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“Nothing can be loved or hated unless it is first understood”




Leonardo da Vinci
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Author's Note











In July 2018, the Roma football team established AS Roma Women after acquiring the Serie A license from Res Roma (now Donna Roma), the first women's team in the Eternal City. Since then, the team has played its home matches at Stadio Tre Fontane, also used by the men's youth team (Primavera), and trains at the Fulvio Bernardini complex in Trigoria. This novel unfolds before AS Roma Femminile had even kicked a ball in anger. But sometimes, you cannot let the truth spoil a good story ...



Newsflash




Il Mattino - Wednesday, 1 November 2017

Tragedy off the Amalfi Coast

by Web Editorial Staff




A yacht chartered by Rome-based financier Carlo Mozzetti sank near Positano yesterday evening. The Guardia Costiera reports there were no survivors.

The bodies of Mozzetti (55), his wife Valeria (49), and their son Alberto (22) have not been recovered, nor have those of the captain, Enrico Grossi, or any crew members.

An initial Polizia Marittima report suggests the wreckage points to an explosion.

Witnesses reported hearing a loud blast around 17:00.

Mozzetti is survived by his daughter, Eleonora (31), a banker and business entrepreneur.

No further details have been released.

End of report.





Prologue




Via degli Zingari, Rome

18:15 Thursday 8 March 2018


Stepping out of the shadows, the priest disappeared into the darkness. The woman pointed up the narrow alley. Bassi watched as Officer Romanetti followed her up the stone steps.


At the top, next to the dead body, a man stood guarding two suitcases.

The woman spoke in English. ‘We had just left the apartment when we saw her.’

Romanetti shone his torch on the graffiti-covered walls. ‘What time do you have to be at Fiumicino Airport?’

‘We have a booking for the twenty-twenty hundred hours KLM flight to Amsterdam,’ said the woman.


Bassi whispered. ‘Is she alive?’

Romanetti poked at the neck for a pulse. He pushed the head up. It flopped back down, the chin resting on the chest. ‘No, Officer Bassi. It’s just another drug overdose. Here, have a look. You’d better get used to dead bodies.’ 

Bassi saw the needle hanging from the dead woman’s left arm. ‘She can’t be much older than me.’

Romanetti patted her on the back. ‘Call it in. Drug overdose. We’ll need an ambulance to take her to the mortuary. I’ll see what else our Dutch friends have to say.’

Bassi spoke into her police radio. ‘Ambulance, Via degli Zingari. The deceased is at the top of the steps leading to Via del Sambuco ...’

Romanetti turned to the couple. ‘Thanks. You can go now.’

‘We called 112 as soon as we saw her. I’m sure they took my mobile number, but do you want to take my contact details?’ asked the man.

A taxi stopped and sounded its horn.

Romanetti fished in his pocket and took out a squashed carton, ‘Have a pleasant flight.’ He turned his back and lit a cigarette.

The woman shrugged, grabbed her suitcase, and headed down the steps.

The man spoke to Bassi. ‘One thing, officer … Sorry, do you speak English?’

Bassi pinched her thumb and forefinger together. ‘Yes, a little.’

The man continued. ‘There was a priest. We saw him as we came out of the apartment. He walked away – from the body – and straight past us. It seemed odd … he said nothing; he didn’t even look at us.’

Bassi took out her pocket notebook. ‘Can I take your name please, signore?’

Romanetti’s hand stayed Bassi’s pen. He spoke in strong Roman dialect in case the Dutchman fancied himself as a polyglot. ‘No need for that, Officer Bassi. The signore said he’d given his details when he called 112; they will be on the incident record.’

The woman, having given her suitcase to the taxi driver, returned. ‘We just thought it strange that he did not stop. He was standing over the poor girl.’

Romanetti waved her away. ‘Thank you and have a safe flight.’

The couple shook their heads and made their way down to the taxi.

Bassi heard footsteps coming along Via del Sambuco.

A dark figure walked towards them. 

The priest knelt over the body. He made the sign of the cross, mumbled a prayer, kissed the crucifix that hung from his neck, and pressed it to the dead woman’s forehead. It was unseasonably cold for early March, and the priest wore a heavy black coat and fedora hat; a thick woollen scarf covered his face.

‘I saw her about five minutes ago, but I’d left my phone at the convent.’ The priest stood up and produced a cheap mobile from his trouser pocket. ‘I called 112. They should have my details. I’m sorry I really must go; I just came to check you had attended. I must go; Mass is at seven o’clock.’

Bassi glanced down at her notebook. ‘The couple we just spoke with said …’

The priest’s scarf slipped down, revealing a scarred face.

Romanetti lowered Officer Bassi’s gloved hands. ‘Thank you, Father. It was good of you to come back and check.’

‘There are so many young people using drugs nowadays, officer.’

Romanetti tossed his cigarette. ‘Another wasted life. But I doubt she will be missed.’


‘One should not judge too harshly, officer. Remember, nothing can be loved unless it is first understood.’ The priest regarded Romanetti with a solemn look, pulled the scarf up around his face, and disappeared back into the shadows.



Part 1




Chapter 1




Barrios Palermo, Buenos Aires

17:00 Tuesday 15 April 2003


The boy ran through the rain. He was late, and his mother would be angry. Under his arm, he cradled a football. The one thing in life he treasured – the only thing that brought him comfort and provided solace. Apart from his faith in God. 

This morning, when he had left home, his mother had warned him to be back on time. There was a lady from Rome, an important lady. She wanted to speak with him about his football career. More importantly, she had money. If he were late, his mother would take the football and shove it up his lazy backside, and he would continue a life of servitude.

The boy had become fed up with entertaining his mother’s lady friends. Initially, it was an exhilarating experience. None of the boys at his school had done it. Now, he had grown bored with these disgusting women and their depraved demands. He was struggling to perform. But his mother had willed it, and he would do anything to please her. If she knew he couldn’t get aroused anymore she would beat him, that was for sure.

But it wasn’t his fault he couldn’t get it up with Señora Botello; she was sixty years old and fat. As a punishment, she made him do things with his mouth. The smell of her made him sick, and when he vomited, she would force him to put his hand inside her until she screamed and wet the bed. It was unholy. The boy crossed himself, offered a mute prayer to Saint Antony, and ran even faster. He could not be late.







The boy’s mother stood in the doorway. Hands on hips. Cigarette in mouth. ‘Where have you been you little bastard? The Contessa has been waiting here for over an hour. If you’d come back on time, you would have missed the rain. Get inside and dry off. Now!’ 

The boy ducked as his mother swung an arm at him. 

Contessa Sofia Casaldi looked at her watch. Five o’clock in the evening. The dreadful woman had reached for the alcohol bottle the moment she roused from her afternoon siesta.

‘Please, Señora Veron. Don’t be hard on Leo. I’m happy to wait. After all, it’s his birthday …’ Sofia thought about her daughter, Luisa. Coincidentally, today was also Luisa's onomastico – her name day. She would be sixteen. How Sofia hated being away from her only child. But her husband had told her this trip was necessary.

The woman slammed the door shut. ‘If you wish to speak to Leo about this football business, you must pay. It’s one hundred pesos an hour for his time.’ 

‘I’m sorry, Señora Veron. I have come here on behalf of my husband to offer Leo an opportunity to play football at the AS Roma Academy, the Primavera, and you want me to pay you to speak with your son?’

The woman poured herself another glass of whisky. ‘She wants to speak with him,’ she mumbled into her glass. ‘I know what you want, Contessa. You come here with your offers and promises. You rich women are all the same. But once he goes, where do I get my money? He is worth more to me than football …’

‘Señora Veron, we will compensate you. If Leo makes it as a professional footballer – and I’m assured, he has the talent to succeed – you will both be rich.’ Sofia opened her handbag. ‘Here … two hundred pesos. That is roughly fifty euros. Now, can I please speak with Leo?’

The woman waved a dismissive hand. ‘Through there. He is blessed with enormous talent.’

Sofia stepped into a narrow hallway; she pushed at a half-opened door leading to a small bedroom. The only piece of furniture was a single bed with a stained mattress. Sofia figured the mother slept in her chair in the lounge. On the wall was a poster of Diego Maradona, the former Napoli, and Argentina star. The Albiceleste needed a new hero. Leo might just be the one.

Italian scouts had been sending glowing reports back to the club about a sixteen-year-old from the Palermo barrio in Buenos Aires. If Sofia could persuade the boy to come to Italy and play for Roma, it would assist her husband in his ambitions to become the vice-president of the club. She had travelled over to Argentina to visit an old friend, who had recently married a cattle farmer, and had agreed to extend her visit, even though it meant missing her daughter’s birthday.

The boy walked out of the bathroom. As he entered the bedroom, Sofia gasped. But it was not his nudity that shocked her. Leo was skinny, he was small – he only stood at one hundred and fifty-five centimetres in height and weighed around sixty kilos. There was nothing of him. But his manhood was enormous. This was the “talent” his mother had referred to.

Sofia covered her eyes. ‘Please, Leo, put some clothes on.’

‘Do you not want to do it?’

‘No, I don’t want to do it! Please, put your clothes on.’ She turned to face the wall. ‘Sorry I didn’t mean to shout at you. Just put some shorts on and tell me when you are decent.’

Sofia stood with her back to the boy.

‘We’re all good.’

She turned. ‘Thank you, Leo. What were you thinking?’

‘I thought you were here for me to pleasure you.’

Sofia put a hand to her throat, ‘What on earth gave you that impression?’

‘It’s what they all come for … the sex.’

So, the rumours were true. That was why his drunk mother was demanding money for an hour of his time. She wasn’t just being difficult; she was prostituting her own son. ‘I am not here to have sex with you, Leo.’

The boy looked confused.

‘Tell me, how does it make you feel when these ladies come here?’

Leo picked up the football and juggled it between his hands. He shrugged and looked down at the dusty floor.

‘Do you … like doing it?’ asked Sofia.

Leo shook his head. ‘It makes me feel sick. They are all old, and some of them smell horrible. But Mama asks this of me, and it is God’s will.’

‘I don’t think it’s God’s will, Leo. Trust me on that.’

‘It’s what Mama says. I believe in her, and I trust in God. So, it must be true.’

It wasn’t the time to argue the point. His answer told her all she needed to know. Leonardo Veron was not a perverted, oversexed teenager, as some had reported. No, he was a young boy who was being exploited by his own mother and violated by her women friends. If they removed him from Buenos Aires, he would hopefully settle in Rome and his new life at the Primavera.

‘Leo, do you believe in Maradona?’

The boy gazed up at his poster. ‘Diego is like a God in Argentina.’

Sofia had been well-briefed by her husband. Here was the hook. ‘How would you like to come to Italy and play football, like Diego?’

The boy jumped off the bed. ‘In Napoli?’



‘No, in Rome. But you can walk in Diego’s footsteps.’

The boy slumped down on the bed, picking at the worn leather of the football. ‘What about Mama? What does she say? Who would look after her if I go to Italy? Because I know she won’t leave Buenos Aires.’

‘You do not need to worry about mama, the football club will pay her a lot of money for you to come to Italy, and she can visit whenever she wants to,’ said Sofia, doubting the disgusting woman would ever leave her armchair, let alone the Palermo barrio.

‘Did you say Rome?’

Sofia nodded.

Leo stood up again and pointed to a small picture above the headboard. ‘Will I get to meet the Pope?’

‘You can go to see the Pope at St Peters when he makes his addresses. And who knows, one day you may get to meet him.’

‘You speak very good Spanish,’ said Leo.

‘I was born in Argentina. I was a dancer. I left to go to Rome and become an actress. Spanish is very much like Italian.’

‘Will you teach me Italian, so I can speak with the Pope?’

‘Pope John Paul comes from Poland, Leo. He can speak many languages, including Spanish. But I will teach you Italian.’

‘Can you teach me to dance?’ asked Leo. He dropped the football on the bed and walked over to her, arms outstretched.

‘What dance would you like to learn?’

Leo stood tall. ‘The Argentine Tango.’

‘In which case we should move to the hall as there isn’t enough space in here. Come …’

She positioned the boy and counted the rhythm, guiding him down the hall and then stopping abruptly at the door leading to the living room, before moving back up towards the bathroom. She hummed as they danced and watched the excitement grow in Leo’s face. 

‘I can’t believe I am going to Rome.’

Sofia became aware of the throbbing mass pressed against her leg. She stepped back.

‘I’m sorry, Contessa. It’s been a long time since that happened.’

Sofia ran a trembling hand through her hair. Leo had to leave this place. But what would happen once she had returned to Rome, and word got round that he was leaving Buenos Aires for Italy? She could imagine the mother wanting to cash in on the situation. Worse, other clubs would come sniffing.

Señora Veron was sitting in the same chair, pouring herself another drink. She looked up and smirked. ‘Well, you didn’t waste any time, Contessa. I told you he was good.’ She held her hands apart. ‘He’s a big boy, my Leo.’

Sofia pulled a brown envelope from her handbag. ‘Leo is coming with me now. He has agreed to come to Rome to join the AS Roma Academy.’

Señora Veron choked on her whisky. ‘What do you mean? He doesn’t have a passport. And what am I going to do for money?’

Sofia found it hard to disguise her disgust for the woman, but the deal needed to be sealed. ‘In this envelope, you will find one million pesos. Once we get to Rome, and provided that Leo proves himself at the academy, there will be further monthly payments. We will compensate you. And Leo will get to realise his football dream … and visit the Vatican to see the Pope. Now, Leo, please pack your bag. We are leaving.’

Señora Veron eyed the envelope. She smiled to herself and snatched at the money, nodding her assent for Leo to leave the room. ‘What about his passport?’

‘We will sort out the necessary documents.’

‘And where will he stay?’

Sofia took a deep breath. ‘With me. Leo can stay with my family in our apartment in Rome until he settles in at the academy.’

Señora Veron wagged a finger and sipped at her replenished glass. ‘I know your type, all high and mighty, but you are all the same. All the women come here because their wealthy husbands can’t satisfy them.’ She raised the little finger of the hand that held her drink. ‘And they fuck a sixteen-year-old boy, because he has a God-given gift. Once the football thing ends, he will return to sleep with old whores. Women just like you.’

Leo came back into the room. He held a small drawstring bag and his football. 

Sofia held out her hand. ‘Give that to me, Leo. I will buy you a new one. We will leave this with your mother as a keepsake, a memory of you. Now, go outside and wait for me in the car.’

Leo handed the ball over. He bent down to kiss his mother, but she turned her head and waved him away. 

Sofia nodded to the door and watched the boy leave. 

Her aim was true. The football hit Señora Veron just as she put the whisky to her lips. The glass shattered as it hit the stone floor. Señora Veron looked up; shock etched all over her bloated face. The next blow, from Sofia’s outstretched palm, sent her sprawling over the side of the chair.

Contessa Sofia Casaldi stood over the vanquished woman and pointed a well-manicured finger. ‘Nobody ever calls me a whore.’ 

Outside the house, Leo sat in the front seat of the car.

The driver held the rear door open. 

‘Thank you, Bruno. Can we drive straight back to the hotel? Our business here is done.’


Chapter 2




Villa Abbadelli, Sorrento

11:00 Friday 19 January 2018


The priest sipped his espresso. Despite the fire blazing in the stove, he felt cold and shivered into his long woollen coat. ‘I don’t remember it being this cold during the winter months in Italy.’

‘How long have you been back, Leo?’ Stefano Abbadelli got up, opened the door to the wood burner, and threw in another log.

‘Two months. It is so much colder than India. I still need to acclimatise. It has been a while since anybody called me by my given name …’

‘Apologies, Father Alba.’ Stefano poured more coffee.

Leonardo Veron regarded his former AS Roma Academy colleague. Thirteen long years had passed since they had expelled Stefano from the training camp. What the club and its owners did to him was unforgiveable. Stefano was a talented player. Sexuality should never have been a factor. Today it wouldn’t be such an issue – perhaps … ‘Do you ever hear from, Luca?’

Stefano turned away from the priest’s gaze. ‘I saw him last year. Briefly. After his visit, the Camorra really put the squeeze on my family. Luca Meroni has a habit of making other people’s lives hell.’

‘We are both victims, Stefano. But it would be quite wrong to blame him. We must remain true to God and learn to forgive.’

‘Amen to that,’ Stefano slapped his thighs. ‘Now, tell me about the Casaldi apartment. How come you’re overseeing the sale?’

Leo set his coffee cup down on the table. ‘It is part of the reason I came back to Italy. I stayed in contact with Sofia Casaldi throughout the time spent away at the missionary in India. It is a sad fact that since her husband was killed, she has frittered away the inheritance. I bear some guilt for she has been very generous to the foundation that I set up in India for the afflicted children, but years of financial mismanagement and terrible investment advice have brought her to this point in her life.’

‘I think her husband made a lot of enemies.’

‘That is true, and I fear they targeted her after Roberto’s death.’ Leo toyed with the rim of the black fedora that lay on the table. Roberto Casaldi was a banker to the Vatican, and some of his clients were members of the Mafia Capitale. An unknown assailant shot Casaldi and the filmmaker, Mario Ragallo, dead outside a restaurant in Piazza Navona the previous summer. Sofia had stayed in the old palazzo despite the inflated maintenance and ground rent set by corrupt politicians and underworld criminals. Her daughter, Luisa, was a qualified doctor and lived on her own in a small apartment in Monti, but Sofia still maintained a lavish lifestyle, entertaining the elite of Rome society.

‘How much is the apartment on the market for?’

Leo reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a glossy brochure.

Stefano blew out his cheeks. ‘That is a great deal of money … But I would like to come and view the old place. I can’t really remember what it was like. I only visited a handful of times.’

Leo picked up his hat. ‘You must be desperate to get away from Sorrento?’

‘My life here is over. If I sell this place and go away, the Camorra might leave my family alone. I got involved in things I shouldn’t have and made the wrong friends. I’m still paying the price. For whatsoever a man soeth, that shall he also reap. Let’s leave it at that.’   

Leo stood up to leave. ‘Call me in a couple of weeks. I have some personal business to deal with first. Here, take one of these.’ He held out a leaflet.

‘Leprosy?’

The priest had seen that reaction before. The word still held the ability to repulse. He put his hat on and pulled his scarf over his pockmarked features. ‘Yes, Stefano, leprosy. Despite God’s blessing, the world can still be a cruel place. And we both carry the scars.’





Chapter 3




Questura di Roma, Via di San Vitale, Rome

09:00 Wednesday 7 February 2018


Meroni looked across at the psychologist from his supine position. ‘Tell me why you are here?’ Meroni pulled a face and held up open palms. ‘You’ll have to do better than that, Luca.’

Meroni shrugged.

‘Okay, Chief Inspector Gambarella has referred you – apparently, with your approval – and these sessions aim to provide coping mechanisms to help you deal with recent events … Incidents and people that – I am told – are impacting negatively on your mental health and ability to function effectively.’

Dottoressa Chiara Savelli was a professor of psychology and health sciences at Sapienza University, and the resident psychologist at the Questura. She was often called in to help officers and staff suffering from trauma. Savelli was middle-aged, intelligent, and attractive.


Just his type.

Meroni smiled.


Savelli scribbled a note. ‘Tell me about your father and Operazione Uncino.’

Operation Hook had been a joint Italian police and British Intelligence Service investigation led by Meroni’s estranged father; it was an anti-terror operation involving the collaboration of both the Polizia di Stato and Carabinieri, together with the British and the Camorra …  

‘What do you want to know?’

‘It was an open question, Luca. Tell me, in as much detail as you can about Operation Hook.’ Savelli pointed to the wall behind her.

Meroni fixed his gaze on the painting of Garibaldi resplendent in his famous red shirt, holding up the green, white, and red tricolore. A copy of the same picture hung in Gambarella’s office. What would Garibaldi make of Italy now? A country plagued by political infighting and corruption. A nation steeped in culture, a place the entire world wanted to visit but Italians sought to escape. Meroni too needed to get away. To London. Fuck London, the Caribbean – yes, he would go to Antigua, his father’s place of birth. Trace the paternal side of his family, live a simple life, coach football …

‘What are you running from, Luca?’

It was a very good question. 

Savelli offered an encouraging smile. 

Meroni let out a sigh. ‘It all began in Bari. An undercover operation into human trafficking that stretched from Puglia to Campania. It centred around Bari, and they tasked me with infiltrating a human trafficking gang. The gang was collaborating with the Camorra to smuggle illegal immigrants into Italy from the Balkan states. They brought people from East Asia – Vietnam, Thailand, the Philippines – to work in the sweatshops in Naples, producing fake designer clothing and tourist merchandise. The young adults and children were forced into prostitution and the sex industry. I had developed the legend of a male model. We worked for over a year to put me in the spotlight: an English mixed-race model of Jamaican descent, who had come to Italy to further his career. It seemed a natural role for me to adopt with perfect English, and my height, and looks …’ 

Meroni glanced at Savelli, who remained focused on her notes. He turned back to the equally implacable Garibaldi. 

‘Throughout Italy, they placed my image on the front cover of men’s fashion magazines and posters on the Metros. It was a slow process. Eventually, I ended up on a photoshoot in Bari, where the trafficking gang had their base. It was for a wedding magazine with photos being taken along the promenade and around the old town. We were shooting for two days. When we finished, the girl I was coupled with, Anamarija, invited me to a nightclub. She was from Croatia and claimed to know the key players operating in the Bari area. This was the break we needed to infiltrate the gang. The end game. I visited the nightclub with the rest of the crew. I avoid the places most of the time. They bring me nothing but trouble. A one-hundred-and-ninety-five-centimetre tall biracial male, with blue eyes, stands out in any crowd.’ 

Meroni looked at Savelli again. 

This time, she peered over her glasses. ‘You keep referring to “We”, Luca. Who else was with you on the assignment?’

‘Nobody. I was a lone operative. There was a back-up team who I briefed daily, but I was working alone.’

Savelli nodded. A mute sign for Meroni to continue.

He took a deep breath. ‘In the nightclub, one of the gang leaders approached me. He tried to pass himself off as Italian, claimed his name was “Marco”, but I recognised him from the operation briefings. Anamarija, was with him. He offered me ten thousand euros to appear in a sex film with her …’

‘How did you feel about that?’

‘I knew it would likely happen, as we had considered such an eventuality in the risk assessment. I didn’t want to do it, but I had to go with it; especially if it brought us closer to the gang leaders …’

On the day of the video shoot, they picked Meroni up from his hotel. Anamarija was in the car with Marco. They drove to a spacious villa on the outskirts of Bari. It was a professional set-up with a full crew of film technicians, sound engineers, and caterers. Plenty of food and drink. And cocaine. This would be the ultimate test of Meroni’s legend. He was on his own. The back-up team would have followed him, and the tracking device implanted in his left arm would map his movements, but with armed guards at the gate and patrolling the property, his support team wouldn’t be able to get close.

Someone handed him a Negroni. The bitter taste electrified his senses. Anamarija took his hand and introduced him to a male who was sitting with a group at an umbrella-shaded table at the side of the ostentatious, Roman-inspired, mosaic-tiled swimming pool. When the male stood up, Meroni instantly recognised him. It was good that he was wearing sunglasses because at the sight of Altin Gjoka, his eye muscles had twitched involuntarily. Anamarija, made the introductions. Meroni removed his sunglasses and extended a hand.

Gjoka smiled and patted Meroni on his left arm.

Meroni’s heart pumped into overdrive.

Anamarija offered Meroni a little tray containing two lines of white powder. Drugs were an essential element of a model’s diet, suppressing hunger and increasing the metabolism. Refusal was not an option.

The filming took place by the pool.

When the director called “Action”, Anamarija popped a blue pill into Meroni’s mouth with her tongue. In no time, the heady mix of alcohol, cocaine, and Viagra worked its magic. Meroni lost himself in the filming. 

‘At the climax …’ Meroni stole another look at Savelli, but still she peered through her glasses and scribbled furiously. ‘Applause rang out. Altin Gjoka took Anamarija’s hand and disappeared into the villa. The driver indicated for me to follow him. We drove in silence. When we arrived back at the hotel, someone in the back seat handed me a brown envelope. The driver gave a slow wave of his hand and said, “Bye-bye, Blackbird”. It was the first time anybody had called me the “Blackbird” – il Merlo.’

‘How did it make you feel when you were called that?’

Meroni looked across. Savelli had removed her glasses, but she still held her pen in a poised position. He noted the constellation of freckles below her blue eyes. She wasn’t wearing much makeup. She wore an orange woollen dress and clumpy trainers. Understated but chic. 

‘I knew it was a racial slur. When Gjoka didn’t shake my hand, or speak to me, I knew it was because I was biracial. When he and his entourage entered the villa with Anamarija after the shoot, they didn’t even look at me. But I am used to that. You don’t grow up in a small town in southern Italy without being racially abused.’

Savelli put her glasses back on and wrote a note. ‘Hold that thought … Tell me what happened next. Just relax, close your eyes, and take yourself back to Bari.’ 

Meroni shut his eyes. 

‘Deep breaths, Luca …’

‘The day after the shoot, there was a phone call. Anamarija must have given them my number. “Hello Blackbird …” It was the driver. He said he would pick me up in one hour. He was alone in the car when he collected me. I asked where we were going, and he just smiled and rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. We drove back to the villa. This time we went inside. In a large dining room, Anamarija introduced me to two other girls and two guys. One guy I recognised from a shoot in Milan. They were both models, and happy to earn a little extra money. The girls didn’t speak; they seemed vacant. That would be the alcohol and cocaine. I knew they were not models. Anamarija said they were also Croatian. Gjoka and his cronies were all sitting at a long table at one end of the room. While the others drank, I saw the principal subject take his seat next to Gjoka, who had stood when this male had walked up to the table. It was Marju Dida, the gang’s leader. At that point, it felt like mission accomplished. I had infiltrated the gang and put Dida and Gjoka in this villa, where trafficked girls were being used in sex films. Game over. Almost. There was still the video to complete. It was the male model from Milan who handed me the Viagra. They filmed an orgy. Boy-on-girl, girl-on-girl, boy-on-boy …’

Meroni paused.

Savelli’s pen scratching at the paper was the only sound in the room.

‘That evening, I briefed the command team. As far as I was concerned, they had enough to execute the warrant at Dida’s Villa. There was evidence linking the gang to human trafficking and drug importation. My involvement was over. Or so I thought … But the senior investigating officer procrastinated. And that was when they raped me …’

Savelli stopped writing. 

Meroni focussed on Garibaldi.

‘Deep breaths, Luca.’

‘If they had executed the warrant, it wouldn’t have happened. But the delay had given the gang all the opportunity they needed. The driver and two others turned up at my hotel early the next day. I had packed and was all ready to get out of Bari. I was just waiting for the word to leave – it never came. I was driven back to the villa. This time there were no reception drinks, food, or cocaine. They marched me through the villa and out the back to a glass building near a lake. It was a gymnasium. Altin Gjoka and Marju Dida were working out. Anamarija was there. She was naked except for a white fur coat. They set up a smartphone on a tripod next to the massage table. Gjoka walked over to me and patted my left arm again. I remember he said: “You’re good, Blackbird. You have a talent.” Anamarija led me to the massage table. Fear gripped me. I knew something terrible was about to happen.’ 

Meroni laughed.

Savelli stopped writing. She brought her chair over and took Meroni’s hand. ‘Why do you laugh, Luca?’

Meroni closed his eyes. Deep breaths. ‘I stupidly thought the Carabinieri Special Operations Unit would come crashing through the door at any second. They would have seen the tracking device in my arm on the move, back to the villa. Surely, the order to execute the warrant would come. But that stuff only happens in movies. Weak decision making doesn’t fit with the cinematic narrative, but a compromised undercover cop does. They knew I was wired …’

Savelli withdrew her hand, ‘What happened next?’

‘Anamarija told me to take my top off and lie face down on the massage table. When I lay down, I looked up and saw the driver. He grabbed my right arm before I could get it under my body. Somebody pulled my left arm out and twisted it up, applying pressure to my wrist – a classic restraint hold. I was helpless. They dragged me down the table and pulled down my trousers … They forced a vibrator into my rectum and punched my upper arms, and the outside of my thighs. They just kept hitting these muscle groups to debilitate me. It reminded me of police training. These guys are not just criminals. They are an army. I felt the lower half of a body pounding against me. I was being raped by Marju Dida. I didn’t know that until I came back to Rome and saw the video. Now I know why they did this to me, why they didn’t kill me, why the driver dumped me at the side of the road singing Bye Bye, Blackbird … It was only when I saw the video that I knew. I described them as an army. What they did to me was a war crime. Rape as a weapon, used to humiliate and intimidate the enemy. They could have killed me. But it was part of their plan. I don’t know what was worse, being raped by a human trafficking gang, my so-called colleague Crisanti sharing the video with the rest of the team at the Questura, or the fact my father was to blame for everything …’

Savelli’s grip on her pen tightened. ‘That is enough for today, Luca. You have done well. Let’s meet again in three days.’ She handed Meroni a business card. ‘Here is my number. If you need to speak with me, just call. It doesn’t matter what time of day or night. Call me, please. Now, is there anything else you need from me?’

Meroni rose and gazed down at Savelli.


Just his type.

But she would know that. She had her notes, the answers to his psychometric test. His preference for middle-aged lovers was no longer a secret, again thanks to Crisanti – the loose-lipped fascista. Meroni held out his hand. Savelli offered hers. She had long, slim fingers, Meroni could imagine her playing an instrument, the piano, or violin. He looked down at her manicured nails. Despite her unflattering attire, she was a captivating woman. A woman in control. He held a perfect image in his mind. 

Meroni snapped himself back to the present. ‘No, I’m all good. Thank you, dottoressa.’   

‘You have my number.’

Meroni tapped the card against his forehead and made for the door.







Savelli’s heart was beating fast. She was a professional. She needed to banish any inappropriate thoughts from her mind if she was going to help this young man. She had seen his picture on file, recognised him as the face on the posters in the Metro. She had dreamt of that face. But now she was his psychologist. She consciously chose not to wear makeup and dressed down for the occasion. She looked at her reflection in the glass of the Garibaldi print, traced the contours of her face, and pulled the band from her hair. She had no lectures. She had finished for the day. She would walk back to her apartment, pick up a bottle of Valpolicella, some Gaeta olives, complete marking her students’ dissertations, and later this evening she would settle down to an evening of playing Einaudi at her piano. But first, she needed to pull herself together.


Chapter 4




Via Panisperna, Rome

11:00 Thursday 8 February 2018


The priest fell to the pavement. ‘I’m so sorry. Are you okay, Father?’ The priest nodded. It hadn’t been the woman’s fault. He had tripped over himself. It was a deliberate act. ‘Are you injured? Should I call a medic?’

This new woman wasn’t so terrible. If she were, she would have stepped over him. In the past, the so-called Devil’s Daughter would have. No, this woman was not beyond redemption. Unfortunately, it was too late for that.

The priest had waited on the steps of Palazzo Cimarra. He had smiled at the people entering the Department for Public Safety. Not everybody acknowledged him. Some people looked away, others were too focused on themselves to see him, which suited him fine as he hated being stared at. So, the priest buried his face in his scarf and tugged at the brim of the black Fedora hat. The air was chill. The sun, a melancholy yellow, was struggling to breach the grey leaden sky. And he waited.

Eleonora Mozzetti was wearing a long wool coat. A vision in pink. She stopped outside a pasticceria, settled her sunglasses on her head, and entered.

She looked older than her thirty years. The death of her family in the boating incident off the Amalfi coast three months ago had taken its toll on her. That was a sad business. At least for the younger brother, he was innocent in all this. But her mother was a whore, and her father was a mafia banker serving the underworld criminals of Rome and the Camorra; just like that other bastard, Roberto Casaldi. 

Eleonora emerged from the pasticceria and walked with a long stride, cradling the white box. 

The priest moved towards her as she neared the door to her apartment. He quickened his pace … and tripped, bumping into her, and knocking the box of pastries to the ground.

‘Are you okay, Father?’

On all fours, the priest took a second to regain his thoughts; he concealed his face from her, even though she was unlikely to remember him.

‘Are you injured? Should I call a medic?’ she repeated.

The priest came up on his knees. He reached out for his hat and picked up the battered white box. He stood up and dusted himself off with his free hand. ‘Thank you, sister. I’m not injured. But I’m afraid your pastries may have suffered.’

She waved a dismissive hand and took the box. ‘Oh, they’ll be fine.’ Unconvinced, she peeked inside. She shook her head. ‘They’ll taste just as good …’

The priest now looked at her.

Eleonora stared back at him. Her face betrayed her thoughts. 

‘It’s okay. I am not contagious.’ The priest placed his hat back on and pulled up his scarf. He bent back down to the pavement. ‘Oh look, I think these may also have survived.’

Eleonora patted the top of her head. She studied the priest’s cracked fingers, hesitating a moment before she took the Gucci sunglasses from him, and popped them into her handbag. 

The priest noted the designer label. And the colour – magenta. Everything matched: coat, bag, lipstick. Even the gloves. He suspected her nails would also be a shade of pink. ‘Forgive me, sister. I have just got back to Rome, and my purpose is to raise awareness about leprosy in India. It may not look like it, but I was one of the lucky ones. Praise the Lord.’ 

He held out a leaflet.

Eleonora scanned the page. She didn’t take it. ‘Would you like a coffee, Father? I would like to help your cause.’

Money to salve her conscience. It was so easy for women like her. ‘That would be so … very kind of you.’

‘Would you hold these, please?’

The priest took the pastry box.

Eleonora Mozzetti removed a glove and reached inside her bag. When she unlocked the entrance door to the apartment block, the priest was pleasantly surprised to see that her fingernails were painted a deep shade of black.


Chapter 5




Eleonora Mozzetti’s Apartment, Via Panisperna, Rome

11:30 Thursday 8 February 2018


She felt guilty about her reaction to the priest. Following the death of her parents and younger brother, she had tried so hard to be nice. But reinventing oneself as a caring and sharing individual was proving difficult after a lifetime of self-preservation.

That was her father. He trusted no one, not even his best friend Roberto Casaldi. Business, he said, was not for sentimental fools. To beat the competition, you needed to always be on your guard. You didn’t need friends; you just needed to know your enemy.

After she graduated from Luiss Guido Carli University, she lost touch with her friends.

Erica Ventura had joined the police after studying criminology; Eleonora had not seen her in years. The same with Luisa Casaldi who had become a doctor, an oncologist based at Gemelli Polyclinic, something she had always aspired to; Luisa was the quietest of their group and the others had teased her throughout their teenage years. Especially Carla Verde.

Carla was the only one she had remained in contact with. She was a top model and owned a fashion boutique in Via Serpenti. A businesswoman, like her.

Eleonora had determined to contact all her old friends. After all these years, she realised she missed them. Now that she was on her own, she wanted to rekindle the friendship group. Yes, she had her partner, Camilla, but she was a professional women’s footballer with AS Roma, and her job took her away a lot; she played for the Brazil national team too, so often spent time back in South America.

No, Eleonora had no friends in her business world. She had heeded her father’s advice. Now she was a lonely orphan.

Hanging her coat up in the hallway, her thoughts went to Luca Meroni. He too had joined the police when his football career ended after that dreadful incident with Leonardo Veron.

Then she remembered that Leo, as people knew him, had chosen ordination soon after his football career ended. She hadn’t seen Leo in over twelve years. The priest she had knocked over was vaguely familiar.

She wondered …







The priest sat at the marble-topped island in the middle of the kitchen. The modern elements served as a contemporary space in the luxury apartment. After all, she was the sole survivor of a rich dynasty.

Eleonora Mozzetti set the espresso cup in front of him and reached out her hand. ‘May I look, Father?’

The priest offered her the leaflet. 

Her eyes darted down the page. A curt nod. She took her phone out of her bag and held it over the QR code. Her thumbs tapped in tandem. She smiled and showed him the phone screen.

One thousand euros.


The smug bitch.

‘That is very generous of you …’

‘Eleonora.’

‘Thank you, Eleonora. The donation will help leprosy sufferers who are far worse off than me. I was one of the lucky ones.’

‘How long were you in India?’ 

The priest saw her looking at his gnarled hands. He stroked the cool Carrara marble of the worktop, tracing the grey and black veins. ‘Eleven years. I left Italy when I was eighteen.’

‘You were young. The Church – was it always your calling?’ 

‘No, it wasn’t.’

The priest owned the silence. Her expression revealed she did not recognise him. He had changed beyond recognition. Would he have recognised Eleonora Mozzetti if he hadn’t been trawling her social media accounts? Unlikely. Throughout the years, he would often find his thoughts returning to the day when all his dreams were shattered. He had meant nothing to her. Or the others. They were beautiful. Privileged. They got whatever they wanted. He lost his dream.
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