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      To Luigi Alfredo Ricciardi, and the souls in darkness

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        Hush a bye baby, 

        Oh, I’ll give you a star. 

        Sleep pretty baby, 

        It’s the brightest by far. 

        Hush a bye, hush a bye, 

        Now do you want the world? 

        For the sweet love of God, 

        Go to sleep, darling girl. 

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Prologue
            

          

        

      

      Death comes in on track three at 8.14 in the morning, seven minutes behind schedule.

      He blends in with the commuters, jostled by backpacks and briefcases, suitcases wheeled and otherwise, none of them able to sense the icy chill of his breath.

      Death walks hesitantly, protecting himself from the haste of others. Now he stands in the vast concourse of the train station, surrounded by shouting children and the odour of defrosting pastries from the snack shops. He takes a look around, wipes away a tear from behind the left lens of his glasses with a quick motion, whereupon his tissue returns to its place in the breast pocket of his jacket.

      He identifies the exit, from the noise and flow of the crowd, amid all the brand new shops. He no longer recognises the place: everything is different after all these years. He’s planned out everything to the smallest detail. This search for the exit will prove to be his one and only moment of hesitation.

      No one notices him. A young man leans against a column smoking a cigarette; he runs his gaze over and past him as if he were transparent. It’s a clinical once-over look: nothing worth stealing, his down-at-heel shoes and unfashionable suit speaking as eloquently as the photosensitive lenses and the dark necktie. The young man’s eyes slide past him, coming to a halt on the half-open handbag dangling from the shoulder of a woman gesticulating frantically as she talks into her mobile phone. No one else sees Death as he moves warily through the atrium of the train station.

      Now he’s outdoors. Humidity, the smell of exhaust. It has just stopped raining and the pavement is slippery with oozing muck. A shaft of sunlight breaks through and Death squints in the sudden glare, wiping away another tear. He looks around and spots the taxi rank. He trudges along, his feet dragging.

      He climbs into a battered vehicle. The interior stinks of stale smoke, the seat sags listlessly. He murmurs an address to the driver, who repeats it loudly in confirmation as he jerks the car into motion and pulls into the stream of traffic without a glance behind him. No one honks their horn.

      Death has come to town.

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

          

        

      

      Sergeant Luciano Giuffrè rubbed his face with both hands, pushing his glasses on to his forehead as he massaged his eyes.

      ‘Signora, this is getting us nowhere. We have to come to some kind of understanding. We can’t have you coming in here and wasting our time. We have urgent work to do. So would you tell me exactly what happened?’

      The woman compressed her lips, shooting a sidelong glance at the neighbouring desk.

      ‘Signor Captain, don’t talk so loud. I don’t want him hearing things that are none of his business.’

      Giuffrè raised both arms in a gesture of helplessness.

      ‘Listen, lady – for the last time, I’m not the station captain. I’m only a lowly sergeant with the hard luck to be assigned to this desk, where I’m in charge of taking crime reports. And he isn’t eavesdropping on things that are none of his business. He’s Inspector Lojacono, and he has the same job I do. But, as you can see, he’s been luckier than me. For some reason, no one seems to want to file their complaints with him.’

      The man sitting at the other desk showed no sign of having heard Giuffrè’s tirade. He kept his eyes on the computer screen and his hand on the mouse, seemingly lost in thought.

      The woman, a middle-aged, working-class matron with a small purse clutched in her plump hands, made a great show of ignoring him.

      ‘What can I tell you? Customers always go to the salesmen they trust.’

      ‘What do you mean by talking about salesmen, signora? Now you’re going to make me lose my temper! Really, how dare you? This is a police station: show some respect! Customers, salesmen, where do you think you are – a butcher’s shop? Now, either you tell me immediately, in the next two minutes, exactly what happened, or I’ll have an officer show you out of here. Ready?’

      The woman blinked her eyes rapidly.

      ‘Forgive me, Signor Captain. I must be a little tense this morning. What you need to know is that the woman downstairs has started taking in cats again. And now she has three, you understand? Three.’

      Giuffrè sat staring at her.

      ‘OK, and what are we supposed to do about it?’

      The woman leaned forward and muttered under her breath,

      ‘These cats meow.’

      ‘Oh, Jesus, of course they meow – they’re cats. And there’s no law against cats meowing.’

      ‘Then you’re determined not to understand me – those cats meow and they stink. I leaned over the balcony and I said to her, perfectly sweetly, I said: “Listen, you miserable good-for-nothing, will you get it through your thick skull once and for all that you need to move out of this building, you and your filthy creatures.”’

      Giuffrè shook his head.

      ‘Damn, it’s a good thing you said it sweetly. And what did she say to you?’

      The woman straightened her back against the chair, to underscore the depth of her indignation.

      ‘She told me to go fuck myself.’

      Giuffrè nodded, agreeing with the spirit if not the letter of the cat-owner’s sentiments. ‘Well?’

      The woman opened her piggish eyes wide.

      ‘Well, now I want to file a criminal complaint, Signor Captain. You need to haul her in here and slap her in a cell, her and the cats she keeps. I want to report her for aggravated incitement to self-fucking.’

      Giuffrè didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

      ‘Signora, there are no cells in here, I’m not the station captain, and as far as I know, there’s no law against telling someone to go fuck themselves. Moreover, it strikes me that you called the woman downstairs a “miserable good-for-nothing” first, am I right? Listen to me, why don’t you go home, try to keep your temper under wraps, and remember that a couple of cats never hurt anybody – they even catch mice. Go on, now. Please stop wasting our time.’

      The woman got to her feet, rigid with disgust.

      ‘So that’s what we get for paying our taxes, is it? I always say to my husband he shouldn’t declare half of the merchandise he sells. Have a nice day.’

      And she stormed out.

      Giuffrè took off his thick-lensed glasses and slammed them down on to his desk.

      ‘I have to ask what I did wrong in a previous life to deserve this job. In a city where the first thing we do every morning is go out and count the dead bodies in the streets, how on earth could a woman like that decide to come into the police station to file a complaint against another woman who told her to go fuck herself? And the law says she has every right to do so, might I add? Does such a thing strike you as conceivable?’

      The occupant of the neighbouring desk glanced away from the monitor for a brief moment. His face had vaguely Asian features: dark, almond-shaped eyes, high cheekbones and shapely, fleshy lips. Tousled, unkempt locks of hair dangled over his forehead. He was a little over forty, but sharp creases at the sides of his mouth and eyes spoke of much older sorrows and joys.

      ‘Oh, come on, Giuffrè. That’s just part of the general nonsense. You need something to do if you want to make the time go by in here, don’t you?’

      The sergeant shoved his glasses back on to the bridge of his nose, feigning astonishment. He was a very expressive little man whose every word was accompanied by an analogous gesture, as if the person listening were deaf.

      ‘Oh, and what do we have here? Has Inspector Lojacono woken up from his beauty sleep? What would you like now – a cup of coffee and a pastry? Or would you rather I bring you your morning newspaper, so you can read up on what the nation did while you were slumbering?’

      Lojacono gave a half-smile.

      ‘I can’t help it if everyone who comes in here takes one look at me and then makes a beeline for your desk. You heard the fat lady, didn’t you? Customers develop a certain loyalty to their favourite salesmen.’

      Giuffrè drew himself up to his full five foot five inches.

      ‘You realise that you’re stuck in the same leaky boat as me, don’t you? Or do you think you’re just passing through here? You know what everyone else calls this office? They call it the loony bin. So what do you think, that they’re singling me out?’

      Lojacono looked indifferent.

      ‘What the hell do I care? They can call this shithole whatever they like. I’m more disgusted with it than they ever will be.’

      Lojacono turned back to his monitor, where there was a time and a date, right under the game of cards that he played obsessively against the computer. April 10, 2012. Ten months and a few days. That’s how long he’d been sitting there. In hell.

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

          

        

      

      The girl at the reception desk had a pair of earphones blaring out Beyoncé at full volume – after all, for four hundred fucking euros a month, under the table and with no benefits, what did those bastards even expect? On the other hand, the way things were these days, an easy job at the front desk of a small ten-room hotel in Posillipo, where she could get a little studying in on the side, wasn’t the sort of thing you’d put out with the rubbish. So damn boring, though.

      She looked up and jumped in her seat. There was a man standing right in front of her, gazing at her across the counter.

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you come in. How can I help you?’

      The first impression she had was of an old man. If she’d looked a little more closely, behind the antiquated suit of indeterminate colour, behind the dark tie, behind the glasses with photosensitive lenses (God, how many years had it been since she’d seen a pair like that? Her grandfather wore those!), maybe she’d have revised her guess downward a couple of years. But with her final exam in public finance bearing down on her and Beyoncé howling out of the earphones dangling around her neck, the anonymous, invisible client standing before her needed to be taken care of and dismissed as quickly as possible.

      ‘I have a reservation for a room, I think room seven. But could you check? Thanks.’

      Even his voice was nondescript, little more than a whisper. The man dug a paper tissue out of his breast pocket and quickly dabbed at his left eye. The girl assumed he had some allergy.

      ‘Yes, here’s the reservation. Room nine has become available, though, if you’re interested. You can get a glimpse of the water from the window, while room seven is on the street. If you like we can —’

      The old man broke in politely.

      ‘No, thanks. I’d rather confirm room seven, if it’s all the same to you. It might not be as noisy, and I’m here to get some rest. You do have a key to the downstairs door in case I stay out… late, don’t you? I read on your website that you offer that option, since there’s no night clerk.’

      He’s here to get some rest, but he wants a key for the front door so he can stay out late. Filthy old pig.

      ‘Of course, here you are, this key is for the night entry door and this one is the room key. How long will you be staying with us?’

      A question she’d tossed in as an afterthought, a formality. The old man seemed to be thinking hard, trying to come up with the answer, his watery gaze wandering behind the lenses, a deep crease furrowing his forehead under the sparse white hair.

      ‘I’m not sure. A month or so, maybe less. In any case, not long.’

      ‘Whatever you prefer. Here’s your ID back. Have a pleasant stay.’

      And Beyoncé rose in her ears again, the soundtrack to public finance.

       

      Room number seven. Carefully selected from the hotel floor plan, studied obsessively on the internet. The single bed pushed against the wall, the bathroom with the shower and no bidet, the armoire with squeaky door hinges. A writing desk, a chair, a bedside table. Perfect. Perfect in every way.

      The old man put his suitcase on the bed, unzipped it, and quickly checked its contents. Then he took off his jacket and carefully hung it up in the armoire, moved the writing desk over in front of the window and raised the roller blind halfway. He looked across the narrow private street and nodded in satisfaction, then loosened his tie and sat down. He examined the pen and the stationery bearing the hotel’s pretentious coat-of-arms, glanced at the window again, and started writing.

      There were a few items of clothing in the suitcase. And a pistol.

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

          

        

      

      Lojacono checked his watch, for the hundredth time. He decided that 11.58 was the latest he could push it, especially because Giuffrè had finally left his desk. He picked up the phone and dialled the number.

      ‘Hello?’ said Sonia on the other end of the line.

      In Lojacono’s mind, the deep sound of her voice triggered a succession of images that he hastily scrubbed out of existence as soon as they materialised: laughter, a soft breast, the sweet taste of her lips. All part of the distant past.

      ‘Ciao, it’s me.’

      ‘Ciao, you piece of shit. What the fuck do you want?’

      Lojacono smiled bitterly.

      ‘I’m so happy to hear your voice too, my darling.’

      The woman raised her voice.

      ‘Go ahead, joke about it while you’re at it. After the shame you’ve brought down upon us – on me and on your daughter. Only now are we finally able to leave the house, a full year after it happened. You coward. And you’re not supposed to call us; even the lawyer said that you’re not allowed. All you’re allowed to do is send us the money, understood?’

      The inspector ran his hand over his eyes. Suddenly he just lacked the strength.

      ‘Please, Sonia. You know that I send the money, punctually. I’m giving you practically every penny I make, and you can’t even begin to imagine what a shitty life I’m living here. There’s no need for you to weigh in too.’

      The woman burst into a long chorus of laughter that had nothing cheerful about it.

      ‘No need for me to weigh in? Do you have even the faintest idea of what you’ve done? If you’d been a successful mobster, at least, there’s no doubt that we’d be respected now if nothing else, Marinella and I, instead of having everyone, even our relatives, turn their backs on us. And we’re forced to live here, where nobody knows us, as if we were a couple of thieves or whores. You son of a bitch.’

      Son of a bitch. How little it takes to become a son of a bitch.

      ‘Anyway, I wanted to know how you were doing. And I wanted to talk to Marinella.’

      Sonia lashed out, angrily.

      ‘Forget it. Just forget it. She doesn’t want to talk to you, and it’s my duty to protect her from you. She’s only fifteen, and you’ve already destroyed her social life. Stop trying to get in touch with her. She has a different mobile number now.’

      Lojacono pounded the desktop hard with his hand, making pens and paper clips jump into the air.

      ‘Goddamn it to hell, she’s my daughter! And I haven’t heard the sound of her voice in ten months! No judge on earth can tell a father he has to be dead to his daughter!’

      Sonia’s voice turned as chilly as a knife blade.

      ‘Well, you should have thought before handing information over to the Mafia, without taking so much as a penny in exchange. You’re a turd, and if some poor girl has a turd for a father, no one can force her to pay the price for the rest of her life. Just send us the money and leave us be.’

      Lojacono found himself muttering incoherent words into the silent receiver, and when an embarrassed Giuffrè came back into the room, he stood up abruptly and went outside.

       

      He’d known him: Di Fede, Alfonso. They’d even attended school together, a couple of grades in elementary school, before Alfonso started herding sheep like the rest of his family. Lojacono remembered him as an oversized, silent, fierce-eyed boy. He never opened a book; well aware of what fate had in store for him, evidently.

      Of course, he’d followed the man’s career from a distance, so similar to so many others: the most ferocious and loyal get promoted, ratcheting upward rank by rank – the same as it is in the police, come to think of it. Arrested and released a couple of times, only to vanish into the fields between Gela and Canicattì, another courier with his sleeves rolled up, busily delivering messages and, when so ordered, death.

      They’d never crossed paths. Di Fede hadn’t been one of the scattered few that they managed to round up on those scorching hot summer nights when they raided houses built in open violation of planning regulations, in out of the way parts of town, bursting into barren rooms littered with wine bottles and dirty magazines, where men sat deciding the fate of who-knows-who, who-knows-where.

      But in the end, someone did manage to lay hands on him, in Germany of all places. And during the long interrogation sessions that finally led him to turn state’s witness, what had emerged? His name, the name of Inspector Lojacono, Giuseppe, of the Agrigento major case squad, a golden boy with a glittering career ahead of him. The career might have been gilded, but unfortunately the golden boy lacked political protection.

      Yes, said state’s witness Di Fede, Alfonso, that’s right: Lojacono tipped us off, of course he did. He was how we knew everything the major case squad was going to do before they did it. We knew where it was safe to go and where it wasn’t. Can I have another espresso now?

      Who could say where his name had come up, from what nook or cranny of Di Fede’s memory, prompted by what need to cover up someone else’s involvement? In the sleepless nights spent staring at the bedroom ceiling that followed his immediate suspension, Lojacono had puzzled over that one a thousand times.

      The effect on his own life, and on Sonia and Marinella’s lives, had been devastating. No one was willing to speak to them now – some out of fear that the informant’s account was true, others out of fear that it wasn’t. As long as the matter remained in doubt, everyone kept their distance, and there the three of them were left, in the middle of nowhere.

      He’d read the uncertainty in his wife’s and daughter’s eyes immediately. Not that he’d expected unwavering support. He’d seen this sort of thing happen far too often: he knew how rare it was, outside of books and movies, for families to remain steadfast allies in bad times as well as good. But he had hoped he’d at least be given an opportunity to explain, to defend his good name.

      It would have been so much better if there’d actually been a trial. In that case, he would have had a chance to demolish the absurd accusation, revealing it for what it was – little more than vicious slander. But it was the very fact that there was no evidence that led to a dismissal of charges, meaning no lawyers, no courtroom hearings.

      Advisability: that had been the operative term. No disciplinary measures, merely a matter of advisability. Of course, there was a case file; in some dimly lit room somewhere, there was a folder with his name on it full of documents: copies of reports, interviews, judgments. Fragments, relics of a policeman’s life, a life spent in one of the most complicated places on earth. Everything taken apart and archived, for reasons of ‘advisability’.

      ‘You have to understand, Lojacono,’ the chief of police had told him, ‘I’m doing it for the good of the squad; I need your co-workers to feel safe. And for the good of your family, it’s not in anyone’s interest for you to stay here. You’re too exposed. A question of advisability.’

      It had been deemed advisable to move Sonia and Marinella to Palermo. Why run the risk of extortion, or worse? There were families whose members had been killed at the hands of Di Fede and his men; no one could say what some hothead might decide to do to someone who had collaborated with them.

      Marinella had been forced to change schools, lose all her best friends, even the little boy who liked her. Terrible things, at her age. The last thing he had heard in her voice was hatred.

      The coffee up here was good. At least that was something.

      The transfer had been advisable, of course. Far enough to put him out of play, but not far enough to make it look like a punishment, for something he might or might not have done, for something that couldn’t be proven, one way or another. Naples, San Gaetano police station, in the flabby belly of a city that was decomposing. Evidently they couldn’t find anything worse, at least nothing that was readily available.

      The inspector had welcomed him in a meeting in his office. ‘You understand, Lojacono, given the situation, that it’s not advisable to put you in charge of investigations.’ Advisable, not advisable, he’d mused as he listened. ‘So I’ll have to ask you not to get involved in anything that smacks of investigation.’

      ‘Then what will I be doing?’ he’d asked.

      ‘Don’t worry about that, you won’t be asked to do anything. Check in with the Crime Reports Office, and once you’re there you can do what you like: read books, write your memoirs. Just stay there and don’t worry. It won’t last long, I can promise you that.’

      Ten months. Enough to make you lose your mind. Phone call after phone call, in a desperate and unsuccessful attempt to talk to his daughter. From his hometown, from his home office, came only deafening silence. Suspended in time and space, sitting at an empty desk, playing poker against the computer, with no one to keep him company but Giuffrè, another outcast, a one-time driver for a member of parliament, and so on the staff but in bureaucratic purdah, assigned to take down the deranged complaints of crazy old women, as he had that morning.

      I shouldn’t think badly of Giuffrè, he told himself. After all, he’s the only one willing to talk to me.

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 4

          

        

      

      
        
          Sweetheart, my darling, 

          I’m here. At last. I’m breathing your air. Perhaps, even as I write, here in this room, there might be a little left – air that once flowed into your lungs and then out again. 

          The last few months were endless. She took so long to die, and in the end every breath she took was a desperate death rattle. I sat up all night at her bedside, hoping that noise would come to an end, that I’d finally be free. God, it took her for ever. 

          She had become my prison. She wasted away in the bed, slowly, imperceptibly. No one came to see us after a while; the very sight of her was intolerable. A shipwreck of life. 

          Not me. I never let myself go. I had you, my darling. 

          The thought of you sustained me every second of the day; the idea that I could see you again, hold you again in my arms – that idea lifted me up and carried me away from my despair. You saved me, my darling. Your smile, your beauty, your blonde hair. The warmth of your hands on my face. I could feel you at night, in my half-waking state punctuated by that endless death rattle. I saw you with the eyes of my desire, like a lighthouse in the night, like a house in a tempest. 

          Sweetheart, my darling. 

          The sound of your name murmured in the silence gave me the strength it took to stay by her side right up to the end. Because I knew there was still a chance I could hold you close to me again. 

          I never wasted a second, you know that, right? I organised everything. 

          I learned how to surf the internet. People say that it’s hard for a man my age, but it wasn’t difficult at all. You’re smiling, aren’t you, my darling? You’re thinking that nothing could be as hard as these years I’ve lived without you. That’s right, that’s exactly how it is. Nothing is as hard as that. 

          It’s incredible how easy it is to organise everything. All you need is the time, and I had nothing but time. Then, your letters told me everything I needed to know. How many times I read them and re-read them, my darling. Spreading them out before me like relics, taking care not to get them dirty, not to tear them. Touched only by your fingers and mine. No one else’s. 

          Your letters told me everything I needed to know: names, dates. And the computer did the rest. While she was struggling for death and waiting to die, I was finding addresses, locations and timetables. You know you can find anything on the web, my darling. Anything. All you need is patience and determination; and you know how patient I can be. 

          It won’t be long now. And I’ll have finally done what needs doing if I hope to wrap you in my arms again, to stay with you, this time for good, without obstacles. It won’t be long. 

          I never had time to tell her, you know. And maybe I wouldn’t have, even if I had had the time. Why give her an extra cause for concern, or even a cause for sorrow? You know how emotional she could be. 

          Finally, I’m ready now. And I’m eager to get to work, immediately. Starting tonight, the hunt is on. 
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      Mirko is smoking in front of the mirror. He’s checking his hair; he has a brand new mohawk. He likes it. Nothing overstated, he knows it’s not a good idea to stand out in people’s memories; he’s smart, he thinks about this kind of thing, he’s not a child any more. He’s sixteen years old now.

      He can still feel the thrill that ran through his body a month ago, when Antonio first approached him. Antonio: a living legend to all the kids in the neighbourhood. Antonio, who dates all the prettiest girls around. Antonio, who two years ago was a scazzottiello like the rest of them, just another punk kid playing football late at night in the Galleria, but now he’s got an enormous motorcycle with chrome-plated exhaust pipes that makes the shop windows rattle when it goes by.

      So Antonio comes over to him, while he’s sitting on the wall with his friends talking about girls, and says to him: ‘Guagliò, come here, I want to talk to you.’

      Mirko can still remember the look on his friends’ faces: surprise, envy, even concern. And the sound of his heart pounding in his ears as he broke away from his group and walked towards his destiny.

      Antonio had locked arms with him. The way he would with a friend, with a peer. And he had told Mirko that he struck him as better than the others, smarter, wider awake. That he’d seen him on his motor scooter, and that he’d made a good impression. ‘You’re not the kind of guy that’s going to pull strunzate; you’re not a fuck-up,’ he’d said to him. ‘You’re chilled, you just hang. That’s what we like. That’s what you need to be one of my guys.’

      ‘One of your guys?’ Mirko had asked, and his voice had barely squeaked out of his mouth.

      Antonio had put Mirko to the test. One beep on his mobile phone and Mirko came running. He’d carried a few packages around the city; one time, he even had a passenger, a young guy he’d never seen before, and he’d taken him from one neighbourhood to another on the far side of town. Then, finally, Antonio had assigned him a couple of street vendors, black African immigrants who peddled CDs, and told him to make sure they didn’t pull a fast one, like pretending the police had confiscated their merchandise.

      For the past few days now, though, he was finally working for real. He’d pull up outside the rich kids’ school, up in the nice part of town, and sit there on his scooter, off to one side. When school finished, he’d mingle with the students, and someone would approach him with a folded banknote in their hand; they’d shake hands, and he’d palm him a baggie. Just another kid surrounded by kids like him. Dressed like them, with a scooter just like theirs. It was easy, so easy.

      And Mirko had received, directly from Antonio’s hands, two fifty-euro notes. ‘But you need to be careful,’ Antonio had told him.

      Mirko looks at himself in the mirror again, suddenly slightly worried: this mohawk isn’t too showy, is it? It’s not like someone’s going to recognise him, is it? Some sharp-eyed high school teacher who doesn’t know enough to mind his own fucking business?

      Then he thinks it over and remembers that some of those idiots who were so eager to give him their money have hair exactly like his, and that calms him down.

      For no good reason, his thoughts go to the blonde. He’d noticed her immediately, among all the other airheads, outside the school. Mamma mia, she was a real beauty! She looked like an angel, and when she laid her eyes on him he felt even punier than when Antonio first called him over. And she had smiled at him – at him, of all people. She must have taken him for someone else, but for whatever reason, she’d smiled at him.

      Mirko takes a look around. Of course, if the blonde saw where he lives, what a shitty home he has, he could imagine how she’d laugh. But that doesn’t mean she necessarily has to know, does it?

      He touches the pocket where he keeps the hundred euros. He doesn’t want to break the notes, but he has to buy petrol for his scooter. Maybe it’s time to take a stroll through Mamma’s handbag.

      He smiles into the mirror, cigarette in his mouth, one eye half-closed. Mamma. Who always tells him that ‘it’s you and me alone against the world’. Who gives him everything she has, and has done so as long as he can remember. Mamma, who works and does nothing else, who hasn’t even ever had a man. Who’s never gone out to the movies, never eaten in a restaurant. But who keeps that hovel clean and sweet-smelling, for her boy.

      I’m not a boy any more, Mamma. Let me do what I need to, and I’ll take care of you now. I’ll bring money home, Mamma. And I’ll take you out to dinner and a movie every night from now on.

      I wonder if the blonde likes guys with mohawks, he thinks as he looks at himself in the mirror. Anyway, who cares what she likes?

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 6

          

        

      

      Letizia’s trattoria had become fashionable. People came from Vomero, Posillipo and Chiaia to eat there, leaving their cars in parking garages on the edge of the quarter, where they’d be safe from the rapacious eyes of car thieves.

      One day, a newspaper had published a highly flattering review by a food writer, and everything changed. Letizia often wondered when it was that the man had come in, just one more anonymous diner, and taken his seat at the red-and-white checked table, sampling the ‘sublime red onion-tomato sauce’ and the ‘fantastic ragù meat loaf, a sensory delight’, as he had described his meal. Actually, she was glad that she hadn’t known at the time; she was proud of the fact that the reviewer hadn’t been given any special treatment.

      Since the man was an authority in his field, famous for his all-guns-blazing takedowns of pretentious high-end restaurants, the favourable review spelled the beginning of an unstoppable rise in the tiny trattoria’s popularity. The phone rang non-stop and reservations poured in. Letizia could perfectly well have raised prices sharply, expanded the dining room, to the disadvantage of the kitchen or the wine cellar, made more tables available to her ravenous clientele, and even hired a couple of waiters; but it would no longer be her trattoria if she had.

      She liked taking orders herself, moving around in the dining room, chatting with the diners. She felt that a little personal interaction, without presuming on her customers’ good nature, helped her to understand what people preferred so that she could encourage them with some advice or a suggestion. Dining is meant to involve conversation: if you don’t want to talk, go stand at the counter in a panino place.

      Letizia herself, as the reviewer had written, was one of the reasons it was worth climbing the dark, damp alley: ‘a dark good-looking woman, all smiles and personality, with a ready wit and a contagious laugh’. What the man couldn’t have known was that behind that laughter was an iron personality, forged by profound sorrow and a great deal of hard work.

      She never talked about her husband, who had died many years ago; some said in a car crash, others said after a brief illness. She hadn’t had children and no one knew of any subsequent relationships, even though a great many men had been attracted by her lovely smile and generous bosom. She had her trattoria to run and at this point in her life – well past forty – she wanted no distractions.

      Just before the article and the sudden rush for reservations that followed, she had noticed one regular customer. He always sat at the corner table, the one that was least visible, the table no one else wanted because it was right under the television set and close to the front door. He never took off his overcoat, he never had anything to read, he never had company for dinner. He always asked for the special, which he ate quickly; but then he’d linger, drinking wine, downing one glass after another, methodically, without enjoyment, as if he were taking medicine. Letizia watched him curiously, sympathetically. He had an odd face. It looked as if it had been carved out of hardwood, high cheekbones, black almond-shaped eyes. In her mind, she called him ‘the Chinese’. She wished she could talk to him. Her sociable nature made her want to break the silence that isolated him from the rest of the world like a transparent veil, but she sensed that the equilibrium between them was fragile and that, after a few one-syllable replies, he might very well stop coming to eat there.

      She’d impulsively started reserving the table for him. Even when there was a queue outside, with customers standing out on the pavement in the pouring rain, patiently waiting their turn under their umbrellas, the corner table sat empty, awaiting its silent occupant. And sure enough, he would show up, hair rumpled, overcoat creased, and take a seat under the television. For Letizia it had become something to look forward to, so much so that for him the prices, which had remained the same even though the trattoria was increasingly popular, were actually slightly discounted.

      One night the Chinese fell asleep, shoulders against the wall, wineglass in hand. There was a dolorous expression on his face as he chased after some terrible, unimaginable dream. Two couples, sitting at the next table, started elbowing each other and sniggering. One of the girls intentionally dropped a fork to see him wake up with a jerk. But he went on sleeping his sleep of despair. Letizia felt a stab of sympathy in her heart and went over, sitting down at his table to protect his rest. Without opening his eyes, he murmured,

      ‘Forgive me, I have a headache. I’ll get up in a minute and free up the table for you.’

      ‘Don’t worry, you can stay as long as you like. I’ll bring you a couple of aspirin. You’ll see, you’ll feel better right away.’

      Without opening his eyes, he smiled a crooked smile and said,

      ‘The headache I have isn’t something you can cure with aspirin. But thanks all the same. Maybe another glass of wine, and the bill.’

      From that night on, whenever the trattoria was almost empty, Letizia developed the habit of sitting at the corner table to eat her dinner, instead of eating in the kitchen.

      One word after another, night after night, ‘the Chinese’ turned into Inspector Giuseppe Lojacono, known to the friends and family he no longer had as Peppuccio, from Montallegro, a village in the province of Agrigento; and his sad story emerged in the images glimpsed at the bottom of glasses full of red wine, including his ruined marriage and his daughter’s voice, the sound of which he was starting to forget.

      Night after night, Letizia had become a door through which Lojacono spied on a city that was very different from the way he’d first imagined it: mistrustful, damp and dark, increasingly hidden and far less decipherable than he had thought. Everyone eager to avoid trouble of any kind, everyone keeping their nose out of other people’s business, ready to take to their heels. A city that ran through your fingers, turning to liquid, or suddenly evaporating.

      Even though Lojacono himself came from a place whose ways were, at best, difficult to fathom, he wondered exactly where the delicate balance point lay between this city and those entrusted with its governance. He saw his fellow policemen venture out and return, conclude complex operations and undertake others, with no clear objective, while all around them illicit trafficking bubbled along like a stew pot, endlessly. Shaking his head, he told Letizia that it was like a system, a net that had no visible means of support. It wasn’t clear how the thing stood up.

      Letizia smiled and gave a shrug. She replied that perhaps everyone was just doing their best, against impossible odds, to remain standing. And maybe that was all that kept the city upright, because deep down the place was empty, both physically and morally.

      When she said that, he smiled that odd smile of his, that smile she liked so much, and raised a glass to that dark city and to her own luminous laughter.
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