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This is a work of fiction, not a study in history. I make no claim to reconstructing the truth, but simply imagining the possible.


As a result, the references to real persons, living or dead, and to actual events, as well as the description of several locations, particularly in Tripoli, have been modelled to serve the needs of that fiction. All other characters and situations connected with these references are entirely the product of literary invention.












For Wilma and Ulderico

and the free people of Libya
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Prologue
Saturday, 1 February 1958



The fly-screen door between the villa’s living room and the veranda overlooking the large garden stands wide open. Although the air is warm, there are no mosquitoes in Tripoli in February.


From outside, the croaking of frogs breaks the silence of the African night.


All of us are in the living room for the finale of the Sanremo Song Festival. All three families: the Libyan, the American and the Italian.


The Al Bakri family has six members: the father, Mohammed; his four sons Farid, Salim, Ahmed and Karim; and their little sister, Nadia. Mohammed’s two wives are, as usual, kept to the wooden shack they all live in.


The Hunt family consists of William; his wife, Marlene; and young Laura.


Then there are the five of us, the Bruseghin-Balistreri family: my grandfather, Giuseppe; my father, Salvatore; my mother, Italia; my brother, Alberto; and myself, Michele.


On the Marelli television set’s black and white screen, Domenico Modugno’s singing the festival’s winning song, ‘Volare (nel blu dipintodel blu)’. I’m sitting on the three-seat sofa between the two most important women in my life. The one who gave birth to me and the one with whom I’ll live. Life is very good, with everything before me. Along with the song, I’m flying up in the blue, singing:


‘Volare, oh, oh! Cantare, oh, oh, oh, oh!’










PART I









I’m on my feet, my tunic sticking to me because I’m sweating with fear. The soles of my naked feet are on a wooden surface, a table placed next to a cement wall. A metre below I can see the earth and mud floor. A beetle’s climbing towards the table. My feet are free, my right arm as well, but my left wrist’s held by one bracelet of a pair of handcuffs; the other bracelet is locked round a metal tube that runs vertically up the wall. The beetle’s climbing up the tube again. There’s a rope round my neck; I can feel the huge knot pressing against my throat. It’s tight round me, but not enough to stop me breathing. If I remain upright, that is. But if I try to kneel or sit down, the noose will strangle me.










Friday, 25 May 1962



Two cowboys are facing each other on the dusty square beneath the hot eye of the sun in a sky of blue. Hands are ready to draw pistols from their holsters. Among the crowd watching this gunfight is a girl who first loved the cowboy played by Kirk Douglas, then the one played by Rock Hudson, and now who she loves is anybody’s guess.


In the darkness of the Alhambra Cinema only the projector’s hum can be heard. I look at my grandfather Giuseppe’s impassive face as Rock Hudson and Kirk Douglas exchange a last glance or two.


‘Who’s going to win, Grandad? The one who’s quickest on the draw?’


My grandfather’s Giuseppe Bruseghin, born in 1899: a peasant from the Veneto and loyal to the ruling House of Savoy. After the rout at Caporetto, then the Austrian collapse during the First World War, he was one of the few not to jettison arms and uniform and hide himself away on some farm. He doesn’t like guns or gunfights and only puts up with Westerns because of me, the grandson he dotes on.


‘Michelino, in real life it’s not always the first to shoot who wins.’


He tries to clip me playfully round the head, but I dodge his hand. I don’t like his answer.


Kirk’s quicker on the draw; Rock fires straight after. A long, silent pause. Rock and Kirk exchange glances one last time. Then Kirk looks at the girl and keels over. She runs over to him as he lies on the ground, not to Rock Hudson, the winner.


‘But Grandad, doesn’t the girl always fall in love with the winner?’


My words are silenced by protests from the neighbouring seats.


Every so often Grandad pretends not to hear. But I’m well aware of this: he does it when he doesn’t want to answer. In 1940, his son, Toni, had joined the GIL, the Gioventù italiana del littorio, as the Italian Fascist Youth Movement was known, and had gone off to fight in the wretched war. He was killed on the last day of fighting, still wearing his Fascist uniform, while everyone else was getting out. So when King Victor Emmanuel III; his son, Umberto; the politicians; and the Fascists took to their heels, escaping northwards and leaving the Italian troops at the mercy of the partisans on one side and Germans on the other, Toni went out to meet the enemy.


My grandmother died of typhus and a broken heart straight after Toni’s death. My grandfather had to bring up his daughter, Italia, on his own: an adolescent girl who read Nietzsche and made an idol of both Mussolini and her brother, Toni.


It’s when I sound too much like Toni that Grandad doesn’t answer me.


In the end we learn that Kirk’s character went into the gunfight with his pistol unloaded on purpose. I read the credits, bewildered. If Kirk knew he’d loaded his gun with blanks, there must have been something in his look before shooting that I’d missed. The Alhambra’s sliding roof opens up on Tripoli’s clear blue sky, letting in the smells of eucalyptus and horse droppings, the sounds of carriages and carts and the muezzin’s cry calling for afternoon prayers.


It’s two in the afternoon, and the first show’s over.


The usherette comes round with drinks and ice cream. Grandad buys me another packet of nuts and gets up to leave.


‘Please, Grandad, can we see it again?’


He’s used to these requests, as this isn’t the first time. He knows I’m bored at home. Friday’s the Moslem holy day and my best friends, Ahmed and Karim, are with their father at the mosque. I wouldn’t be studying anyway, given there was no school on Saturday or Sunday.


‘All right, Michelino, but only once more, not twice, like the other day!’


* * *

We live in Sidi El Masri, just outside Tripoli, ten kilometres from Piazza Castello at the city centre. The Sidi El Masri road’s a long boulevard flanked by eucalyptus, with no houses until the twin villas owned by our family.


The two villas built by my grandfather stand on one side of the boulevard, surrounded by a wall two metres high and accessed through a large wrought-iron gate leading on to the metalled road. The gate is ornamented with the linked initials of my father and mother’s names, Salvatore and Italia, creating a symbol that looks strangely like the American dollar sign. My mother hates it, but my father likes it. It was his idea, and it’s a reminder that a real family is always united.


Behind the villas there’s a wicket gate in the surrounding wall that leads out into the countryside and to Grandad’s olive grove. Just outside the gate there’s a small pond with frogs and then a dirt path that runs for two kilometres through the bare fields to the Al Bakris’ wooden shack, where Ahmed and Karim live, right next to a horrendous cesspit.


After their shack the dirt road runs on for a kilometre along the Bruseghin olive grove. A car can barely get down it. Herdsmen use it for their goats and have their huts beside it. It curves round and joins the boulevard after our two villas, just before the Esso petrol station on the way back into Tripoli.


Although the two villas are a couple of kilometres from the olive grove and the herdsmen, the smell’s just the same – especially from the cesspit that serves as a latrine ditch for all Tripoli’s wooden shanties, and as fertilizer for the olives.


I love the smell of earth, eucalyptus and olives and am very proud of Grandad’s olive grove. He got married at the end of the First World War and studied for his building surveyor’s certificate. He arrived in Libya in 1932, six years before the mass colonization of the country that Mussolini called the Fourth Shore, bringing his wife and two children, the twelve-year-old Toni and Italia, who was only two. Thanks to his qualification, he was able to help with the construction of the new agricultural villages founded by Libya’s Italian governor, Italo Balbo: Castel Benito, D’Annunzio, Mameli, Bianchi, Garibaldi, Crispi and Breviglieri. In exchange, the INFPS – the National Fascist Institute for Social Security – together with the King’s legal representative, awarded him an estate a few kilometres outside Tripoli, plus a thousand olive trees ready for planting.


But the land was covered in sand. Grandad employed six Libyans to work with him; they cleared the sand away and erected barriers to keep the dunes at bay, thus putting a brake on the infamous ghibli, the hot wind that blows in from the desert.


Then they dug the well down to the water table and created irrigation channels, and Grandad was eventually able to plant the olives. He knew it would take years for them to produce anything, so in the meantime he kept his job as building surveyor, helping to construct housing for the colonists. Thanks to those years of sacrifice, today Grandad owns Libya’s largest olive grove.


My father, on the other hand, can’t stand the smell of olives. It reminds him of his childhood in Palermo, two parents and five sons in a single room, the lavatory shared with three other families.


For him, it was the smell of poverty.


* * *


We see the entire film again. As Kirk Douglas goes to the gunfight with an unloaded pistol, I study his face very closely.


Now I get it.


Grandad takes me back to the villas in the Fiat 600 and at six I have a snack of buttered bread and jam, nuts and dates. I then get astride the veranda railing, about a metre and a half from the ground. The mabrouka, the Arab housekeeper, has been told not to let me, but she’s supervising the cook, who’s preparing the evening’s couscous. The gardener pretends not to notice, and my father’s away at the office in Piazza Italia, next to the castle in the city centre. Jet, the boxer dog, looks at me with big soft eyes in his flat muzzle. He looks at me like that so as to seem less ugly: that way maybe he can scrounge a date. I always give him one, even though my brother, Alberto, says they’re bad for him.


This railing’s my horse and I’m Kirk Douglas. I’ve my guns, hat and boots with spurs that I got for Christmas. I know it was Papa and Mamma who gave them to me, not Father Christmas. Grandad likes to think I still believe and that it was Father Christmas, not him, who gave me a Zorro outfit.


I’m galloping along furiously, perhaps too fast. Papa doesn’t like to see the marks of the spurs in the railing’s white paint. For him, they’re the mark of my idiotic dreams. He’s telling me more than ever to think of reality and my homework, like my elder brother does.


Fortunately, as usual, Papa’s in town working. He’s with a disagreeable young man called Emilio Busi, who’s just come over from Italy and dined with us a few days ago.


It’s very hot. My neck’s dripping with sweat, an ant’s running along my arm and the sparrows are making a heck of a racket. I squash the ant. The sparrows’ll pay for it later with my Diana 50 air rifle.


Having come back from prayers in the mosque, Ahmed’s waiting for me for our gunfight. He’s in the middle of the stretch of dust and sand, dressed up as a cowboy with the costume they gave me years ago that I don’t wear any more.


As always in our gunfights, Ahmed’s prepared to die. He takes the role seriously, as he does everything in life. He’s tall, dark, with slightly wavy black hair and a sullen but intense look, just like his younger brother, Karim, and his little sister, Nadia. They all take after their beautiful mother, Jamila, Mohammed’s second wife. Handsome Arab kids.


Ahmed’s a little pezzente, which is what the native Libyans call Italians like me, ‘a little grabber’. I’m the son of one of Tripoli’s richest and most influential families and yet I’ve chosen him as my closest friend. ‘Friend’ isn’t a word we use, and neither of us likes speaking of friendship, like a pair of girls. But it’s obvious I prefer to spend every afternoon playing out with him rather than being taken to the exclusive clubs along the coast to play with the Italian, English and American boys there.


The plan for our games is always the same: he loses and I win. It’s a pact that’s taken for granted and, usually, there’s no exception. But today there’s a change.


Laura’s standing in the shade of the eucalyptus tree, chatting with Karim, who’s her age. He doesn’t want to be in the film. He’s very religious and says that Westerns are for unbelievers. Laura’s always telling Karim how handsome he is.


Laura offers to act in the film, just to please me, but she never shows any great enthusiasm. She’s nearly two years younger than Ahmed and me, and it’s obvious she likes me, but she never does what I say.


I should put Nadia in, in her place, just to spite her. Nadia’s always hanging around wanting to play with us and would love to act in our film. But I know Laura couldn’t care less if I cast Nadia in her place or not. And then Arab women don’t act in films, even pretend ones. Ahmed and Karim wouldn’t take it kindly.


‘Stop chattering, Laura. You have to watch the gunfight.’


Karim’s protective. ‘My fault, sorry.’


He’s always taking her side.


I get off the horse-railing and go up to Ahmed. Jet’s with him, licking his hand. In the afternoon, when he wants to go and run like crazy through the fields, it’s the two of us who take him. But Ahmed’s the one who runs around after him.


‘I’m keeping an eye on him. Too many females with rabies out there,’ he says.


I walk up to him, hands in my gun belt.


‘You win today,’ I whisper in his ear, and enjoy his look of amazement.


Ahmed shakes his head and stares at me. He doesn’t like surprises; he prefers everything to go along as planned.


‘Mikey, I’d rather lose, like I always do.’


‘Don’t worry, Ahmed, you can lose. But this time I’m going to die, you stay on your feet. Now, take ten steps back.’


With our backs to each other, we start to measure the paces, while Karim counts them out. That’s the part I have him play. Then we turn round and look each other in the eye.


Laura isn’t paying attention – her mind’s on a butterfly. Or occupied with her own thoughts, which are always a little strange. She once said that she didn’t like either the sun or the dark, and that she wanted time to pass quickly but still. Ahmed thinks she’s mad, but Karim says she’s a genius.


Then we each fire a shot. A few seconds of suspense. Kirk Douglas falls to his knees. Now I’m on the ground, a hand on my chest, my eyes half closed. I see Ahmed’s Rock Hudson standing still, dumbfounded, almost scared by this unexpected outcome.


Finally, Laura and Karim pay attention. Surprised. This is the first time I’ve been beaten in a gunfight. Ahmed’s looking pale and says nothing. They all come up to me as I play the part of Kirk Douglas’s dead body. Now Laura should go to Ahmed’s Rock Hudson, my rival, the winner. But she doesn’t. She stands there, looking down at my corpse, deep in thought.


And at this point Jet comes up and licks my cheek, probably attracted by some jam left on it. I hear Karim sniggering, and I open my eyes, furious.


‘I’m sorry,’ says Karim, ‘but we don’t get it – you’re always the one who wins.’


I explain the new twist to the plot. As Kirk Douglas, I unload the gun before the gunfight so as not to kill my very best friend, Rock Hudson.


Laura smiles at me, nodding in approval.


‘Bravo, Mikey. The winner always turns out to be hateful.’


Ahmed’s still confused.


‘I want to be the one who dies.’


Laura darts a look at him.


‘You wouldn’t let yourself be killed because your gun wasn’t loaded. Not even by Mikey.’


Ahmed looks askance at her. He seems upset. There’s no love lost between them. He’s afraid that one day I’ll show more regard for her than for him.


Karim steps in. ‘I wouldn’t let myself be killed for either one of you. But I would for Laura.’


He’s the spitting image of Ahmed. They look so alike, but their characters are opposite. Karim’s the idealist, Ahmed the realist.


Ahmed strokes the dog. He looks at me.


‘Should we take Jet for a run, Mikey?’









I’m trapped in here. There’s nothing I can do, absolutely nothing. Except resist, not let myself bend at the knees and have the noose strangle me. I’m in his hands, and the life of others means nothing to him.


The noose is at the end of a rope. I can touch the rope with my free hand, the right one, and follow it up with my fingers. I touch my head. It’s bare, completely shaven. My hair, my beautiful black hair, has all gone. I follow the rope with my eyes in the semi-darkness. It goes up to the ceiling, passes over another metal tube, a large one that would easily take my weight. The rope goes over the tube and drops back down again. The single small window lets in only a little light. I can’t see where it leads. But I can manage to see the beetle that’s reached the ceiling above me.










Saturday, 26 May 1962



Every Saturday evening, people are invited round and the space in front of the two villas fills up with all the important people among the Italians, Americans and Libyans: owners of estates, entrepreneurs, directors of the AGIP oil company or the Banco di Roma, diplomats, American officers from the Wheelus Field Air Base, dignitaries and ministers of Libya’s King Idriss.


On these evenings, we take turns with Arab, Italian and American cuisine. Tonight’s an American night: a barbecue of hamburgers and sausages prepared by William Hunt, followed by Coca-Cola and popcorn bought by his wife, Marlene. Laura’s mother doesn’t like to cook.


With a bag full of popcorn, and bottles of Coca-Cola, Laura and I sneak off behind the villas, where her father William’s built a car port to keep the sun off the cars. We sit down underneath it to chat. It’s only childish gossip. She’s ten, I’m twelve.


‘Your mother doesn’t cook either, does she, Mikey?’


‘Never. My grandad says she should never have married.’


‘But then…’


‘When she was eighteen, she met Papa. He was already qualified as an engineer.’


‘And as handsome as Clark Gable.’


I look at her, amazed. Sometimes this little kid is crazy, just like Ahmed says.


‘What?’


She laughs.


‘Marlene says it, but she’s just joking. Your papa’s Sicilian, isn’t he?’


‘Yes. He’s the fifth son of a cobbler and a chambermaid, with four older brothers. He grew up in Palermo’s poorest district and was the only one of the brothers to go to university.’


‘How come he went, and not the other brothers?’


‘He was born in 1925, so was too young to fight in the war. But his four brothers did, and so stopped their education. Then they helped the American forces to land in Sicily.’


I pull a face, and she sees it.


‘Don’t you like us Americans?’


‘I don’t like Italians. They always betray you.’


She looks at me a little confused, then changes the subject.


‘How did your father get the money for his education?’


‘He worked as an assistant to a barber and studied English at night.’


‘Then he met your mother?’


‘He finished university in 1948 and came to Tripoli for a Sicilian firm. He met my mother and they married straightaway. A year later, Alberto was born, and the year after that, I was born.’


‘Your mother’s very rich, isn’t she?’


She has this way of coming out with things. Just as they are. Anyone else would find a different way to say it.


‘My grandad has the money. The villas and the olive grove are his. Mamma seems unfriendly, but she’s only very shy. She doesn’t speak much, but she reads plenty of books. History, philosophy, that sort of thing.’


‘And she’s a Fascist, isn’t she?’


Again, she has that way of coming out with it. Papa would be against her being my girlfriend.


I look at her.


‘Did your mother tell you that as well?’


‘No, my dad said it. He says it’s a shame, because your mother’s like a queen.’


‘A queen?’


‘Yes, Dad says that if your mother had been born in the sixteenth century she would have been a queen.’


I don’t want to talk about my parents any more.


‘Tell me about your mother and father. How did they meet?’


‘Oh, it’s a wonderful story, Mikey. The opposite of your parents’. The poor but beautiful one was my mom. Dad comes from a very wealthy family of Texas oilmen.’


‘Isn’t he a war hero? My mother told me he was.’


Laura doesn’t seem proud of it. Not like I’d have been.


‘They gave him a medal when he was with the Marines in Korea. Now he’s like an ambassador, but he’s not really. Although he works at the Wheelus Air Base, he’s always travelling about on missions, as he calls them. And then he leaves me and Marlene on our own.’


‘Your mamma’s very beautiful.’


I say this with genuine enthusiasm, and she smiles.


‘Mom’s twenty-seven, fifteen less than my dad. She was born in California and she was such a beautiful baby that her parents called her Marlene because they hoped she’d become famous, like Marlene Dietrich.’


‘My father says she’s more like that American actress he likes so much, Ava Gardner. And how did they meet?’


‘Marlene wasn’t even sixteen when she left home to take acting lessons in Hollywood. She worked in a diner to support herself.’


‘A little like Papa!’


‘Yes. She served my dad a steak in 1951. He was there in Hollywood for a weekend, but was actually living in Virginia on a course at Langley Air Base.’


‘And then you were born?’


‘Kids don’t get born straightaway, you know, after just a kiss. Dad finished his course at Langley and married her. And I was born at the end of April in 1952.’


‘You really take after your mother. But your complexion and eyes come from your father.’


‘My parents say that I take after him as well in my character.’


‘So you could kill an enemy?’


She looks at me a little sullenly.


‘I hope my dad has never killed anyone. Or if he did, it was only to defend other people.’


‘Were you in America before coming here?’


‘No, we’ve been in London, Paris and Rome. Dad was always travelling about, and Mom went to the film festivals. After three years in Rome, here we are.’


‘Is your mother happy about being in Libya?’


‘Not at all – she says it’s a sandpit. But Dad’s given her a special present to help change her mind. It’s a new sports car, and it’s coming tomorrow. It’s a Ferrari.’









Hours must have passed. Outside is the silence of the night; in the room, strange noises that I can’t understand. I’m terrified. I think about the beetles and feel ill. My stomach and bladder want to burst. I can’t hold out any longer – I have to go where I stand. When he comes back, he’ll just laugh at me. Now I can hear some familiar sounds outside. A rooster crowing, a goat bleating. Dawn’s pale light enters through the tiny window. I’ve been here on my feet, locked up, for twelve hours at least. I can’t move. No food, no water, no sleep. My thighs are rigid. On the floor, my excrement, surrounded by beetles. The glimmer of dawn makes the outlines a little clearer. On the floor, at the foot of the table, the bastard has left a bottle of water. Temptation. Bend down, sweetheart, if you’re thirsty. And hang yourself.










Sunday, 27 May 1962



A flame-red Ferrari 250 GT Spider California is a coupé convertible. I see it next morning outside the Hunts’ villa.


On Sundays, Alberto and I are regular guests there for an American breakfast: pancakes, cornflakes, toast, eggs and bacon. That’s how I see the red Ferrari.


My parents never have breakfast with us boys on a Sunday. Papa goes to Mass at seven and then on to the Hotel Waddan to read his paper, Il Giornale di Tripoli. Later he drops in on Don Eugenio at his parish church, St Anselm’s, where all the Italians who count for anything in the city meet up. Mamma always keeps to herself. I think she’s no time for Mrs Hunt. I’ve no idea why.


Alberto only takes little bites of what’s on offer. Instead, he asks Mr Hunt how they build the skyscrapers in the United States, that vast country so far away. He also asks him about the new young President, John Fitzgerald Kennedy. William Hunt isn’t very keen on him.


I listen in and grab whatever I like most without bothering too much to ask. Cornflakes, French toast, pancakes and syrup. Laura’s mother likes me and calls me Michelino-the-Hoover, because I swallow everything in sight.


After a grapefruit juice and a slice of flatbread toast, Marlene Hunt’s already been out jogging, which she never misses. She always takes her run along the path that starts behind the villas: two kilometres through the arid countryside as far as Ahmed’s wooden shack and the cesspit. She does it twice, there and back again. Eight kilometres every day, and in less than an hour.


‘When I start taking longer than an hour, then I’ll know I’m getting old,’ she says.


She comes back, glowing and panting, covered in the sweat that makes her running vest stick to her and puts a shine to those long legs below her shorts. My father’s right: she looks like Ava Gardner, but even more beautiful.


Marlene aims a clip at the back of Alberto’s head, offers a kiss to Laura and a smile to me. Nothing to her husband. Then she goes off to take a shower. When she comes back, she’s wearing a pink T-shirt with not much underneath and a pair of cut-off jeans.


‘Hey, kids, would you like to go the seaside in the Ferrari?’ she asks.


I rush off home to get my trunks and sandals.


‘We’re going to the beach. Let my grandad know,’ I tell the mabrouka.


We jump into the Ferrari. Marlene and Laura sit up front, Albert and myself behind. We fly down the Sidi El Masri road towards Tripoli, overtaking a few old Fiats, Hillmans and Morrises. The wind slaps into our faces; we don’t even see the eucalyptus trees whizzing by at the side of the road.


‘Too fast for you?’ Marlene yells out.


No, I want her to go even faster.


* * *

It takes us only a couple of minutes to get from Sidi El Masri to the Tripoli outskirts. Marlene stops for petrol at the Esso station.


The guy at the pump is Vito Gerace. He is a Sicilian of about fifty from the same poor district in Palermo as my father, and is one of my father’s minions. He’s a rough sort, with a great bush of hair and heavy eyebrows that meet over the bridge of his nose. People say that he gets drunk in the brothel every Saturday night.


The Gerace family came to Libya from Palermo along with my father, Ingegnere Salvatore Balistreri. Vito’s wife is Santuzza, ten years his junior, and a distant cousin of my father. She’s a good-looking woman, humble and cheerful, and works as a seamstress for the wealthy Italians and Americans.


Vito has a son, Nico, who’s my age, and we share a desk in the same class at school. His regular features come from his mother, but his curly hair, bushy eyebrows and hairy arms and calves come from his father. Along with the hair, a noticeable speech impediment has given him an inferiority complex and no self-confidence.


Vito Gerace raises his black eyebrows and stares first at the Ferrari 250 GT Spider and then at Marlene Hunt, his eyes coming out on stalks. He takes an awfully long time to clean the windscreen so he can ogle her suntanned legs.


Nico looks her over admiringly, too. He knows she’s acted in Hollywood and he has a fixation on all actresses of cinema and television. He’s got pictures of all the stars stuck on the underside of his desk: Rita Hayworth, Ava Gardner, Marilyn Monroe, Brigitte Bardot, Sophia Loren. All of them together, available for him in his imagination.


As we come into Tripoli through the Garden City district, Marlene’s forced to slow down. We drive past the Royal Palace, with its copper domes, and come to the cathedral square, with its ugly box of a post office built by the Fascist regime. There aren’t many cars, but the place is full of carriages, carts drawn by camels, bicycles and pedestrians in the middle of the road.


We take Corso Vittorio Emanuele, otherwise known as Shara Istiklal. Shops run by Italians are closed on Sundays, while those belonging to Jews and Arabs are open, including our favourite ice-cream parlour, Girus.


Marlene parks the Ferrari between a donkey and a Fiat 600, and out we get. Everyone’s looking at us, and I mean everyone. Not at us boys, but the Ferrari and Marlene Hunt, who looks as beautiful as a goddess.


After an ice cream we go down Corso Vittorio to Piazza Italia with its Fascist-era arcades. We turn round by the fountain and take Corso Sicilia, the Italian name which even Libyans prefer to Shara Omar Al Mukhtar. Coming out of the centre, we set off again at speed towards the beach. We pass on the popular ones, the Lido and Bagni Sulfurei, with its smell of Wadi Megenin, and head towards the more exclusive beaches attached to private clubs with English names like ‘The Beach’ and ‘The Underwater Club’.


Another ten minutes and we’re at the Underwater Club. We’re already in our trunks and get into the seawater pool. William Hunt arrives later in his Land Rover, but stays resolutely in his clothes, smoking a cigar in the shade of the terrace.


Tall and blond, with steel-blue eyes, he’s a Texan who appreciates Libya’s desert more than its sea. Also its petroleum, which we hear so much about. Meanwhile, Marlene does her usual fifty lengths of the pool, then gets out, spreads out a towel and lies down in the sun.


She really is a goddess; you only have to look at her. Although only twelve years old, I can see that myself, with her eyes that go right inside you, her shiny raven hair running in waves halfway down her back, her slender, tapering legs, her bikini top undone at the back for the perfect tan and the bottoms pulled down just within the limits of decency.


Laura tells me her parents are complete opposites. Marlene’s easily bored. She’d like to go to the swish parties held at the embassies, grand hotels and out on terraces overlooking the sea, but William says they’re nothing but places for airing other people’s dirty linen in public.


I can see all men’s eyes continually turning to look at Marlene. I should think William Hunt knows; he must do. Laura, as well. But I don’t know if they’re happy about it.


* * *

Our morning at the beach over, we go back to the villas. Ahmed and Karim come over after lunch. They go to the Libyan school on Shara Ben Ashur and have lessons on Sunday morning.


We play football on the spare ground in front of the two villas. Two against two, Ahmed and me against Alberto and Karim. We kick the ball about among the beetles and lizards, and there’d be no problem, except that Laura’s the referee and she stops play with an old whistle just whenever she feels like it. She knows nothing at all about the game. So we take our cues from the Italian radio Sunday-soccer broadcast. When the Juventus game’s over, then so’s ours.


Laura knows there’s only a minute to go. Karim trips over the ball and she blows the whistle for a penalty. Ahmed looks furious.


‘Laura, you’re crazy!’


Jet’s slumped in a corner by his kennel, panting with the heat and drooling a great deal. Ahmed and I’ve spent a whole hour with the tweezers this afternoon, pulling out the damned ticks that nest in his ears.


‘Shall we go for a run, Jet?’


His two large eyes simply stare back at us. Normally, he’s up and running as soon as we say the words. But this time there’s no reaction. He lies there, gasping for breath and drooling.


‘He’s too hot,’ says Karim.


Ahmed shakes his head, unconvinced. ‘Jet would go for a run even in the ghibli.’


He’s my dog, but Ahmed considers him under his protection. Woe betide anyone who touches him.


‘Perhaps we can take him after sunset, Ahmed.’


We exit by the back gate. The pond’s almost dry, the frogs making a melancholy croaking noise. We run along the path behind the villas up to the wooden shack where Ahmed and Karim live with their extended family.


From there we pass through the Bruseghin olive grove and by the huts of the men who herd their goats there. We never pick olives up from the ground; it’s hard to tell them from the goat droppings.


Sunset’s the right time for our big-game hunting. I shoot the doves in the eucalyptus trees with my Diana 50 air rifle, while Ahmed concentrates on the scorpions with his throwing knife. Out of fairness, it’s never from a distance of less than two metres away.


Karim never takes part. He reads the Koran, Arabic poetry and the history of Libyan heroes such as Omar Al Mukhtar, who was hanged by the Italian colonial powers. Karim never kills anything, but he collects the bloody booty for us.


When we come back for Jet, Grandad’s standing by the kennel. Next to him is the young local vet, wearing a rubber glove as he caresses the dog’s head. Jet looks at us with his sad eyes, his nose on the ground. Grandad shakes his head. The vet turns towards him.


‘I’m sorry. Jet has rabies.’


* * *

Grandad, my parents, Alberto and the vet go inside, into the living room.


Ahmed, Karim and myself stay outside, next to the dog. Ahmed talks to him in Arabic.


After a while the Hunts come over from the villa next door, my parents perhaps having called them. William and Marlene go straight into the house; Laura comes over to join us.


‘He’s got a bite mark on his side,’ she says, pointing to a dark-brown patch of skin.


‘It’ll be one of those mongrel bitches out there,’ Ahmed replies, pointing to the outside wall at the back. In fact, they’ve been gathering there every evening at sunset for a couple of weeks now, yelping and whining. You can hear them right now.


‘They’re in heat,’ Laura had told me a few days earlier. Seeing I’d no idea what she was on about, she had explained the fact in that direct and easy-going way she had, as if the matter-of-fact meaning of words was enough to carry their own weight.


Then out comes the vet, followed by my grandfather. They have such a sad look that the vet’s words are almost unnecessary.


‘It’ll take Jet two or three days to die from rabies. We’re going to put him down, so he won’t suffer.’


Ahmed gets up and leaves without a word.


‘Unfortunately,’ the vet’s saying, ‘Jet’s saliva’s infectious. If he’s licked you, it only takes a slight cut …’


‘We all have to be vaccinated,’ says Grandad, cutting him short.


Forty injections. But they’re nothing compared with the pain of getting the infection. I still have the Diana 50 in my hand. I leave Laura and Karim stroking Jet and run behind the villas to the small back gate.


As I dash out, I hear the whining turn to snarls. Ahmed’s standing next to three of the dogs with a large locust in his hand. The dogs love them. He hurls it against the outside wall. The largest and bravest of the dogs ventures near. She sniffs at it suspiciously, then bends down towards the dead locust.


Ahmed’s ready with his Swiss knife in his hand, open at the longest blade. He leaps astride the dog and plants the blade deep in her neck. The dog lets out a tremendous howl and tries to shake him off, but Ahmed traps her between his legs and, because he’s left-handed, puts his right arm round to pull the blade out.


He must have struck an artery, because the blood gushes out. The dog bucks and pushes Ahmed off, then tries to bite him.


But Ahmed’s pretty quick. He sticks the knife in the animal’s right eye and cuts it out with a circular twist. At this point, the other two dogs make a move to attack him. I aim the rifle at the nose of the more aggressive one, where I know it really hurts.


And from fifty metres the pellet of a Diana 50 hurts like the devil. The dog howls and runs away. I quickly reload, but there’s no need. The second dog’s already running off.


The first dog’s now howling desperately. She’s bleeding heavily from the stab wound and her eye socket and makes no reaction when Ahmed gets astride her again and inserts the blade in her throat.


I watch him as he tugs with great strength until the throat’s slit and the animal falls to the ground.


Ahmed extracts the knife, cleans it on some blades of grass, clasps it shut and puts it in the pocket of his shorts.


‘Thanks, Mikey,’ he says.


Then he turns away and makes off down the path to his wooden shack.









More hours pass. Every so often, that bastard shows his face, a scornful grin on it. In the sky, the sun must be rising. Or perhaps setting. I’ve no idea any more. Now there’s a yellowish dust hanging in the air. The light from the tiny, dirty window streams through it. It reminds me of everything I want to have, which is my life. I can now feel the length of rope that rises from my neck, crosses over the large tube set into the ceiling, then drops down again. I follow it until it comes to another very small shaven head and ends in a noose tight round another neck.


This neck belongs to a baby girl nearly ten months old. She weighs about nine kilos. I weigh sixty, and she weighs nine. If I try to bend down or sit on the table, the rope will stretch, the nooses tighten and we’ll both be strangled. The little mite’s sound asleep; perhaps he put a sleeping pill in her bottle. The sounds I heard last night were those of my daughter.










Monday, 28 May 1962



We buried Jet yesterday evening, and it’s school today. Happily, we’re nearly at the end of the dreadful school year. Fortunately, the school building’s large and cool, with long corridors and high ceilings that help against the ghibli’s choking heat.


Next to school there’s the concrete football pitch, and the eucalyptus trees down one side to mark the touchline, so whoever’s playing on that side finds themselves dribbling past the trees as well as the opposing side.


At one end of it stands the pitch where the old guys play bocce; at the other, the bar with table football and bar billiards, which the adults play with a cue, while the kids launch the ball from their hands.


My brother, Alberto, is the school’s star pupil, but he’s leaving secondary school now. He comes top in all subjects, but always runs the risk of being caught up with because he passes on his answers to the others in class and then gives private lessons for free to help the biggest of the dunces.


I’m pretty weak in all subjects. I just don’t like studying. Or my classmates. I prefer Ahmed. We take courses in the martial arts together and are both pretty good at them.


The only friend I have in school is my classmate Nico Gerace, the kid who drools over film stars and singers. He’s the son of the petrol-pump attendant and the seamstress, the only poor Italians in Tripoli. If my father didn’t help them, they’d starve to death.


Our religious instruction is taken by Don Eugenio, the parish priest at St Anselm’s, which is close to the school.


Don Eugenio’s a young man under thirty, with a smooth, chubby face like a child. His light-blue eyes look kindly in his well-cared-for face; his wide, good-natured smile is framed by a head of blond hair. His manners are humble and he only ever wears a cassock and sandals.


Although he graduated in theology, Don Eugenio’s excellent at maths and gives private lessons to various kids, myself and Nico included. Only the richer parents have to pay, so Nico’s lessons are free.


Papa says Don Eugenio’s the most intelligent priest he knows and the most generous to the poor. He says he’s also excellent at managing the money he collects for charity, investing it for a good dividend. That’s the way he’s able to help the poor in Sudan, Niger and Chad.


But there’s another thing about him that’s important. Along the Corso Vittorio arcades and in the Italian Club, the talk is that Don Eugenio could be the grandson of Alcide De Gasperi, the man who headed the Christian Democrats and the government after the war. Nobody knows if this is true or not, but they say Don Eugenio goes off to Rome every month as private confessor to the President, one of the most important men in Italian politics.


Perhaps this is why all the Italians who count in Tripoli – from the landowners to managing directors of the big firms – go to him for confession. All except my grandfather. Then they gather at St Anselm’s on Sunday afternoons, drinking coffee, playing cards and discussing business.


I’m happy to share my desk in class with Nico, but the rest of the class treats him like a pariah. In fact, I’m the only one who ever speaks to him, the only one not to rib him and the one who protects him from the others’ sneaky tricks. They make fun of him for the thick black eyebrows that meet over his nose, the curly hair he vainly tries to straighten, his hairy arms and calves and his ridiculous lisp. On top of everything, he always stinks of petrol, the smell his father brings home every day.


I’ve no idea why I look out for him, really. Perhaps only to do the opposite of what the majority does. I really hate that word, ‘majority’. It makes me feel less free, obliged to say: Yes, things are fine the way they are.


Today, Don Eugenio decides to have everyone read a passage out loud from the textbook. One sentence each, around the desks in order. And every single one of the pupils makes a silent calculation about which sentence Nico’ll have to read, hoping that it’ll be a complicated one full of ‘s’ sounds. Today’s subject’s the Crusades, and Nico’s sentence is: ‘The word “assassin” comes from the word “hashshashin”, which was used in the Christian West for the followers of Imam Hasan Al Sabbah and comes either from his name or from the word “hashish”.’


Nico’s also already seen which is his sentence. This is going to be a real scenario. He gives me a look like a lamb going to the slaughter. Meanwhile, as each pupil reads his passage out, excited sniggers spread around the class in anticipation of the spectacle.


Don Eugenio isn’t even listening. He’s reading a book entitled Balance Sheets and Profit and Loss Accounts.


When it’s my turn, I rattle off the sentence and carry on as if nothing were wrong: ‘The word “assassin” comes from the word “hashshashin”, which was used in the Christian West…’


‘Don Eugenio!’


Walter’s top of the class and class monitor, the one with the highest marks in every subject.


The priest lifts his head enquiringly. ‘Yes, Walter, what is it?’


Walter gets to his feet. In contrast to mine, his black school smock’s always buttoned right to the top and the white bow doesn’t look twisted and as if a rat had been chewing at it.


‘This is Nico’s sentence that Michele’s reading; he’s already read his.’


He makes a face, playing to the gallery of his classmates but not daring to look me in the eye. He gets smiles and sniggers all around.


Then, as if by itself, I hear my voice saying, ‘Walter, you’re a complete prick.’


Don Eugenio abandons his book, which falls to the floor with a thud. There’s no change in his rosy-coloured complexion, but his light-blue eyes are a single sheet of flame. In the silence, you can hear a fly buzzing around the classroom.


He then gets up and comes over to me silently in his black cassock. With a wide sweep of his arm, so that everyone can see and remember, he grasps a tip of ear between his thumb and forefinger.


But the ear that he slowly begins to twist is not mine. It’s Nico’s. A gradual movement showing no effort, which makes the ear become redder and redder, and Nico has to struggle to keep the tears of pain and humiliation from his eyes. All I get’s a look of disapproval.


You’re Ingegner Balistreri’s son, and I can’t lay a finger on you.


After it’s been released, Nico’s ear remains flaming red for at least ten minutes. And in the eternity of those ten minutes, while Don Eugenio stops the reading and takes up his explanation again, I take in the class’s glances at Nico. Some are scornful; others condescending. Not a single look shows any solidarity. I start to compile a list of the sneaks and idiots among my classmates. The ones who’re a waste of space and that I could cheerfully kill.


After class, Don Eugenio keeps the two of us back. He gives me a note that my parents have to read and sign. But that’s not enough for him. He beckons us to come over to his desk. I do as he says, my instincts telling me it’s better to get this over in silence. But Nico’s trembling like a jelly beside me. The priest smiles at us with those blue eyes in his baby face.


‘You have committed a very serious breach, Michelino, at the very moment you’re about to become one of Our Lord’s servants. Swear words are used only by the uneducated.’


He looks at Nico, who studies more than I do but whose parents are indeed uneducated.


The thing is, although no one asked me, in about ten days I have to start serving as an altar boy at Mass. The choice was Don Eugenio’s, thinking to please my father, a large donor to the cost of rebuilding his church. And Papa wants me to serve at Mass, as my brother, Alberto, has done, in order to show all those who matter in Tripoli, and also those in Rome, that the Balistreri family’s based on sound Catholic values.


‘I won’t say them any more, Don Eugenio.’


I make this promise with no show of enthusiasm. I don’t like being shut up in there with him and simply want to get out to break-time. A few days before, lisping through his tears, Nico told me that, for making too many errors in his private maths lesson with him, Don Eugenio had made him take his shorts down and spanked him as punishment.


‘I’m sure you won’t say any more swear words, Michelino, that goes without saying.’


Don Eugenio waves away a fly that’s buzzing around Nico’s face, then strokes his prickly mass of curls. Nico looks at me forlornly from under those two grotesque bushy eyebrows. I contain my anger by biting the white bow of the hateful black smock, chewing on the corner that’s bitten and worn away by my anxieties. I’m frightened, but have no idea what to do. After all, he’s the teacher.


‘In order to be an altar boy, you must be pure, Michelino. Remember that God sees everything and that in the end we have to face the Last Judgement.’


I say nothing. He hesitates, his hand still on Nico’s hair. He stares at me with those light-blue eyes. Who knows what he’d like to do to me? He hasn’t noticed my clenched fists, that my knees are braced and I’m grinding my teeth.


He smiles at me.


‘You can go off and play football now, Michelino.’


‘And Nico?’


His light-blue eyes come to rest on my friend.


‘Nico must learn not to be a nuisance in class and to read when it’s his turn. I’ll make this clear to him now, and tomorrow he’ll come to the presbytery and make confession.’


As I leave, I can feel Nico’s desperate eyes drilling into my back.


I should be there in his place.


* * *

‘Where did you hear a word like that, Michelino?’


My father pulls a grim face as he reads Don Eugenio’s note. Alberto’s in the room, but keeping silent. Italia’s reading a book and smoking. Grandad’s in town, playing bocce.


I say nothing. After a while, he repeats the question.


‘Where did you hear that word?’


I look him straight in the eyes.


‘From you, Papa.’


Alberto gives me a smile. My brother’s always on my side. Sometimes openly; sometimes in a more subtle way.


Papa gives a slight start. He studies me for a long time, wondering if I’m lying. He could rest on his authority and deny it. But I know him too well. My father always gives himself a way out. And he never loses his temper. If he does, you never see it.


‘And when did I say this word, Michelino?’


‘When you and Mamma were listening to the radio in your bedroom a few weeks ago. The door was open.’


‘And you were eavesdropping, Michelino?’


Alberto steps in.


‘I was there with Mikey, Papa. The radio said that Italy’d elected a new President. You were saying to Mamma that this Antonio Segni had won because the Fascists had voted for him and those lunatic monarchists that wanted the King back.’


Unbelievably, I saw a gleam of consideration for me in my father’s eyes, such as when I shot my first dove with a Diana 22 before moving on to the 50.


Now that Alberto’s on my side, I feel calmer. So I tell him more.


‘Then you added, “This Segni’s only a prick that won’t last long, anyway.”’


Papa smiles at us. He’s a little embarrassed, but in the end happy that there’s a bond of understanding between his two sons, who’re so different but so united. And, for him, a family must be united. Always, and no matter what happens. He says it over and over again. They’d drilled it into him since he was a little boy in Sicily. His parents, his four elder brothers, his parents’ friends, the people who lent his father money when his work as a cobbler didn’t bring in enough to feed the family.


The family must be united, always.


Papa smiles. ‘Did I really say that? Well, I shouldn’t have, because there are certain words you shouldn’t say, and also because President Segni’s a good Catholic who was elected by Parliament. Thank God we now have a free democracy in Italy.’


He often mentions this word ‘democracy’ and always links it to another word, ‘free’, as if he wants to justify something unpleasant – like offering an excuse when none’s needed.


He now adopts a calm and indulgent manner and puts on a smile that makes him look like Clark Gable.


‘Michelino, your mother’s also certainly not pleased that you’ve been talking like a street urchin.’


Like a street urchin. Spoken with the scorn of a man who grew up in the worst gutters of Palermo.


My mother lays her book down, puts her cigarette out and darts a quick glance at my father.


‘Michelino, leave swear words to ignorant people. Now, are you having any problems with Don Eugenio?’


She understands everything without having to say it, just like me.


Papa’s not happy with this question.


‘What problems could Michelino possibly have with Don Eugenio? He’s a pillar of our community and a great help to the poor.’


My mother doesn’t reply. She picks up her book again, lights another cigarette and pours out a little more of the pungent golden liquid that my father calls her poison.


In the end, Papa tells me to apologize for the swear word, make confession with Don Eugenio and study my catechism so that I can serve at Mass.


In exchange for this, I can sign up for the martial arts course at the gym in the Arts and Crafts School and take Ahmed with me. My father’ll pay for him. He doesn’t see what use it’ll be, but always finds a way of keeping everyone happy. He can’t imagine that we’ll get to be black belts and that Taekwondo will help us get on.


Our way of getting on.


* * *

This evening, the large garden’s lit only by the small lights mounted on the wall surrounding the two villas. The south wind’s bringing the Sahara’s sands into the city. The ghibli’s started.


Nico, Ahmed, Karim and myself take shelter in the darkest corner, next to the back gate behind the Hunts’ villa. The car port that William Hunt built to give shade for the Ferrari and the Land Rover gives only partial shelter from the gusts of wind and sand.


Alberto’s studying, so he’s not with us. Laura’s gone to Wheelus Field with her parents to watch a baseball match. So we can talk a bit more freely.


Nico says that Don Eugenio made him take his shorts down and spanked him again as soon as I’d gone away. And that tomorrow after school he has to go to confession with him in the presbytery.


I’m beside myself with rage. I look at Ahmed. I can see him again as he carves that dog’s eye out, then slits its throat.


‘We have to get him to stop it, the pig. I’ve got a plan of action.’


While the sand starts getting everywhere in our clothes, they all listen closely to me. Karim stares in admiration, Ahmed nods silently, but Nico has a problem with it.


‘I can’t do it, Mikey. I’m too scared.’


I try to bolster him up.


‘Nico, if you don’t do this, you’ll always be scared of him and he’ll be able to carry on doing those things to you. If you go along with me, you won’t be frightened of him any more, nor of anyone else.’


‘Can’t you do it instead of me, Mikey?’


In his fear he’s now lisping his ‘s’ sounds.


No, Nico. I’m Ingegnere Salvatore Balistreri’s son. Don Eugenio wouldn’t dare. You’re the one who’s the pariah.


‘We’re Libyans, Mikey,’ Karim cuts in. ‘What if Don Eugenio has us arrested?’


‘I’ll protect you. If he reports you, he’ll have to report me as well, and he’ll never do that.’


Ahmed takes out the knife he used to kill the dog. I gave it to him as a present on his last birthday.


‘If it doesn’t work, I’ll take care of that priest.’


I look at my three friends. The ghibli’s blowing more sand under the canopy roof, and it’s now getting in our eyes.


‘Let’s make a pact, the four of us,’ I say. I get Ahmed to give me his knife.


We squeeze in between the Ferrari and the Land Rover, but the sand even gets in there.


I quietly make a cut on my left wrist. Drops of blood well up from it.


Then it’s Nico’s turn. He’s now smiling happily. He makes a cut on his wrist and looks with satisfaction at the blood. For him, it’s an honour to do as I do.


Karim’s less keen. He’s not happy about mixing his blood with two Christians and makes only a small cut. He looks at the tiny drops of blood uncertainly.


Then he hands the knife to Ahmed, who looks us straight in the eyes, as serious as ever. He likes the idea and shows no fear. He grips the knife in his left hand. In silence, he makes a much longer and deeper cut than ours and the blood flows copiously from his right wrist.


The single bulb hanging under the Hunts’ car port is now caked with sand and emits only a flickering, grainy light. We can smell oil and petrol. We can hear the ghibli whistling, the palm leaves shaking and the eucalyptus rustling.


The four wrists come together and our blood mingles with the sand.


A brotherhood of sand and blood. For ever.









More hours pass. He’s brought in a straw-bottomed chair and sits there opposite us, sharpening a stick with his knife. Every so often he gives my daughter and me a look of boredom. If I collapse on to the table, we’ll die, my daughter and I. In his own wretched language, I ask him why. He doesn’t even look at me. Now, I really feel the terror: my legs start trembling, the sweat turns cold as it runs down my spine, my urine trickles down my legs, my tears are falling and there’s no stopping them. I simply have to keep awake. I stare at the strip of light under the roller-shutter door, the few millimetres that mark the difference between life and death. I mustn’t give in. I only have to keep my eyes open. That’s simple enough.










Tuesday, 29 May 1962



We’re well prepared. Everyone has their part to play. Nico’s the victim, Karim the photographer, Ahmed the enforcer, and I’m the one who can’t be reported for it.


Four little bastards against one great big one. We should be enough.


At the end of the lesson, Nico tells Don Eugenio that he’s ready to make confession.


We know that the priest’ll take him off to a room on the first floor of St Anselm’s presbytery nearby. It’s the one he uses for his private maths lessons. There’s a small confessional in it.


We’re already well hidden when they arrive. Don Eugenio ushers him in and locks the door. Then he slips into the confessional. Nico gets on his knees outside.


Immediately, he begins his recitation, lisping as he goes.


‘We touched ourselves. Myself, Mikey, Ahmed and Karim.’


‘In what way, Nico? I have to know everything in order to decide on the penance.’


‘All four of us pulled down our underpants. Then we measured our peckers.’


His ‘s’ sounds are exaggerated. Hidden under the desk, Ahmed, Karim and myself have to wait there without bursting into laughter.


‘Can you show me how, Nico? Please stand up.’


The priest comes out of the confessional. His light-blue eyes fix on Nico. Don Eugenio’s good-natured smile seems like an obscene grimace.


‘How far down did you pull your underpants? Let me see.’


Nico’s shaking. He knows we’re hidden there. Why don’t we make a move?


Because it wouldn’t be enough to get, Nico. We have to go further. You have to go further.


Closing his eyes, Nico does as he’s told. His shorts and underpants drop down to his knees. He looks ridiculous. He’s only twelve, and yet his thighs are as hairy as his calves.


Then Karim pops out from underneath the desk behind the priest. Don Eugenio jumps at the clicks of the old Kodak. He turns round and looks, dumbfounded, at Karim and Nico.


‘Nico, how dare you? I’ll have you and your whole family excommunicated! As for you, you miserable little …’


I come out from under the desk as well. Don Eugenio clams up. I’m the real problem for him. What would my father say?


But this isn’t enough, and we know it. Ahmed comes out and plants himself between Nico and the priest. In his hand, he has the Swiss knife, the one from the blood brotherhood, the one with which he kills scorpions and cuts the throats of rabid dogs.


Don Eugenio turns pale, unsure whether to give us all a slapping or to give in.


Ahmed removes any last doubt, pressing the knifepoint at the priest’s Adam’s apple, drawing a few drops of blood.


The first drops of so much blood.


Who knows why that thought comes into my mind.


‘We won’t say a word. But we have the photographs,’ I tell Don Eugenio.


But this isn’t enough of a threat for Ahmed.


‘If you touch my friend again, I’ll slit your throat, you gawad.* Understand?’


And now I know why the thought came to me.


Because Ahmed would really do it.


* * *

Marlene’s been teaching Laura how to photograph for several months now. There’s a broom cupboard in the villa they use as a dark room and Laura already knows how to develop the rolls of negative. We have no other choice but to go to her. We tell her about the photos of Don Eugenio, but leave out the knife to the throat.


As I imagined, she doesn’t agree with what we’re doing.


‘You as well, Karim?’


As if we three were hardened criminals and Karim some kind of saint.


Karim looks away.


I cut things short. ‘We have to develop them now.’


She pulls an amused face.


‘Really? And just where are you thinking of developing them? The photographer’s opposite the Cathedral?’


‘We have to protect Nico,’ Karim says.


She thinks for a moment. Karim’s the most believable one among us. We may be right.


‘Did you hit Don Eugenio?’ she asks.


‘No, no,’ Karim quickly replies.


‘No, absolutely not, I swear it,’ Nico adds in confirmation, keeping his fingers crossed behind his back. Then he makes the sign of the cross.


The lisping of the ‘s’ sound makes Laura smile. It makes her soften, and she is now more open to persuasion.


She looks at me. ‘If you hang around with Ahmed, Mikey, you’ll end up just like him.’


She says it with sadness in her voice, showing her concern for me. I know what she means.


An outlaw. A gangster.


Ahmed looks at her coldly and says nothing. Then she makes her decision. I know she’ll do it for Nico.


‘OK, I’ll help you out. Give me the film, Mikey. I’ll develop the negatives.’


Ahmed shakes his head.


‘Don’t trust her, Mikey. She’s only a kid. And she’s crazy.’


Laura makes to go off. I grab her arm and stop her. She brushes my hand away sharply. A lock of hair falls over her clear eyes: her father’s eyes. She’s furious.


‘You’re an idiot, Michele Balistreri. Listen to your dear Ahmed and you’ll turn into an outlaw just like the ones in your films.’


I hand over the roll of film. No one says a word, and off she goes.









I keep my eyes fixed on the light below the roller-shutter door, the few millimetres between life and death. How many hours have passed? I no longer know; I can’t tell what time it is any more. It’s over, my legs are about to give in, my eyes are about to close in sleep. But it’s only now that his damnable calculation becomes clear. Only now that I see why my right hand is free. So that I can stretch it out towards the water on the table. If I make an effort, I can reach it; sixty kilos against nine, I can do that. It’s what the bastard’s waiting for. That I’ll sacrifice my daughter’s life just to wet my lips. For him, it’s entertainment. But I’ll not give in.










Wednesday, 30 May 1962



I’m alone in the garden when Laura comes over with an envelope she’s sealed down with sticky tape.


‘Have you seen them?’ I ask, avoiding her look.


She pulls a face to disguise the smile.


‘Of course I have. You have to do that to develop them. But I looked at them as little as possible.’


‘We’re not faggots, I swear it.’


Her beautiful mouth, the same as Marlene’s, curls into a snigger.


‘Maybe, who knows? We’ll see.’


Then she breaks out into laughter and runs away to the safety of the Hunt villa.


Ahmed’s right. Laura is half-crazy.


* * *

In the evening I’m alone again in the garden. Ahmed’s back in his shack after the martial arts lesson, and Laura’s at home in the villa.


Papa’s voice can be heard through the French window. He’s clearly upset.


‘The ambassador and his wife will be offended, Italia, if you don’t come yet again.’


‘Tell them I’ve a headache.’


‘I’ve already used that excuse.’


‘Then find another. You’re pretty good at inventing things.’


‘Listen, Italia, this idea that you’re not going to any more receptions is ridiculous. A social life is essential for business. I’ve just bought the Moneta island – I’m going to build a villa there to entertain people and—’


‘I’ll go there so that I can read in peace and quiet, Salvo, not to be mistress of the house and take care of your social life.’


‘You’ve never even invited our neighbours for dinner again!’


‘Quite. William Hunt may be a useful friend for you, but I don’t like being around failed Hollywood actresses.’


‘That’s unfair, Italia. People only gossip about Marlene because she’s good-looking and has an extremely important husband.’


‘Really, Salvatore, is that so? And you know so much about her?’


‘But, Italia, how can you not talk to our neighbours?’


‘I’ll talk to them when necessary. I’ll talk to him, the few times he’s here, because he’s a serious man. And to Laura, who’s a delightful girl, as beautiful as her mother, but much more respectable, like her father. So you can do the talking to Marlene Hunt, if she matters so much to you.’


Everything is spoken in hushed tones. But it’s this that scares me most and stabs me in the heart. Even if he wishes I were different from what I am, my father’s still my main role model. He’s a handsome man, well liked by everyone. He had to study in the face of great sacrifice and is now a great success in business. I care for him a great deal.


But if he makes my mother suffer, that changes everything, because I love her more than anything in the world. She’s the purest thing for me. She’s like my grandad and my Uncle Toni, who went off to face the enemy single-handed while the routed Fascists were taking to their heels. For me, my mother’s the Kirk Douglas character who goes off to the decisive gunfight with his pistol unloaded.


And Mamma, I’m just like you are.


* * *

It’s night, but I can’t get to sleep. Some of it’s down to the nervous excitement from what we did to Don Eugenio, but the conversation between my father and mother’s also unsettled me. I look over to the empty bed where my brother sleeps, but he’s in London, studying English and making some useful friendships.


And learning how to steal legally, as Mamma says to Papa.


I turn over on my other side, towards the open window. I’ve no trouble with mosquitoes biting me; my blood’s not the kind they like. But the heat’s suffocating, there’s too much light from the full moon and too much noise from the frogs croaking in the garden fountain. The eucalyptus are motionless; there’s not even a breath of wind to waft their scent to me.


The clock on the wall says it’s eleven thirty.


I’ve finished my bottle of water, so get up to take another from the kitchen, when I spot the glow of a cigarette out in the garden. When the figure inhales, I see Italia’s face light up. She’s walking about aimlessly, lost in thought. Papa must still be at the British Embassy reception.


Out of the blue, I see a shadowy figure approaching her.


‘Ciao, Italia. Too hot to sleep?’


William Hunt’s Italian’s far from perfect, but it’s acceptable, like Laura’s. They learned it during their years in Rome.


The two adults speak in whispers in the dark. I’m confused, not knowing if I’m party to an everyday conversation between two neighbours, or something else. It goes on for several minutes. I watch, hypnotized, as the glowing end of my mother’s cigarette criss-crosses William’s cigar. She does most of the talking, given he’s the strong, silent type and in any case prefers to listen.


Mamma seems calm. Tall, holding herself erect, her light hair cut short to her neck, her elegant features are a little too pale and serious to be seen as beautiful in the way Marlene Hunt is. But Mamma’s a real queen, while Marlene’s only a film star.


The conversation ends. They say goodbye to each other without shaking hands and my mother comes back into the house.


* * *

I’m nearly twelve and certainly not a mamma’s boy, but I need her presence right now, just a couple of reassuring words for a minute in order to get calmly back to sleep.


I knock at the living-room door before entering. She’s sitting on the sofa. ‘Can’t you sleep, Michelino?’


As usual, she’s got a cigarette in one hand and in the other a glass of that dark-golden liquid Papa calls her poison.


‘I’m hot, Mamma. I was thirsty, I went into the kitchen and…’


She doesn’t ask me if I saw her with William Hunt. She smiles, happy for me to be with her.


‘I think those martial arts lessons excite you too much. Come and sit yourself down here with me until you feel sleepy.’


I sit next to her on the sofa, as I used to when I was little boy. Something I haven’t done for three years, given it’s only something little kids do. Physical contact with my parents is now only a fleeting touch or an affectionate clip.


The African night’s hot air enters through the two open French windows, along with the croaking of the frogs. And swarms of mosquitoes, attracted by the light.


‘Don’t the mosquitoes bite you, Mamma?’


‘No, Michelino, only Alberto and Papa. They have sweeter blood.’


‘And the two of us?’


She smiles. ‘Ours is sour – it’s like poison to them.’


‘Like what you drink?’


She looks at me with a frown.


‘You don’t have to parrot everything you hear from grown-ups, not even if it comes from your father.’


‘But is it bad for you or not?’


‘It’s called whisky. And it can damage your health if you drink too much of it.’


I had a sudden and infinite need for contact with her. To feel reassured that everything in the Balistreri family was fine.


‘I did something very serious today, Mamma. A mortal sin.’


‘Michelino, I just told you not to parrot things you haven’t properly understood.’


‘But there are the Commandments, Mamma. They were written by God.’


She looks at me indulgently. She knows I haven’t believed in Father Christmas for some time.


‘And how do you know who really wrote them, Michelino?’


I’m left speechless. If they’d heard her in Tripoli, they would have reported her to the Pope in Rome. They would have excommunicated her. If Papa had heard her, it would have been worse still.


I tell her about Don Eugenio, all in one go. Everything, from beginning to end. About Ahmed and his knife as well. She hears me out in silence. I go to my room and get the photographs of Nico with his pants down in front of Don Eugenio and hand them over to her. I notice the faint lines in her face becoming deeper. I suddenly see her as an old woman.


I wait, but she says nothing. She seems to be trying to catch a thought, a memory of something that Grandad told her.


‘Toni was just like you at this age.’


I know this is both a compliment and a concern. I also know that Papa’s forbidden her to tell me about Uncle Toni. And Grandad Giuseppe never tells me about him either.


‘Can you tell me about him, Mamma?’


‘No, Michelino, I promised Grandad Giuseppe I wouldn’t.’


‘But in what way am I like him?’


She thinks for a minute, then she gets up and goes over to the bookshelves on the wall, full of all the books she never stops reading. She takes one, quite a short book, and comes back to the sofa. She holds it out to me. Friedrich Nietzsche, Ecce Homo.


‘This is one of Grandad Giuseppe’s books. Toni started to read it when he was twelve. He couldn’t understand a word, but he liked it. Then, at secondary school, he went on with it. He gave me all his books before going off to the war.’


‘Would he kill Don Eugenio?’


She inhales the smoke of her cigarette, takes a sip of her poison.


‘Listen to me now, Michelino, we’re not going to tell your father about Don Eugenio or about the photographs. It wouldn’t do any good. But you’ll see that you won’t have to be an altar boy and he won’t give you any more trouble.’


I look at her doubtfully. She gives me a smile.


‘Tomorrow, Don Eugenio’s going to tell your father that, because of that swear word in front of your classmates, he couldn’t possibly have you serving at Mass.’












My tongue’s so swollen I can’t breathe. If I stretch out my arm, I can reach it. I could drink that water. The urge is irresistible. I look at my daughter a last time, because after this I’ll never be able to see her again. As my right arm stretches out towards that wonderful bottle, I know I’m already dead. I can feel the rope beginning to tighten round my neck. I daren’t turn to look at my little one, tied to the other end. I daren’t think of her neck. My right hand is flat on the ground, crawling through the mud and the beetles towards the bottle. He gets up, having finished whittling a point at the end of the stick. A single thrust; the pain’s excruciating. The point passes through my hand and pins it to the mud. As the knot tightens round my throat, he forces me to turn my head round. My little daughter’s been raised thirty centimetres off the ground, the noose tight round her neck. She’s wide awake now, her swollen tongue hanging out, her eyes looking at me in terror, her mouth formulating the word ‘Mamma’ for the first time. And also for the last.










Saturday, 30 June 1962



You had to know how to get along with Italians, and it was better that you did get along with them. Mohammed Al Bakri came to understand this one day in September 1931, when he was only six years old and living in the Jaghbub oasis in Cyrenaica. His father and two elder brothers had just been seized by Marshal Graziani’s soldiers, accused of being members of the Libyan resistance. In less than a week they were put on trial and hanged. Italian troops surrounded the oasis with barbed wire and poisoned the wells used for drinking water. The surviving women and children escaped across the desert and, after two exhausting months, a few of them reached Tripoli. Mohammed and his mother were the only survivors in the Al Bakri family.


In Tripoli, his mother found work as a scullery maid in the house of a real gentleman, a man named Giuseppe Bruseghin, a good man who treated the mother and son very kindly. Then came the disasters in Giuseppe’s life: the deaths of his son, Toni, and his wife, Margherita. Bruseghin was left on his own with that difficult daughter. Mohammed thought that Signorina Italia would never find a husband. But after the war she met and married Ingegner Salvatore Balistreri. Mohammed Al Bakri had understood this man from the beginning, thanks to his Bedouin intuition, the same one that lets them cross the desert by following only the stars. And this Ingegner Balistreri was a genius in business and a man who was generous to those who were his faithful and devoted followers. He taught Mohammed how to write, how to do arithmetic and much else. So Mohammed became his right-hand man, feared and admired by all his employees, Libyan and Italian.


Mohammed was certain that he would work for Ingegnere Balistreri all his life. The engineer was the shrewdest businessman in North Africa; everything he touched turned to gold. If he served him well, Mohammed knew that one day he would be able to buy a horse, then a carriage, then a Fiat 600 and, eventually, some land and perhaps a house like the Italians had. And, perhaps, if they both enjoyed good health and good fortune, a good deal more as well. Inshallah.


But, for the moment, what he had was a Libyan’s pay, which was little. A wooden shack instead of a house and a large family. One man, two wives, four sons between the ages of ten and sixteen, and little Nadia, his eight-year-old daughter and his treasure. Ahmed, Karim and young Nadia were the children of Jamila, Mohammed’s second wife, and were tall and slim for their age, good-looking and bright. Sixteen-year-old Farid and fourteen-year-old Salim were the sons of his first wife, Fatima, and were less fortunate. Farid had taken after Fatima. He was robust and stocky, with frizzy hair, a large nose and thick lips. Salim, on the other hand, had taken all his features from Mohammed; he was short and angular with a hollow face, an aquiline nose and wore his straight hair in a pudding-basin cut.


Of the two, Farid was the brains, while Salim was the muscle. Farid cut a deal, where Salim tyrannized; Farid was cold as ice, Salim was boiling hot.


Mohammed had asked the Ingegnere if he could build a brick house on the piece of land two kilometres from the villa, where they had the shack. It was uncultivated ground in the middle of the countryside, bordering on the cesspit used by those houses not connected to the sewers and by Bruseghin’s agricultural workers for manure. The Ingegner had agreed.


Saturday was a good day because Mohammed did not have to be in Ingegnere Balistreri’s office and his two younger sons were not at school. The elder ones had not been to school for two years, having been expelled for hitting their classmates.


For Mohammed and his four sons, Saturday began at dawn with ritual ablutions, followed by salat al fajr, the dawn daily prayers recited looking east towards Mecca and the rising sun. They ended this first of the five daily prayers with two genuflexions, the rukus.


Then, immediately, they set to work. Mohammed had calculated the number of bricks, the amount of lime and the implements needed. With the money he had put aside over the years while working for Ingegnere Balistreri, he could afford to buy the materials, but not the labour.


This Saturday was possibly the last one possible for any physical labour before the great heat of July and August. The flies were already sucking up the sweat that soon welled up on you. Thousands of flies, what with all that manure, and thirsty more than hungry for food.


With the jeep borrowed from the Ingegnere, they had brought the sacks of lime from Tripoli. Along the metalled road to Sidi El Masri, they had stopped at the Esso station and loaded up jerry cans with water. A kilometre later, they had taken the dirt track that ran through the herdsmen’s goats, past the Bruseghin olive grove and up to the wretched cesspit.


The work was proceeding slowly. While Mohammed mixed the lime where the house was to stand, the boys emptied the sacks near the ditch. Karim, the youngest, was dragging a sack of quicklime with his two hands over the dusty ground to be mixed. He was not complaining, only moving slowly.


‘Come on, Karim,’ Farid shouted at him, a cigarette hanging from the corner of his huge lips.


‘Jalla, gawad!’* Salim shouted at him. His mouth was a thin, cruel line. For him, the best thing about fishing was taking the fish alive out of the water and holding it firmly in his hand until it could no longer breathe.


‘Leave off. Can’t you see he can’t manage?’ Ahmed protested.


He was only twelve, but he was as tall as his elder brothers.


‘Oh, Professor Ahmed is coming to the defence of the little poof, is he?’ said Salim mockingly.


Ahmed made no reply. He went up to his younger brother to help him.


‘Leave it, Karim. Let me take the bucket.’


‘No, Ahmed,’ ordered Farid. He puffed smoke out of his wide nostrils as he had seen the real tough guys do in American movies.


‘Why?’ Ahmed asked.


‘If Karim doesn’t get used to the work, then we’ll have one less builder, and we can’t have that.’


‘I’m trying, Farid,’ said Karim.


Karim was standing firm, not wishing to complain. He was panting and trying to shift the heavy weight, but could not move the bucket.


Salim gave him a kick up the backside that had him rolling over in the dust. Karim doubled up with the pain, but did not cry out, complain or cry. Salim picked up a frog and threw it at him. Then he went up to him.


‘Get up, you little poof, right now.’


Ahmed stepped between the two of them. Salim gave him a cruel look. He could not wait to get his hands on him.


‘If you don’t get out of the way right now, I’ll kick you all the way back to the shack.’


Ahmed was calm. In fact, he was happy. He was learning something about himself: how not to be frightened. He was managing to keep a clear head, like he did with Mikey at the martial arts lessons.


Farid had come up as well. His frizzy hair was full of flies and, with the cigarette hanging from his full lips, he was playing the part of the tough guy with brains. Not the animal, like Salim.


‘Karim has to work like us. Now get out of the way.’


Ahmed looked at his father, who was mixing the lime and had no idea of the fight breaking out among his sons.


‘I’ll count to three, Ahmed, and if you don’t get out of the way I’ll make mincemeat of you,’ Salim threatened.


But Ahmed already had his moves planned. He had only to provoke them.


‘An-din-gahba…’* he hissed at his elder brother.


He then took advantage of the moment of incredulity and bewilderment. He bent down to grab a handful of lime from the bucket and, when Salim lunged at him, he was ready. The lime hit the eyes of Farid and Salim, blinding them. They screamed and cursed, blindly trying to hit out at him, but he moved about so that they could only hear him hissing ‘An-din-gahba… An-din-gahba…’


He was able to lead them where he wanted. When they were on the edge of the cesspit, he gave them a warning.


‘Hey, brothers, have you done it in your pants? I’m picking up the smell of shit!’


Farid and Salim caught on and stopped themselves dead, paralysed with fear. Their eyes, noses and lips were covered in flies, which rose from the ditchful of semi-liquid shit and were buzzing loudly, as if to push them in.


Ahmed thought a moment. He could easily throw them into the ditch, but afterwards they would take it out on Karim.


‘Keep calm, brothers, you won’t end up in the shit, but you’re very close. Stay nice and steady now.’


At that moment, Mohammed gave an angry shout.


‘Hey, you boys, will one of you bring me that damned lime to mix? Right now!’


‘Yes, Papa, I’ll see to it,’ Ahmed replied. Then he turned to his brothers.


‘I’ll take the lime to him and come back and help you. Make sure you stay where you are.’


He went off, walked the hundred metres and placed the bucket down for Mohammed.


‘Here’s the lime, Papa.’


‘Thanks, Ahmed. What are those two idle brothers of yours doing?’


Ahmed turned round. What he saw made his blood run cold.


Karim was running up in silence, knowing he needed every bit of his strength. He chose Salim, because he was the lighter of the two, and gave him a hard push.


Salim cried out and took a step backwards, waving his arms as if trying grab on to something, then fell almost in slow motion into the soft, slimy pit.


He floundered about, shouting and terrified, spitting out the shit that had got into his mouth.


Ahmed lowered himself into the manure up to his waist. He took two steps towards his brother, trying not to slip. He grasped him by the arm and dragged him to the side of the pit.


Salim’s foot met a hand blocking his path. His screams reached all the way to the heavens, mingling with those of the muezzin calling to prayer.










Saturday Night and Sunday, 30 June to 1 July 1962



I catch the confidential bit of news during the usual Saturday-night gathering at the villa. General Jalloun, Tripoli’s chief of police, is talking about it with Papa and Don Eugenio. Two corpses have been pulled out of the cesspit. A young woman and her young baby daughter. What little skin there was left on the skeletons was dark, so they were not Libyans from the coast, but possibly from Fezzan, or even the Sudan.


‘People from the Sahara,’ says Don Eugenio.


‘Poor things, coming in from the desert at night, they must have fallen in,’ says my father.


‘They’ve been there some time, although it’s impossible to say how long. No one’s been asking after them and the police have no time to make any inquiries about people like that,’ the general concludes.


I get the message. This is the world I have to grow up in. The lives of some human beings are worth no more than a pair of monkeys’.










Friday, 26 May 1967



In the five years that followed, I went on with my education, but dedicated much more time to martial arts, hunting and fishing than to my textbooks. I only went to school because my mother wanted me to and because no one dared fail the son of Ingegnere Balistreri. He’d become more wealthy and more important in these five years, although I didn’t quite understand the nature of the import – export business he had.


Apart from his right-hand man in operations, Mohammed, the two people Papa spent most of his time with were Don Eugenio and Emilio Busi.


There’d been no more problems with Don Eugenio after the episode five years earlier. Not for me, nor for Nico, nor with anyone else, as far as I knew. Only once did I ask my mother if she’d spoken with him about the photographs. She responded evasively, but clearly.


‘Don Eugenio’s a highly intelligent man and is conscious of his mistake. He won’t ever repeat what he did.’


I met Emilio Busi for the first time in our house in the spring of 1962, and then more frequently over the past two years.


Busi was born in 1935 and was now thirty-two. Tall and lean, with thick, dishevelled hair, he wore horrendous square black glasses that gave him the look of a bookworm. He chain-smoked the nauseous plain-tipped Nazionali cigarettes while his shrewd eyes behind the thick lenses studied you through the smoke. His dress sense was completely ridiculous: short-sleeved checked shirts, high-waisted trousers that were too short in the leg, then white socks and moccasins.


My father and grandfather had told me more about him.


Busi came from the mountains between Tuscany and Emilia, where I’d read everyone was a partisan during the war. His father was one of the Resistance leaders against the Fascists.


A partisan with the Catholics’ white armband. A sort of Christian Communist.


Papa was always talking about him as if he were a good example to follow. Fighting the Fascists and the Nazis in the mountains, Busi’s father had formed many friendships, especially with the right men, who wore white non-Communist armbands like himself and became important people after the war.


One of these men, Enrico Mattei, had taken control of the old AGIP oil company and created ENI, a state oil company, to fight back against the ‘Seven Sisters’ – as he called the Western cartel – formed in 1951 after Iran had nationalized its petroleum production, which had denied ENI membership. Before dying of cancer, Busi’s father brought his son, then training to be a Carabiniere, to Mattei’s attention.


At the beginning of 1960, Emilio Busi graduated from the Carabinieri’s Officer Training School in Rome. But then ENI offered him a job. So he left the Carabinieri force and promptly joined the Italian Communist Party. ENI posted him to Syracuse in Sicily, where he worked on realizing one of Enrico Mattei’s dreams: the refinery and petrochemical plants between Gela, Augusta and Syracuse set up to exploit the deposits found in the Ragusa basin. Thanks to his excellent relations both with his ex-colleagues in the Carabinieri and with the trade unions who looked on him favourably as a Communist, his work went well. But the ENI project in Sicily was the first step towards expansion in North Africa and the Middle East, and the ‘Seven Sisters’ weren’t happy about this at all.


One of the firms that worked on the preparation and construction of the site was the one formed by my father’s four elder brothers. It was they who told Busi about their brother in Tripoli, who could possibly lend a hand in dealing with Libya and the Americans.


Busi’s first visit to my father was in that spring of 1962 when he spoke to him about ENI’s projects in Sicily and North Africa and about Mattei’s problems with the American oil companies. So Papa introduced him to William Hunt, who had the right kind of connections in Washington.


Then, on 27 October 1962, Mattei was killed. His private jet, a Morane-Saulnier MS.760 Paris, accidentally exploded while returning from a trip to Sicily.


From this point on, my father’s version of events differs from my mother’s. My father says it was an accident, whereas my mother maintains it was nothing of the sort. According to her, the instigators were the Americans and their Italian friends and the perpetrators were the Sicilian friends of the Italian friends. Papa would listen patiently, smiling and shaking his head.


In any case, Mamma maintained, ENI’s industrial project in Syracuse had gone ahead anyway, but with modifications that made it more acceptable to everyone. According to her, the Balistreri brothers’ firm had worked actively to secure these changes.


My father strongly objected to my mother’s version of events. There wasn’t a scrap of evidence for any attempt on Mattei’s life. ENI’s new board of directors was leading the company in the direction Mattei had wanted, although perhaps in a less visionary manner, but with a more realistic approach in terms of the interests of Italy and its people. As for his brothers, their company had regularly won public tenders; it was one of Sicily’s largest firms and enjoyed an excellent reputation.


Two years ago, however, after working in Sicily for five years, Emilio Busi had left ENI and moved permanently to Tripoli, giving out that he was now a business consultant for various Italian companies that wanted to set up in Libya. But he never mentioned any names. Professional secret, he used to say, in a serious tone of voice.


At seventeen, I’d no real idea what a business consultant was and what exactly Busi did. Here, too, the explanations given by Papa and Mamma were similar in part, but also very different.


My father said a consultant is a businessman who gives advice to his clients on how to make money in Libya and is paid for it.


My mother said he’s a man who’s only interested in his own ideals and, in order to pursue those, he transforms his clients’ unspoken dreams into reality.


Busi’s money and the money of others came into Papa’s explanation; in Mamma’s, it was Busi’s ideals and the money of others. There was a mixture of respect and contempt in her explanation. And a touch of fear.


And it was because of my mother’s touch of fear that I disliked Emilio Busi.


* * *

The Underwater Club’s restaurant was crowded, as usual. There were Italians, Americans, and a few Libyans, who were almost all members of King Idriss’s government. The band was playing ‘Ruby Tuesday’. Several couples were dancing, almost all the ladies in evening gowns and the men wearing dinner jackets and bow ties. On the horizon, you could see the lights of the fishing fleet sailing out for a night on the calm, dark sea.


Papa and Mamma didn’t dance. She didn’t like to. Papa had managed to get a secluded table out on the terrace, overlooking the sea. Sitting around it were my parents, my grandfather, Emilio Busi, Alberto and myself.


Papa loosened the knot of his bow tie and brushed a hand through his raven hair.


Mamma was forever telling him to get it cut, as long hair wasn’t becoming for a businessman now nearly forty-two. But Papa thought he looked very handsome with it, and he was. For him, long hair was a sign of virility.


He turned to Grandad Giuseppe.


‘It may be that our family and some of Signor Busi’s clients will become future business partners.’


‘And what business would that be?’ my mother asked.


She posed the question in her usual manner. Cool but polite. For a moment, my father looked at her as if she were a stranger. Then he recovered his natural charming manner: the great salesman who could sell ice to the Eskimos. He turned to Grandad again, speaking to him in the hope of convincing her.


‘The future of any business links between Italy and Libya will be based on two things, petroleum and cars. Enrico Mattei always said so. If a country wants to produce cars, it also has to have the petrol.’


In the general silence, Busi was watching us through the smoke of what must have been his fiftieth plain-tipped Nazionale. He looked directly at my mother, knowing he had to tackle her suspicions in some way or another.


‘Signora Italia, the AGIP oil company was created by Count Giuseppe Volpi di Misurata when he was Mussolini’s finance minister, after having been Governor of Tripolitana. It was the count who began the search for petroleum here in Libya. And he was a friend of your family, I believe.’


Grandad interrupted him. His manner was more polite than my mother’s, but equally firm.


‘The count was a guest for dinner, which didn’t make him a friend. After 25 July 1943, we neither heard nor saw anything of him.’


I knew that date. It was the day the Grand Council of Fascism expelled Mussolini. I knew very well what Italia and my grandfather thought of those men.


They had betrayed Italy.


Emilio Busi turned to my grandfather. He was more tractable than my mother.


‘Anyway, as you know, it was thanks to the research funded by AGIP and Fiat that Ardito Desio discovered petroleum deposits in the Libyan Desert in 1938. Then, unfortunately, the war broke out and Anglo-American interests were able to take over from the Italians.’


My mother gave no time for Grandad to reply.


‘Signor Busi, the Anglo-Americans were able to win thanks to an Italy teeming with traitors and turncoats. Like Volpi di Misurata and the Mafiosi who helped the Americans enter Sicily.’


It was very clear she included Busi and his partisan father among the list of those who had betrayed Italy.


My father was visibly embarrassed and upset. Things weren’t going at all as he’d hoped. I could see it in his eyes: the charming smile on his dark, handsome face, the smile he put on for church each Sunday, was looking a little tarnished. He tried to find a way to soothe my mother.


‘Italia, Libya’s oil now runs the risk of ending up totally in the hands of Esso and Mobil. And the car market in those of Ford and General Motors. Isn’t it about time we Italians started to claw something back? Don’t you think Enrico Mattei was right in his parable of the little cat?’


He’d already told the story a thousand times. The little cat goes timidly up to an enormous bowl of broth, and a large hound attacks it and breaks its back. The broth is petroleum; the dog is the ‘Seven Sisters’; and Italy the little cat.


By now, I’d come to recognize my father’s tactics. He was now appealing to my mother’s anti-American feelings. But my mother was no fool.


‘And what does our family have to do with all this?’ she asked.


The question was addressed directly to Emilio Busi. He looked at her coldly from behind those bookworm’s glasses, through the stink of his tobacco smoke and locks of dishevelled hair.


‘Olives are excellent, but the future lies under the sand, not above it. If you can understand that, your family can become a minority partner and become truly wealthy.’


‘And you as well, I take it, Signor Busi,’ said my mother.


Busi shook his head.


‘Forgive me for being brutally frank, but it’s simply so we can be clear among ourselves. I have the good fortune to come from a family that has land and a house. I earn quite enough from my work. Luxury doesn’t interest me. I don’t need the money. But our country’s only now coming out of the ruin and poverty that Fascism caused. The people of Italy need low-cost petrol, and they need work.’


‘And where do we come in?’ my mother asked.


Busi shrugged, puffing out a cloud of smoke.


‘You can help speed what will only be an inevitable process. Italy will go ahead, no matter what.’


For some reason, that last, whispered sentence produced the effect of an earthquake or a declaration of war. It was clear that the Bruseghin – Balistreri family was the most important Italian family in Tripoli, and counted for something. But it wasn’t irreplaceable. Italy was conferring an honour on it in choosing it. She could always pick someone else. Especially since my grandfather and mother still had Fascist sympathies.


It was Alberto who, completely unexpectedly, intervened.


‘Signor Busi, in order to become partners in big business, you need to have a great deal of money, which we don’t have.’


In that moment, I became certain of several things. Firstly, I could never be like Alberto. Secondly, not only was he more intelligent than I was, but he was also different from my father. Thirdly, my father wasn’t pleased with what Alberto said.


I saw my father struggling between an angry gesture and admiration for his son. An eighteen-year-old with the maturity of an adult. Then he laughed, that habitual good-natured laugh of his, and turned to Busi.


‘As always, my son Alberto’s right. He’s going to university in Rome to study engineering. One day, he’ll lead an industrial empire.’


Papa said nothing about me. For the first time, Busi shot me a glance. It was a mixture of condescension and sympathy, bordering on pity.


I’m the less able son. The one who only knows how to land a punch and shoot wild animals.
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