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Prologue


The boy kissed his cheeks, first the right, then the left, and Bernardo smiled. He felt a sort of happiness at the love shown him by the boy, and the respect.


He had told him that afternoon what he wanted of him. The boy was Marcantonio, his grandson. Bernardo was now seventy-four years old and owned a wealth of experience from the life he had lived, but there were matters – at present – that were beyond his powers to achieve. A few years back, ten certainly, he would not have required the assistance of his grandson, but he did now. He was slightly built, maintained a good head of hair and his arms were muscled. His stomach was without flabby rolls, and his eyesight was good. His hands were broad, and calloused from the work he did in the garden at the back of his home. But he had lost a little of his strength and his breath was shorter. He had asked his grandson to do what he would have preferred to do himself. Some four years ago he had realised he could no longer strangle a man with his bare hands when his victim had writhed and kicked and he had had to call the boy to finish the job.


His grandson grinned, then hugged him once more, touched his arm and turned on the step at the kitchen door.


A few years before, Bernardo had taken Marcantonio to a car park by the beach on the Ionian coast where they had met a man he supplied with cocaine. It had been a familiar story, a cash-flow shortage, a contract broken. There was no indication as to when the debt would be paid. The man would have believed he was dealing with an elderly padrino, once strong but now in failing health and with only a teenage boy in support. The man had had, in the car park and evident from the glow of the cigarettes in the darkness, an escort of three. As instructed, the boy had ambled towards the second car, taken the pistol from the back of his belt and used it to smash the windscreen. He had poked his arm inside and had held the pistol tight against the front passenger’s temple. No one had challenged him. From the interior lights on the dashboard they would have seen his face, its expression, and prayed to the Madonna. He had reached inside the car and started to squeeze the fleshy throat.


In his youth, Bernardo had been able to kill, by strangulation, in less than three minutes. He had walked the few paces across the car park, relieved his grandson of the pistol, then gestured with a jerk of his head towards the man’s car. His grandson, still at school and shaving only once a week, had gone and done the work. A minute, perhaps. One guttural croak, one last kick inside the footwell, then silence. He had thought it similar to taking the boy to a brothel, in Locri, Siderno or at Brancaleone, to lose his virginity, a rite of passage he had facilitated the year before.


The escort had gone and the body had been buried in scrub above the beach. Bernardo had driven his own car, a nine-year-old Fiat Panda City-Van, up into the foothills of the mountains while Marcantonio had driven the victim’s. After they had set fire to it, they had gone home, grandfather and grandson showing less emotion than if they had been to a football match. The boy had made no fuss, shown no excitement. It had been a job well done.


Now Bernardo stood by the door. The winter was over but it was still cold. Marcantonio paused, half turned, then gave a little wave. The light came from behind Bernardo and caught the scar – the only blemish in his grandson’s smooth skin. There had been a dispute with a shoemaker in the village; drink might have given the man more courage than was good for him because he was rude about the principal family. Marcantonio and a gang of picciotti had gone to his house and beaten him, then wrecked the main room. They had been leaving when a child, who had followed them out, picked up a stone and flung it after them. It had struck Marcantonio’s chin, had needed two stitches. They would have taken revenge but a carabinieri car had happened on the scene. Marcantonio, a handkerchief pressed to the wound, and his fellows had slid away into the darkness. The shoemaker’s family were gone by the morning, their possessions loaded into a lorry, with an escort to see them out of the village.


Further down the track that led away from the house, a car engine coughed into life.


They had talked about it in the kitchen, the radio on, and the television at the other end of the room. They had sat opposite each other at the table, their heads close. Mamma had been behind him, mixing the sauce that would go with the pasta she would serve after they had eaten slices of cured ham and spiced sausage. The boy did not interrupt but sometimes gazed out of the window at the fading view of the wooded crags behind the house and the distant peaks of the Aspromonte mountains. Bernardo had said what should be done, how and where. Then he had questioned the boy: did he understand? There had been a nod. Mamma did not comment. He did not require her opinion so she was quiet. She, though, had packed Marcantonio’s grip. The sports holdall had bulged with clothes, trainers, a well-filled washbag, and a framed picture, protected with bubble wrap, of the Madonna at the shrine of Polsi, in a steep-sided valley to the south-west. The boy smoked at the table, which irritated Bernardo’s chest but he said nothing. The boy was his future: he had killed five times already in his life, would do so twice that evening. At the end, the boy had not answered him but the delicate fingers of his right hand rested reassuringly on Bernardo’s wrist: the old man worried too much . . .


When Marcantonio had stood up, thin and sleek, Mamma had wiped her hands decisively on her apron, enveloped him in her arms, crushing him close to her, then abruptly released him. The radio had been switched off and the TV had been turned down. She had laid the table and Bernardo had poured wine from the Crotone region: a good measure for himself, another for Mamma, but half a glass for the boy, who had tasks to fulfil that evening. The bag went into Stefano’s car.


Exhaust fumes spilled from the old Lancia, and the headlights captured the path that led to the vegetable garden, the chicken coops, the shed, whose roof was unstable, and the dry stone walls, which bulged outwards. The first buds were on the trees and the branches swayed in the wind. The last autumn leaves scurried over the path and whipped against the shed door. The boy walked to the car and did not look back.


His elder son, Rocco, was Marcantonio’s father, married to Teresa. She was at home, a kilometre down the track. She had not been asked to attend the last meal before her son’s long journey. Rocco had not been there because he was detained in the maximum-security gaol at Novara in the north, subject to the brutal regime of Article 41bis, by which the authorities could hold men in isolation from fellow prisoners. The problem confronting the family was not with Rocco and Teresa, but with Bernardo’s younger son, Domenico, husband of Annunziata and father to Nando and Salvo. It involved honour, and could not be ignored or shelved. Domenico was in gaol at Ascoli, also subject to Article 41bis.


The problem centred on Annunziata’s behaviour. Some women took hard the imprisonment of their husbands – sent down for twenty years or more. A few took to drink, and some suffered nervous collapse. One or two sought a lover . . . which was unacceptable. Bernardo, the padrino, leader of the Cancello clan, had condemned his daughter-in-law. A simple enough solution. He could not kill her himself and, shut in their cells, neither could his sons. And it was beneath his dignity to order lesser men to carry out killings when the issue nudged at the very centre of his power. She was a fine-looking girl, Annunziata. She had worn well after the birth of her children. Slim waist, a brittle smile, which seemed always to show that her thoughts were elsewhere. Her clothes, bought in Milan or Rome, were not suitable for the village or her home, which was three hundred metres down the track from Rocco and Teresa’s. If it were known that his son, in gaol, had been betrayed by his wife, it would reflect on the whole family and gnaw at their power.


He heard the car door slam, and Stefano – at the wheel – began the three-point turn. God’s truth, he would miss the boy.


Stefano was two years younger than Bernardo, and had been at his side from the day that Bernardo’s father had been shot dead in the covered market at Locri. He would take Marcantonio to the first targets. The man who had sex with his daughter-in-law was the owner of a small picture gallery in Catanzaro. Bernardo had learned of a beach hut to the south of Soverato, where the pair met, copulated, ate a picnic and drank wine, then locked up and went their separate ways. The man was always there first, and his arrival would coincide with Marcantonio’s. Marcantonio would have with him a sharpened kitchen knife and a lump-hammer. The man first, then Annunziata . . .


The car went away down the hill. Stefano always drove slowly. Bernardo saw the headlights bounce from the trees. He knew each of those trees, and every metre of the stone walls flanking the lane. He went back inside and closed the door. The house, expanded now, had been his father’s and his grandfather’s. He was in the kitchen.


He had seen a photograph of the gallery owner. A short man, he had a beard, which was carefully trimmed. From the photograph, Bernardo reckoned that he took time each morning to tidy it. Within two hours the dark hair would be blood red. Stefano would rip the man’s trousers down to his knees, and Marcantonio would use the knife to slice off his penis, then force it into his victim’s mouth. He would hit the man with the heavy hammer, one blow or two, to stop the struggling, then leave him in the beach hut. It might be weeks before he was found. The job would be done quickly, any shrieks carried away on the wind – they might sound like the cries of gulls. He imagined it all and felt only satisfaction.


Mamma was at the sink, washing up, even though they had a dishwasher. She washed his and her clothes by hand, too, and didn’t use the German washing-machine built into the kitchen units. Their daughter, Giulietta, was with Nando and Salvo, as she was every time Annunziata went out at night. Each Tuesday, Giulietta took care of the children and was like a mother to them. She would not have her own. She was ugly, he thought, especially with the large-framed spectacles she wore. She knew that by midnight the children would have no mother, and approved. Giulietta was skilled with a computer. She knew how to deal with passwords and cut-outs.


Bernardo should not have been in the house. He had been conceived and born, in the big bed at the front with the view down the track towards the centre of the village. His boys and Giulietta had been born in it too. It was the bed in which Mamma slept, when Bernardo slipped away to the narrow divan in his hiding place, where he felt safest. It hurt him that he could not be in his own bed, with Mamma’s heavy hips against him.


He checked through the window. The car lights had gone. By now Annunziata would have left for the coast. He felt his age in his bones, especially his knees.


Bernardo was of the older generation of clan leaders and enjoyed the discipline of tradition in language, behaviour, or in the drawing up of agreements where a man’s word was his bond the spoken word pledged a deal. Tradition applied also to methods of killing. A favourite of this group of clans, a loosely tied association known as the ‘Ndrangheta of Calabria in the extreme south of Italy, was the lupara bianca. The lupara was the sawn-off shotgun used by goatherds against wolves, but lupara bianca meant something different. Marcantonio had been told that in particular circumstances a body should never be found and no announcement of a death would follow. Bernardo had determined that Annunziata would suffer lupara bianca. He glanced at his watch. Soon the gallery owner would open the beach hut, spread the rugs, light the candle and open the wine.


He had nothing to read. There were no submissions from bankers, accountants or investment managers that he could pore over. He fidgeted. Bernardo, a clan leader, held information in his head: he kept no compromising documents in a safe at his home.


He and Mamma had been married for forty-three years: she had not waited for his death to replace her coloured clothing with black blouses and stockings, skirts and cardigans. Marcantonio was Mamma’s creation. She had shaped and moulded him from the time he had sat on her knee.


Annunziata would receive no mercy from her nephew. She was from a clan family herself, had come no more than twenty kilometres to her new home. Now she might have travelled a thousand kilometres but her own people would not have saved her. She had broken the disciplines that were valued by her own and her husband’s family. Her eyes showed a challenging haughtiness, as if she thought herself superior to the peasant society into which she had married. Marcantonio would pinion her while Stefano bound her legs and arms. They would show her the corpse of the gallery owner and push her head down so that she could see the blood in his beard and what filled his mouth. She, too, would be allowed to scream.


Bernardo went outside and filled a watering can from the tap, then the plastic jug that held the chickens’ feed. He moved warily, his three dogs close to him, their ears back as they listened for disturbance. They would hear if a fox was close enough to threaten the chickens. He was between a line of trees and the sheets that Mamma had hung out, which would not dry that evening.


He had called for a lupara bianca. A family in a village higher in the mountains owed him a favour, and tonight he would call it in. It was about disposal and disappearance. Several families kept pigs, which would eat anything, alive or dead. But the family that owed him the favour owned a tank of strengthened steel. It was available to him, he had been told, and might contain sulphuric acid or the chemical that unblocked clogged drains. That was where Annunziata was going tonight . . . The chickens hustled towards him. Each had a name and he cooed at them. He was bonded to each fowl and the dogs that were close to his heels. The last unwanted litter of puppies had been put into a sack two years before and Marcantonio had carried it, oblivious of the squeals from inside, to the stream below the house.


The family had relations in Berlin, the German capital. Marcantonio would spend a useful period – several months – out of sight, far from the carabinieri. He could learn the arts of cleaning money and evaluating potential investments. Questions would be asked after the boy’s aunt had disappeared and an inquiry launched, but he would be far away. He had said to his grandson that he must be discreet in the city and not attract attention.


When they went to the building, with the woman tied and weeping, knowing already that pleas for her life were in vain, Stefano and Marcantonio would carry her inside. Then Annunziata might see the tank and smell its contents. She would know that, by morning, she would be sludge at the base. He would almost have guaranteed that she would be alive as she went into the liquid, eased down so that she did not splash them. She would go in slowly, probably feet first. Who in that part of the mountains would report hearing screams in the middle of the night? No one. When the next visit to Domenico was due, Mamma would go to Ascoli with Giulietta. Although their conversation would be monitored with microphones and cameras, he would be told. It was possible to give serious news to a prisoner held under Article 41bis, and Domenico would be glad to hear that his wife had been punished for her treachery. She would go in alive.


Afterwards, Stefano would drive fast to Lamezia airport. There was a late flight to Rome, which met a connection to Berlin’s Tempelhof. Bernardo had never been outside Italy – never outside Calabria. He tipped the last of the feed onto the ground and the chickens scurried and pecked around him. The dogs sat quietly. God’s truth, he would miss the boy, yearn for him to return.


Now it was time for him to go to his bunker, sneak away like a rat to its den . . . He saw again the grin that had played on his grandson’s lips and hoped the boy would heed his advice. A camouflaged door opened. His torch showed a tunnel made from concrete pipes. He went to bed.
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He could have flapped a hand and distracted the fly. It was on the branch of a pruned rose, close to a carefully constructed spider’s web. It was a trap – and a work of art. Jago Browne had time to kill, more than twenty minutes, and had settled on a bench. The autumn sunlight was low and at that hour of the morning the frost had not dispersed. The grass around the tidy beds was whitened, the earth sparkled, and the web’s intricate lines were highlighted in silver. The fly was doomed – it seemed unaware of the danger. It took off, then seemed to charge the patterned fibres of the web.


He was in the park because he was early for his appointment. He should have been sipping coffee with the Frauboss, as he thought of Wilhelmina, and glancing with her through the file, checking the client’s complaint and the level of the bank’s error. She had thought it would reflect well if she – the team leader in Sales Investment – was accompanied by a smartly presented young man from her office: it would demonstrate their commitment that the bank was taking the error seriously. His presence would underline the importance of this client’s account to the bank. He fancied, also, that it was an opportunity to drill him in the standard of care that the bank demanded of its employees. Earlier this morning Jago’s mobile had rung. Wilhelmina had had to cry off: the nanny was sick, the elder child had damaged an ankle so couldn’t go to school, and her husband was abroad on United Nations business, saving the planet with a climate-control programme. Jago was to keep the appointment. She had lectured him on to his manner and the apology he would offer on the bank’s behalf. He glanced at his watch. He had no need to hurry.


The fly hurried to escape. Its legs and wings flailed and, with each quick movement, the web seemed stronger. It thrashed. Jago had known cobwebs. His mother had dusted them away in the one-time family home; staff used poles topped with feathers to clear them from office ceilings. He had never before sat outside on an autumn morning and marvelled at one. He couldn’t see the spider. He thought of the energy it would have taken to build the web, and the elements it had secreted in its body to do so. The fly fought for its freedom. If Jago had waved a hand when the fly was first close to the web, it would have been safe. He was between Charlottenburg and Savignyplatz, among pleasant, well-restored streets. The park was manicured, with bins for dog mess, cigarette ends, plastic and newspapers. It was a good environment for a client, a place where old Berlin wealth had survived.


An elderly woman now sat opposite Jago. His attention had been on the fly and he hadn’t seen her arrive. Well preserved and well dressed, an expensive overcoat, a cashmere scarf and decent shoes – from two different pairs. There would be money there, an opportunity for a salesman from the bank. He had his business cards in his wallet and brochures in his briefcase . . . But the fly took his attention away from the woman who might need an investment portfolio. The fly struggled.


A girl came out of a pizzeria, to the right of the elderly woman. Jago Browne was twenty-six, single and unattached, though Hannelore and Magda, who worked alongside him, might have wished otherwise. Her dark hair was piled high and she wore a shapeless cardigan under a broad apron. Her skirt’s hem was level with the apron’s. She swept the pavement outside the pizzeria with a stiff brush, punishing the slabs. The forehead above the pretty face was cut with furrows. She was interesting, but . . . The fly was not long for this world.


He looked at his watch. Five more minutes. The apartment block where the client lived was at the far end of the square. The old lady opposite eyed him but didn’t encourage conversation. He thought she would be in her middle eighties. He had been in Berlin long enough, seven months, to know the principal dates and events. The fall of the Wall, the Kennedy speech, the defeat and the flooding of the destroyed streets by hungry men of the Red Army . . . She would have been, then, fifteen, probably in the first flush of beauty, hidden in cellars in the hope that an infantry platoon, an artillery team or a tank crew wouldn’t find her. She stared at and through him.


An open sports car pulled up outside the pizzeria, but the death of the fly consumed his attention. One last movement of the wings and legs, then a convulsion. Life extinguished or hope gone? Jago didn’t know. Now he saw the spider. Cunning little sod. It had stayed back, against the angle of the main trunk of the rosebush and a stump to which part of the web was hooked. He supposed it needed to hide in case a hungry sparrow or robin passed by. Now it came out and tracked fast over its web. A resourceful killing machine closed on its meal. Whatever sustenance there was on the body of a fly was likely to be more nourishing than a scrap of meat or cheese swept off the pavement in front of the pizzeria. He looked at the web more keenly and realised that what he had taken for fragments of old leaves were the husks of previous victims. He’d learned something. The spider might not be hungry. It was a killing machine and fed regardless of need. That was its nature. It reached the fly and seemed to try to cover it, belly on back. It was smaller than the fly, but had the intellect to plan the trap, the engineering skill to build the web and would eat when opportunity arose.


Jago pondered. He wondered what he might have done.


Jago glanced again at his watch, then unfastened the clasp on his case, checked that the papers were beneath his laptop and closed it. Time for a quick cigarette. He lit it, dragged the smoke into his throat and wheezed a little. The old woman leaned towards him and asked, in a gravelly voice, if he would, please, offer her a cigarette. He did so. Would he, please, light it for her? The flame lit her eyes, a cough convulsed her, and he won a wintry grin. She told him that her doctor forbade her to smoke, that her children thought the habit disgusting, that her grandchildren were nicotine-Nazis.


Jago Browne, on a bank’s sales team, reflected that the fly – by keeping him there – might have inched him towards a possible client . . . He mouthed, silently, the first sentence of what he would say to the client.


 


‘A thousand euro a month, is what it will be.’


He blustered an answer but his words were indistinct. It was the third time he had told the man the figure. The face had gone pale and glistened.


A smile curled Marcantonio’s lips. ‘You understand? I can’t make it any clearer. A thousand euro each month. For that you’ll have total protection and your business will prosper.’


The man’s face was sheened with sweat. There was no heat in the pizzeria, not enough sunshine yet on the windows for warmth and Marcantonio’s cousin filled the open doorway. Marcantonio posed as a friend, almost a business associate. He was there because he was bored.


‘A thousand euro a month. I don’t negotiate. You’ll pay in advance and I’ll come tomorrow to collect. A thousand to start with, but when your business is doing well, it’ll attract more attention from rivals so my fee will go up. For now, though, a thousand a month.’


The man jabbered something. Marcantonio couldn’t understand him. The pizzeria had been open for two weeks in a fashionable quarter of the city. The rent would be high but the rewards, potentially, were good. The man seemed as timid as a rabbit cornered by dogs.


Marcantonio had been in Berlin just over six months. Home – the village, his grandfather – seemed increasingly distant. His cousin in the doorway, Alberto, was a long-term resident in the city and his minder – his subordinate in the clan’s pecking order. He had collected rents from properties owned by the family, cleaned sums paid in Hamburg and Rotterdam, and inspected proposed leisure or business sites on the Baltic coast and in the Ruhr district. Old habits died hard and boredom irked Marcantonio. He knew how to create fear.


‘Without protection, you risk a petrol bomb through the windows and then fire. Same time tomorrow.’


A girl hovered at the back by the cash desk. She wasn’t as dark as girls in Calabria and the high Aspromonte villages. He saw hatred in her eyes. She hadn’t spoken. He hadn’t addressed a word to her. No reason why he should have. Where Marcantonio came from, the women and girls kept silent and were obedient. Any who were not went into the tank as Annunziata had. To ease the boredom, Marcantonio wanted to set up his own ring of protected businesses, draw an income and see eyes blink in fear, smell the sweat and hear the gabbled answers. This would be the first, and already he felt better. His car was outside. In Berlin he drove an Audi R8. Sometimes, on the open roads, going south or west out of the city, he laughed at the thought of his grandfather and Stefano in the City-Van, the engine chugging when it climbed hills. He was not supposed to draw attention to himself . . .


The man slumped, shaking into a chair as Marcantonio strolled to the door. Marcantonio had been polite and specific. His behaviour could not have been faulted. He went outside, lit a cigarette and began to walk towards where the Audi was parked. It was capable of acceleration to speeds above 160 k.p.h. on the Autobahns.


His arm was grabbed.


He turned. The girl’s fingers were locked into the fabric of his windcheater. Alberto had spun and was ploughing towards her.


She hissed, ‘We won’t pay you pizzo. This is not Naples, Palermo or Reggio. We don’t pay thieves. You’re scum. Don’t come back.’


Alberto caught her shoulder and tried to pull her back, but her grip on Marcantonio’s arm was too tight. Her nails came up towards his face. He saw them as they came for his eyes. He hit her with the back of his hand. She reeled away, freeing him, and screamed.


 


The elderly woman’s face showed no change of expression, but she would have heard the scream. He swung round and saw the girl who had been sweeping the pavement at the entrance to the pizzeria. She reeled away from the guy and would have fallen if a bigger man hadn’t held her upright, making her a better target.


She spat at the one who had hit her, and kicked the shin of the man who held her arms. The two men were speaking Italian – Jago had learned some in his sessions at the language laboratory in Prenzlauer. The boy hit her again with a clenched fist, first her head, then her stomach. Her nose bled. Now he kneed her in the back.


What to do?


Jago was wearing one of his two work suits; the bank expected him to be formally dressed. That day, with a client to visit and an error to be corrected, he needed to be at his best. The elderly woman had disappeared.


Different for Jago.


How different? Quite different . . . the scream had been anger but the punch to the stomach had squeezed the air from her and she had first wheezed, then coughed, then choked on a squeal, and there had been another gasp as the knee went into her back.


A man was at the door to the pizzeria. He didn’t move – as if he had decided that intervention would gain him nothing. At work Jago Browne was assessed on his ability to ‘care for clients’, his ‘dedication’ to his employer, his ‘work ethic’ and ‘attention to detail’. For that he received a touch north of four thousand euros per month, plus bonuses. He was not paid to rescue distressed girls.


Now she was writhing on the pavement. Cars went by but none slowed. A woman pushed a pram towards the girl and manoeuvred it round her. A couple stepped off the pavement into the gutter to avoid her.


Jago took a step forward, than another. The man who had hit her was smartly dressed: designer jeans, windcheater, lightweight maroon pullover and polished shoes. His hair was well cut. The look on his face was part pleasure and part about the need to exercise power: he had been challenged by a lesser creature. He called a few words to the man in the doorway, who cringed. Something about ‘tomorrow’ and ‘coming back’, a warning to be ‘very careful’. Then he headed towards the parked sports car.


The older man, the one who had held and kneed her, passed her, following the first. Her arm came out and she grabbed his ankle. He pitched forward, then went down hard onto the pavement. He swore. The first man came back as the second stood up. They circled her, then launched the attack. They kicked her . . . People passed them, looking away.


Jago started to run. He shouted, in German, ‘Stop that. Leave her alone!’


This was a criminal assault. He expected them not to yell back at him but to walk away. Where he had been brought up, in East London, kids carried knives after dark and only an idiot would intervene in a fight. An even bigger idiot would stay behind as a witness when the police arrived. But this was Berlin, and not just any part of Berlin: it was the Charlottenburg and Savignyplatz area. He went forward – it was about bloody time that the guy in the doorway shifted himself, but he didn’t.


Both men kicked the girl’s backside and belly. She was shouting at them, struggling to get the words out and trying to claw their ankles but they danced out of her reach. Neither had yet turned towards him.


‘Stop that! Stop it, for God’s sake.’


He was armed with his leather briefcase, a self-indulgent purchase during his first week in the German capital. A church clock chimed, telling him he was now late for his appointment. He couldn’t turn back. They hadn’t run to the car. He was drawn in, as people were towards a cliff’s edge. Logic had clouded, and the red mist came down. He reached her, crouched over her.


They watched him. He looked into the face of the younger man. Nothing was said but Jago saw his expression. It said, Who the fuck do you think you are? Or None of your business. Superior, dismissive. His heart was pounding and he had lost the calm that the bank’s Human Resources people looked for in young people they employed. The girl looked up into his eyes, and the two men peered down at him. There was a moment of quiet before he spluttered, ‘Go away, you bastards! Leave her alone. Scum—’


The older one hauled him upright. Jago’s eyes were close to the younger face. He could see the clean skin and the immaculate hair, could smell the deodorant and the mint on the breath. He noted the scar on the right side of the chin. The heel of the hand came up fast, no warning, and caught his upper teeth, lip and nose. His eyes watered as pain shot through him. He was dropped. When he could see again, the sports car was reversing into the traffic flow. They didn’t look at him. He wasn’t important enough, he realised, for them to glance back and see how he had reacted.


She didn’t thank him, or ask how he was. She pulled herself onto her hands and knees, then half upright. The man in the doorway come to help her, and the two of them went inside. Jago used his handkerchief to wipe away the blood that was streaming from his nose.


He steadied himself, then walked down the pavement towards the client’s apartment block.


 


The messenger had come across Europe and far to the south, delivered and gone. Giulietta had met him. Then the dutiful daughter, whom he could not marry off but was precious to him for her understanding of the technology he would never master, had brought it to him. Bernardo danced.


It had been a good summer, warm, with little rain. There were corners of his garden, tucked out of sight or shielded by trees, where he had been able to sit and allow the sunlight to filter onto his legs, hips and back. The weather had been good for his arthritis. Dancing, therefore, was easier than it would have been had he attempted it in the spring. The single sheet of cigarette paper had been brought by hand from Rome, not entrusted to BlackBerry instant messaging or Skype. A man had flown from Ciampino, Rome, to Lamezia, where he had been picked up by a cousin and driven to Locri, which was overlooked by the village where Bernardo lived. Every week on that day, Giulietta went to the local covered market to buy vegetables – she hardly needed them because Bernardo grew enough for the family. Today the sliver of paper had been slid into her hand. She had brought it to him, then whispered in his ear what verbal message the courier could take back on the next flight.


His dance was almost a jig. He was sure he wasn’t being watched by strangers to the village. Enough of the picciotti scrambled regularly over the rocks and along the goat trails on the steep-sided hills above his home, checking for ROS teams. The message was confirmation. A man had been located. A traitor had been identified as living in Rome, his address pinpointed. It confirmed the instruction Bernardo had sent back with the courier to those who now watched the target and would carry out the sentence of death. The killing would be publicised and no tears would be shed in the villages around Bernardo’s home. His dance steps were in the tradition of the Aspromonte mountains.


It would be good for his sons to learn that the man who had put them in their cells was dead.


He would have liked his grandson to kill the turncoat with a knife, face to face, seeing the fear build, or with a pistol, sidling close, then shouting a name. It wouldn’t be the name given to the rat by the Servizio Centrale di Protezione, but his old name, bestowed at his baptism. He would start and turn, then face the last few seconds of his life. It had been almost as great a disgrace to Bernardo as any that had befallen him. A pentito on the fringes of his clan, a former man of honour who knew some of the clan’s secrets, had taken seventeen men to the aula bunker in Reggio where, in the subterranean fortified courthouse, he had given the evidence that had sentenced them with Bernardo’s sons, to long, life-destroying sentences. He grinned to himself.


Two treats awaited Mamma for her birthday. The death of a rat and, a more joyous gift, the return of his grandson for the celebration. He would not stay long, but Bernardo would see the boy he had missed so much. His organisation was sealed in blood and by the family ties. The greater the trust, the closer the blood. None was closer to Bernardo than his grandson . . . and the reports that came from Germany were not good. He shrugged.


His lettuces had flourished. The tomatoes were good, and the vines had done well. The olive groves he owned were lower in the valley, and the crop was excellent; the harvest was almost complete. He lived a fine life. The imprisonment of his sons was the price the family had paid for its success. He had little to worry him and the children of the ‘disappeared’ Annunziata had moved in with Rocco’s wife, but they were often in his own kitchen and Mamma was firm but loving. A large cargo was at sea. A rat had been identified and would be dead within the week. Marcantonio would soon be home, and as the day approached, he had noticed a softening in his wife’s stern features. And he had, he supposed, come to terms with the hidden bunker that had become his second home.


Giulietta told him each month what she estimated the inner family, where the blood line was strongest, to be worth. She would list the value of investments and would murmur a figure in his ear. Each time she did that, her voice shook and her cheeks flushed. They were worth, Giulietta told him, in excess of four hundred million euros. She was like her father and mother – and there was nothing in the modest room at her parents’ home where she lived that stank of wealth. For her, it was about power.


Giulietta was a fine daughter, almost as good as another son. She worshipped at the same altar as himself: wealth was power. Power was the ability to buy. Any man had his price. There were two important men in his life: the first was a clerk in the Palace of Justice, and the second worked as a civilian at the Questura; sometimes as he went about his work he heard gossip and saw screens used by men and women of the Squadra Mobile. From those two men, Bernardo had discovered that he was under investigation and that his liberty depended on him sleeping in the buried container and being always watchful, always suspicious. He could do that without difficulty. He was a peasant by nature, a contadino. The peasant, mindful of enemies, looked for what was best in the future. It was easy for him to be an optimist, and the news that day had been gratifying.


It was a fine morning. The skies above the village were cloudless. He believed himself secure.


 


‘If he’s there, wouldn’t we see him?’


They had seen chickens, dogs and Mamma – but not their target.


‘He’s as cunning as an old vixen.’


Fabio said, ‘He’s seventy-four. What sort of life can he be living? He’s somewhere in a hole in the ground, no daylight, can’t walk down the track to see his family. What’s he hanging onto – if he’s there?’


A rueful grin from Ciccio. ‘He’s there.’


Their heads were together. They spoke in the faintest of whispers. Their appearance differed only to their wives and the maresciallo who commanded the surveillance unit. Fabio was two centimetres taller than Ciccio and his feet a size smaller than his friend’s; there was fractionally more brown in Ciccio’s hair, and a trace of ginger in Fabio’s beard. They had been together, a bonded partnership, for four years and took leave together from the Raggrupamento Operativo Speciale barracks outside Reggio Calabria. They holidayed in the same hotels or beach apartments, and their wives endured their relationship. It was under strain, had probably run its course, but neither would yet speak of fracture. That morning domestic life was far in the background. They had come to the hide that overlooked a part of the house seven hours earlier, at dead of night.


‘It’s a fucked-up life,’ Fabio said.


‘The price he pays for being the boss . . .’ Ciccio managed a slight shrug.


They wore British-manufactured gillie suits, German-made socks under their Italian boots, and the ’scope was Chinese. The smell was their own. It would get worse. They had done a week’s reconnaissance in August when they had found this cleft between two mammoth rocks. It was not perfect because, below them, the trees had not yet shed their leaves and the view of the house was partially obscured. They could see the wide turning point of the track and any car that came up it but not the door. At the back, the kitchen door was masked from them but they could identify anyone who took three or four paces away from it and kept to the right of the yard. If that person, usually Mamma – Maria Cancello, aged sixty-three and wearing her age poorly – went to the left, a conifer allowed them a fleeting glimpse. She kept a line of washing up alongside a path leading away from the yard, up rough steps to a shed, of which they could see the back wall and all of the roof. Windows on the far side of the house were hidden from them but if lights were on in the master bedroom or the one adjacent to it, where the daughter slept, they saw the occupants. If they had come nearer to the house they would have been at greater risk of discovery by the dogs that were always with Mamma or the daughter. If they had been further back, higher and able to see over the tree canopy, they would have endangered themselves – there were herdsmen’s tracks where the slopes were gentler and every day picciotti came with dogs. They had brought with them survival rations, plastic bottles for urine, tinfoil strips to wrap faeces, and would take their rubbish out with them. The hide was ‘protected’: a man would have to scramble, clinging to rocks, roots and branches, as he descended into the space between the big boulders. They must not leave a trail of scuffed earth, dislodged stones or crushed lichen when they came and went. When they were not there, another ROS team kept a watch on the house but from higher and further back. As Fabio said, often enough, ‘They can’t see anything.’


As Ciccio said, frequently, ‘They’re just clocking up overtime and might as well be in Cosenza or in bed.’


They thought themselves the best, took pride in their work, but hadn’t yet located their target, the padrino of the Cancello clan. It hardly mattered to them where they were and who they were searching for: there was no shortage of photographs on the most-wanted lists. ‘Scorpion Fly’ was a long investigation and a prosecutor in the Palace of Justice had emphasised its importance. Scarce resources had been committed to it.


Both knew most of what there was to learn about the scorpion fly: Panorpa communis. The male’s wingspan averaged thirty-five millimetres, and it trailed what seemed to be a scorpion’s sting from its rear. In fact, it was two tiny hooks with which the male held tight to the female during mating. It was a member of the Heteroptera family.


They captured them, when they could, for a cousin of Ciccio’s, an entomologist. When they laid hands on one it went into a small plastic jar. It was a poor morning for scorpion flies.


‘If he’s there, in a hole, how would that make life worthwhile?’ Fabio asked.


Two driven men, hating corruption and the virus of organised crime endemic in their society, little cogs in a big wheel, watched the limited view of the house and saw Mamma wave away her daughter. What kept them alert was the hope that they would identify the target, find his hole and call in the arrest squad. They knew about the missing daughter-in-law, Annunziata, and of a grandson who seemed to have left home. ‘Hope’ was a candle flame and often it guttered.


 


On the ground floor of a drab house in an uncared-for quarter of Reggio Calabria, a photocopier needed replacing – it was painfully slow to operate – but there were insufficient funds for a new one. Consolata cursed. Paper churned at snail’s pace into the tray. The printed sheets would be stuffed into plastic sleeves, then tacked to telegraph poles. In the committee meeting, everyone had argued against her.


‘We can’t frighten people, Consolata. It’s not up to us to hector them into action. They must be persuaded.’


‘Your suggestion, Consolata, of sticking our posters in the windows of businesses that we can only suspect of paying pizzo is ludicrous. We have to take people with us, not confront them.’


‘We’ll stay on the high ground, Consolata. We don’t stoop to their level.’


‘We know change is slow, Consolata, but it’s coming. Last year thousands marched on the Corso Giuseppe Garibaldi. Thousands.’


‘You must be patient, Consolata. Not this generation, but the next – perhaps – will reject the ’Ndrangheta state. Have faith.’


It was early in the morning, she wasn’t yet dosed up on coffee and had ‘turned the other cheek’, which was rare for her: she had torn up the page of notes she had made to justify ‘direct action’ going to the edge of violence, or beyond. She had proposed, too, that those who tacitly supported the taking of the pizzo, a percentage of the profits made by legitimate business, should be confronted and shamed . . . A deep breath. She had disappointed the committee – they would have expected her to fight, argue and then be destroyed by their arguments. She had ducked her head, almost with good grace, but Consolata burned with fury.


The pages continued to flop out of the photocopier. Soon the ink would run out.


Life, she believed, had passed her by. She was thirty-one, and reasonably slim. Her hair was medium length and naturally blonde, which was unusual in Calabria. She came to work in trainers and jeans, a T-shirt and a light loose jacket. No jewellery and no makeup. She was from the town of Archi, a few kilometres up the main road north from Reggio. Her parents were still there but she no longer lived with them. If circumstances had been different, she would have worked in a shop selling curtains and good-quality wallpaper. Her parents had owned the business, built it up and made a living from it. ‘One day’ they would have retired and she would have taken over. Then they had come. A figure had been fixed, which her father couldn’t pay. A whispering campaign had followed, and trade evaporated. Questions had been asked – was her father a paedophile? Had he been questioned by the police over the molestation of children? There had been no violence, no threats. Then they had made an offer to buy out the business. A few months before the price would have seemed ridiculous, but the bank was now calling in the overdraft and they would have prompted that. The business had been, in effect, stolen. Her father now drove a delivery van in Messina across the strait, commuting there each day, and her mother cleaned bedrooms in a hotel fronting the Corso Vittorio Emanuele, near to the ruins of a Greek settlement, dating to eight centuries before the birth of Christ. Consolata would have said that a new dark age had replaced the glories of that civilisation.


Archi was the town of the de Stefano and Condello clans, the Imerti people and the Tegano family. It didn’t matter which of them had decided to launder their money through a legitimate wallpaper and curtain business. One of them had and the business was gone. Consolata had been sixteen, in the year of supposed optimism, the new millennium, when her father had come from the bank, ashen with confusion. Now there were cut-price goods in the window and cocaine money was rinsed there.


The most significant bosses in Calabria lived in Archi. None would have known her name. None woke in the morning wondering what she was planning.


She had gone to university, to keep her mother happy, and had studied modern history. Then she had enrolled at a language laboratory and become an interpreter, but had seldom returned calls offering work. Now she was a volunteer with a group that denounced the plague of organised crime in their community. Four or five years before she could have left the toe end of the country, abandoning her parents, and flown to Germany, Belgium, France or Britain to put her language skills to use. She could have made a new life. She had not. Now it was too late – a window had closed. Her fervour for the group she had enrolled with was gone; her loathing of the target remained undiminished . . . They had laughed at her ideas.


She would probably spend the whole morning coaxing the machine to cough up more posters.


Consolata’s ambition had almost atrophied. She was, she believed, the typical cuckoo in the nest of optimists. When she stopped to let the copier cool, she rolled a cigarette. The nicotine improved her mood a little. Those she had been at school with or known at university were mostly married and pushing prams, had jobs or had flown to freedom. She soldiered on, knew her enemies but not her allies. She could see, through the glass window in the door, the committee: men and women satisfied that they were ‘in the vanguard of changing attitudes’, ignoring her. She was, they thought, a ‘doubter’, perhaps even a ‘heretic’. Again, she started the machine. Again, it spluttered to life. Usually she said it to herself, but this time she shouted over the noise of the photocopier, ‘Not one of those people knows my name. We’re doing nothing. Until they know my name, we’ve failed.’


No one heard her, but more posters fell into the tray.


 


In her Charlottenburg apartment, the client said, ‘I like you, Mr Browne, and I like your apology. I also like your explanation of the circumstances of the error, and that you have not attempted to deflect blame from yourself. I’m impressed, too, that you came to me, your client, before going to hospital for treatment to your face. You came here as a priority and ran through the performance of my portfolio. Now you must report to the police the assault against yourself and the young woman. The police are at Bismarckstrasse, to the north of Savignyplatz.’


Jago nodded. He thought her attitude to him was pretty gracious. He had come to her door looking a mess – his tie was askew, his hands dirty, his nose still bleeding and his hair all over the place. She had led him to the bathroom, then given him a towel and soap. When he had emerged, sheepish, she had offered him a slug of schnapps. He had refused, but she’d poured it anyway. Twice during his explanation, the phone had rung – the FrauBoss. The client had been fulsome in her praise of him and had made no mention of his ‘adventure’.


‘Promise you’ll give a statement to the KrimPol on Bismarckstrasse, Mr Browne.’


She dripped money, but without ostentation. Her jewellery was discreet, her clothing simple but classic; her face and throat showed her age. Most of the pictures on the walls would have been valued at more than Jago’s annual salary.


He started to retrieve the papers he had used for his presentation. The client had three accounts: one in Zürich with Credit Suisse, one with Deutsche in Frankfurt, the third with Jago’s bank. Her money, targeted by the FrauBoss, was the stuff from which bonuses flowed.


Jago closed his briefcase. He had given her a brief description of what had happened on the pavement, just enough to account for his appearance and his reason for being four and half minutes late. Where he came from in East London, nobody went to the police to complain of a minor assault. He said softly, ‘Hardly worth it.’


‘But you should.’


‘I’m sure they have better things to do.’


They stood up. There was a trace of perfume about her. Her eyes were watery and had lost youth’s sharp lines. Her hand was on his arm and crabbed fingers clawed a grip on the material. ‘Because you do not wish to be involved?’


He tried to laugh it off. ‘Someone where I used to work, in London, would say when anything went wrong, “I expect worse things happen in Bosnia.” I don’t know much about Bosnia, or what happened there, but it’s what he always said.’


‘Was it at the new pizzeria?’


He didn’t answer.


‘Were they Italian?’


He grimaced.


‘Perhaps you’re an innocent, Mr Browne.’


He still had nothing to say.


‘Of course the police should be involved. You should stand up as a witness, Mr Browne. In Germany, still in living memory, we made an art form of avoidance. Evil flourished and we did nothing. Evil of any sort should be confronted. I am an old lady. I speak out because I have nothing to lose by doing so. For the young it may be different. Perhaps your pride is hurt because you were knocked over. Perhaps you can put the attack behind you because your place of work is on the other side of the city. Can you?’


He worked on the old east side of Berlin and here he was on the old west side. He lived miles from here and might not need to come back. The chance of the FrauBoss allowing this client to drift from her orbit was slight. He smiled, as if he was about to leave, but she persisted. He felt her intensity through the grip of her fingers.


‘There was a theologian, Martin Niemöller. He was imprisoned for many years but survived in a camp while many around him were hanged. He was ashamed that he had lived when so many brave men and women had been murdered. He wrote about those who, like himself, did not stand up to evil. When they had arrested the socialists, he didn’t speak out because he wasn’t a socialist. When it was the trade unionists, he did nothing because he was not a trade-union supporter. When it was the turn of the Jews he was silent because he wasn’t a Jew. He wrote, ‘And then they came for me, and there was no one left to speak for me.’ That was the big evil, the mature oak. The little evil is the acorn, thriving unnoticed – crime on the streets. Did you see a woman sitting in the little park, as old as myself?’


‘Yes.’


‘And she wore odd shoes? Expensive but not matching?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did she see what happened?’


‘Saw the start, then slipped away.’


‘Her father was hanged in the last days of the war, at the Flossenburg camp. Eighteen days later the Americans arrived. The evil consumed her. She says her father would have been better to close his mouth, do nothing, look away, and live to bring her to adulthood. I hope, Mr Browne, that you will find time to visit the KrimPol detectives. The girl won’t. Her elder brother is the manager of the pizzeria. He won’t either. They are Italian and would say they know better.’


He apologised again for his lateness, his appearance, the absence of the FrauBoss, then thanked her for her patience, courtesy and the schnapps. He gave her his smile, which was already famous among the investment team (Sales).


The fresh air was bracing. He looked across the square and saw an everyday scene. He had been punched there, a girl had been kicked – and a spider had murdered a fly. For him it was about where he had been brought up, his mother, what had happened to him and to her. Walking briskly, he phoned in and said that all was well with the client. He could see into the pizzeria, where customers were drinking coffee. The man, the girl’s brother, was behind the counter. He checked on his phone for directions.
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A woman behind a reinforced glass panel had told him, via a microphone and loudspeaker, where he should sit but not how long he would have to wait.


When Jago Browne had got dressed that morning in his attic apartment, he had not considered that he would spend hours on a hard bench in a police station on Bismarckstrasse. Where he had been brought up, Canning Town in east London, the closest police station had been on the Barking road, a formidable red-brick fortress. He had never entered it, although half of the kids close to where he lived had. He supposed that, there, a waiting area existed like this one. It smelt of urine and disinfectant. When the door onto Bismarckstrasse opened, a gust of cool air dispersed it briefly.


He was with two girls, about twenty, both probably tarts. One cried convulsively and the other comforted her. There was a fidgeting junkie, who tried to make conversation with an elderly man, who was muttering about a lost dog. A stream of men and women came to the counter, offering ID cards – they were clocking in as a bail requirement. There was graffiti on the walls – not clever or witty. Jago assumed that it was verboten to scribble on the walls but the woman behind the barricade couldn’t do much about it. It was a Rauchen Verboten area too, but there were small burn marks on the linoleum.


Police officers hurried through the waiting area. Some came off the street and tapped a code into an inner door; others came from inside and headed for Bismarckstrasse. They had in common, entering or leaving, a reluctance to glance at the flotsam waiting on the benches. He supposed that a pistol in a holster, a truncheon and a gas canister gave the officers confidence to ignore him and those around him.


The man who might have lost the dog was the first to break. He stood, shouted abuse at the woman beyond the glass, aimed a kick at the end of the bench and left. Jago might have followed – he nearly did. Then the woman called him forward. His spirits soared until she pushed a sheet of paper through the grille and told him to fill it in, then bring it back to her. Why had she waited forty-five minutes to do that? He had requested to see a detective following an assault and a possible instance of extortion on the square two streets away. He took the paper. He had asked Elke at the bank to tell the FrauBoss that he was running late.


Heavy stuff from the client and he wondered if he believed any of it. It could all have been fantasy: hangings, Jews, camps, odd shoes worn by an old lady. The spider was real death. He couldn’t quite decide whether the client had been playing with him. He started on the form: name, address, work, complaint.


He was Jago Browne. Born 1989. His mother was Carmel. Her parents were semi-lapsed Catholics from the western edge of Belfast and had left in 1972 at the height of sectarian disturbances in the hope of finding a less traumatic life. One daughter, the apple of her parents’ eyes. Just after her eighteenth birthday she’d gone to Cornwall with her two best chums for a week’s camping. Might have been the draught cider, or ignorance or an act of rebellion: a one-night stand with a deck-hand off a Penzance–Newlyn trawler. A one-night stand followed by a one-morning stand that had drifted into a one-afternoon stand. She’d thought his name was Jago, but it might have been Jack. Anyway, ‘Jago’ was Cornish and she had fastened on it once the sickness started in the mornings. Her parents had pretty much dumped her, couldn’t cope with their little jewel dropping their hopes and aspirations in the shit. That was his mother, and home was a council flat in a part of London where few wanted to be housed – Canning Town – but she was lucky to have a roof over her head. She was a fighter – and wanted love. Dave was the boyfriend who gave her a brother for Jago, and Benny had provided the sister. Neither Dave nor Benny had lasted long. She was a single mum, with three kids and a maisonette, within a bullet’s reach of the Beckton Arms. That was Jago Browne, and they didn’t need his childhood history or his education.


His flat was built into the roof of an apartment block in the Kreuzberg district, between the Landwehrkanal and Leipzigerstrasse, with an entry on Stresemannstrasse along which the old Berlin Wall had run. His workplace was a bank – the section dealing with private wealth management and advising on investments – in the old east sector, out beyond Alexanderplatz and the great tower. The boy from a sink estate in Canning Town had made it into the stellar world of international banking via a school that believed in merit, a university in the north-west, where he’d worked his brain raw, a merchant bank in the Bishopsgate area of the City of London, and on to Berlin. How had he done it? People liked him. Those who had stumbled across his path thought him ‘worth a punt’ or had felt good after giving him ‘a helping hand’. He would have said that he’d been in the ‘right place at the right time’ so he was on a two-year exchange with the bank in Berlin, and a German youngster was coping with life in Bishopsgate. He added the bank’s name to the form he was completing.


Under ‘complaint’, he put, ‘To report extortion and criminal violence’. It was almost eleven o’clock. It would take him the best part of an hour to get across the city and its former dividing line, beyond Karl-Marx-Allee and to the top of Greifswalder Strasse. By the time he got there the whole morning would have gone. In the section, they all worked like beavers at the direction of the FrauBoss, and Elke had been back on his mobile to ask when they should expect him – as if he had a criminal’s tag on his ankle. He pushed the sheet of paper through the grille. A uniformed woman took the girls to a side room.


Jago continued to wait. Earlier it had seemed a good idea but the excitement had palled. In Canning Town no one made witness statements. His act of defiance was to get out a cigarette, not light it but roll it between his lips. He’d give it five more minutes.


 


On an upper floor of the station, in a pinched office, a picture on the wall faced his desk. Each time he looked up it was straight ahead, there for him to feast on. The sun was at its height. The sea was pure blue. The beach was golden, and not many of the pebble banks showed. Bikini-clad girls lay on multi-coloured towels, stood on the sand, or among the slight waves. He had taken the photo himself. He gloried in it, bathed in its warmth. It made the greyest, coldest day in Berlin a little more acceptable.


He was an investigator, had passed the ‘detective’ course run by the national police college, was in the KriminalPolizei, but would never allow himself to be promoted to sergeant. If he looked away from his screen and ignored the picture, he had the window to look out of. There was a courtyard and a glimpse of the sky – it had clouded over, wasn’t raining yet but soon would be. The picture was his joy . . . He sighed, then allowed himself a brief smile. Manfred Seitz, investigator of the KrimPol based at the station on Bismarckstrasse, smiled infrequently when others might see him do so. Sometimes in the presence of his wife, not often . . . He was given the shit by those who ran the KrimPol section that dealt with organised crime in that part of Berlin. He was a dinosaur. Most of them were young enough to be his kids but they had the status of ‘sergeant’ or ‘lieutenant’ and could instruct him on his duties, which events he should follow-up. He fielded the rubbish and was kept at a distance from any work that might offer a step up the promotion ladder. He didn’t complain . . . There was a bank worker in Reception, with a scarred face, a foreigner reporting ‘extortion’. No one was dead, and there had been no hospital admission. It was for him to handle.


Fred – everyone used the abbreviation – sipped the coffee he had brought to work in his Thermos. He did not patronise the canteen, thought it tiresome. He brought his own sandwiches, which Hilde made for him while he showered each morning – he went to the station before she left for the infant school – so he could avoid the gossip and back-biting at the lunch tables. He had been Fred to his parents and at school in the Baltic city of Rostock, and when he had joined the police. . . . His children used it – the daughter in Zürich and the son at college in Dresden. He thought it suited him, that it matched his appearance.


It was a quiet morning. The ‘kids’ had made arrests the previous day, Kurdish pickpockets, and were still celebrating. Fred Seitz was at that stage of his career – within three years of retirement – when he was too junior to appear before the cameras or brief the press, and too old to appear in court as a witness on whom a conviction that could lead to advancement might depend. He was in a rut. A last glance at the sea, the beach and the bikini girls. His screen showed a new report from a Nature Conservancy group handling the parkland to the east of Lübeck, across the estuary. His pipe was on the table with sweet-smelling ash in the cold bowl. He killed the screen, hitched his jacket onto his shoulder and closed his door. The kids were around a central table in the work area but did not want him in their midst so he had been awarded the partitioned small room as an office, space that should have gone to a team leader.


He took the staircase down two floors.


When Fred stood behind the woman at Reception he could see, distorted by the stains on the glass, the bank worker. A nice-looking boy, good build and features. He asked the woman and was told he had been there close to an hour. The ‘kids’ would have held it up: smart-arse idiots. She told him which interview room was empty.


He went through the security door.


He said briskly, ‘I am sorry you have been kept waiting so long. Follow me, please . . .’


 


‘Do sit down.’ He gave a suspicion of a smile, an empty pleasantry. ‘Now, how can I help you? Excuse me, you are English? Do you speak German?’


Jago said, ‘I have adequate German. You could have helped me a while ago by coming to find out why I was here. So, sometimes your language, sometimes mine.’


‘A good compromise . . . and I apologise. Communications in the building are not always satisfactory . . . How can I help?’


‘Are you always so cavalier with the time of people who bother to report a crime? Or is that bad for the clear-up figures?’


‘I’ve already apologised . . .’


‘There’s a phrase in England that all those public utility companies – or the police – use when they keep you hanging on a phone and have likely failed you. ‘We take your complaint very seriously.’ But I’m a member of the public and, although I’m a foreigner, I’m registered here as a taxpayer. So I pay your salary – or a fraction of it.’


The smile widened, might even have been touched by genuine humour. In the corridor, before getting to the interview room, they had introduced themselves. The investigator, Fred Seitz, was tall and thin, the skin sagging below his cheekbones. His throat was scrawny and his jacket hung loose from angular shoulders. His scalp was discoloured and his hair cut short. Jago estimated him to be in his mid-fifties.


He told his story.


‘Is that all you saw?’


‘I’ve told it as I saw it.’


‘And described accurately the injuries to you and the girl?’


‘I believe so.’


The investigator had produced a notepad and pencil but had written only a line at the top of the page, then closed it. Now it had gone back into his pocket, with the pencil. He produced a pipe, which whistled as he sucked the stem. ‘What do you expect me to do?’


‘As a police officer, I expect you to investigate the assault, interview the girl concerned, follow that up, identify our assailant, then arrest and charge him.’


‘Are you widely travelled, Mr Browne?’


‘Not particularly.’


‘But you are aware of the Italian diaspora – of course you are.’


Jago said sharply, ‘I know many Italians live here. I have eyes in my head.’


‘You have not visited Italy?’


‘No. Does that make me an inferior witness to criminal acts?’


‘I understand, Mr Browne, your irritation with my questions. I assure you they are relevant.’


‘I’ve given you chapter and verse on a crime.’


‘You want me to be honest?’


‘Does honesty mean evasion, denial, what we call “sweeping under the carpet”, too unimportant for you to—’


‘Allow me to be honest. It’s always good to speak the truth, even when it’s unpalatable.’


The smile had broadened. The investigator had pushed back his chair and stood up. His police pistol, in a grubby holster, was against his hip, his shirt was not clean, he wore no tie and his trousers were crumpled. At the Plaistow police station, where they handled Canning Town, they would have been red-faced at his rudeness. He thought the man didn’t give a damn.


‘Mr Browne, in Germany we are a colony of Italy. Not of the Italian state but of the various arms of the Italian Mafia. They bring their customs, behaviour and daily habits inside our frontiers. Although they live in Germany they don’t change their culture. It’s a ghetto life. They exploit the lax legislation concerning criminal association and they do well – extremely well. In Germany, the principal representatives of the generic Mafia are the ’Ndrangheta. Have you heard of ’Ndrangheta, Mr Browne? It would help your understanding if you have.’


‘I know nothing about them. Why should I?’


‘Because you are a banker. It says here, above your signature, that you work in a bank. You can recite big numbers, understand spreadsheets and statistics . . .’


‘I’ve reported what happened to me and a young woman. Have I wasted your time?’


If Fred Seitz was about to lose his cool he hid it well. ‘They bring into our country billions of euros. Billions. They buy up hotels and apartment blocks, businesses and restaurants. A man who has no visible sign of income suddenly purchases a four-star hotel and pays ten million euros. We are swamped by them. It is the proceeds of cocaine money. Right at the bottom of the scale, their protection rackets are perpetrated on legitimate business – not for billions or millions or even hundreds of thousands. They’re Italians, and that is how they live. What am I supposed to do? Nothing – so I cannot justify spending much more of my time on it. Sorry, but that’s the truth.”


‘You’ll turn your back on it and walk away?’ Jago felt the tiredness crushing him. He stood up and picked up his briefcase.


‘Do you want my advice?’


He said he did.


‘Does your employer know you’re here?’


He shook his head.


The investigator said, ‘I admire what you did. You intervened when many didn’t. Pin a medal on yourself, but do it in private. You will note that I took no statement from you. As far as the legalities of this incident go, you played no part in it. What is it to do with you? Get a life – look the other way. The Italians and their gangster habits are not your priority. Do you smoke, Mr Browne? Would you like a cigarette?’


He did. Jago felt the need of one. The investigator must have liked him because Rauchen Verboten took a back seat. A window was opened on one side of a central pillar, then a second. Both had been locked but the other man used a straightened paper clip to unfasten them. He led and Jago followed. A leg out and over the window ledge and they could almost have kicked the heads of pedestrians on the Bismarckstrasse pavement. There was a cloud of smoke as the pipe was lit, then acrid fumes. Jago dragged on his cigarette. He thought it the work of an expert because there was a smoke detector in the centre of the interview-room ceiling. He was told that if you sat under a desk in the office and smoked close to the floor, the alarm would sound because it was well made, German manufactured. A flicker of a grin. When he had finished his cigarette he threw it onto the pavement while the investigator hammered the pipe bowl on the outer wall. Jago saw many marks on that stretch of wall where the paintwork was dented. It would have been a familiar routine. He brought his leg back inside.


‘Will you follow this up?’


‘I am away tomorrow evening for a few days’ vacation with my wife. I will look at it when I return, perhaps. No promises. Thank you, Mr Browne, for coming. A last word. Forget it. No one will thank you if you do otherwise.’


The investigator showed him to the door.


He’d wasted his time. Jago Browne walked towards the S-bahn to go east and back to work.


‘Get a life,’ the man had said. ‘Look the other way.’


 


Marcantonio paid cash. The two shirts, a hundred euros each, were wrapped by the sales assistant, and the girl slid glances at him. The shop was on the Ku’damm, small, smart and exclusive. He dressed well, though the knuckles of one fist were scratched and his right shoe was scuffed at the toecap. He never used a card, and the two hundred euros were from a wad of more than two thousand he carried in his hip pocket. The girl would have noticed the money. Most days he went to the shops on the Ku’damm. He preferred the range there to those on Potsdamer Platz or Friedrich-strasse. He shopped, sometimes with his minder and sometimes with the woman at the edge of his life, because on most days he had little else to do.


He had learned a little of what might be useful to him in his future life, if not as much as his grandfather would have wished. He found the company poor and the preoccupation with business contacts and investment opportunities tedious. Also, in Berlin he had no special status. He was not recognised, as he would have been in the village. It was as if, here, he was a probationer, having to prove himself worthy of respect, which was about the margins of percentages, buying and selling prices, what could be bought in property, square metres for how many euros . . . It bored him.


It was more interesting to shop, buy shirts and jeans. They would go into a cupboard at his apartment – when the door was opened there was often an avalanche of clothing, still in its cellophane wrapping. Marcantonio did not, of course, give out his mobile number: difficult to do it because the device changed so often and he used a new number most weeks. If he wanted the girl, he would drive past at near to closing time, park on the kerb and hoot. She would come running. Many did, and the banknotes in his hip pocket were an encouragement. Sometimes he tipped lavishly with the absurd profits made from the sale of cocaine, or firearms, or immigrants without papers, or from the rents raised by apartment blocks and the profits from restaurants and hotels, and . . . So much money. It cascaded through his hands on a level not possible in Calabria. There, it was likely to be noticed and draw attention. Here, no eyebrow was raised. The girl’s lashes fluttered, her blouse bulged, and her fingers were smooth over the wrapper, but he did not reward her. First, Marcantonio had no time to screw her as tomorrow his half-year of imprisonment in Berlin would be over and a little freedom beckoned. It was as if he was out ‘on licence’ – which his father and uncle would never know. He was going home to the village, and he would no longer need to change into a clean shirt halfway through each day. The second reason that Marcantonio did not tip the girl was that a nagging frustration diverted him.


The girl in the pizzeria. The girl with the brother who had stammered about his inability to pay. The girl who had come at him with her nails. That girl had clawed a place in his mind.


In the morning he would have the opportunity to go back to the pizzeria, as he had ‘promised’ he would, and collect the pizzo. They always paid. Tears, shouting, even threats of going to the authorities, but they always paid. Marcantonio had no need for an additional thousand euro a month, but the targeting of the pizzeria had made for entertainment. It was outside what was allowed, but few would know and fewer would care.


He took the wrapped shirts. He met the girl’s eyes, allowed himself to smile and turned away. A woman had looked into his eyes on the last night he had been at home. She had been tied up and her clothes were torn because she had fought. He and Stefano had hoisted her up, and her legs had splashed into the stuff when they had begun to lower her. She had screamed in the night and would not have been heard. She, too, had challenged him. She had spat in his face, and then they had pushed her down. Her head had come up once more but she had been too weak and too much in shock to spit again. It would have been good to fuck her, his aunt by marriage, but he had not tried because she was part, temporarily, of the family.


After she had gone down into the tank he had carefully wiped all trace of the spittle from his face, and Stefano would have burned the clothes they had worn, and the clan who had provided the facilities for a lupara bianca would have removed anything left in the sludge. He would tell his grandfather what had happened.


The shop manager, tall, blond and aloof, stood behind the girl who had wrapped his shirts and taken his money. He was gazing at Marcantonio as if he were dog shit on a shoe. So German . . . but Marcantonio’s people owned much of the country, used it like a goat they milked regularly. He could have bought that shop, that franchise, its stock and the girl, and would have regarded the outlay as small change.


He left. Time for lunch, some pasta – not as good as that prepared by his grandmother. It annoyed him that the girl that morning had not cowered in front of him. The next morning he would be back. He sauntered across the pavement to his car.


 


Bernardo slipped out of the kitchen door.


His route was skilfully prepared. Near to the door was a vine trellis, the leaves not yet shed, then a high wall. Beyond the wall was Mamma’s washing line, always with double sheets and large towels on it, then a second section of wall, a vertical cliff face – the path led right against it, perhaps ten metres up – then a retaining wall beside the steps that led to the old shed.


Every man had a price, which was often surprisingly low. Sometimes favours were offered for nothing. A clerk in the Palace of Justice or at the Questura, in the headquarters of the carabinieri might cost a couple of hundred euros a month if he needed it for medical expenses, or he might supply information for free because he was screwing on the side and the truth would kill his elderly mother, or he gambled . . . There were so many reasons.


He knew he was under close investigation.


He took this route from the house each evening. He used neither telephone, nor computer, so he left no electronic trace. The ROS, the GICO and the Squadra Mobile worked on the principle that the best weapon in their hands was intercepts of messages, BlackBerry or email, so he denied them that chance. He would be vulnerable only to human surveillance, and their teams could not come to the village and sit in a closed van with spy-holes drilled into it. Strangers were not tolerated in their village. If electricity cables needed repair after a winter storm, local men did the work, not outsiders. His home could be watched only from the high ground behind it. There might be cameras there, or listening equipment, and it was possible even that men might be inserted in hiding places. Most of the picciotti, who owed him and his family total loyalty, had his blood in their veins: they regularly searched the upper slope with the dogs. But Bernardo was still careful.


A combination of the vine, the walls and the washing protected from any viewer or lens, and he used the route each day to go to and from his home. At the end of the path, beside the shed, there might, many years earlier, have been an earth slip beside the retaining wall. That was how it would appear to a stranger. Underneath the earth, stones and scrub was the steel cargo container, his refuge.


The retaining wall seemed solid. One stone could be removed to expose an electrical switch with a waterproof covering. When the switch was thrown a section of the wall eased quietly to the side. The first stone was then replaced and . . . He hated it. He had to get down on his old hands and knees and crawl through a tunnel of concrete pipes that, dimly lit, stretched ahead of him. Another switch closed the wall. He would have disappeared, no trace left of him. He could not stand or crouch in the tunnel, which was barely a metre high, but had to drag himself the five or six metres to the entrance in the iron side of the container, his other home.


The pentito had known the location and the timing of the meeting to which his sons, Rocco and Domenico, were travelling when they were blocked, pinioned, handcuffed, taken. He had not known of the hidden container. Twice in the last nine months Bernardo’s home had been raided by the ROS teams – before Annunziata had died and afterwards. If he had not been in the bunker, he would now be in a gaol cell in the north, isolated, his power diminishing. He moved forward, pads protecting his knees. Bernardo would have given up a great deal to sleep in his own bed, with his wife, but not his freedom.


He seemed to hear the voice, no spoken words, just a whimper. A child’s voice. Recently he had heard it more often than he had last year. Extraordinary that he would be aware of it when his hearing was fading. He had first heard the sound thirty-six years before, then forgotten it. For decades he had been free of it, but he heard it again now that he had to go like a rat down the tunnel to his room.


But tomorrow night the boy would be home. A smile cracked his lined, weathered face as he reached the prefabricated door, opened it, straightened and stepped into his other home. It would be so good to have the boy back. Warmth again flowed in his veins, and a degree of happiness.


 


‘Consolata reckons life is about confrontation.’


She had heard them discuss her.


‘She wants drama – sirens, flashing lights. I just don’t think she grasps the virtues of non-violence.’


She had her own room, with space for a single bed, a rack for her clothes, boxes for the rest of her possessions – shoes, underwear, books and one photograph.


‘Consolata should leave our group.’


The photograph, framed in cheap plastic, showed her father and mother standing proudly outside their shop in Archi. It had been taken a year before they were approached and made an offer – take it or leave it – that amounted to grand theft. The photograph lay in a cardboard box, covered with books and papers on the regime of the ’Ndrangheta in Archi, Rosarno, at the port of Gioia Tauro and in Reggio Calabria, knickers, old trainers, T-shirts and more jeans. She had been a good student at her school, not obsessed with work but performing more than adequately – she was thought by the staff to have an anarchic streak, which they liked, and had run the shop on any Saturday morning when her parents could not be there. She knew the price of paint and wallpaper, and was imaginative on colour co-ordination. Everything had been predictable, unremarkable. Now the certainties had gone, picked up, tossed, scattered, but the scars remained. She had kept her past from the committee.
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