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  Richard Grindal and The Murder Room




  ››› This title is part of The Murder Room, our series dedicated to making available out-of-print or hard-to-find titles

  by classic crime writers.




  Crime fiction has always held up a mirror to society. The Victorians were fascinated by sensational murder and the emerging science of detection; now we are

  obsessed with the forensic detail of violent death. And no other genre has so captivated and enthralled readers.




  Vast troves of classic crime writing have for a long time been unavailable to all but the most dedicated frequenters of second-hand bookshops. The advent of

  digital publishing means that we are now able to bring you the backlists of a huge range of titles by classic and contemporary crime writers, some of which have been out of print for

  decades.




  From the genteel amateur private eyes of the Golden Age and the femmes fatales of pulp fiction, to the morally ambiguous hard-boiled detectives of mid

  twentieth-century America and their descendants who walk our twenty-first century streets, The Murder Room has it all. ›››
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Why should I play the Roman fool, and die


  On mine own sword?




  Macbeth, Act V, Scene 7
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  Chapter One




  There were three reasons for my bad temper as I climbed the four flights of stairs to my apartment in Via Baccina. Mentally I listed them. On nothing more than an alcoholic

  whim my boss had made me withdraw at the very last minute from a B.E.A. press trip to London. For the second night in succession I had been unable to find a place to park my car within a mile of

  the apartment. And Marucci, the film director, had deliberately ignored me in the street in spite of the fact that I had been stupid enough to lend him 20,000 lire only a day or two previously.




  Although the Paese Sera said it was the warmest August night for half a century, the red stone walls of the old building exuded damp. The poodle of the Yugoslav actress had fouled the

  second floor landing yet again. There was no point in complaining to the portiere as he was in league with the actress, running a call-girl racket together in all probability. I told myself that I

  must find an apartment in a more civilised area and shut my mind for the moment to the knowledge that I could not afford one.




  As soon as I opened the door, I saw the girl in the living room. She was wearing my dressing-gown and as far as I could tell very little else. From a plate balanced on her knees she was eating

  ham with her fingers. I recognised it as the ham I had been unable to stomach at breakfast that morning.




  For one electrifying instant I thought she was waiting for me, sent there for my pleasure by some generous friend. Could it be Marucci, repaying his debt? Then realism reasserted itself. Things

  like that might happen to the Nigerian Foreign Minister or to the Managing Director of Johnnie Walker, but they did not happen to Ronnie Bart.




  If I had harboured even a lingering wisp of hope, the girl’s reaction would have torn it aside. She jumped up from the sofa, still holding the plate.




  ‘Get out of here!’ she shouted.




  ‘Now wait a minute, Signorina,’ I began in my most courteous Italian.




  ‘Get out!’




  ‘Who are you and what is all this?’




  She threw the plate at me. I ducked and it flew through the open doorway to splinter on the stone floor outside.




  ‘Stronzo! Va a Fangoo!’ She tossed out four or five more epithets, each more obscene than the last and looked around her for another missile.




  ‘This is my apartment, you know.’ I raised my voice and it went up in pitch by half an octave as to my mortification it occasionally does.




  A little of her violence ebbed away, leaving behind a watermark of sullen anger and suspicion. The dressing-gown had fallen partly open at the front. She did not bother about it. I sensed that

  this was not so much exhibitionism as contemptuous indifference to me.




  ‘Rubbish! It isn’t yours.’




  ‘But honestly!’




  ‘Don’t try those old tricks on me!’




  ‘But I do live here. Go and ask the portiere.’




  She shook her head in resignation. ‘I should have known I was letting myself in for this, allowing myself to be brought here. It was too good to be true. Him and his noble generosity! Does

  he always pimp for you?’




  Her mention of nobility gave me the first clue to the answer. Mario! Only Mario had a key to my apartment and of all my friends only he struck grandiose poses. I remembered too that he would

  believe I had left Rome on the B.E.A. press trip.




  ‘Let me make a ’phone call,’ I said sternly, ‘and we’ll soon get this straightened out.’




  ‘Keep away from me, you bastard!’ she said sharply, reaching for the table lamp as I moved in her direction, heading for the telephone.




  I began to grow annoyed. The girl was not even particularly attractive. Her features were coarse, her hair inexpertly bleached, her voice strident. Admittedly, the knowledge that she had been

  brought there for someone else’s recreation and not mine may have disposed me to be more critical than usual, but for her to believe that I had carnal designs on her was a piece of conceit. I

  restrained myself from saying so and when I dialled Mario’s number he answered.




  ‘Mario? What in God’s name are you up to?’




  There was a moment’s silence. ‘How did you find out about it?’




  ‘Find out? I’m in the apartment now.’




  ‘That’s impossible! You’re in London.’




  ‘You really must try to ease your mind out of its inflexibility. Sollazzo made me chuck the trip at the last moment.’




  ‘Well, how could I be expected to know that?’




  ‘I see! As soon as I go away you think you can use my flat as a brothel.’ I used the English word so that the girl would not understand. At the same time I wondered why I

  was worrying about her sensibilities. She had been listening to my conversation with surly displeasure.




  ‘It isn’t like that at all!’ Mario protested. ‘This was an act of charity.’




  ‘At my expense? That sounds like your style. Do tell me about it!’




  Mario ignored my sarcasm and told me. He had been driving back to Rome from Milan that day. When he had stopped for petrol at the beginning of the autostrada, two officials of the Red Cross had

  approached him. With them they had a fourteen-year-old girl whom the police had picked up in Milan. She had nowhere to live and as a juvenile in need of protection they wanted her to be sent home.

  The Red Cross had asked Mario to give her a lift to Rome.




  ‘But why did they pick on you?’ If I sounded incredulous it was because Mario was the last person to whom I would entrust a girl, however juvenile.




  ‘They saw my press badge on the windscreen.’




  ‘Then why didn’t you take her to her home?’




  ‘She lied to the police. She comes from Naples. I tried to persuade her to go on there, but she refused.’




  ‘So you picked on my flat!’




  ‘Where else could I put the poor girl? As you know I am not fortunate enough to have an apartment of my own.’




  Mario’s voice turned sour, as it always did when he spoke of my apartment. Like all Italian men he was obsessed, not so much with sex, as with somehow arranging for himself the freedom to

  enjoy it. This meant, for a married man, having a place to shack up with girl friends and he was not rich enough to afford one. So humble as it was, he envied me my apartment.




  ‘I think you’ve got a hell of a nerve,’ I commented.




  ‘Carlotta will have to stay at your place, at least for the night. Tomorrow we can make other arrangements.’




  ‘And what am I supposed to do?’




  ‘Go to a hotel, of course. You can’t stay there with her. It would be immoral.’ He must have been unable to sense my stunned silence because he added coolly: ‘In fact I

  think it’s most inconsiderate of you to come back without warning like this.’




  It would have been futile to protest, to unleash my indignation. I had no weapon that would pierce the defence he had arrogantly improvised.




  ‘Have you finished arguing over me?’ the girl Carlotta asked when I put down the telephone. ‘It might be easier just to draw lots.’




  ‘Please try to get it into your head,’ I replied patiently, ‘that I have no designs on your virtue.’




  ‘You’d be five years too late for that, my friend.’




  ‘What!’ Although I knew the score about juvenile delinquency in Italy, I was almost shocked. ‘But you’re only fourteen!’




  ‘Fourteen! Don’t be soft!’




  ‘Then you lied to the police about that as well?’




  ‘Of course. If they had known I’m eighteen they would have had me in court.’




  The discovery of her real age both disturbed and reassured me. Physical development like hers would have been abnormal in a girl of fourteen and it was good to know that I was not harbouring a

  freak. On the other hand ideas which one could thrust aside when faced with a juvenile, became temptations with a girl past the age of consent.




  ‘Well, I’m sorry, Carlotta, but you can’t stay here.’




  ‘I must. At least for tonight.’




  ‘Why?’




  ‘Take a look in the bathroom and you’ll understand.’




  In the bathroom, on an improvised clothes line slung between the shower attachment and the medicine cupboard, hung a black and white striped mini-skirt, a white cotton jumper, bra and pants.

  They dripped with melancholy rhythm, partly into the bath and the washbasin but mostly on to the floor.




  When I rejoined Carlotta in the living room I remarked: ‘So, you’ve washed some clothes. You can return tomorrow and fetch them.’




  ‘What are the police going to say when I go naked into the streets? It will look bad for you.’




  ‘You must have something else you can wear.’




  ‘You don’t know much about girls like me, do you, Englishman? We don’t have wardrobes. The clothes in your bathroom are all I possess for the present.’




  For a moment I was tempted to call her bluff. Then it struck me that she was a girl quite capable of going out naked into the streets and the last thing I wanted was trouble with the police.

  Although foreigners are always supposed to be given a fair amount of latitude in Italy where the vice laws are concerned, experience had taught me that Italian police did not always play the game

  by the unwritten rules.




  ‘In that case you’ll have to stay, I suppose. You can have the bed and I’ll sleep on the sofa.’ Because she was clearly about to make some acid comment I continued

  quickly: ‘Don’t worry, there’s a key in the bedroom door. You can lock it if you wish.’




  ‘You bet I will.’




  After picking up the fragments of the plate from the landing, I took them into the kitchen. There was no food in the refrigerator except a carton of milk, two shrivelled tomatoes and an egg.

  Having missed dinner somewhere along the line, I had been looking forward to that ham.




  ‘You’ve had dinner I suppose?’ I called out to Carlotta.




  ‘No.’




  ‘Didn’t Mario buy you a meal on the way back from Milan? The mean swine!’




  ‘He had dinner and asked me to eat with him, but I refused.’




  ‘Why on earth?’




  ‘Because I knew what he’d want in return.’




  Cynicism in young girls has always seemed to me most unattractive, but for some indefinable reason I was prepared to make allowances in Carlotta’s case. ‘There’s a cafe not far

  away that’s open till one. I’m going to have a toast. Would you like me to bring you one?’




  ‘Why not?’ For the first time that evening she smiled and it improved her looks enormously. ‘Not even an Englishman would expect to have a girl for the price of a

  sandwich.’










  Chapter Two




  The next afternoon a press conference was held at the Ministry of Finance to announce an important Government decision. The boys who claimed to have a private line to the

  Minister said it was not going to be devaluation, in spite of the economic troubles that had been plaguing the country for almost a year. Whatever the announcement, it would not be worth even a

  paragraph in Mediterranean Round-up, but I went along partly for the Scotch and because I liked to remind other journalists of my existence.




  While I sat waiting among the assorted reporters, the arrogant and the asinine, the anti-social and the alcoholic, I wondered about Carlotta. She had still been in the bedroom, presumably

  asleep, when I had left the apartment that morning. I had decided not to wake her, deliberately, because I had wanted to avoid restarting the discussion about her plans for the immediate

  future.




  My motives for this piece of evasion were not clear even to me. I may have been hoping, ostrich like, that if I turned away the problem would disappear of its own accord. On the other hand there

  was an almost imperceptible feeling, not strong enough to be called hope, that if I did not force the issue, she might still be in the apartment when I returned that evening.




  I examined this idea, turning it over in the analytical fingers of my mind dispassionately. The girl meant nothing to me. There was no attraction nor even sentiment. It must be the writer in me,

  insatiably curious about humanity, always looking for human material. Her appearance in my apartment the evening before, her violent tongue and primitive emotions would all be good copy for the day

  when I finished my play and started the first of my novels. The experience would be well worth a night or two of cramped sleep on my imitation stile impero sofa.




  Introspection was interrupted at this point by the arrival of those who were to be the principal performers at the press conference. The press officer at the Ministry led the way, followed by

  the Minister’s chief assistant, the Minister himself and another man whom I did not immediately recognise.




  After the press officer had given a short introduction, the Minister made his announcement. He prefaced this with a speech reminding us of the severe economic difficulties that faced Italy, of

  the wave of strikes taking place up and down the country, of soaring prices and unemployment, of the open talk that summer would be followed by an autumn of bloodshed. The speech was typically

  Italian; literary, elaborately contrived and long-winded as well as emotional. It was depressing to think how many hours I must have spent listening to similar speeches during the four years I had

  been in Rome. Contrary to what the world believes, it is not love-making, but talking that is the Italian’s greatest talent.




  Finally we reached the point. The Minister said: ‘The Italian Government is happy to announce that Dr. Otto Reinartz has agreed to advise us on the preparations of a plan to combat the

  country’s present economic difficulties.’




  I looked at the man who sat beside the Minister and to whom he was pointing. So this was Reinartz. A Swiss, reputed to be the greatest economist in the world, he had carved out a brilliant

  career culminating in his recent appointment as head of the International Finance and Monetary Commission. In appearance he was disappointingly commonplace; short, inclined to stoutness, with a

  large serious face like the dial of a functional but unattractive clock. He was perspiring too freely for a healthy man and kept dabbing at his hair line with a handkerchief folded in a

  triangle.




  The journalists began to ask questions. Would Dr. Reinartz be resigning his appointment with the International Finance and Monetary Commission? The Minister said no, because the doctor was

  confident that he would be able to give enough time to this new assignment. In fact he felt that it was part of his duties as Director of the Commission to go to the aid of any country that needed

  help.




  The correspondent of Il Messaggero asked: ‘Can Dr. Reinartz give us any indication of the guide lines he would suggest for a policy to bring back economic stability to

  Italy?’




  Reinartz answered this one himself: ‘We must understand at the outset that no one individual could devise, even in outline, the kind of policy that might be needed. The rehabilitation of

  your country’s economy will depend on the wisdom of many people working as a team. It requires the pooling of ideas, the skill of specialists. If I can contribute to the work of the team I

  shall be most happy.’




  His Italian was faultless. I knew also that he was fluent in German, French, Dutch, Spanish, Portuguese and English.




  ‘Does the doctor envisage that devaluation of the lira will be a necessary step?’




  ‘Your Government which is much better qualified than I to judge that issue, has already expressed its intention to devalue only as a last recourse.’




  ‘Would you say that policies similar to those now being pursued in the United States of America might help in our case?’




  ‘That may be so. But it would be unwise to assume that they are the only or the best solution, because America is a vastly more complex economic entity than any West European country. I am

  afraid I cannot speak with any real authority on this point as I have never had the good fortune to cross the Atlantic and study their problems at first hand.’




  A local man who did occasional pieces for the Economist aired his knowledge by asking: ‘Does Dr. Reinartz agree that quantitative planning based on demand expectations and

  supported by interventionist policies by the Government is essential to achieve a satisfactory capital-output ratio and thus stability?’




  ‘It isn’t as simple as that, I’m afraid. Econometrics are not yet sufficiently sophisticated for us to know how far given policies will contribute to achieving quantitative

  targets. A good case can be made out for concentrating on qualitative objectives such as the stimulation of exports or the structural reorganisation of industry, and laying less emphasis on

  numerical targets.’




  There were other questions about monetary reform, dollar and sterling balances, tariff liberalisation, convertability, liquidity and gold reserves. Dr. Reinartz handled them all with assurance.

  It was the Rome correspondent of the Daily Telegraph who really unleashed the karate chop.




  ‘It is a matter of record, Doctor, that in the past you have acted as adviser to the governments of Great Britain, Australia, Norway and Pakistan. Would you not agree that in every case

  the economic health of the country concerned, after showing signs of a dramatic recovery, went into an even sharper decline?’




  Reinartz smiled and one became aware that in addition to intellect he had charm at his disposal. ‘Perhaps you are not being altogether fair in giving me the credit for either the temporary

  recovery or the subsequent falling-off. Please remember that as an economist I can only offer a government suggestions on a relatively narrow front. It is a government that must formulate policy

  against the background of national priorities and exigencies. It is also the government that must decide whether any particular policy is succeeding and should be continued.’




  An Italian next to me whispered admiringly: ‘What a sidestep! I wonder if Inter Milan have heard about this fellow.’




  Watching Reinartz I found myself thinking that here was a man of the new elite; completely international, polyglot, moving from country to country as effortlessly as he switched from one

  political situation to another; a man for whom no problem would be too complex, no crisis too daunting. He was wealthy too, beyond mere monetary richness, with every need supplied by some

  international organisation; houses, apartments, servants, cars, private jets, and yet he had retained the will and the capacity for almost unceasing work.




  Man for the Twenty-First Century, I thought, composing the banner headline.




  When the press conference was concluded and I was enjoying my Scotch, Mario sought me out. I told him at once: ‘You’ll be glad to hear that I allowed your protégé to

  stay the night.’




  ‘Ronnie caro! I knew you would. Sorry you were inconvenienced.’




  ‘It was no bother really. The sofa is not as uncomfortable as it looks.’




  ‘Are you saying that you spent the night in the apartment as well?’ The corners of Mario’s mouth began to twitch as they always did when he lost his temper.




  ‘Don’t get steamed up! I didn’t seduce her, if that’s what is worrying you. She slept in the bedroom with the door locked.’




  ‘I can find no excuse for your behaviour.’




  His anger told me that what I had suspected was true. He had plans for Carlotta himself. To him she was an unexpected gift, a concentrated sex serum injected into his life by an unsuspecting Red

  Cross. The possibility that she might have already been transfused into my loins was making him jealous.




  Thinking to placate him I said: ‘Really, Mario; the girl means nothing at all to me. Why don’t you go round and see her?’




  ‘Thank you, no,’ he replied stiff-lipped with rage. ‘I can manage to find girls without your help. And anyway this little love bird has flown.’




  ‘How do you know?’




  ‘I telephoned your nest before lunch and there was no reply. As everyone knows, the British are not very good at keeping the territories they conquer.’




  He walked away proudly and I wondered whether we would ever be friendly again or whether this trivial incident was for him serious enough to start a vendetta. I remembered Luigi, another

  journalist. He and I had been close friends, sharing unrepeatable adventures including on one occasion a real little Lolita, whom we had discovered near the banks of the Tiber. Then, trying to make

  up a party for a charity dance, I had introduced Luigi to a pretty French girl. He had fallen in love with her, locked her up in an apartment and never spoke to me again. Once I had met them

  together in the street and he had hustled her away, scowling. It may have been jealousy because he assumed, erroneously, that I had enjoyed the girl before him. More probably it was injured vanity,

  a sense of inferiority because I had passed on to him a girl who did not interest me.




  Over my third Scotch I stopped worrying about Mario’s sensibilities and thought instead of Carlotta. If she had really left my flat then the problem was no more, but I felt something like

  disappointment at the idea. It was not so much the girl, of course, as the situation that appealed to me. One day it would provide a ready-made incident for a play or story. Mario could be wrong.

  She may have decided not to answer the telephone for fear of compromising me. Or he might be lying.




  On leaving the Ministry I went to the nearest cafe, an unpretentious place in a side street. I found the telephone and when I dialled my number Carlotta answered.




  ‘Then you’re still there!’ I exclaimed nonsensically.




  ‘Of course! I’ve been waiting for you.’




  ‘Hang on. I’ll be home in twenty minutes.’




  She laughed. ‘Don’t worry. I’ve nowhere to go.’




  On my way to the place where I had parked my Cinquecento I passed a dress shop that was advertising a sale. There was a frock in the window that immediately caught my eye. It was a blue and

  yellow print with an elaborate lace collar and matching lace cuffs. Though the style seemed vaguely baroque, I knew the dress must be mod by the length of the skirt, which would scarcely have

  covered a hundred-watt light bulb. What attracted me most was the price. I had paid more a week before for a copy of Milena Mileni’s new novel.




  I went into the shop and bought the dress for Carlotta, thus proving to myself that I did possess a social conscience. In an age of plenty it was unthinkable that anyone should be allowed to own

  just one suit of clothes.




  Back in my apartment Carlotta was stretched out on the sofa, drinking Coca-Cola and reading a film magazine. She wore a flimsy trouser suit that looked as though someone had thrown watermelons

  at Mary Quant.




  Hiding my surprise and concealing my gift package behind my back, I said reproachfully: ‘You tricked me! Last night you said you had only one outfit.’




  ‘It’s true. But while you were out I went to see a girl friend and we decided to change clothes for a few days. That’s how we girls live, you know.’




  ‘Couldn’t you stay with this friend of yours until you can find a place of your own?’




  ‘You’re joking. There are three of them, two girls and a French queer, sharing a cupboard in Via Monserrato. Do you want me to be asphyxiated?’




  The way she looked at me, friendliness masking a touch of insolence, showed that she had somehow sensed I wanted her to stay on at the apartment. Intuition told her that she had the advantage

  and she would have no scruples in exploiting it. Knowing women as I did, I decided that the best tactics would be to regain the initiative by a gesture of generosity.




  ‘I suppose there would be no harm in your staying here for a few days, although it isn’t a very satisfactory arrangement for me.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘The sofa wasn’t designed for sleep.’




  ‘Then you take the bed. I’m better equipped than you for hard lying.’ She smacked her buttocks noisily, looked down at them and then smiled at me. ‘That’s as lovely

  an arse as you’ve seen, I’ll bet.’ She laughed. ‘But don’t start panting! That wasn’t an invitation.’




  The door to the kitchen was ajar. Inside, the cup and plate from which I had breakfasted were stacked beside the sink with other dishes that she must have used. The apartment was untidy, the bed

  unmade. I could not help thinking that Carlotta, with time on her hands, might well have repaid hospitality with a few domestic chores. Obviously this girl was going to need firm handling. With

  women, however, as with wild animals, before training can begin, confidence must be established.




  ‘I have an invitation to the Premio Strega tonight,’ I told Carlotta.




  ‘What’s that when it’s alive?’




  ‘A reception at which they announce the winner of an important literary prize,’ I replied, trying not to wince at this ignorance. ‘If you would like to come, we could go out

  and have dinner first.’




  ‘All right.’




  ‘And I brought you something to wear.’




  She took the dress out of its box and held it up. ‘Then it’s a masquerade, this party?’




  ‘Certainly not.’




  She examined the dress like a butterfly collector with an exotic species. ‘Did you say you bought this or inherited it?’










  Chapter Three




  Although the next number of Mediterranean Round-up was due to appear in less than three weeks, there were still four pages of advertising space unsold. I spent the

  next morning making innumerable calls, some in person and others on the telephone and managed to con various advertisers into taking two-and-a-half pages. On the first page of the magazine, in a

  typeface no larger than a fly’s footmarks, I was described as its editor, but I also sold the space, wrote eighty per cent of the copy, planned the layout, corrected the proofs and helped

  Paolo, the office boy, to tuck in the flaps of the envelopes when mailing time came round.




  Two-and-a-half pages were as much space as any man could be expected to sell in a morning, so I went next to Piazza del Popolo. An American lady journalist was supposed to be writing a piece for

  me; a profile of the new American Ambassador and his Scandinavian wife. She usually lunched on highballs at Rosati’s.




  It struck me too that from Rosati’s I would be able to ’phone Carlotta. She had still been in the bedroom when I left at ten. That was not altogether surprising, because we had been

  out late the night before. I had taken her to eat at Menghi’s and then to the Premio Strega, where we had met a number of my intellectual friends, most of whom had seemed quite taken with

  Carlotta. Afterwards she had insisted on our going to Rome’s latest Whisky à Gogo place, the Bonnie Club, in the hope that the management might let her sing and earn a few hundred

  lire. She had not sung, but we had met a number of Carlotta’s friends, none of whom had seemed at all taken with me.




  One of them, a negro in skin-tight midnight blue pants and a gold lame shirt had quipped: ‘Who’s the square with the stiff upper lip, sexybelle? Your bank manager?’




  I had treated the remark with journalistic aplomb but it still rankled now as I reached Rosati’s. The American writer was not there, but Count Sollazzo was. He appeared to be in an

  unusually genial mood and bought me a Scotch. Sollazzo went to Rosati’s every day before lunch and again in the late afternoon. At the bar he was the centre of a small group of elderly

  aristocrats, former playboys and amateurs of Scotch. Sollazzo himself always drank Glen Grant Straight Malt and he had once told me that he got through one bottle at each session. In the afternoon

  he played bridge, placing a bottle of whisky on the floor beside his chair and when it was empty he knew the time had come to stop playing. I sometimes wondered where he got the money for this

  expensive form of hourglass and his other recreations.




  Mediterranean Round-up had a circulation no larger than a parish magazine and the semi-pornographic novelettes which he also published could hardly bring in enough to cover his tabs at

  Rosati’s. Of course he may have been, as he claimed, an aristocrat with money, but I was sceptical. Beneath the whisky and the casual wit, there was a tough streak in his nature which one

  could glimpse on rare occasions and his mind was too agile for an aristocrat. At times I wondered whether he was even an Italian.




  ‘You’ll be including something about the Premio Strega in our next issue?’ he asked me.




  ‘It’s worth a couple of paragraphs and a photo I suppose.’




  ‘Then be a good lad and don’t use a photo of that girl you were with. It won’t sell a single copy.’




  He himself would never have attended the Premio Strega, but he had informants everywhere. Working for Sollazzo was like being on a prison road gang, every move watched.
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