

“Boris? Think I Russki? I spit on Russki.” He raked his throat and spat for emphasis. 

“You will die, Russian or not,” I yelled back. The reflection of the rabbi edged into view in the silver. The bear to his left.

“Ha! Talk it up,” barked the bear. 

I tried to kill him. One shot. Four bullets left. They were ready this time. Bullets thudded into the wooden bench and whined off a disciple. A shot at the closer rabbi. A bullet blew the Walther out of my hand. It smashed against the wall and broke into pieces.

“Fuck!” I grabbed at my twisted thumb.

More belly laughter. “Lucky hit. Got another gun?” 

“Come and find out,” I shouted. 

A narrow opening to my left led to a flight of stone stairs to somewhere. I guessed the bell tower. Anywhere would be better than where we were—except sharing a dacha in Siberia with these guys. It would be ten meters in a shooting gallery where we were the ducks. No choice. I held Bhupen’s shoulder.

“Keep down on all fours and scramble to the staircase when I tell you.” 

He crouched, ready. I scooped up the broken pieces of the Walther and threw them to my right and the moment they clattered along the flagstones we both shot like scared rabbits toward the stairway. No one fired at us. 

The bear laughed more at our standup performance. “I give you big golden buzzer,” he roared. 

We scrambled up the spiraling steps and emerged onto the tower’s top floor, under the rafters of a square, pointed roof. Large and small cast-iron bells hung waiting to deafen us if we didn’t get out of there. Two arched windows in each sidewall. From six windows, twenty-meter death dives into a stone swimming pool. Out of two, only a four-meter drop onto the ski jump of a brown slate roof so steep we’d shoot off into space the moment we landed on it. What we needed was a hang glider but I’d have settled for a long rope. Bhupen’s white eyes blinked epileptically through the mist of his rasping breath on the inside of the visor. 

“Keep back behind the bells,” I told him. He nodded several times and shuffled backward. 

The chuckling thugs clattered up the steps. “You fly ... from there?” the bear wheezed, having trained on vodka and cigarettes. At the top of the stairs, out of sight, they stopped, gathered their breath, muttering to each other. I crouched a meter behind the stairwell opening, tensed, ready to leap at the first gun to appear. That was the beginning and end of my plan. 

“Give up ... crazy man. We no kill you. Give boy. You live.” 

The silencer on the barrel of a Glock pistol slowly edged into view above the floor level. Several shots higher than my head in each direction. Bells rang as bullets ricocheted against them and the walls. 

“You dead?” shouted the bear. 

A pork-pie hat slowly edged into view. He looked straight ahead, the wrong way. Not much to aim at. I threw everything into my boot, viciously thudding his head against an immovable tenth-century stone. His skull cracked like a coconut under a sledgehammer. He collapsed backward. I leaped after him and over his tumbling body feet first into the second thug and his raised gun. The pistol fired as both my feet thudded into his chest and flew him back down the steps. Small but strong, he smashed off my visor with a club of his pistol. I got an iron grip on his wrist. A crashing shot. My protected ears still zinged. Tumbling, tumbling, banging limbs on stone I hardly felt through my gear. I punched and kneed any part of him within reach. My thumb gouged deep into one of his eyes. He screamed. I butted him in the face with my helmet. A bang on my elbow shot electricity up my arm to paralyze my fingers and loosen my grip on his wrist. He wrenched his pistol free. We tumbled. He landed knees first on top of me, crushing my chest. A hand grabbed my throat. I gasped for air. The pistol aimed between my eyes. I twisted my head away, desperately flailing a hand at it. An ear-numbing blast. My helmet snapped to one side as if it had been struck by a battleax. My forehead stung. Someone shouted. The pistol pulled away and fired. I grabbed for his wrist as the pistol waved at me again. Another pistol blast. The thug’s head disappeared. I lay on my back, blood in my eyes, sucking air, looking up at the mosaic ceiling, and a heaven I’d almost joined.

Bhupen’s blurred face ghosted into view. He unbuckled my helmet and lifted it carefully over my stinging forehead. I touched shaking fingers where a bullet had dug a trench before exiting through the side of my helmet. Bhupen sat up my rag-doll body. Warm blood trickled down my face. He held me in a python grip, sobbing inside his helmet. 

“I thought ... you were ... dead,” he stammered.

My old spinal injury screamed its annoyance at my staircase gymnastics. Like a blast of ECT, the pain cleared enough of my mind to take in the bodies and blood around me. The rabbi: one eyeball stared while another eyeball hung out of its socket in a lifeless Asian head, brains and blood flowing from what remained of it. Bone fragments and bloody tissue painted the stone floor a dark crimson. Agonized moans. Beyond the ex-rabbi, a pale-faced man squirmed, gasping, holding his belly. Five seconds to recognize Angelo Olivero, the young DIGOS agent I’d met when the national security agency had checked up on me for Assistant Captain Isabella Camilleri. I shuffled on my knees to Angelo’s side and moved his hand from the left side of his belly. I ripped open his overcoat, suit jacket, and blood-soaked shirt. Serious blood pulsed from a hole. 

I used my good hand to press hard. “You’ll live to be shot again.” He grunted something that could have been a laugh. “How’s the wife and kid?” I asked to keep him from drifting off. 

“B-B-Bastard.” 

He’d never forget being honey-trapped by Won Ton and Elenya, my hooker friends. A mustache that sprouted on his choir boy face must be an attempt to look older but he was still a thirteen-year-old cherub who shouldn’t have been allowed out with adults. 

“Still got the photos?” I asked. 

“B-Bastard.” 

I’d threatened to send the photos of his entrapment to his wife and kid if he wouldn’t tell me who he was and who he worked for. A drunken adventure with two hookers was one for the diary. Not all bad. I liked him, especially now he’d helped save my life. 

Bhupen swayed into me. His jacket spattered with bits of the rabbi. Pale. Still trembling. Eyes glazed. I prized the Bear’s pistol from his hand before he shot me and removed his helmet. He needed something to do besides shake himself into shock. I pressed his hands on Angelo’s blood-soaked belly. 

“Did you shoot that thug?” I asked him. His head vibrated up and down. “Well fucking done. Keep pressing.” I wiped the blood dribbling from my head on the sleeve of my jacket.

“How you doing, Angelo?” I asked. He didn’t reply. I nudged him. “How’s Camilleri? Out of hospital? Recuperating?”

Isabella Camilleri had sent him to check any association I might have with Margaret Brooke of CSIS, my former boss. Just thinking about Isabella brought back warm memories. We had a very brief and very pleasant hour together before several hours of hell in Zarrar Nasim’s dungeon where he’d tortured us and intended to murder us. I’d saved her life. Now, her man Angelo had helped save my life. Isabella protected me from a distance. I wondered if I’d ever see her again. Angelo mumbled something. 

“What? Speak up, Angelo.” 

“Cin ... que.” 

“Five? I’ve lost my codebook, Angelo.” I nudged him harder. 

“T-Terra.” 

Isabella was recuperating in the group of five villages on the Mediterranean coast north of Pisa from the torture inflicted on her. Nice gig but I wasn’t there to comfort her. A cacophony of squealing tires, roaring engines, and blaring sirens shattered our cold peace inside the ecclesiastical fridge. The cavalry arrived. Loud voices barked orders. Running heavy boots. Two cops in black helmets and bulletproof vests brandished pistols, rushing down the aisle out of the light toward us. 

“Stay down!” they screamed to freeze us. They needn’t have bothered. 

Another serenade of sirens heralded the arrival of ambulances. Paramedics quickly assessed who was worth their effort. They took over from a cop who’d replaced Bhupen in preventing a deathly white Angelo Olivero from completely bleeding out. They had a tube in his arm and an oxygen mask on his face before they zipped him away to the hospital. A forensic team of white-coated technicians gathered around the thugs’ bodies. Cameras flashed. Tape crossed the aisles. A paramedic slapped a big plaster across my bleeding forehead to make me look lobotomized. I shared a bottle of water with Bhupen who sat next to me on the hard, wooden front bench in the nave. His wide eyes had seen another world. Adrenaline ebbed. Mental and physical exhaustion set in. I sagged. A headache thudded along with my pulse. My left thumb throbbed. My stinging forehead and my twisted spine joined in a coordinated symphony of pain. The pillbox in my jacket pocket delivered an oxy directly into my dry mouth. I washed it down and closed my eyes to let the opiate do its job on my battered mind and body. 

Heavy footsteps echoed from the entrance to the cathedral. The click of a metal-tipped walking stick. A basso voice barked orders. Horribly familiar. I opened my eyes and looked up the aisle. A heavyweight in an open double-breasted navy-blue pinstripe suit with a matching waistcoat unable to restrain his belly from hanging over low-slung trousers lurched out of the bright light. White shirt collar open, his red and black-striped tie loose and askew, he was my Captain Ahab. He was escorted by a street urchin with a mop of orange hair who he might have just arrested for vagrancy. Dressed in bargain-bin chic, all she needed was a shopping cart piled with her belongings. On the other hand, she might be wearing the latest expensive, ripped haute couture from Milan.

Michele Russo loomed over me with a smoldering cigarette stuck in his scarred lips. A white fedora with a black band on his blockhead. More Capone than cop his malevolent scowl evinced the anger he’d built up since we clashed after I arrived in Trieste three years ago. His limp would forever be a reminder of the beating I gave him when he ambushed me in an alley. I was the white whale that fucked up his leg. I liked that story. I knew how it ended. He extricated the cigarette and spat on the flagstones near my shoes. Classy. His fingers wore the heavy rings that came in handy as knuckledusters. He was a dirty fighter but I was worse when required. 

“Fucking Marchetti,” he lisped. 

“How’s the knee, Russo?” 

“Payback is coming your way for this.” Captain Ahab tapped his cane on his gammy leg. 

“I like threats with witnesses,” I said and glanced at Ronald MacDonald. No red nose but a nose ring. Eyebrow rings. Enough earrings to perch a family of parrots. The attractive, lightly bronzed face of a gypsy. About thirty. She smelled oddly of Old Spice. A black patch over one eye. Her other eye ran over my burned cheek and neck before it looked away. 

Russo blasted bitter, cigar-smoke breath. “A murdered nigger whore and now a fuck like you to fuck with. This morning’s turning out fucking great.”

Russo’s ability to use fuck as an adjective, a verb, and a noun was outstanding. He grinned capped teeth, two of them gold front teeth, as he shoved his fedora back on his head like he’d seen Mike Hammer do in the films. Russo missed his true calling: a corrupt, bespoke-suited cop who drank bourbon on duty in the forties in New York, an era when suspected criminals were beaten up in alleys to dissuade them and dumped out of car trunks on the edge of town with orders to fuck off; when the boys in blue were paid off in cash for protecting businesses and in-kind by hookers in alleys and the rear seats of their squad cars; when shortcuts in the judicial system to execute criminals were justified by the result. He read a lot of Mickey Spillane novels judging by his hard-nosed approach to his version of justice. But he was no clown in an expensive suit. He was sharp between those elephant ears stuck under the old-style fedora and not to be underestimated. He’d come close to jailing me and never forgotten the white whale that got away—and given him a permanent limp. Russo back in the Trieste police force? The cop version of Jesus reappearing on Easter Monday. He must have done some serious ass-licking of Commissioner Altafini after the Abassi incident. 

“Back to beat up Arabs?” I asked. 

“I don’t give a fuck about those camel humpers.” The urchin frowned her distaste. 

“Aren’t you going to introduce your sidekick, Russo. Velda?” 

“This ragdoll?” he mocked. “I have a great Velda. This is the commissioner’s answer to the black crime wave. Say ciao to Detective Wonderwoman Conte.” 

“Ciao, Detective Wonderwoman.” I shook a strong hand with the hardened knuckles of the Karate Kid, a contrast to her rainbow array of fingernails. “What’s it like working with Batgirl?”

“If only,” said Conte in the rasping voice of a heavy smoker.

Russo eyes bored holes through Conte’s deadpan expression. “What happened here, Marchetti?” he demanded in his odd Sicilian accent. “Someone tried to kill you? How many lives does a cunt like you have anyway?” Conte winced. 

“Language, Russo,” I tut-tutted. “A lady’s present.” 

Russo blurted a mocking laugh. “I don’t know what it is.” 

Conte smiled acidly. “But I know what a prick is, capo.”

Russo bristled but bit his tongue. How did she get away with the insubordination? Russo moved on quickly. “Still selling drugs, Marchetti?”

“And beating up corrupt cops. Still think you’re Mike Hammer? Where’s Capo Procaccini, a real detective?” 

Conte twitched a smile. Russo barked a sarcastic laugh. “Fuck him. Meet the new capo who’s going to kick ass in the city—yours for a start.”

“You’re chief of detectives?”

“Surprised?” 

“Not really. You always sucked hard on Altafini’s cock.” 

Conte smirked. Russo chewed my face off. “Now you’ve got me to deal with. I’m going to ride your ass until they pick iron out of your liver, Marchetti.” 

A variation on the line in The Maltese Falcon. I shot him Sam Spade’s “The cheaper the crook, the gaudier the patter.”

He fingered his jacket’s lapel. “In a fucking expensive Armani suit. Leaving Trieste was the best move I ever made.” Russo cracked his stick on the stones. “I asked what happened here?” 

“Two thugs tried to kill us. Think you can find them or should I draw you a map in crayon?” ​

Conte turned away, coughing. Russo poked his cane at Bhupen. “Who’s this moolie?” 

“Moolie?” Bhupen angrily swatted the cane away. “I’m Bhupen Nasim.”

“Nasim? One of those Muslim goat fuckers?”

Fists clenched, Bhupen jumped to his feet at the provocation before I could stop him. Impressive but foolhardy. 

A grinning Russo dropped his cane and raised his big fists. “Come on, sonny. Make my day.” 

A mismatch: Mickey Mouse versus Godzilla. Bhupen wisely hesitated. I stood and thrust him back onto the pew. “Wrong weight division, Bhupen.” 

“Damn right.” Russo puffed out his chest like one of the cathedral’s pigeons growing fat on tourist crumbs. 

I’d been in Russo’s malodorous presence too long after a two-year break. I squared up to him to put him back below me on the totem pole. “Want to take a crack at me instead?” 

We faced each other, bighorn rams about to have a head-on collision to determine who was boss of the mountain. “Expect the same result as last time, gimpy,” I goaded.

A fuse of hate burned in his bulging eyes. He crouched in boxer mode: fists up, feet apart. “Come on, attack me, Marchetti.” He thrust his unshaven chin the shape of a boot’s toecap at me. Attack him? I valued my freedom. 

“You want more gold teeth?”

That wiped the lopsided sneer off his ugly mug. His tongue instinctively licked the replacement gold teeth for those I’d kicked down his throat in the alley off the Largo. 

“Seconds out,” said Conte and stood back to watch the fun. 

Russo incinerated her with a sharp look. 

“Want your ass kicked again?” My hand beckoned him to another trip to the hospital. 

“Chicken shit,” said Bhupen, earning more reward points. 

Russo’s gold teeth flashed a bite of his neck. I didn’t make the first move. I made chicken clucking noises. Russo vibrated, fists spasming. Attack me with Conte and Bhupen as witnesses? He wasn’t that stupid. Stalemate. 

Conte cleared her throat. “You boys finished swinging your dicks?” she asked. “Yes? Let’s get these statements recorded and get out of here before I call the cops.” 

It was funny. I sat down keeping my eyes on Russo as he snatched up his cane. 

“Let’s go, Conte,” he snarled. “I have better things to do besides listen to your Nazi feminist shit and find out who tried to commit murder today. Perhaps it was a fucking woman.” 

“Unlikely,” Conte replied coolly. “We usually don’t shoot men, capo. We prefer to talk them to death.” 

I barked a thigh-slapping laugh to be annoying. He flicked his cigarette butt at me. “Don’t go anywhere, you two. You’re coming to the Questura without your fairy godmother Procaccini.” 

He stomped away cracking his cane like a jackhammer on the flagstones with each step toward the technicians working around the bodies and looking for bullets. Conte followed him. I ignored Russo and used Bhupen as a crutch to limp out of the cathedral’s entrance into the daylight. We carried our helmets with us. I was thinking of having my lifesaver bronzed. The oxy kicked in to numb the pain but my body still felt too old to pop and too old to stroll. 

Beyond a barrier of yellow-black tape and a wagon train of cop cars, the hubbub of the media: vans sprouted antennae and dishes; milling journalists and TV newshounds wielded microphones, interviewing anyone who passed within range; some babbled into phones; shoulder-held cameras swung every which way; screens and lights were set up for interviews of those with a pulse to fill in the twenty-four hours a day of something that must be happening. To one side gathered a crowd of gawking bystanders with their cameras. One of those ubiquitous food trucks popped up like a mushroom in the fall to feed the onlookers. A hippy woman in a t-shirt with ADORE TRIESTE in red, green, and white across her chest sold t-shirts out of the back of her pickup. All we needed was a high wire and the Flying Wallendas. Maybe an elephant or two. 

My nose guided us down an airstream of hot fat to the food truck. Munching a beef sausage in a bun with lips dripping mustard, I sat with Bhupen on one of the truncated Roman columns to watch the media’s feeding frenzy. My sausage disappeared quickly. Bhupen held his stomach, hardly touching his sausage. He’d just killed a man. Blown his brains out. Not a great hors d’oeuvre. I lit a cigarette, inhaled deeply, exhaled slowly feeling the buzz, and wished I had a beer to go with it. I placed an arm around Bhupen’s shoulders. 

“Well done, Bhupen. You saved my life. I’m proud of you.” 

“Papaji’s killed men,” he said, almost whispering. “My father killed men. Papaji told me you’d been in Special Forces. You’ve killed men too, haven’t you?” 

“Yes, I have.” 

“I’ve always wondered what it would be like, you know, to kill a man. I’ve been afraid. Could I do it?” 

“It’s not for everyone.” 

He looked at me with the scales gone from his dark brown eyes. “Now I know I can do it too. I didn’t think. I just did what I had to do. I can protect my family.” 

Guns were essential fashion accessories in the world he was entering but ... “Only to be used when thinking fails, Bhupen,” I advised. “Remember that.” 

He nodded. A stocky woman with short steel-gray hair, dressed in her trademark brown-green camouflage jacket in case war broke out and burning a cigarette, waved her cordless microphone at me. Carmella Pavona of TRN Canale 11, Trieste’s answer to the Spanish Inquisition, the nemesis of many a corrupt politician, puffed-up celebrity, and bent cop. She’d helped me mock Enzo Falco to the edge of his sanity in exchange for juicy information on the Hooker Killer for her headlines. She gestured at me to meet with her cameraman away from the media scrum. Bhupen followed me. 

“Who’s this?” she asked. 

“Bhupen Nasim.” 

Her eyes lit up. “Zarrar’s kid? The Nasims are involved?” She stuck out her hand. “Good to meet you, Bhupen.” They shook hands. “Now, what happened in there? People heard shots.” 

I placed a hand over the patch across my forehead. “I’ll be OK, Carmella. It’s just a brain injury.” 

She gargled a chuckle. “Fuck that, Milo. You’re not dead, are you?” She didn’t wait for my reply. “Someone tried to kill you? Anyone dead? Come on, I’ve got a fucking deadline to meet.” 

“No video of Bhupen.” I edged him away to the side. 

“Roll it, Stefano,” she said to her cameraman who zoomed in on me. 

“Two thugs tried to kidnap him.”

She asked pertinent questions. I gave her short answers. She got the truth except that Angelo became invisible. Bhupen became the hero he was. Out the corner of my eye, Bhupen’s back straightened, jaw firming. One day the kid would be the man the family needed. Carmella let me slip in my surprise at Russo, that fascist, disgraced asshole, replacing a great detective in Procaccini. 

“Eccellente, Milo. I owe you.” 

“Of course, you do. What’s Russo doing back here?” 

She snorted. “A fucking shock, isn’t it? I’m working on a piece about him getting rehired by Altafini. I’ve dug up so much old shit on him, he’ll wish he’d never come back.” 

“What shit are we talking?” 

“Are we trading?” 

“I want everything you’ve found out about him.” 

“OK—if you keep me up-to-date with anything you learn yourself. And anything on those murders you were involved in.” Her eyes jerked up over my shoulder. “Here comes the fat dickhead now. Keep rolling, Stefano.” 

I turned into Russo limping towards us across the flagstones, a cigarette clamped in his teeth, hat stuck on the back of his head.

“I told you not to go anywhere, Marchetti,” he barked. 

I ignored him. I ate Bhupen’s sausage. 

“Any gem of detective work to share with us?” Carmella asked. “Like whodunnit?” 

“Well, well, well. Old assholes never die,” he sneered. “They just get fucking uglier.” 

“Neither do floppy racist pricks,” Carmella hit back. “You’re now chief of detectives?” She scoffed. “Something stinks and it’s a pig like you.” She shoved her microphone at him. “Like to comment?” 

He swatted the microphone away. “Shove it up your ass, bitch.” 

“Did you get out of Grade One, asshole?” she asked. 

Russo swiveled to me and Bhupen. “Questura you two.” He took the cigarette stub out of his mouth, flicked it away, and spat on the cobbles. 

I didn’t move. “I’ll call Bhupen’s lawyer first. Give me your phone.” 

He thrust his phone into my hand as he would an unpinned grenade. An expensive Apple. I phoned Roberto Iachino and left a message. I held out the phone to Russo. He reached for it but somehow I missed his hand. The phone hit the cobbles with a nasty crack. It was so childish of me. Stealing Falco’s gold cigarette lighter and giving it to Roberto. Knocking his recorder off my kitchen table onto the floor where he stepped on it. It was what I did. 

“Mi dispiace.” 

“Fucker.” Russo snatched it up and wiped at the screen. “Get in the fucking car.” 

I slowly walked with Bhupen toward the cruiser where Conte sat playing with her phone in the passenger seat.

“Don’t miss my special feature on you this weekend, asshole,” shouted Carmella. “You’ll get a kick out of it.” She laughed hoarsely. “Back to Palermo.” 

He swung back at her to point his fingers in the shape of a gun. An invisible bullet flew into the mocking Carmella. It would look great on the news. ​

The car smelled like a burger joint. I cleared the greasy fast-food wrappers, coffee cups, and crumpled boxes off the rear seat of the car and climbed in. 

“Not going to let a woman drive, Russo?” I asked. Conte smiled out the window.

Russo ignored me and squealed the tires of the Fiat like he was on the starting grid of the Italian Grand Prix at Monza to vent his anger at me and Carmella in a light-flashing, siren-whining slalom through the swarming scooters, cars, and buses of the dense noon-time traffic. During the seatbelt-straining drive to the Questura, the police HQ on the Via di Tor Bandena, I held on to the seat and door handle while Conte braced herself with a foot on the dash. The stale stink of cigar and cigarette butts filling the ashtray didn’t help Bhupen—he held his stomach, his jaw trembling. 

Russo’s hard eyes in the rearview mirror caught mine. “Besides me, who wants to kill you?” he snarled through the gold teeth. 

“Isn’t this your case? Get to work, Mike.” 

Russo’s scarred lips vibrated a rude noise. “How about the kid? Those towel heads got any enemies these days?” he asked contemptuously. 

“Besides potato heads like you?” Time to wipe the sneer off his face. “Remember that Muslim? Mustafa Abassi?” 

Russo smirked. “I should thank him. I got rich.” 

He hated Muslims, anyone brown or black. Beating up one too many Muslims in full view of a street camera cost him his job. The straw that broke the Police Commissioner’s protection of Russo—too tolerant in light of civil unrest over the wave of Libyan immigrants that year. Booted off the force, he’d landed on his feet in the Mike Hammer tribute band. 

“Drop by Abassi’s home,” I suggested. “He’s not going anywhere.” 

Abassi, a small-time thief from Tripoli, arrived in Trieste lucky to still have both hands. Some petty theft and Russo took him down an alley and used his head as a football. Abassi would drool in a cup for the rest of his life. 

“Got what he deserved,” snarled Russo. “Deport them all back to the fucking desert.” 

He wasn’t alone. He espoused what some of Trieste’s citizens thought of the recent surge of immigrants fleeing the civil war initiated by NATO’s brilliant plan to remove Mohammar Khadaffi and replace him with the chaos of battling warlords. More nation-building hubris of the Western democracies that wouldn’t learn the lessons of the disasters of Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Russo jerked his head at Bhupen. “And take those fucking Nasims with them.” 

Another swerve of the car around a corner. As green as the Incredible Hulk, Bhupen lurched forward to throw up between his knees onto the car’s floor. Bhupen’s vomit filled the car with the odor of a bucket of hot pigswill. 

“Oh, fuck,” groaned Russo, shuddering the car to a stop outside the portico of the Questura, Mussolini’s Casa del Fascio. 

Bhupen wiped his hand across his mouth. “Oh God ... sorry,” he spluttered. 

“Puke in Russo’s car as much as you want.” I reached into my pocket for a handful of tissues I shoved at him. The kid had come through the attack at the cathedral with flying colors. I held out my hand to shake his with a strong grip—a meeting of men. “You’re OK with me, Bhupen.” 

I wasn’t one to praise unnecessarily but saving my life was good enough for me. He could have cowered in fear but instead, he’d picked up the Bear’s gun and leaped down the staircase after me to blow out a guy’s brains. He was on my Christmas list. Well, my Eid list. I patted his shoulder. “Your father would have been proud of you. I certainly am.” 

He twitched a smile that was lost in another stomach churn. Here was a kid I now liked even more. What he needed was a father’s tough love to balance out his mother’s soft love. Twisted as Zarrar was, he had loved his son without any doubt. I recalled his pride in how well Bhupen was doing at school and how he was going to university. Perhaps to become a doctor or a lawyer. How he enjoyed playing soccer with Bhupen on the lawn at Miramare. How Bhupen would grow up to take over the family business after Zarrar led the family after Mohammed. All that blown away when I set up Zarrar’s death at the hands of Paolo Mazzola. Zarrar had only himself to blame for his death but I regretted what it meant to Bhupen. 

Russo almost tore the door off its hinges as he threw it open and heaved his bulk out of the car. “Bring these bastards downstairs, Conte,” he barked. 

He hobbled into the stone block of fascist architecture that was enough to make anyone with a knowledge of its history as sick as Bhupen. The screams from interrogations of those perceived to oppose Mussolini’s state still echoed. A kid with a pencil and ruler could have been more innovative than draw a right-angled box. The fascists had to exude power and so constructed it like a castle with four towers on its corners to intimidate the masses. But they didn’t like windows. Maybe they didn’t want anyone to see what they did inside. It could have been built with Russo in mind. Conte led us into the marble of the cavernous entrance hall, down a flight of stairs into the cool basement, and along a wide corridor to the suite of interrogation rooms. 

“Don’t mention it was a kidnapping,” I whispered to Bhupen. “Say as little as possible.” He was getting an education today that wouldn’t be forgotten. We passed three uniformed cops muttering miserably about Venezia’s latest loss, drinking from paper cups while they held up a coin-operated coffee machine. They had my sympathy; a Trieste’s cop’s life was hard enough with supporting Venezia’s woeful football team football.

Russo held open an interrogation room door. “Conte? Talk to the kid. Follow me, Marchetti,” he ordered, playing the alpha dog. 

“He’s coming with me,” I replied not playing his beta bitch. 

“He’s going with Conte,” demanded Russo.

I ignored him and guided Bhupen into a faded-yellow room. A metal table with two chairs on each side. An old, olive-green filing cabinet with its paint worn down to bare metal on its corners. On the table, a voice recorder with a red light in resting mode. Welcome home. I’d been here not so long ago pulling the wings off Enzo Falco. Setting fire to his cigarettes. Stealing his gold lighter. Good times. The whirr of ancient ventilation ducts still hadn’t improved its malodorous air. A large, wall mirror and a small TV wedged on a stand with a VCR/DVD player. The dark blue frog’s eye of a newly installed camera viewed us from a corner of the ceiling. Russo and Falco shared the same taste in interrogation rooms with the Spartan flair of the good old days of fascism. 

Russo hung his hat on a rack by the door and wrapped his suit jacket around the back of his chair. He propped up his cane in a corner before he rolled up his white shirt’s sleeves over thick, hairy forearms, exposing a dark blue SPQR tattoo. A Roma football fan or a fascist or both. The suspenders holding his baggy trousers up under his big belly were a nice touch. He’d jammed a nonconforming .45 Colt pistol into a leather holster under his left armpit. Conte sat down next to Russo. Bhupen sat next to me. 

“Get us coffees, Conte,” Russo ordered. 

Conte folded her arms across her small chest. “Want me to do dishes and wash the windows too?” A woman’s way of saying “fuck off and die,” another interesting response from his subordinate. Russo glowered at this no-nonsense, alpha bitch. It just wasn’t his century. 

“What if he asked nicely?” I suggested in the heavy silence. 

Russo shot me a killer look before displacing his urge to punch me into squeezing out “Coffees ... per favore” between his capped and gold teeth. 

“Sugar? Milk, Capo?” she asked politely. 

“Nero,” he snapped. 

“I’m surprised you like anything black,” I commented. 

“Fuck you.” 

Conte turned to me. “Signor?” 

“From that machine?” She smiled ruefully. I shook my head. “No, grazie.” I declined death by powdered Instant and palm oil sludge.

A pale Bhupen declined the offer too. Russo waited until Conte left. He put his feet up on the table and pulled a metal tube from his pocket. “That Conte’s a real lessie cunt.” 

“If she’s such a pain, why don’t you fire her?” 

He grunted that away. I enjoyed his discomfort over an insubordinate woman. Had Altafini re-hired Russo but stuck him with Conte to keep an eye on him? I could see the play but why re-hire him at all? He’d been a useful tool for his fellow fascist Altafini with his “off the grid” methods of justice and small gang busts but cost the department not only its reputation but a bundle in the Abassi settlement that finally saw Russo’s ignominious departure. Might as well go to the source. 

“How did you slither back here?” I asked. 

Russo smirked like a python that had swallowed a cow. “Altafini booted that old bastard Procaccini up to Assistant Commissioner.” He bit the end off the cigar and spat it fairly close to the bin. 

The Commissioner of Police had put Giuseppe out to pasture as his deputy? He would never have voluntarily left being Capo of the Detectives for such a paper-pushing job. 

“Why you? Altafini booted you out two years ago for being a racist pig.” 

Russo smiled smugly. “Changed his mind, didn’t he?” 

Conte returned with only one paper cup of black coffee and handed it to Russo. She wasn’t drinking that merda either. Russo slipped off his expensive shoes and put his stockinged feet up on the table. 

“That’s better,” he said wiggling his damp socks. “Those shoes don’t breathe right.”​

I waved my hand to move the boiled cabbage odor along. “Next time get a cheaper pair. Those must have cost a mint.” 

“They did,” he boasted. “A dozen crocs died to make them and they’re shit.” 

“Men just have to pay the price of fashion, don’t they?” remarked Conte. 

Russo shot her the evil eye. “You don’t have to stay, Wonderwoman. I’m sure there’s been a handbag snatch somewhere.” 

“I want to listen in, sir. I’m here to learn at the feet of the master.” 

I laughed at her balls. Russo wiggled his toes. “Too fucking bad.” He reached over to switch on the recorder. “We’ll get started.” He babbled the requisite intro. “The kid first.” 

Bhupen glanced at me. I nodded. He gave a simple description of events. His voice shook as he recalled scrambling down the staircase to shoot the thug in the head a fraction of a second before I could have been decerebrated. I put a comforting arm around his shoulders. The poor kid had a morning he’d never forget. 

“That was a brave thing to do,” commented Conte. 

“Finished with the support group shit?” sneered Russo. He stopped the tape and slyly eyed Bhupen. “You’re braver than that your useless asshole of a father, kid.”

Bhupen tensed at the provocation but glanced at me and held back. 

“Your turn, Marchetti.” Russo restarted the recorder. 

I told him everything—almost—I knew from meeting Bhupen at the statue to passing out at the bottom of the stairs. There were important things Bhupen didn’t know and I wasn’t going to tell Russo anything to make his job easier. I doubt if he cared about the thugs’ attack except that they’d failed. He was going through the motions. 

“You have no idea who the thugs were?” he asked. 

“No idea. It’s rumored you can check their fingerprints these days.” 

“They don’t look Italian. One’s a swarthy sort-of-Arab while the other looks a bit of a Chink.” 

“Your favorite people after blacks?” 

Russo sliced that away with his hand. “Anyone you suspect wants you dead?” 

“You.” 

“How about the Mazzolas and the Ghaznavis?” 

“Why would they?” 

“Revenge over the deaths of Paolo Mazzola and Rabi Ghaznavi.” It hadn’t taken him long to get up to speed on what had happened. 

“What’s that got to do with me?” 

“Plenty. Rabi Ghaznavi, Paolo Mazzola, Gina and Giaco Rossi, Zarrar Nasim, Elenya Serova, Wu Ting, Milica Kovacevic and Enzo Falco. What do they have in common?” 

I noted he called Milica by her fake name. He didn’t know she was Milica Dzeko, a Christian Serbian zealot who’d exploited her role as Rabi’s lover to obtain information on Muslim Bosniaks to have them murdered. He didn’t know her CSIS connection.

“They’re primates?” 

“They’re dead and you, the right-hand man of Mohammed Nasim, are not. You’re a piece of a big jigsaw puzzle, Marchetti, and I’m going to put it together.” 

“Aren’t jigsaw puzzles above your pay grade? Aren’t you still mastering Lego?” 

Conte stifled a snort. Russo pressed the stop on the tape recorder. He glared at Conte. “Take the boy home, Wonderwoman. That’s all I need from him for now.” He looked back at me. “Marchetti and I have more to discuss.” Russo ejected the tape and chucked it into Conte’s lap. “Get this typed up.” 

I helped Bhupen to his feet and handed him over to Conte. 

“And Conte?” called Russo. She stopped at the door and looked back. “Don’t hurry back ... per favore.” 

“Will do, boss. I need some fresh air anyway.” She slammed the door behind her and Bhupen. I stuck a Marlboro in my mouth.

“You don’t smoke in here,” he ordered.

“Stop me.” I lit it and blew smoke at him.

He reached into his jacket pocket to remove a flask. He threw the booze back like Mykola. He didn’t offer me any. “Remember Enzo Falco?” he asked. 

How could I forget the hatchet-faced Ministry of the Interior’s Criminalpol agent who’d tried to have me murdered? “Sure, the guy with the fast cars.” 

“That’s Enzo Ferrari, dickhead. Falco not ring a bell?” 

“He was a bell ringer?” 

“Asshole. Procaccini’s so-called investigation determined he got drunk and fell off the cliff at Duino.” He scoffed. “He could drink as much as I can and that’s saying a hell of a lot,” he boasted with another swig. “He was found with a level of alcohol that would be high for an average man but not for him. He wasn’t drunk. He was thrown off the cliff and it would take a strong man to do it. You murdered him and I’m going to nail you for it.” 

“Good luck with that. Anything called evidence for the public prosecutor or do you make it up as you go along like your buddies in the Gestapo? Maybe it was suicide. He remembered he knew you.” 

Russo slammed down the flask. “I’ve read Procaccini’s report on Falco’s death. It stinks.” 

“It’s your feet.” 

“I’ve seen what you did to him. A body mangled after a ninety-foot fall onto rocks. Your friend Procaccini wasn’t doing his job—again.” 

“Friend?” 

“Enzo said you had an unholy alliance with Procaccini. That got me thinking.” 

“Does your little brain hurt?” 

Russo thudded a fist on the table. “You were never interviewed about Falco’s death despite your clashes.” 

“Clashes?” 

“The confrontation at the Joyce Café in the Piazza Unità. You made him look a fool over the gun that murdered Elenya Serova. You stuffed the gun into Mehdi’s coat when you attacked the dead body.” 

“According to him. He was a fool.” 

Russo snarled a smile. “He tasered you. I wish I’d been there to see you jerking around.” 

“Don’t knock ECT. I’ve felt much better since and it recharged my phone.” I sighed my boredom. “Anything else before you go back to jerking off over centerfolds of Mike Hammer?” 

“Where were you at the time Falco was murdered?” 

“Wasn’t it an accident?” 

“October tenth. A Friday night. On your own or is another whore going to give you an alibi just like that whore did for the Chink hooker?”

I shrugged. “Why would I need one?”

He hammered his fist on the table. “Revenge.” 

“For?” 

He jabbed a fat finger my way. “He hired two women to run you off the road on your way back from Mostar but they botched the job.” 

“It wasn’t an accident? It was Falco? Thanks for confirming that.” 

“You ended up in a Rijeka hospital until ... whadyaknow? ... your fairy godmother Procaccini drove you home. Sweet,” he added sardonically. “You and Procaccini were a team screwing over Falco’s investigation. You must sleep together.” 

“You really want to lose your front teeth again?” 

He glugged from his flask and sucked life back into his smoldering cigar. “Procaccini pulled the rap sheets on the two women and told you Falco must have hired them. He’s been looking for them ever since.” 

“When they’re found they can finger Falco for hiring them. Make him not only a dead asshole but a murderous dead asshole.” I’d had enough. I stood up. “Take all your evidence to the prosecutor and make a huge asshole of yourself just like your dead buddy Falco.” 

The door swung open with a bang. A flushed Roberto stopped in his tracks. He stared at me angrily. He recognized Russo and blinked surprise. “What the fuck are you doing here?” 

Russo smirked. “Yes, I’m back, shyster.” 

Roberto threw his attaché case on the desk. “I can smell you.” 

“What the fuck do you want?” demanded Russo. 

“Where’s Bhupen?” Roberto asked me.

“A cop took him home after an interview.” 

“He had an interview without me?” 

“No worries, Roberto. I was with him so he didn’t beat up Russo.” 

Russo blew out fiercely between his thick lips. “How much you make for this, shyster? How many shekels?”

“Remind me, you turd,” said Roberto. “How much do you have to pay Abassi for the rest of his life? Maybe for another thirty years?” 

Russo faked a spit. “I can easily pay it.”

Abassi cost him half his previous cop salary. The shoes, expensive suit, and gold teeth indicated he could easily pay it. 

Roberto snatched up his case. “Good because I’ll take you to court again for increased support. A new motorized wheelchair. Home modifications. Modified computer. Expensive things like that. You’re fucked for life.” 

Russo shrugged carelessly. “Fuck him and fuck you.” 

Roberto turned away but stopped at the door. “Go earn your Reichsmarks, Russo. Find out who the thugs were at the cathedral if you’re not too busy playing with your Gestapo secret decoder ring.” He slammed the door behind him. I stayed on my feet. 

Russo stretched his legs out on the table again and sucked on his cigar stub. “Shylock’s a sensitive yid, isn’t he? I should thank him for getting me out of Trieste. I made far more money than a cop.” He leered. “And lots of women too.” 

“Good of you to support blind hookers.” 

“I’m watching you, Marchetti. You visited Enzo Falco’s wife at her office this morning. Bang her again as her other lovers did behind Enzo’s back?” 

My flicked cigarette bounced sparks off his forehead as he ducked. Leaping his feet, he foamed like a rabid dog. He threw his cigar butt at me. I waved him goodbye with my index and little fingers—your wife is fucking someone else—the cornuto—another irony not lost on me, a man possibly cuckolded by Ajmal Ghaznavi.

Since getting my face lashed with freezing rain was not my preference, I stopped to buy a replacement visor for my helmet before I pushed the Fazer through the open doors into the hallway of my building, back under the rays of Jesus sun, and into a frowning Adriana and a curious Boffo. 

“You’re back,” she said, stating the obvious. 

“Miss me?” 

She scoffed. Boffo eyed me through the railing, smiling at the thought of pissing on my bike again. He scurried back into her apartment as I climbed the stairs, leaving the bike packed, ready to go. I plugged in the burner phone to recharge a.s.a.p. before I changed out of my bike gear and ate a late lunch of warmed-up leftover cheese ravioli with a glass of Barolo. Without my Walther, I felt naked. I sliced open the box containing the moose head and slid my hand into its furry neck to remove a cloth-wrapped pistol. I sniffed the pungent aroma of the gun oil I used to preserve the 1934 Beretta pistol in perfect condition. The pistol my grandfather used to put a slug in Mussolini. The firing squad had already killed Mussolini so another bullet did him no harm. Passed on to my father and on to me. That aroma alone brought back memories of my granddad sitting by the gas fire in our basement regaling me with his war stories of partisans fighting the fascists between puffs on his pipe and quaffs of his homemade red wine. How he clicked the slider and thumbed the hammer as he showed me how it worked. How to take it apart and clean it. It had provenance. I didn’t load it with the original magazine used to plug Mussolini. It was unlikely the powder still had its effectiveness after over six decades and I’d look silly if the bullet didn’t even make it out of the barrel. I slotted a new magazine of 7.62 mm cartridges into the handle. I shoved it into the small of my back.

With a loose fedora pulled so low over my patched forehead I could have worked for the Gestapo and smoking as deep as I could to rid myself of the odor of Russo, I threaded my way through the shoppers streaming along the Corso to the Piazza Unità. Two cop cars flashed their white and blue lights by the bone-dry Fountain of the Four Continents. Camera crews and a large crowd of gawkers jostled noisily around them. What had someone done to the fountain this time? The fountain famous for its four statues depicted the features of the people populating the four continents known in 1751: Africa, America, Europe, and Asia. It was often vandalized—the African statue decapitated in 2008—and again except this time the head was nowhere to be seen. I gritted my teeth at Borini stoking racial tensions to the boiling point for his political gain. Chaos needs a strong leader to take over, doesn’t it? Mussolini 1922 redux: his violent blackshirts bring law and order to the chaos caused by his attacks on communist strikers and he becomes the savior of the middle and upper classes that give up on the impotent government. It was significant that the only statue that had never been vandalized was Europe. I felt like knocking its head off just to even things up. 

The racist damage triggered dark thoughts of an event that had shamed Italy and by cultural extension, me: this was the square where in 1938 Mussolini climbed onto a specially constructed stage and jutted out that famous jaw to announce the enactment of the Racial Laws that declared Jews personae non-gratae. Not ideological laws but simply opportunistic: Jews kicked out of work created employment for others and confiscating their property and cash did the state’s coffers no harm. Adolf sent a Danke schön love note. 

My communist grandparents heard Il Duce’s speech over the radio and like most Italians ignored it and returned to their bars and caffès. On the whole, Italians embraced fascism but were not the German master race and hadn’t been manipulated by Goebbels, Hitler’s Minister of Propaganda, to blame Jews and communists for their troubles. My grandparents were two out of many Italians who sheltered Jewish friends when, following the collapse of the fascist government in 1943, the Nazis occupied northern Italy and the SS started to murder Jews at the Risiera di San Sabba concentration camp in Trieste, shipping others north to Auschwitz-Berkinau, the epicenter of Nazi murders. As a result, my father grew up profoundly anti-fascist but without being a communist, an ideology he saw as being fully capable of the same atrocities—by headcount, Stalin was worse than Hitler. I was like Papà: I detested political extremes and the psychopathic demagogues they attracted. 

In pale sunshine as weak as my tolerance for fascist assholes, I sat with my eyes closed at a table beneath the flapping red and white canopy of the Joyce Café. Julia served me a capo in b—a favorite of Triestini: a small cappuccino in a glass—and two chocolate biscottis. I watched her walk away and thought of Adara’s bottom again but rapidly quenched it by thinking of Maria’s in the nearby Palazzo del Lloyd Triestino. No more Adara. No Maria either. I blanked my mind and enjoyed the buzz of a cigarette, the capo, and licks of chocolate while over the sound of grinding coffee beans and the hiss of foaming milk Harry Nilsson sang “She put the lime in the coconut and drink ’em bot’ up.” Marco, his father, and Julia grinned at one another as they joined in with Harry on every “Doctor!” and lifted my spirits. Marco had a fetish for vinyl. It was the only type of recording he played and since he owned almost 1,000 LPs, including the scratch-free Nilsson Schmilsson I’d bought him, he never ran out of good stuff as far back as the mid-sixties. I liked the picture of Harry in his dressing gown on the front cover: with a shot of something in his hand, he looked semi-wasted. It didn’t take Freud to tell me why I identified with Harry. 

I phoned the Maggiore hospital and asked about Angelo Olivero. He was out of surgery and out of danger. No visitors until tomorrow. Harry jumped into the fire when a tired, resigned voice disturbed my reverie. “What on earth were you doing losing off your protection?” A metal chair scraped back from the table.

I opened my eyes into a stern face with a flat nose under a dripping fedora. Cauliflower ears. Brown-stained mustache. Thick-rimmed glasses perched on a big flat nose. Procaccini wore a rain-dappled raincoat rehabilitated from the Tutto 99 Cent store that matched his creased suit. He looked at me like a headmaster would a miscreant he would expel from his school—after a good ass beating. I got up before he could sit down. 

“Good to see you, Giuseppe. How’s the new Assistant Commissioner?” I asked.

“Don’t go there,” he growled with a more bone-crushing handshake than usual. He shook his big head. “You’ll never learn, Milo. Shaking off Agente Icardi? You could have got killed.” He winced as he slumped in the chair and exhaled slowly like a tired blue whale after a deep sounding. “You were damn lucky that DIGOS agent was around.” He rubbed at his lumbar region. 

“Back still hurts?” I asked. 

“The pills the doc gives me just don’t do the job,” he complained with further back rubbing. 

I took the hint. I’d supplied him with oxycodone which was only fair since he hadn’t busted me on suspicion of being a dealer. I hadn’t been but my stash for my body pain was enough for Trieste to be pain-free. I no longer used as many painkillers so there was plenty to spare. 

Procaccini removed his hat and groaned from his wide belly that had popped a shirt button behind his wide tie, a blue and white, flowered antique from the 70s. “My doctor told me to smoke less,” he sighed. “Eat less sugar and fat, drink less, get more exercise, and lose weight.” 

“You should change doctors.” 

“He also wants me to lay off caffeine.”

“This quack’s going to kill you. So, no caffelatte?” I asked. 

He sighed. “One step at a time. I’ll start with a black tea, per favore, and I’d better get it from you before I attend your funeral after what happened at the cathedral. There mightn’t be another.”

I ordered his tea from Julia with a two-shot nero for me and more chocolate biscottis. Procaccini conjured his Calabash and a green-and-white can of tobacco out of a raincoat pocket and stuffed the pipe with black shreds before he flared a lighter to ignite the tobacco. He blew a mouthful of noxious fumes into the cold air with a heavy sigh. He’d put on weight. Whatever fat I’d lost over the last month had formed a roll under his chin. The air between us became scented with a familiar bitter aroma. It triggered good memories of Giuseppe: how he’d protected me from Enzo Falco as we’d worked together to find the Hooker Killer, who’d turned out to be Zarrar Nasim. Julia appeared to improve the scenery. 

“Who do you think wanted to kill you this time?” he asked. He wiped sweat off his pink forehead and loosened his tie.

“They didn’t want me. They wanted to kidnap Bhupen Nasim. I’d have been collateral damage.” 

He whipped the calabash from his mouth. “You didn’t tell Russo that. He thinks they were after you. Kidnap the Nasim kid? Someone must want the kid for leverage on Mohammed.” A few puffs of brow-furrowed contemplation. “Who else but the Mazzolas or the Ghaznavis given the recent deaths of Rabi and Zarrar?” 

I’d had no time to think deeply about who was responsible for the attack. Procaccini had twisted both Mohammed and Sandro Mazzola’s arms into a truce to end the gang war. Both were old school men who kept their word but I could see the need for revenge would sour relations until one or both of them died—which might be any day for the old tuskers. 

“I don’t see it being Sandro,” I said. “Haven’t he and Mohammed made an honorable peace? They both lost sons. But Rabi’s another story: he was killed at Mohammed’s home and his guards will have told his father Mohammed’s men distracted them and left Rabi vulnerable.” 

“You’d got Rabi angry enough to charge at Milica Dzeko. And you shot one of his guards.” 

The guard would find breathing painful for a while but at least I hadn’t killed him. “Rabi’s father’s yet to be avenged. Doesn’t that tie in with kidnapping Bhupen?” 

“Maybe. I wouldn’t discount Sandro though,” said Procaccini, “no matter how honorable he’s been in the past. Desperate old men do desperate things. Sandro lost so many men on the first day of that gang war, he called in help from a distant Mafia relative, Louie Fachetti, a Corleonesi, Totò Riina’s family. He arrived with his men to save him from extinction.” 

I flinched whenever anyone mentioned the Mafia. They’d topped the violence chart at Number One forever: it was the crucible of fifteenth-century malevolence. I shuddered at the mention of the murderous Totò Riina.

Procaccini exhaled a pensive stream of smoke. “Louie Fachetti and twelve of his soldiers from Palermo arrived in town two days after the war broke out. Only their arrival allowed Sandro to make a deal with Mohammed or his floating casino would have become the new Titanic. He’s now indebted to him and that’s not a good place to crawl out from. Fachetti lost two men in the fighting but hasn’t left with the other ten so I’m wondering what’s going on.” 

It was an old story with the Mafia. The protectors become the bosses. Fachetti could be one of those Teutonic Knights, out-of-work crusaders called in by Polish nobles to restore order. It had been a nice gig and they’d extended their tour dates for 300 years. 

“Mark my words, Milo,” said Procaccini with a stab of his pipe, “unless Mohammed moves quickly to kick Fachetti back to Palermo, he’ll take over the whole Mazzola operation and go after the Nasims. The Mafia never leave unless it’s in a pine box or handcuffs. Just like fifteen years ago when Maniero ratted on them and hundreds of others. Sandro took advantage of the situation and filled the power vacuum, expanding his drug trade, funneling more hookers into Western Europe, and bringing in an old Swedish cruise ship he converted into a casino and luxury brothel/hotel. He became quasi-independent but made sure he showed respect to Riina to keep things cool. Respect meaning money. Their top guys had other things to think in the nineties than Sandro but they’ve never forgotten much of northern Italy, especially around Venice, was once their turf.” 
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