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Campagna’s Trail


MASSIMO CARLOTTO


Translated by Shaun Whiteside









Ispettore Giulio Campagna walked over to the members of the flying squad. Two officers from his unit were keeping an eye on the onlookers crowding around, trying to work out why on earth the cops had broken into that flat in Padua’s old ghetto during happy hour. Most of the crowd were students, young professionals and shop assistants sipping spritzers from big plastic tumblers. A moment before they had filled the surrounding bars, but the rumour had spread quickly. Ispettore Campagna had himself been having a drink with a few friends in a square not far away when he had got a call from Damiano Pinamonti, his colleague in charge of the operation.


“Giulio, we’ve only found 300 grams.”


“Have another look. My informer was absolutely certain.”


“Help me out here,” Pinamonti whispered. “Please.”


Campagna snorted and muttered a curse. Then he gulped down what remained of his wine and left the bar, followed by the jokes of his friends. The Paduans were masters in the art of taking the piss. The inspector didn’t need to be present during the search, and his arrival would make it clear that he had been the one who had served up the tip on a silver platter. That wasn’t good, because it could lead to people identifying his source. The thing that made Campagna force his way through the rubberneckers was that Pinamonti was racking up failures one after the other, and at this rate he would end up buried in an office somewhere. In fact, he was just a good policeman going through a bad patch. Everybody went through periods like this. The only difference was how long they lasted. In his colleague’s case, it was becoming an embarrassment.


One of the officers looked away from a girl’s cleavage.


“You’re always on duty, Campagna.”


“That way I’ll get my career over with quicker,” he replied, tossing his cigarette butt away.


The two policemen laughed heartily. Campagna had stopped caring about his career some time ago; he’d been in the force for so long that they would never fire him. On more than one occasion the head of the flying squad had had to advocate hard on his behalf. The inspector was prone to getting into trouble because he didn’t care about rules and hierarchies. But he was a good and honest man. And he didn’t let go until he had closed a case. The consensus was that he was eccentric, a bit crazy. That assessment happened to coincide with Campagna’s view of himself.


Winking at the officer guarding the door, he climbed the stairs, quickening his pace as he went.


The flat had been recently done up. It smelled of paint and floor wax, but the few pieces of furniture were in poor taste. Clearly no-one lived there. It was a base of operations for sales in the city centre, where the dealers took orders and picked up the quantities requested. There would have been constant coming and going. All Campagna’s informer had to do was follow them a few times to figure how the business worked. Campagna looked round, assessing things quickly as he always did. He stepped into the big, untidy sitting room. Two guys were seated on the only sofa with their hands cuffed behind their backs. Very tightly, judging by the expressions on their faces. The two dealers gave him an apparently cursory glance, but in their minds Campagna had been filed under the heading of “cop”.


“Here you are at last,” his colleague said nervously. He showed the inspector a clear plastic bag containing at least 300 grams of heroin. “These two bastards aren’t talking.”


“Who are they?” the inspector asked. In fact he knew very well who they were, but he wanted to go on playing the role of the ingénue to the very end.


The other inspector played along. “These two Tunisians have been going in and out of this flat,” he said. He walked over to the men and gave one of them a slap. “But they’re refusing to tell us where the rest of the stuff is.”


“There isn’t any more,” the other man stammered, immediately receiving a kick to the shins.


“Stop being a dick,” Pinamonti shouted.


Campagna took a look around the flat. In the course of the police search, the furniture and kitchen appliances had been smashed into tiny pieces. There was no sign of drugs, which meant that they must have been kept in some special hiding-place that had been created while the flat was being refurbished.


Taking Pinamonti aside, Campagna told him of his suspicions.


“I can’t take a pickaxe to the place,” Pinamonti said.


“Who’s the owner?”


“A girl. Milvia Tiso. She bought it and was having it refurbished so that she could rent it out. Eighteen hundred a month.”


“What do we know about her?”


“She has no record.”


“Married? Children?”


“A husband.”


“Have you checked him out?”


Pinamonti ran his hand over his head.


“Fuck, I didn’t think of that! Bugger, I can’t get anything right!”


Campagna gripped his arm tightly.


“Enough with the performance anxiety, Damiano. We’ll sort it.”


Taking out his mobile, Campagna called the station. After a few minutes he rang off.


‘The owner’s husband is Tunisian, and he was born in the same village as one of those two bastards on the sofa.”


Pinamonti walked over to the sofa.


“Which one of you is Abdessalem?”


The one on the left nodded.


“That’s me.”


“We’re going to get Dawoud, the guy from your village,” Campagna announced. “We’re going to have a competition to see which of you is smarter. The first one to talk gets a lighter sentence.”


It was the other man who won.


“By the front door, the wall on the right,” he said in a strong French accent. “I’m just a street dealer. It was the others who brought the gear.”


His mate stared at him in horror before deluging him with insults. The policemen had to hold them apart to keep them from headbutting each other.


The skirting board concealed a gap at least three metres long, containing a series of plastic tubes with screw caps on either end.


“Here we are!” Pinamonti exclaimed with relief. “It must be at least five kilos.”


“Six,” Campagna corrected him, clapping him on the shoulder. “Well done. Now organise a nice press conference for the boss and score yourself a few points.”


Pinamonti tried to find words to thank him, but Campagna was already on his way out. Passing among the onlookers, he went back to the bar to drink a few more glasses of wine.


Then he walked home to join his wife and daughter. Putting his gun and badge in a drawer, he pretended that he had left his work at the door of the flat. Giulio Campagna was not a tormented soul, or even a particularly worried one. He tried to maintain his dignity in a myriad of complicated situations, without kidding himself that things were ever going to get better. His family was one of those things. He really loved Gaia and Ilaria, the women in his life, but sometimes they were one massive ball-breaker that he had to escape from. He drank and cheated on his wife in the same way that he approached his work: in moderation. And without making too much of a fuss. He just got on with it.


That evening, after a dinner during which he enjoyed listening to his sixteen-year-old daughter’s stories about how she had survived a school trip to Venice, Campagna plonked himself down in front of the T.V. with Gaia, resolving to leave work crap behind and allow himself a good night’s sleep.


Instead his mobile started ringing. The ringtone was the one reserved for his colleagues. His wife did not move a muscle; she knew what it meant to be married to an officer in the drugs squad. But Campagna looked at his mobile for a long time before answering.


“That Iranian guy’s here,” area officer Annina Montisci said. “He’s just come into the Chinese restaurant on the industrial estate.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes. Get a move on.”


Campagna changed back into his uniform and twenty minutes later drove through the gates of a car park. Montisci appeared out of the darkness. She could have been one of a thousand students at the University of Padua. No-one would have guessed that she was a cop, not with that hairdo and those wire-rimmed glasses. In fact she was clever and ambitious. Unlike the inspector she would rise through the ranks. Campagna liked teasing her.


“Have you told your colleagues?” he asked.


“Are you joking? This one is ours.”


Campagna laughed and gave her a hug.


“I like you best, Annina.” She wriggled away from him.


“Not least because I’m the only one who’s willing to work with you.”


“What’s our friend doing?”


“Eating. Have you had dinner?”


“Yes. You?”


“No.”


“Then I’ll keep you company. That way we can see if the Iranian meets up with anyone.”


The restaurant was huge and full of people. It resembled a self-service restaurant in a South American city: the fixed price menu was reasonable, and you could fill your plate whenever you wanted to. Given the financial crisis, the place was doing good business, and the quality wasn’t appallingly poor. Montisci was hungry and took full advantage; Campagna had a beer. They found a table not far from the Iranian, who had already reached the pudding course. He seemed calm. Every now and again he would look around discreetly. He seemed to feel safe, and Campagna could not work out why, given that he was wanted for international drug trafficking and had dodged an eight-year sentence. He wasn’t a big shot, he was a repeat offender, and that was all he would ever be. The inspector had seen lots like him. As far as they were concerned, jail was a traffic accident, and once they had served their sentence they would start all over again.


“Are we going to take him out?” Montisci said.


Campagna jerked his head towards a family group sitting nearby.


“Do you want to scare the children?”


The policewoman shrugged.


“He’s a quiet type, our Mohammadreza; he’d let us take him away without too much of a fuss.”


Campagna hid behind his menu.


“Look who’s just arrived.”


“Of all the people . . .”


Thirty years old, tall, skinny, long hair, a bit tired-looking, he seemed like the kind of person who takes life as it comes and who would not turn his nose up at some gear if it came his way. In fact, Giacomo Floriani was a Chief Superintendent. And a good one, too. He was seldom seen at the station because he spent most of his time in the dodgiest parts of the city trying to catch drug dealers.


“Let’s go,” Campagna said.


“There goes our arrest,” Montisci muttered, disappointed. “And there goes my evening, too. A bit of departmental coordination wouldn’t go amiss.”


Campagna walked towards the till, followed by Montisci. Their colleague had not deigned to look at them, and now he was sitting at the jail-dodger’s table, chatting away.


They waited for him in Montisci’s car, smoking with the windows open. Spring was on its way and the nights were getting milder. The door of the restaurant opened and the light from the neon sign lit up Floriani’s face. Montisci got out of the car.


“You’re here for the Iranian, aren’t you?” Floriani said, slipping into the back seat.


“Exactly,” Campagna said.


“He’s all yours. I’m not interested anymore. He’s trying to sell a batch of opium.”


“Opium?” exclaimed Montisci. “That’s a bit niche, and I’m not sure there’s much of a market for it in Padua.”


“Mohammadreza is on the run and needs some cash,” Campagna said. “If he’s been reduced to selling unfashionable stuff like that, it means that he’s not as important as he once was.”


“That’s what I think, too,” Floriani said, opening the car door. “Once he’s gone down, people will stop trusting him. If we put him in the slammer, we’ll be doing him a favour.”


“Don’t you want to be involved?” Montisci said.


“I couldn’t give a stuff. He’s a second-rater,” Floriani replied contemptuously, before disappearing into the darkness.


“What does that make us? Refuse collectors?” Montisci commented acidly.


Campagna did not reply but sat in silence, thinking about his colleague’s attitude until they saw the Iranian leave and walk towards a bicycle, the favoured mode of transport of Padua’s drug dealers. The trafficker bent over to undo the lock on the chain; a moment later the police were standing behind him.


“You’re under arrest, Mohammedreza,” Campagna said.


The man did not even bother to show them his fake passport, which had, among other things, cost him a lot of money, and allowed himself to be cuffed without putting up the slightest resistance.


While searching him, Montisci discovered a small brick in the inside pocket of his velvet jacket. She sniffed it.


“Opium?”


The man nodded.


“Mixed with hashish it’s a genuine delight for mind and spirit, beautiful lady,” he said solemnly.


“You hear that, Giulio?” she exploded with amusement.


“Our friend is a gallant philosopher,” Campagna said sarcastically. “That ‘delight’ of his is going to bring him at least three years on holiday at state expense.”


“He might play ball,” Montisci murmured. “In which case the sentence will shrink as if by magic.”


The Iranian smiled resignedly.


“Forgive me, ladies and gentlemen, but I have a reputation to defend.”


Campagna took his arm.


“I know. That’s why I’m not going to waste time questioning you. The magistrate can take care of that. I’ll take you to the station, and then I’m going home. You aren’t. You’re going to jail, solitary confinement, to a nice cell that hasn’t seen a mop and bucket for a few years.’


*


The next morning Campagna turned up at his office a good hour late. He was taking things easy.


“Did your alarm not go off?” Pinamonti said in a loud voice, pretending to be serious.


“A meeting with an informer,” Campagna said.


“That’s true, you mentioned it yesterday,” Pinamonti lied. “I forgot. But the boss has been looking for you since he got in.”


For five minutes, then.


“Any idea what he wants?”


“Yes, and you’re not going to like it.”


“Should I be worried?”


“I don’t know. I think it’s a routine administrative fuck-up.”


“What are you on about, Damiano?” Campagna said, and went and knocked on the door of the “Dottore”, as everyone called him.


The head of the flying squad was young and elegant and knew his job. He had not got where he was by licking anybody’s boots, or because he had the usual powerful people covering for him. Giorgio Lopez was better than the others. He was also skilled at extracting himself diplomatically from the most delicate situations, but never at the cost of his subordinates.


He tapped his index finger on the front page of Il Mattino di Padova.


“Read this, Campagna.”


The inspector turned the paper around and peered at the headline: “Padua Capital of Cocaine Consumption in the Veneto”.


“It’s no secret that everybody’s snorting, dealing, lining their pockets and investing thanks to cocaine,” Campagna said, slightly perplexed. “Only the politicians, when they’re not cheerfully consuming the stuff, pretend not to know that the battle’s been lost.”


“So what are we supposed to do? Forget about it?” Pinamonti said, immediately regretting having broached the subject with Campagna of all people.


“We can only contain the problem by standing up to the gangs, because there are too many consumers,” the inspector replied in a tone that was both argumentative and sarcastic. “The real problem is heroin. If things go on like this, we’ll find ourselves with yet another army of addicts. Padua was once pretty tough, I can assure you. Some parts of town were practically paved with syringes.”


“You don’t need to tell me; I used to work in Milan,” Lopez snapped. “And don’t you come here acting the sociologist, O.K.? Once you put on a uniform, there are some things you can’t even think.”


Campagna opened his arms wide.


“Sorry! Until a moment ago I thought I was on Planet Earth.”


“Don’t cross the line, Giulio,” Lopez warned him. “Several of your colleagues have complained about your methods. How long has it been since you last arrested anyone, not for dealing but for possession of cannabis?”


“Personal use is gradually being liberalised everywhere,” the inspector said in self-defence. “It’ll happen here too. There’s no point ruining people’s lives just because they roll the odd joint.”


Lopez sighed. “You have no idea how lucky you are,” he murmured. “Your superiors have always covered your back. That’s the only reason you’re still on the force.”


Campagna relaxed. “The truth is that I’m a good boy,” he ventured, half-smiling. “Why don’t they put me back on Robberies?”


Ignoring the remark, his boss picked up a file and handed it to him.


“You’re on cocaine full-time, starting now.”


Opening the file, the inspector found himself staring at an all-too-familiar face. He turned pale and gulped. Roberto Pizzo, known as Roby. Campagna, though, had called him Pizzo since childhood, when they had played football in the street on the outskirts of Padua. They had remained friends over the years. The problem was that Pizzo dealt cocaine, and Campagna had protected him on several occasions.


Campagna closed the file.


“Keep me off this case, chief.”


“I can’t,” Pinamonti said irritably. “We’re ready to arrest your friend and his gang of losers, but there might be a chance for you to limit the damage you’ve already done to your career.”


“How?”


Lopez opened the file and found another photograph, which he shoved under Campagna’s nose.


“Do you know this guy?”


“Never seen him before.”


“His name’s Tinko Boyev. He’s a Bulgarian mafioso, and he’s set up a business dealing in coke, 2,000 kilos per cargo, right here in Padua.”


The inspector was beginning to see the light.


“You’re interested in the Bulgarian, obviously, not in small fry like Pizzo.”


“I’m interested in cleaning up the organisation so that we can ‘contain the phenomenon’, as you might put it. Your friend might be useful, and people who are useful do you favours, and favours need to be repaid. It might be worth their while remaining at liberty until they mess up again.”


“I understand.”


“I hope so, Giulio. Because this applies to you, too. The days when you could do whatever the hell you liked are over. According to this file you’ve been protecting a gang of drug traffickers.”


“If you put it like that, it doesn’t sound so great, but the reality’s different. And you know that or you’d have fired me a long time ago.”


“According to this file, your goose is cooked,” Lopez said. “I’m giving you the chance to put things straight, so long as you don’t blow the whole thing sky high.”


“Who’s going to be in charge of the squad? Pinamonti?”


“There is no squad. You’re on your own this time.”


Campagna stared at Lopez for a moment and then took back the file.


“I bet when I read this I’ll find out the real reason why I’m on my own.”


The boss shook his head.


“You’re wrong there, too. I’m not telling you anything official. Commissario Pinamonti is under the impression that you’ve been looking for new leads and that you found this file at random, because no-one in the flying squad ever puts files back in the right place after consulting them.”


“You’re right, the place is a complete tip,” the inspector said.


The phone rang and Lopez waved him away.


Campagna hurried to his desk. He couldn’t wait to read the file. An hour later he knew everything. An informer in Pizzo’s gang had his balls in the grip of Sovrintendente Capo Floriani. That explained Floriani’s rude and arrogant behaviour the previous evening: he was convinced that he was dealing with a bent cop. To an extent this was down to Pizzo, who had boasted clumsily and irresponsibly about having a policeman covering his back. The rumour had done the rounds, getting bigger as it went, until Campagna had found himself being described as Pizzo’s accomplice who was pocketing his share at the end of each month.


The situation wasn’t disastrous from the legal point of view, but it was from a disciplinary one. Once the informer had made his deposition in front of a judge, Campagna’s career would be finished. Lopez was right: the whole affair needed sorting out. Not least because Campagna was only guilty of considering Pizzo’s gang to be unworthy of investigation, on the simple grounds that not only were they a fifth wheel in the gang world but they also performed a useful service to society. The inspector would but have been less than willing to explain this notion to Lopez and his colleagues, but it was one he was absolutely certain about, or had been before opening the file.


But Campagna had been a cop for too long not to understand that there was something else going on now. All that secrecy was over the top, even for a Bulgarian Mafia boss like Tinko Boyev.


He knocked on Lopez’s door; his boss smiled ambiguously.


“Doesn’t add up, does it?”


Campagna shook his head.


“I can’t understand why we’re going to such lengths over a gang of mafiosi. Don’t tell me it’s just to save my career.”


Dr Lopez opened a drawer in his desk and took out a photograph of a forty-year-old man in uniform. He handed it to Campagna.


“His name was Marcello Mantovani,” Lopez said. “We trained together. He was a great guy, has two small children.”


“Did the Bulgarians kill him?”


“Boyev, in person. I know because I was given a tip-off that I can’t use as evidence. But I’m sure, absolutely sure, that he was the one who pulled the trigger.”


“And now he’s going to pay the price, whatever it takes.”


“You look like you’ve got it.”


“Perfectly.”


“In that case you don’t even need to give me regular updates.”


Campagna nodded but remained seated, staring at his boss.


“What is it?” Lopez said.


“I’ve done nothing wrong,” Campagna said. “Since cocaine’s become all the rage, the floodgates have opened, and an army of people with no criminal records have joined the criminal gangs. These days a cop has to choose between who needs punishing and who doesn’t either because he’s less dangerous or because he’s become a valuable informer.”


“You don’t need to justify yourself, Giulio,” Lopez said. “I know very well that the cocaine trade’s a sticky business; it gets your hands dirty. And we’re flying without radar because all the rules have gone out the window. Your mistake was to protect Pizzo’s gang on a whim, with no apparent advantage to the police service of which you’re a member.”


“ ‘Even you said the gang were a bunch of losers.”


“But if the losers in question aren’t useful to me and go on committing crimes, it’s my duty to throw him in jail. You’re making a mistake, Giulio. Try to understand that.”


The inspector got to his feet. He was confused, humiliated. He left the room, forgetting to say goodbye to Lopez. Returning to his desk, he collected his things, slipped the file under his arm and went in search of Pinamonti, who was questioning a Moroccan who had been picked up with 50 grams of coke. Many of the local Mafia gangs used North Africans as street dealers.


“I haven’t seen you around here. Who the fuck are you working for?” Pinamonti was asking the man, who was handcuffed to a chair.


The Moroccan rattled off a list of names as vague as they were fake. Telling him to go to hell, Pinamonti turned to the inspector.


“How did it go with the chief?”


“Fine. I’m starting today,” Campagna said quickly, avoiding his colleague’s eye.


“Don’t do anything stupid, Giulio. And don’t imagine that you can disappear on us. We’re short-staffed enough as it is.”


*


Getting into his car, the inspector headed for the Euganean Hills, where he stopped at a trattoria to have a plate of pasta and a steak. He also enjoyed half a litre of house red and washed out his coffee cup with grappa, as he had seen his father and grandfather do. A family tradition that might end with him, given that his daughter did not drink.


Driving back into town, he went to a multiplex where he chose a film at random. He dozed for a while and then racked his brain for the least painful and illegal way of keeping everybody happy and saving his pension at the same time. He could not come up with a plan. If he wanted to take the Bulgarians’ racket apart, avenge his murdered colleague and go on being a cop, everyone else would have to be seen as expendable. He thought again of Lopez’s words. The chief was right. He would have to approach the case in a completely different way.


He drove home at dinnertime and pretended nothing was wrong. He went to bed early because Pizzo was a dealer with a very particular clientele. This meant that he had to start work at dawn.


Campagna left the flat just before 5.00 a.m. and joined the queue of traffic travelling along the ring road, heading towards the industrial estate. There were not as many cars as there had once been. The economic crisis had dealt a heavy blow to an area from which lots of companies, sensing hard times ahead, had wisely moved their operations to Romania, Moldavia and China.


He hit a few cafés before he found Pizzo. The dealer was sitting at a table receiving his customers, who first stopped at the counter for a cappuccino and a croissant. Campagna watched him exchanging small talk with some women in blue blouses bearing the logo of a cleaning company. They had been emptying bins and cleaning floors all night, and were returning home to make breakfast for their husbands and children: a line of coke was just what they needed to keep them going.


Then a few men in overalls queued up for their doses. Very small amounts because that was all they could afford. Pizzo’s long white hair was gathered up in a ponytail, which made him look like a hippy long past his sell-by-date. But everyone knew and loved him because he too had been a manual labourer, as well as a trade unionist. One of the hard-line ones. Then the company had brought night workers in from across the border from one day to the next and fired everyone else via text message. Pizzo had decided he was done with living a shitty life enriching shitty capitalists, and after working in various bars he had taken up dealing drugs. But he had stayed in the area. Never leaving the industrial estate, he also did not try to expand his racket and invade other people’s territory. He had no intention of coming into conflict with the organisations that did the deals that mattered. He sold to a safe and respectable clientele. No-one who snorted his coke would have dreamed of taking to crime. His customers took drugs illegally but for “therapeutic” reasons, in order to survive, the same way Bolivian campesinos or miners chewed coca leaves. That was why Campagna had always turned a blind eye to his old friend’s activities. It did not strike him as a terrible crime for people whose lives were hard and whose futures were perennially uncertain to seek comfort in “chemicals” paid for with hard-earned cash.


In the end, you could also have said that Pizzo’s gang was actually supporting law and order in that they were not feeding the drugs trade by buying drugs. They stole them from other gangs, especially foreign ones. And that advice had come from Campagna himself: “Once you start buying for resale, you’ll become competitors, and sooner or later they’ll hand you over to the cops. You’re better off just taking the stuff.”


“And how do we do that?” Roby had asked. “We don’t want to go to war with anybody.”


“Choose a small gang, but one with a decent-sized racket. Spy on them for a bit, and, once you’ve identified their courier, nick their gear the first chance you get. But make sure no-one gets hurt, O.K.?”


And that was exactly what they had done, chiefly at the expense of the Albanians and the North Africans.


Pizzo got up and walked towards the door, beckoning to Campagna to follow him. The inspector got into his friend’s car, an old Punto. To show up in an expensive car would have been offensive and inappropriate.


“Getting up at dawn every morning takes some of the glamour out of your job as a dealer.”


Roby laughed.


“Now I have to go and supply the day labourers. Tell me, what brings you to the wastelands that were once the beating heart of the Veneto’s textile industry?”


“You’re talking like a trade unionist again.”


“The passion still burns within me,” Pizzo lied shamelessly.


“There’s a spy inside your gang,” the inspector said.


“I know. It’s Tony Ceccato,” Pizzo said sadly. “He got caught, and he spilled most of the beans to stay out of the nick.”


“I’m pleased to see that you’ve taken it so well,” the policeman said. “Tony’s packing his things for a fifteen-year trip on the jail circuit.”


Pizzo switched gear.


“What do you want me to do? Kill him?” he exploded. “He’s done it now. Tony was always a weakling. They took advantage of him at the factory, too.”


“At least you’ve talked to him, haven’t you?”


“Of course! He came to me in tears. He apologised and said he’d retract his statement.”


“Fat lot of use that’s going to be.”


“ ‘I know.”


Campagna lost patience.


“Fuck it, Pizzo! Won’t you give me a straight answer?”


“We’re packing our bags,” Pizzo said, deciding to tell all. “Betta, me, Gigio and Samuele. We’re going to do one last job, then we’re going to move abroad to a country with no extradition treaty. I guess there must still be a few?”


“Another gang of Italian hoodlums going to their doom?”


“No, Giulio. We’re not as naïve as that. We’ll open a pizzeria, a bar, something like that.”


They had no intention whatsoever of working. Pizzo was lying, but the cop continued to play along.


“If you want to open a business, you’re going to need a nest-egg.”


“We’re organising a big sting on a Mafia gang,” Pizzo said with a swagger in his voice, “but I can’t tell you about it or you’ll remember you’re a cop and fuck it up for me.”


“This time it’s going to be different. Tinko Boyev’s involved.”


When Pizzo heard the name of the Bulgarian Mafia boss, he gripped the steering wheel tightly. His knuckles turned white as marble. Tony Ceccato had fucked up the whole plan.


“Don’t take this chance away from me, Giulio. It’s the last one I’ve got. Betta and I are nearly fifty. We’re too old to end up in jail.”


And I’m too old to lose my pension, Campagna thought.


They drove into a little square faintly lit by the morning sun. Groups of men were chatting and smoking, day labourers for the construction industry. They were waiting for the foremen to come and choose them and drive them to nearby building sites.


Pizzo parked in a corner and a queue formed straightaway. His best customers were bricklayers, roofers, plumbers and electricians. The work was hard, with the tight rhythms of piecework. Coke was the ideal pick-me-up.


Campagna studied the men’s faces, marked by exhaustion and an awareness that nothing in their lives was ever going to change. It was true that everyone snorted coke, rich and poor, graduates and illiterates alike. It was their expectations that made the difference. The Paduan lawyer who had been arrested with his friends a month before had barely raised an eyebrow. The papers had written about it for days because posh Padua always made news. But the people involved protected each other, formed a network, and nothing would happen because there were clearly defined interests to be defended. Coke served to kill boredom, a mild transgression in the smart drawing rooms now frequented by North African dealers.


But those poor wretches who broke their backs climbing up scaffolding, being paid by the hour or the square metre, occupied another planet where getting up at 4.00 a.m. every morning was reason enough to snort a bit of Pizzo’s coke, which had been cut many times over anyway.


Looking at them, Campagna felt privileged. He should really have taken out his badge, arrested his friend and identified the customers to report them to the relevant authorities. But he would sooner have shot himself in the balls. He had never been that kind of idiot.


Pizzo spoke quietly and always smiled as he pocketed the money and distributed the bags of coke. He looked like the medicine man of some strange tribe. The vans arrived and everyone ran to stand in line for selection by the foremen. Pizzo and Campagna got back into the Punto.


Roby took a wrap of coke from his pocket.


“The first of the morning is always the best. Want some?” he asked, rolling a five-euro note.


“No, thanks,” the policeman said. “I prefer wine, a healthy local product.”


“You don’t know what you’re missing,” Pizzo said, lining up the powder on the screen of his iPhone with a supermarket club card. “Coke, if you don’t overdo it, is like a religion; it blesses your life. It gives you the answers you need, you know.”


“Really?”


“You can depend on it. But if adversity and bad luck have got hold of you, then heroin’s your man. The problem is that it kills you if you inject it. But if you snort it, you can save your health. For a few years, obviously.”
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