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PROLOGUE


I’m Bravo. And I don’t have a dick.


That could be my introduction. It doesn’t change a thing that I go through life with a nickname instead of an official first and last name. You are who you are, whatever the bureaucratic trails that follow in your wake, like streamers from a carnival. My life wouldn’t have been any better or worse, whatever name I gave with each handshake. The waves no higher or lower: the water just as choppy, the winds just as rough, the voyage every bit as daunting. Regret would be pointless. Being nameless just gave me an extra layer of shadow in which I could cloak myself: the fleeting glimpse of a face, a faint silhouette, nothing there, no one. I was what I was—so namelessness was exactly what I needed. Why add a clause or a rider?


As for that other anatomical detail, it’s worth devoting a little time to the subject.


I wasn’t born this way.


It’s not like some doctor, presiding over my birth, stared in disbelief at my blank infant groin as I emerged from the maternal fissure, completely unequipped for life’s principal task, or cast a baffled glance at my mother as she lay there, exhausted from the last grunting effort of giving birth. There was no doting sympathy for a child growing up with the burden of a distinctive handicap—distinctive, to say the least—a handicap likely to draw cruel mockery in the years to come. No tragic adolescent confessions, head bowed, gaze riveted on my shoes as if I were trying to read some higher meaning into my shoelaces.


No, when I came into the world I had all the right equipment, with everything in its place. Oh, I was equipped, all right, perhaps overequipped, in light of what happened later. Until things changed so radically one fine day, my equipment was the cause of plenty of trouble for a variety of adventuresome and reckless young (and not-so-young) ladies who wanted nothing more in life. I always figured that was their problem, not mine.


Until the day that one young lady’s problem became my problem.


The how and the when and the why of the matter will never be subjected to the scrutiny of future historians. It was a simple case of the wrong person noticing the wrong thing at the wrong time. Guilty as charged, for whatever that’s worth. I make a full admission, though I have no regrets. Our lives are what they are, and nothing more. Sometimes there’s just no way—and no reason—to act any differently. Or if there was, I was oblivious to it. Now even the mere suggestion of a reason or motive would be just one more pin in a voodoo doll with my face on it.


One night—one of those turning points when your life changes course—someone was waiting for me, with a well-honed straight razor and a deep well of rage and sadism, ready to make me what I am today. He left me flat on my back, with a bloodstain spreading across my trousers; my voice waned to a whisper as the blossoming stain did my screaming for me. I was tossed out of the theater, kicked off the stage and into the audience. Hurled back into the farthest row of seats, I would say. And yet the pain of that cut was nothing compared to the pain of the applause.


Until that day, I had paid lip service to love and enjoyed sex for my own personal pleasure. Now my condition meant I was no longer obliged to promise that love, because I was no longer capable of receiving its monetary equivalent in exchange. That is to say, sex.


A man’s body held no appeal for me, and I no longer had anything to offer a woman.


Suddenly, peace reigned supreme. No more ups, no more downs, just flatland, stretching out. No more placid waters or stormy seas. Just the mocking irony of dead calm, the doldrums where sails neither belly nor rip. Now that I had no need to run, I had a chance to look around me and see how the world really works.


Love and sex.


Lies and illusions.


A moment of one, a moment of the other. Then off in search of the next stop, the next address jotted down with whatever comes to hand. Following your nose, your instincts, feeling your way. Blind, deaf, and mute, relying on a sense of touch and smell, the far reaches of instinct.


When I regained my sense of sight, my hearing, the ability to speak, I thought it over and understood.


I immediately accepted.


In the time that followed, I acted.


Since then, blood has been shed, a raw material that comes cheap everywhere around the world. People have died, and perhaps they were worth even less than the blood that was spilled. Some of those responsible for what was done to me have paid; others have gotten off scot-free. Like everything that culminates in death, this too started out small.


It all began when I realized that there were women willing to sell their bodies for cash and there were men willing to spend their money to get their hands on those bodies.


It takes a healthy dose of greed or resentment or cynicism to work your way into the middle of that transaction.


I had all three.




April 1978




CHAPTER 1


When Daytona and I walk out onto the street, it’s daybreak.


We stop on the sidewalk, a few feet apart, inhaling the cool morning air. Even in a big city, morning air gives the impression of purity. Actually, the breath that Milan exudes has halitosis, and both of us must have pretty bad morning breath ourselves. The only thing that’s pure is the impression, but even that’s something you can live on.


Daytona stretches his arms, yawns, twists both shoulders.


I thought I heard his spine crack, but maybe my ears are deceiving me. His face shows the signs of a night spent playing poker and snorting coke. He’s pretty messed up. You can see the muscles tensing around his jaw. The double comb-over that covers up his bald spot like a clever bit of sleight of hand and hairspray has started to sag, slipping off to one side, like a hairy beret. His complexion is sallow, and he has dark circles around his eyes. His pencil mustache makes him look like one of those nasty, neurotic cartoon characters who wind up being funny in spite of themselves.


He lifts his hand in front of his face; pulls back his shirt cuff, begrimed by the night-long card game; and looks at the time.


“Jesus, it’s almost six a.m.”


Daytona says this as if it were a problem. As if it were a rarity for him still to be up and about at this hour of the morning. As if there were someone who cared what he did with his life, aside from himself and occasionally the police. He drops his arm and the watch vanishes beneath the cuff. That wristwatch is the source of his nickname. For years, he’s worn a gold Paul Newman Daytona Rolex.


When he has the watch to wear.


It’s a sartorial detail that makes it easy to tell Daytona’s good times from his lean times. Just take a look at his left wrist. If there’s no watch, it means he’s pawned it. And if he’s pawned it then it means that Daytona is hustling his heart out to get the watch out of hock. Without worrying much about what he has to do to lay hands on the money.


Well, this morning the watch is on his wrist and he’s just spent the night balls-out, luck running high, winning hand after hand at poker. After last call, we stayed on in the private room of the Ascot Club, the room next to the bar. Him, Sergio Fanti, Godie, Matteo Sana aka Sanantonio, and me. Bonverde, the owner, went home with his wife, hard on the heels of the last spectator. On his way out, he told Giuliano, the manager, to close the place down and lock up. Without too much interest in what might happen after he walked out. We stayed on in the private room, breathing in the lingering aroma of decadent humanity, in the hay-scented dankness of wall-to-wall carpeting that hasn’t been aired out for years. Someone put out the cards, packs of cigarettes, and a few yards of cocaine.


The hours sped past, the cigarettes and cards went around, and when the last snort of cocaine was just a distant memory, Daytona had become the unquestioned star of the evening’s entertainment. The jackpot was four nines slapped down on the table like a thunderbolt, dealing out death to a full house. Sweeping the pile of cash.


As if he’d just read my mind, Daytona turns to look at me.


“I was fucking lucky tonight. I needed that.”


I smile, even though I try not to. I turn to look at the intermittent flow of morning traffic. Scattered cars move lazily along Via Monte Rosa. Inside the cars are frightened ghosts returning home and other ghosts, convinced that they’re frightening, heading out for their daily damnation. As an impartial observer, I had the impression that Daytona had given the blindfolded goddess a name and address, with a few sleights of hand that were not entirely sportsmanlike. As far as I could tell, anyway. Not that it’s any of my business. I don’t gamble or play cards, so I don’t win and I don’t lose. I’ve always been the spectator who watches and minds his own business. Over time, this has evolved from a rule guiding my life to a pleasant routine. It’s a better way to live and, in certain circles, it’s a better way to stay alive.


I look back at him.


“Fucking lucky is right. How much did you win?”


Daytona scrutinizes my face in search of sarcasm. He’s satisfied there is none, or maybe he chooses not to see it. He slips one hand into his pocket without pulling out his wad of cash, as if he can count the money by touch. I can almost see his fat hairy fingers rumpling the bills roughly, the way people do with money that’s come easy.


“A million eight, more or less.”


“Not bad.”


“You said it. Yum, yum, yum, a rich pile of chips!”


He rubs his hands together with satisfaction, and it occurs to me that there are certain human beings who seem to be incapable of learning from past mistakes. I struggle to keep a smile from spreading across my face again. One time, during a poker game with guys he completely outclassed, Daytona couldn’t keep from repeating that gloating phrase, and he got punched in the eye by someone taller, stronger, and better armed than him. Of course, he had to take it without reacting. He went around for weeks with a black eye that made him look like a chubby, slightly melancholy Dalmatian. With a string of snickering mockery trailing behind him, like the long train of a wedding dress.


Behind us, the others emerge from the club.


They climb up the stairs under a sign that by night winks an invitation to step downstairs to the Ascot Club, the unrivaled temple of Milanese cabaret. The walls up and down the ramshackle staircase are lined with posters for the great talents that have passed through those walls, trodden that stage, looked up at those lights at the dawn of their careers. Every day, out on the street, by the front door, an illuminated billboard announces the names of the aspiring stars who will be appearing that night.


A marginal past, a glorious future, and a hopeful present. All gathered together under the old axiom that in Milan, late at night, after a certain hour, nobody’s out and about but cops, artists, criminals, and whores.


The hard part has always been telling them apart.


Giuliano is the last to emerge. He lingers behind, locking a roll-down shutter that seals up the Ascot Club once and for all, protecting it from the contamination of daylight.


The others join us.


Godie sidles over to Daytona and places his index and middle fingers, open like scissors, on the side of his neck.


“Tac! Got you. You fumb duck.”


Godie has a quaint and distinctive manner of speech and behavior. He’s a perfect distillation of the place, the time, and the people he frequents. It’s a circle of people who express themselves with a language that attempts to be clearly recognizable, if not necessarily original. You need only invert the first consonants of certain words, so that the black dog becomes the dack blog, good shit becomes shood git, and hard cash becomes card hash. And Diego, his real name, turns into his nickname, Godie.


Il Godie, to be exact. The one-and-only Godie.


Simple, and possibly a little stupid. But people choose the medals that they pin on their own chest.


Daytona pulls Godie’s hand away from his neck.


“You calling me a fumb duck? It’s just that none of you know how to play cards. You, least of all.”


Godie shoves his elbow.


“Aw, go fuck yourself. Remember, there was no one but me and the Cincinnati Kid in New Orleans.”


The sense of humor is always the same, a bit repetitive, sometimes inspired by the cabaret artists who perform nightly at the Ascot, in other cases an inspiration from which they draw.


Giuliano catches up with us. Like me, he stayed out of the poker game. He just dabbled in the ancillary debauchery. I think he raked off some of the winnings in exchange for providing the club as a venue. As always, of course, that’s none of my business.


“So, now what do we do?”


Sergio Fanti, average height, skinny, bald, with a prominent nose, looks at his watch. We all know by heart the words he’s about to utter.


“I have exactly enough time to head home, take a quick shower, and head straight for the office.”


Sergio is the only one of us who has a real job. He works in the fashion business and his rumpled but elegant suit confirms the fact. No one understands how he can reconcile his noches de fuego and rock ’n’ roll with a serious business activity, but he seems to pull it off. The only evidence of his misdeeds are a pair of dark bags under his eyes the size of a B cup: he wears them like a trademark.


Matteo Sana yawns. Then he runs one hand over his unkempt beard, veined with tufts of white, like the hair on his head.


“I’m going to swing by Gattullo for a cappuccino.”


Again, Godie scissors his two fingers into Matteo’s neck. With an accent and voice so intensely Milanese that it verges on parody, he seconds the idea.


“Tac! I’m with you. I see you and raise you. A cappuccino and a pastry.”


Giuliano looks at me and Daytona.


“You two coming with?”


Daytona taps the back of his left hand with his right index finger.


“I’ll pass.”


I shake my head.


“Ditto. I’m heading for my hut.”


We watch the four of them walk off and head over to Sergio Fanti’s BMW 528—in the end, Fanti has given in. Godie flaps his arms and talks excitedly, the way he always does when he’s a little high. They get in the car and, covered by the noise of the slamming car doors, the engine roars to life, puffing clouds of blue-gray exhaust out of the tailpipe. The car eases out of the parking spot and lurches off toward Piazza Buonarroti, in the direction of the Pasticceria Gattullo, the pastry shop and café at Porta Lodovica.


In my mind, I can see them stumbling into the café. In the time it takes them to drive over there, the place will have filled up with people ordering cappuccinos and pastries. Despite their stated intention of having cappuccinos and pastries themselves, they’ll probably order three whiskeys and a Campari instead. A dozen heads will turn, up and down the counter. Then they’ll all troop off to their respective apartments, and they’ll each pop a Rohypnol to get to sleep, a way of counteracting the lingering effects of the cocaine and their accelerated pulses from the amphetamine with which the coke has surely been cut. The night is over, and that’s how certain animals make their way back to their lairs.


Daytona and I are alone again, on the sidewalk.


“You know what would be the perfect way to top off a lucky night?”


“No.”


But I do know, of course. I know perfectly. Still, I want to hear him say it.


Daytona looks at me, his comb-over this way and that and his eyes glistening to the extent that they can after a sleepless night. Then he tips his head toward a point on the other side of the street.


“A trip through the Northwest Passage with that pine fiece of ass.”


I smile, this time without having to conceal it.


Across the street from the Ascot Club is a big office building, the Milan headquarters of Costa Britain Shipping. It’s four stories tall and it takes up a good portion of the block—from the corner of Via Tempesta stretching past us all the way to Piazzale Lotto. Reinforced concrete, aluminum, steel, and sheet glass. And overhead lights always on, illuminating ceilings and empty desks, to remind everyone that in this city, even when people are at home sleeping, someone is thinking about work.


A group of people have just stepped out of the glass doors. Cleaning women. They’ve emptied the trash cans, vacuumed the wall-to-wall carpeting, and scrubbed the bathrooms, hard laborers of the night who’ve toiled till now so that the hard laborers of the daytime will find a nice clean workplace when they arrive. A couple of them hurry off immediately, heading for bed or breakfast. The other cleaning women have stopped to talk, perhaps experiencing the same sensation that we had: at this time of the morning, the air is worth breathing. One of them has stepped aside to light a cigarette, and stands slightly separated from the group. She’s tall and slender, and her shapeless smock is incapable of concealing a certain attractiveness. Her hair is long and brunette and her face is fair and luminous.


And resigned.


I tip my head in her direction.


“That one?”


“Yup. Nice dish.”


I look at Daytona, who’s already experiencing a movie in his head. Not a movie that they’d be able to show in any of the better movie theaters along the Corso Vittorio.


“How much is she worth, to you?”


“A C-note, if she’s willing.”


A hundred thousand lire would buy a nice pair of shoes, with prices these days. And these days are getting very pricey.


“Two hundred, and she’ll do it.”


Daytona stares, eyes wide. He’s not doubting my statement, he’s doubting the price.


“Christ, two C-notes.”


“A hundred and fifty for her, and fifty for me.”


“You piece of shit.”


I look at him scornfully, as if he were a newly landed immigrant with a cheap suitcase.


“It’s six in the morning, you’re all alone, you’re an ugly troll, and that’s a damn good-looking young woman.”


He hesitates. Maybe he can’t tell whether I’m serious or I’m joking.


I strike the fatal blow.


“You just won a million eight. That leaves you with a million six.”


“Okay. Let’s see what you can do.”


I turn my back on him and walk away. Now it’s his turn to sit and watch. I cross the street and approach the girl, who’s smoking her cigarette, purse slung over one shoulder, eyeing me, evaluating me as I draw nearer. She’s much cuter up close. Actually, she’s quite pretty. Her eyes are light hazel, with a hint of sadness, maybe from seeing too much of life on the outskirts of the big city; they’re eyes that have yearned for things she’s never been able to afford.


I smile.


“Ciao. Happen to have a light?”


She swings her purse around, rummages in it, and pulls out a plastic cigarette lighter. She must be new to the job. Her hands aren’t roughened and reddened from ammonia and chores, at home and elsewhere. From the way she looks at me I can tell that she knows that getting a light for my cigarette was just an excuse. And not a very original one, I have to admit.


I pull out my pack of Marlboros and light one up. I poke my finger through the cloud of smoke to point at the office building behind her.


“You work here?”


She bobs her head vaguely.


“Cleaning woman. If you call that a job, then sure, I work here.”


“What’s your name?”


“Carla.”


“All right, Carla. Can I ask a personal question?”


She silently assents. She’s curious. That means she’s smart.


“How much money do you make a month?”


She studies me, waiting to hear where I want to take this. There’s no fear in her eyes, and I like that.


“A hundred eighty.”


“Feel like making a hundred fifty in a couple of hours?”


She understands immediately. I brace myself for a slap that doesn’t come. Which is already significant. Maybe she’s familiar with propositions of this kind. Maybe she has a special need for money right now. Maybe, in a flash, she has simply glimpsed a way out of the misery of the city’s outskirts, frozen foods, clothing purchased off the rack in a UPIM department store. There are countless possibilities, and I don’t care about any of them.


There is only one thing left to clear up, so she asks.


“With who?”


I jerk my head sideways at a point behind me. She identifies Daytona on the other side of the street. Then she turns her gaze back to me, with a hint of disappointment in her eyes. She drops her gaze and stares at the sidewalk, before answering.


“He’s no Robert Redford.”


I put on an innocent expression, the way you do when something is patently obvious.


“Yeah, if he was I wouldn’t be here talking to you.”


She looks over at the other women, clustering a short distance away as if waiting for her. Since the two of us began our conversation, they’ve been studying us, silently surmising. An occasional giggle, a few sidelong glances. A few of those glances may have contained a hint of envy. Carla looks back at me, a note of defiance in her hazel eyes.


She speaks in a low voice, as if her lips were uttering a furtive thought. She suggests an alternative.


“If it was you, I’d do it for free . . .”


I lightly shake my head, firmly cordoning off that line of inquiry.


“I’m out of the question.”


She needs to understand.


“Is it that you don’t like me, or do you just not like women?”


“Neither one. Let’s just say that in this particular circumstance I’m a middleman.”


Carla says nothing. I sense that she’s weighing the pros and cons. I don’t have the impression that it’s a question of morality, just of convenience. Maybe she comes from one of those families in which the father is the proprietor of everything that’s in the house, daughters included. Maybe it’s just a matter of setting a fair price for something she usually has to give up without being asked. Or maybe those are all just fantasies I’m spinning in my mind and, as is so often the case, the truth is completely different. No one can say what’s really going on in people’s minds.


And sometimes all that matters is what people decide to do.


Carla nods her head.


“Tell him to wait for me out front of the Alemagna, on Via Monte Bianco. I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”


I point to Daytona’s orange Porsche. It’s an old model, a used car with dimmed status. Most of the status remained in the hands of the original owner, who is certainly now driving the latest model. But for people like Daytona and the people he frequents that car remains a glittering trinket, a badge of honor.


“That’s his car.”


“All right.”


While we talk, her fellow workers move off down the sidewalk. Carla seems relieved. She won’t have to come up with an explanation right now. I feel certain that by tomorrow she’ll have something ready. Cash and a sense of guilt are two excellent incentives for ingenious falsehood.


“Just a piece of advice.”


“Yes?”


“Have him buy you a cup of coffee and don’t get in the car unless you have the money safe in your purse.”


She looks at me with a smile that’s not exactly a smile.


“Is that how it’s done?”


“Yes, that’s how it’s done.”


I turn to go and my gaze settles on Daytona, waiting expectantly on the other side of the street. I cross the street and walk over to him. He saw the exchange, though he couldn’t tell what we were saying, just like Carla’s fellow cleaning women. As I approach him, I discard the cigarette and exhale the last lungful of smoke into the general haze of Milanese smog.


“Well?”


“Wait for her in front of the Alemagna. She’ll see you there.”


“How much?”


“A hundred and fifty, like I said.”


“Shit.”


Maybe Daytona can’t believe his ears and meant to express his astonishment. Or else he was hoping for a discount. He long ago stopped believing in his own personal allure.


“And fifty for me.”


I hold out a hand toward him, palm upward. He understands and reaches into his pocket. Then he hands me a wrinkled, rumpled bill, crumpled up the way you do with money you earn without lifting a finger. Only, this time, I’m the one who earned it. Without cheating. It’s the oldest game in the world, and I know all the rules. Daytona knows the rules too, but he won’t stoop to play by them. He likes to have someone to play for him. And like lots of others I’ve met, he’s willing to pay for that service.


As I slip the money into my jacket pocket, he gives me a hard, meaningful stare.


“No kidding around, Bravo.”


I shrug my shoulders.


“You know I don’t kid around.”


Daytona heads over to his Porsche, pulls the door open, gets in, and starts the engine. He waits for traffic to pass, and roars off toward Piazzale Lotto. At the green traffic light, his brake lights blink on, and then he vanishes in a right-hand turn, accelerating toward a dubious tryst.


I stand alone on the sidewalk.


I slide my hand into my jacket pocket, find my car keys, and walk toward my car, a dark blue Innocenti Mini, parked a short distance away.


I get into my nondescript little car. On my left I see Carla walking fast, heading for her appointment. She spots me and looks sharply down at the sidewalk ahead of her. Good luck, sweetheart. A month’s salary for two hours of work isn’t a bad deal, if you’re adaptable. And she clearly knows how to adapt. For me, it’s been nothing more than an idle game, because I usually work with contacts and negotiations at quite a different level. I don’t think twice about the damage caused by what I just did and what I do on a regular basis.


The laws that govern society are a line drawn in the dirt by a fairly unsteady hand. Some cross that line, others respect it. I believe that I float a hairsbreadth above that line, never setting foot on either side of it. I don’t worry about it, because the world I live in doesn’t worry about it.


Like it or not, that’s who I am.




CHAPTER 2


If it was you, I’d do it for free . . .


The girl’s words ring in my ears as I zip along the Nuova Vigevanese, heading for home. I can see her eyes. To rid myself of sounds and visions and desires, I cover them with Daytona’s mottled red face and all the predictable words he will grunt as he takes her to bed. I picture her, hastily peeled of clothes like an orange by his pudgy hands, the white flesh of his fingers dotted with dense black hair. I know the impatient way he must have pulled down his trousers and shoved her head between his legs. I know what’ll happen afterward, or maybe what’s already happened. Sex the way sex happens, dulled by the effects of the cocaine, the girl’s indifference, the shabby anonymity of the motel.


But Daytona’s not the kind of guy who notices certain things. He lacks the sheer power to be a predatory animal, and the girl is no shy antelope, for that matter. It’s nothing but a transaction, a contract involving an offer of consideration and a delivery of goods. There are people who care more about the anticipation of the act than its actual performance. This is one of those cases. In other ways, for other reasons, the same thing applies to me.


A traffic light blinks from yellow to red; I come to a stop and light a cigarette. While we were pretending to live the good life, for the rest of the world a Sunday turned into a Monday. All around me, morning traffic is beginning to weave itself into a tangle that half an hour from now, more or less, will harden into an inextricable knot. But by then I’ll be safely hidden at home. There’s nothing glamorous about being a creature of the night, there’s no glory to it. Sometimes it’s all deception and fabrication, because darkness blends everything together, beliefs indistinguishable from truths. Documentaries show us scenes of lions feasting on prey while packs of hyenas circle, waiting to fight over the remains. As often as not, it was the hyenas that actually brought down the kill. The lion showed up afterward and by the law of kings took first choice without lifting a paw, forcing the ones who did the dirty work to settle for his leftovers. That image is projected into the real world, upside down, making it hard to tell who’s the lion and who’s the hyena.


Alongside me, in a gleaming new Mercedes, some guy opens his mouth in an involuntary yawn.


I focus, trying to make out which kind of animal he is.


He doesn’t have the wrecked facial features of a sleepless all-nighter; rather, his face bears the stamp of an alarm clock that always rings too soon. An ordinary everyman, classifiable as a “not-not.” He’s not young and he’s not old, not handsome and not ugly, not rich and not poor. And so on and so forth. He’s probably got a wife and kids at home, and he bought himself a Mercedes because he’d made up his mind that life owed him one, the same way that, sometimes, he’ll buy a few hours with one of the girls that I handle. He must be a small businessman; he probably owns one of those warehouses that snake along the road leading to Vigevano. In his warehouse, maybe they machine-tool structural aluminum or they sell footwear at cost.


The traffic light turns green and simultaneously a horn honks behind me. So predictable that I don’t even waste a go-fuck-yourself. The sky has veered from colorless to blue and with the sunlight the shadows have put in an appearance. Other shadows are vanishing. It’s the law of the city and its daily buzzing drone, rising and falling according to the time of day. For those who can’t stand that drone, it’s almost time to cover your ears and burrow your head under the pillow.


When I reach the intersection at the Metro stop, I take a right, follow the service road for a short distance, and then turn into the Quartiere Tessera, where I live. The quarter is filled with five-story apartment buildings, sheathed in dark brown tile, wedged inside a metal fence to convey the idea of order and ownership. Between one building and the next, open spaces covered with sickly grass and the occasional pine tree or maple serve as vegetation. The buildings belong to the RAS insurance company. They’re just part of the reserve fund of real estate holdings that all insurance companies are required to establish by law. Before long, when the buildings start to deteriorate and maintenance costs rise to levels that become a drag on the balance sheet, the company will sell them. Then we’ll see which tenants were born to be homeowners and which will just spend a lifetime paying rent and be forced to migrate to some other part of town.


For the most part, the apartments are occupied by commuters, men dressed in suits they bought in a department store somewhere, with shirt collars always a shade too loose or a little too tight; men who go to work every morning, leaving behind a wife who’s always a day older when they come home at night; men who never know or wonder what made her age that day. I have to say that in my comings and goings I’ve run into more than one married woman who looked at me with interest and sent me a glance of urgent and unmistakable SOS. I’ve always lowered my gaze and walked on by. I have nothing to offer and nothing to receive. This place and this life make colors wither and it does no good to mix gray with gray. It might come out darker or lighter, but all you’re ever going to get is more gray.


I steer the car deftly into one of the herringbone parking spots, a space that another car has just vacated. The man driving away is young, but he already has an air of resignation. His expression turns him into a living, breathing white flag of surrender. It’s incredible to see how fast some people give up. They’re not losers, they’re people who never even put up a fight. And that gives them starring roles in something much worse than mere defeat.


I know lots of people like that.


There are times I think I see one every time I look in the mirror. I swing open the car door, get out, and lock this cloud of all-nighter depression inside my parked Mini. I turn and head for home, walking with one shoulder practically brushing the enclosure wall.


On my left, two hundred yards farther on, is public housing. That’s another world, fly-by-night and sedentary at the same time. Rough and continuously evolving. A patchwork of people live there, factory workers and small-time crooks, undifferentiated manpower that feeds into a larger and more complicated system. Fleeting instants of glory, a bundle of easy cash that gets shown off at the local bar along with a new car, and then a couple of Carabinieri squad cars pull up early the next morning. Plenty of room in jail for another inmate, plenty of room in society for another criminal. Come to think of it, it’s just another way of commuting.


The topography of the Milanese hinterland tells us that we’re in Via Fratelli Rosselli, number 4. I say that I’m in the place that I call home for a few hours every day. On the far side of the yard, there’s a lady walking her dog. The dog is a German shepherd, and he runs out and back and leaps happily around his yawning owner. The animal seems to have a higher opinion of that green space fertilized by smog than most of the residents.


I swing open the glass front door and climb the steps to the second floor without meeting a soul. I insert my key in the keyhole, click the lock open, and a voice catches me off guard.


“The click of the lock of a man returning home sounds different from the click of a man going out for the day.”


I turn and the silhouette of Lucio emerges from the doorway across the landing. The direction of his gaze is slightly off-kilter with respect to where I’m standing. He’s wearing a pair of black sunglasses. I know that when he’s alone he doesn’t wear them, but a blind man’s understandable sense of modesty demands that he cover his eyes, veiled with an unsettling white film, when someone else is around.


I sketch out a smile that he can’t see, only hear.


“You’ve got the ears of a cat.”


“I’ve got the ears of a musician. Keys are one of my fields of expertise.”


He hastens to disavow the joke.


“Questionable wisecrack. I could never do stand-up. I’m afraid I’m going to have to settle for being the Italian Stevie Wonder.”


Lucio plays acoustic guitar, and he’s incredibly good at it. In my apartment I often hear him practicing. That sinuous musical instrument, broad-hipped, accommodating, and womanly, represents his emancipation from darkness, his personal freedom. He gets by pretty well with his music. He alternates periods of playing in clubs in the Brera district with stretches of playing in the city subways. I imagine he does it to create a sort of variation between day and night, since as far as he’s concerned it’s all just permanent nighttime. He could have more if he wanted, but he’s satisfied with what he’s got. I’ve never asked and he’s never told me. For every man alive there’s a part of life that lies within the sacred boundaries of his own fucking business. The hardest thing to understand, for every individual, is just how big that area is.


“You want a cup of coffee?”


I stand there, motionless, with the door open. He shrugs his shoulders.


“Wipe that doubtful expression off your face. I know it’s there. Nobody can refuse to join you for a cup of coffee. This time is no exception. I can’t see a reason it would be.”


Lucio inserted a brief pause before uttering that last phrase, and he emphasized it ever so slightly with his voice. A self-deprecating irony is, I think, just one more of the screens he sets up between himself and a world that is invisible to him. Putting himself on an equal footing; making sure that he can’t be seen by a world he can’t see.


“Sure, let’s have that coffee. You’re such a pain in the ass.”


He hears my door click shut again and my footsteps coming across the landing. He swings his door open a little wider and steps back from the threshold to let me by.


“And you’re an ungrateful turd. I’m going to make you a shitty cup of coffee, just to teach you a lesson.”


We walk into his apartment. No concession has been made to the visual. The fabrics were all chosen for their tactile qualities and the colors are haphazard at best. Not the furniture. When we first met, a year ago, Lucio told me that he took that apartment because the layout was very similar to the place he used to live. The furniture was arranged exactly the way it was in the other place, and the routes through the apartment were memorized without difficulty.


Or almost.


As he likes to say, in his situation, there’s always an almost.


I go to the table next to the French doors. I look out the curtainless windows. The woman with the German shepherd is gone. There’s no one in the street.


We’re alone, outside and in.


Lucio moves as if he can see, in his little private domain, free of corners and sharp edges. He vanishes into the small galley kitchen, and I hear him clattering around, with the cabinet doors and the espresso pot. His words drift out to me as I take a seat.


“Here’s an easy one, since you haven’t slept all night.”


“Shoot.”


“Agriculture in remote Chinese dynasty. Three and four equals seven.”


It’s a cryptic clue. You’ve got to work from that definition to find two words that, when joined together, create a third word that is the sum of their letters. For this one, I don’t even have to think it over for a second.


“Agriculture in remote Chinese dynasty: Far Ming. Farming.”


This time, I’m the one who can hear the smile in his voice, even without seeing it.


“Well, that one really was too easy. Or else I have to say Bravo because it’s your name and because you deserve it.”


It’s a routine that we’ve developed over the months, the two of us. We invent and trade cryptic clues instead of confiding in each other. Someday, one of us will invent an especially intricate clue and the other one will guess it. Maybe that day we’ll be able to say that we’re friends. But for now, we’re just a couple of people well aware that we’re only sharing a couple of hours of prison yard time.


The coffee announces its arrival with the throaty gurgling sound of the espresso pot. Lucio emerges from his little kitchen carrying a pair of mismatched demitasse cups and a sugar bowl. I don’t help him because I know he wouldn’t want me to. All the confirmation I need is the fact that he’s never asked.


He sets them down on the table and vanishes again. When he comes back he’s carrying a two-cup espresso pot and a couple of demitasse spoons. He sets them on the table too, and then sits down across from me.


“All right, Hazel. Go ahead and pour the coffee.”


“Is that a cryptic clue?”


“No, it’s an order.”


This is the one concession that Lucio makes to his blindness. I’m no longer doing him a favor, I’m performing a task. I pour coffee into the two cups, then I add sugar. Two spoonfuls for him, half a spoonful for me. I set his cup in front of him, making sure he knows where it is from the sound. He extends his hand, grips the cup by the handle, and savors it unhurriedly, while I empty mine in two gulps, even though it’s scalding hot. That’s why Godie calls me Asbestos Mouth, for once without relying on the relentless fishtailing zigzags of his personal jargon.


I light a cigarette. Lucio smells the smoke. He turns his head to a point that my bad habit has identified for him.


“Marlboro?”


“Yes.”


“That’s what I used to smoke. But I quit.”


He takes his last sip of coffee.


“You might not believe it, but there’s no pleasure in smoking a cigarette if you can’t see the smoke pouring out of your mouth. Evidently there’s a bigger aesthetic component to bad habits than you might think.”


Once again, his voice is veiled in a layer of irony.


“That could be a cure for smoking. Take someone and blindfold them until they lose the urge.”


He smiles.


“Or until they have to get plastic surgery to fix the nose they’ve scorched by trying to light cigarettes with their disposable lighter.”


His smile broadens at the idea. Then a mental connection makes him change the subject.


“Speaking of blindfolds, apparently on Sunday Lady Luck lifted the rag over her eyes and cast a glance in our direction.”


“How so?”


“Down at Michele’s bar, the one next to the church, somebody bought a lottery ticket that won 490 million lire.”


“Fuck. Nice win. Do they know who it was?”


Lucio moves confidently and well in all the public places he frequents. Because of his physical handicap and his personality, he manages to win people’s trust. And so they tell him things.


“Not for sure, but there are a few clues. There’s a guy, name of Remo Frontini, hard worker, decent fellow, lives over in the public housing project. I think he works in a factory. He’s got a boy, a kid about eight, and I give him guitar lessons for a pittance, because he has a gift and because music is a good way to keep him off the streets. You’ve probably seen him leaving my apartment, I’d imagine.”


In fact, I never have, but that hardly seems material to the purpose of the story. Lucio continues without waiting for an answer. He probably thinks the same thing.


“I have to say that what little he pays me comes in when it comes in, if you take my meaning.”


“That’s mighty good of you.”


“Yes, it is. But that’s not the point.”


He breaks off for a minute—I imagine so he can rethink what he’s about to say and make sure of the conclusions he’s drawn.


“Yesterday he came by with his son and he was almost giddy—very talkative. Unusual thing for him; he doesn’t usually talk much. He assured me that before long he’d pay all his back fees, and that from now on he’d pay on time. He even asked me what the best make would be if he decided to buy his son a new guitar.”


After another brief pause, Lucio concludes this little personal investigation of his.


“Throw in the fact that Frontini frequents Michele’s bar and that every week he plays the Totocalcio soccer lottery, and the facts speak for themselves.”


I think it over. Maybe for just a second too long.


“When something changes your life, it’s always difficult to conceal it.”


Lucio lowers his head. The register of his voice drops by a tone or two.


“I don’t know why, but it strikes me that these words are more about you than our lucky lottery winner.”


I get to my feet and leave this statement hanging in the air before it can find the strength to turn into a full-fledged curiosity and therefore a question.


“Time to go, Lucio,” I sing out in playful English.


He understands and lightens up.


“Anybody who can turn his hand to farming after an all-nighter deserves the bed that awaits him.”


I head for the door.


“Thanks for the hospitality. You certainly are a man who keeps his promises.”


The question I’m expecting comes just as I’m pulling the door open to leave.


“Which is to say?”


“That was one shitty cup of coffee.”


I swing the door shut behind me on his laughter, cross the landing, and a second later I’m home, in a six-hundred-square-foot apartment that’s the mirror image of Lucio’s. Just a few short steps, but it’s another world. Here you see colors, posters on the walls, books on a bookshelf, green plants.


A television set.


I take off my jacket and toss it on the couch. I empty my pockets and lay their contents on top of the chest of drawers. Cigarettes, wallet, pager, the rumpled money I pried out of Daytona. A blinking red light on the phone tells me there are messages on my answering machine. I push play, and as I unbutton my shirt I listen to the rushing hiss of the rewinding tape.


Then, the voices.


Beep. A euphoric voice.


“Ciao, Bravo, it’s Barbara. I’m on the French Riviera. The yacht is fantastic and this guy is so nice. He wants me to stay a couple more days, so I told him you could talk to him about terms. Thanks. Kisses, tall dark and handsome.”


Beep. A cracking, damaged voice.


“This is Lorella. I need to work. I really really do. I’m desperate. I just don’t know where to turn anymore. Please, call me.”


Beep. A voice hidden in tears.


“Bravo, it’s Laura. Something terrible has happened. I went out with Tulip. I couldn’t tell him no and he beat me up again. I’m afraid. One of these days that guy’s going to kill me. When you hear this message, call me. I don’t care what time it is. Talk to you soon.”


My shirt flies over to join my jacket on the couch. The cleaning woman can take care of putting them away. I move from the living room and head down the hallway to the doors of my bedroom and bathroom.


As I walk, I kick off my shoes and reflect.


Barbara is an incredible young woman. Infatuated with the big city, head over heels in love with the good life, and pragmatic in a way that’s typical of someone who got only one gift from destiny: a spectacular physical appearance. We understand each other because we’re very similar in certain ways. We have an agreement and we get along fine.


Lorella is a pretty girl. I gave her work for a while, until I found out that she was a drug addict. The people who call me, with the prices they pay, have a right to certain standards, and I can’t afford to send them women with holes in their arms, strung out on heroin. I didn’t even try to get her off drugs. I just dropped her, on the spot. I’ve watched girls like her slide downhill at alarming speed, and wind up behind Piazzale Lotto selling mouth, pussy, and asshole—a package deal for ten thousand lire. A waste of time, not worth the phone call.


The situation with Laura is quite another matter, far more delicate. She works as a fashion model, at a level that’s not stratospheric but regular and reliable, and she rounds out her paycheck with other, more discreet earnings, thanks to my management. One night we went out together to the Ascot, and that’s where Salvatore Menno, aka Tulip, first saw her. They call him Tulip because in the winter, at Piazzale Brescia, he has a flower stand; in the summer it becomes a watermelon kiosk. That’s just a cover for his operations. Actually, he’s a hoodlum, a thug and a gangster in the orbit of Tano Casale, a mid-level boss who went head-to-head with Turatello and Vallanzasca for control of Milan. That asshole paid for one night with her, and then he started demanding a relationship free of charge, and immediately after that, he expected her to be faithful to him. The next step was when he started beating her up. Laura is just a woman like any other, and I don’t care about her as a person. But she’s a spectacular earner, and I can’t afford to have her face covered with bruises.


I open the bathroom door and walk over to the toilet. I pass the mirror above the sink without glancing at myself. I undo my trousers and lower them, along with my underpants. I sit on the toilet and piss. For reasons entirely out of my control, in the past I’ve had to undergo surgical procedures that mean I can no longer pee standing up. Now I pee like a woman. Now I wipe myself with toilet paper after peeing, almost the same as a woman.


I’m thinking about how to solve the problem of Laura and Tulip without getting either one of us killed. As I’m brushing my teeth, an idea occurs to me. I’ll have to have a talk with Tano Casale and propose a trade.


On the one hand, this thought worries me; on the other hand, it gives me a slight sense of relief. If I play my cards right and if that guy can be taken at his word the way I think he can, it could work out just fine. At last, an extra little crumb of good luck would really help me out.


I walk out of the bathroom and into my bedroom. When I wake up, I’ll have a lot of things to do. I finish undressing. I take a Valium and wash it down with a gulp of water from the bottle I always keep on my night table.


I stretch out, pull the covers up, turn out the light, and wait for my body and the sleeping pill to drag me down for a few hours into the darkness where Lucio spends all his time.




CHAPTER 3


I open my eyes.


I switch on the light on my night table and look at the time. The angle of the hands on my clock tells me it’s five thirty. The sheets are almost as taut as if I hadn’t slept at all. I slept without dreaming, and waking up was a painless birth back into the world.


It’s strange how sometimes, when your mind is in cahoots with the dark, it’s capable of catalyzing ugly memories and turning them into nightmares.


The things I’ve carried with me over the years are archived in a part of my brain, hidden behind the conscious screen of acts and words. When I’m asleep, if those things come back to me, there’s no escaping them. I lie there, helpless, nailed to the spot, a prisoner of what my mind spits out. Today, however, the keeper of bad dreams seems to have forgotten that I exist, and I’ve emerged intact.


I swing my legs over the side of the bed and sit up, just long enough to let my life swim back into coherence and my thoughts return to the present. I stand up and walk across the wall-to-wall carpeting and make my way to my galley kitchen where, unlike Lucio, I can see what’s in the cabinets. Strangely, I sometimes bump my head against them; Lucio never does.


From outside, the daylight of a late spring afternoon filters through the blinds.


My shirt and jacket aren’t lying on the couch anymore. The dirty plates and glasses are no longer in the kitchen sink. The ashtrays have been emptied and washed and are drying on the counter. Signora Argenti, my diminutive cleaning woman, came in to take care of the apartment and its occupant as I slept.


I rummage around in the kitchen assembling a loaded espresso pot. While I wait for the Moka Express and the gas burner to work their magic, I go over and turn on the radio. As if by tacit agreement with my neighbor, I also prefer it to television. With him, it’s because he can’t see it; with me, it’s because as often as not I prefer not to. The voice of the newscaster fills the room.


. . . referring to the Red Brigades’ communiqué number six, delivered two days ago to the newspaper La Repubblica, and announcing that after a lengthy interrogation the prisoner Aldo Moro has been sentenced to death, President Giovanni Leone urged, with words of . . .


I switch to another radio station. I’ll never know the words that followed. The voice is replaced by a piece of rock music that I can’t quite recognize but that I’m happy to take in place of the other. There are times when I can’t stand hearing about loneliness, and the story of that man is full of it. The photographs of his detention, his forlorn face, his death sentence, all make me think that, when you live with the suspicion that you’re surrounded by nothingness, there’s almost always something or someone ready and willing to convert that suspicion to certainty. I wonder if he thought the same thing while the vast world that he once had at his fingertips shrank to the few dozen square feet of a tiny cubicle.


I go back to the stove, where only the confidential burbling of an espresso pot awaits me, along with the occasional puff of steam, signifying nothing. I pour out the coffee and take a sip. The pager sitting on the hall chest emits a sound that we can quantify onomatopoeically as a beep. For my own convenience, I subscribe to a phone paging service. It’s a little expensive but it more than pays for itself. Every time the device emits its signal, it means that the switchboard at the Eurocheck service to which I subscribe has taken a call for me.


I go over to the telephone and dial the number. The operator’s remote, slightly mechanical voice answers. Without saying hello I give him my identity.


“This is Bravo. Code 1182.”


“Good evening. You are requested to call this number: 02 67859. There’s no name with that.”


“Thanks.”


“Thank you, sir.”


The switchboard operator goes back to being hypothetical. I jot down the number on a pad of notepaper next to the machine. I don’t recognize it. I know by heart nearly all the numbers I need, but this one is completely foreign to me. The fact that the person didn’t leave his name is fairly normal. Not everyone is interested in scattering evidence in all directions when they’re procuring prostitutes. After a couple of rings, a male voice answers, not young, but clear and vigorous.


“Hello?”


“I was just told to call this number.”


“Is this Bravo?”


“Yes.”


“A friend we have in common told me about you.”


“Is he more your friend or my friend?”


“Well, he’s enough of a friend to ask you to provide him with the services of two girls at a time whenever he comes north from Rome. And enough of a friend to assure me of your discretion and the quality of your taste.”


I know the person he’s talking about. One of the wealthiest antiques dealers in the Italian capital, who has a passion for three-ways and for women who take money for sex. I have no idea who I’m talking to, but I doubt that he’d tell me over the telephone.


“What can I do for you?”


“It would be a pleasure to meet one of the girls you work with.”


“Just one?”


There’s a hint of amusement in his voice when he answers. And a light sigh of regret.


“Yes, I’m afraid. I can’t perform the way I did when I was younger.”


“Tonight?”


“No, tomorrow morning. I like a happy wake-up.”


“Any preferences?”


He decides to toss the dice and see what number comes up.


“My friend told me that you don’t usually spring nasty surprises on him. But he was especially satisfied with someone named Laura. Does that check out?”


My silence is taken as confirmation.


“Fine. That’s who I want. As an incentive, let me tell you that money is not a problem.”


That’s good news. And I need some good news, considering the phone call I’m going to have to make a little later.


“Where and when?”


“I’m at the Hotel Gallia, room 605. Nine o’clock would be fine. I’ll leave word at the reception desk to let anyone who asks for me come upstairs.”


I freeze and say nothing. He understands and reassures me.


“I’m in a business suite. I have a direct line. If it can be of any assistance to you, call the hotel and have them put you through to my room. Do it now, if you like.”


I don’t know who the man I’m talking to is, but he definitely has brains. And money. He’s someone who knows how the world works and how much money you have to spend to make it work the way it ought to. Those two aspects of his personality arouse a feeling of unquestioned esteem in me.


“Agreed then, nine tomorrow morning. The person will be paid one million lire by you. In cash.”


“That’s a lot of money.”


“When you see the girl, you can decide whether or not she’s worth it.”


This time there’s a pause on the other end of the line. Then a clarification, in a slightly more authoritative tone. In fact, a great deal more authoritative.


“Let me remind you that this could be the beginning of a long and satisfying relationship for both of us.”


“Naturally. That’s why I’m happy to give you the right to check out the merchandise.”


The tone becomes conversational, as before.


“Very good. It’s been a pleasure.”


“It’s been a pleasure for me too. Talk to you soon.”


I hang up. Now it’s time to make the second call, much more demanding. I dial Laura’s number. The voice that hastily responds is that of a person waiting by the phone.


A frightened person.


“Hello.”


“Hi, Laura, this is Bravo.”


Her relief at hearing my voice comes surging through the phone line.


“At last. Where the hell have you been?”


I let a second or two pass before I answer. That silence ought to let her know that where the hell I’ve been is none of her business. So I add no further explanations.


“I heard your message. What happened?”


“What happened is, that man is insane. Now he wants to stick me in an apartment, where I can watch television and wait for him. When I said no, he hit me.”


Without prompting, Laura takes care of my main worry. “He didn’t leave any marks, but he hurt me just the same.”


Good. Her face is intact. And all the rest, maybe. When a horse throws you, the best thing is to get right back in the saddle. Now the problem is to make her see it.


“I have some interesting new projects. Important ones. You feel up to doing some work?”


“Have you lost your mind? If he catches me going out with somebody there’s going to be a murder. He’s not normal. You should have seen his eyes.”


None of that comes as a surprise. I’ve heard that Tulip has more than one screw loose. I know a couple of people who have seen him lose his temper, and they are willing to confirm that he’s not normal. Other people who wound up in that situation aren’t around anymore to confirm anything. Anyway, that’s what I’ve heard. But certain chatter, in certain cases and with certain people, generally has a fairly high percentage in terms of reliability.


“Don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything.”


“But how?”


But how? Good question . . . With a little brains and a lot of luck, I hope.


“I know someone who can give me a hand.”


“Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”


“Absolutely.”


Absolutely not.


“I’m afraid, Bravo.”


And who wouldn’t be, when it comes to certain people?


“There’s no reason to be afraid. Everything is going to turn out fine.”


I can’t say whether the silence I receive as a reply means hope or mistrust. I intervene with a suggestion that refers to a familiar setting, and therefore to the usual nightlife and the usual mood.


“Why don’t you meet me at the Ascot around eleven? I need to talk to you about something that might be of interest.”


“Today’s Monday. It’s closed.”


“No. There’s a really great group of mimes from the BBC, the Silly Dilly M. This was the only date they could make. The Ascot skipped its day off just to book them.”


Another brief pause to think, and then she gives in.


“All right, I’ll see you there. At eleven.”


“Okay, see you later. Ciao.”


Her voice vanishes into the phone line and is sealed in place by the receiver. With a demitasse in hand I go back to my little galley kitchen to pour the rest of the coffee, which has cooled off in the meantime. I light a cigarette and then my bladder urges me into the bathroom. This business with Tulip is definitely the last thing I need. But here it is, and I can’t pretend it’s not happening. I could say to hell with it and leave Laura to her fate as an unwilling concubine. But every arrangement is propped up by a certain degree of credibility, and no matter how questionable and compromised mine might be, I can’t afford to lose it.


I sit on the toilet, close to the window. Next to the toilet, on top of the wicker laundry hamper, lies a copy of La Settimana Enigmistica, the puzzler’s weekly, with a ballpoint pen next to it. I pick it up and look at the picture of Dustin Hoffman smiling up at me in black and white from the little panel on the cover. Then I smile too, in spite of myself. Every time I read the slogan emblazoned on the masthead I remember Beefsteak, one of the idlers who spends his evenings at the Ascot, the occasional dispenser of devastating lightning-bolt wisecracks, usually absolutely pitiless. One time, when he was in the control booth watching a truly dreadful impersonator doing an audition, he issued a verdict in his nonchalant voice that branded that aspiring artist for the rest of his days.


“This guy is just like La Settimana Enigmistica. He boasts no fewer than 206 unsuccessful attempted imitations.”


I open the little pulp stock magazine and I’m presented with the Page of the Sphinx and a cryptic clue.


Outlaw leader managing money (7)


I give myself a second to think. Maybe more than a second. Word puzzles excite me and relax me. Sometimes the solution comes immediately, sometimes it never does. Like everything else in life. Life has made the enigma, the puzzle, the mystery, its underlying concept. In this case, intuition flashes into the darkness after a few seconds.


To outlaw is to ban. A leader could be a king. Managing money, I suppose, could be described as banking. Ban + king = Banking.


I put down the magazine and stand up. This insignificant achievement has put me in a good mood. In the mirror over the bathroom sink, there’s my face, punctual as ever. A dark man, with long wavy hair and black eyes. Handsome, they say. Once, in a rumpled bed, a woman with soft breasts and fragrant skin told me: “With eyes like that, you can get into hot water every day. There’ll always be a woman to get you out of trouble.”


I was so young and hungry for certainty that I accepted the fact that that unimaginative woman had recycled a phrase from a Brigitte Bardot movie to pay me a compliment. No question, she achieved her objective: I don’t even remember her name, but I remember what she said to me. Too bad that when I did get into hot water, she wasn’t around. None of the women were.


I wet my face and start soaping my cheeks with the shaving brush. The faint scent of menthol wafts over me in waves of cool freshness, reddening my eyes. Without warning, like all memories, a character comes to mind, a character I invented when I was a little boy watching the town barber lathering a client’s face with his shaving brush until he was half covered by that foamy white stuff that reminded me of whipped cream. I wonder what ever happened to my poor Foam Man. I wonder whether in all these years he ever discovered whether under that mound of insubstantial whiteness there really was such a thing as a face.


I, on the other hand, know that I have one. I found that out far too young. That’s always been my problem.


I start to shave.


The razor blade slices swaths of reality through my childhood games and I find myself smooth-cheeked, gazing at myself with eyes made adult by the passage of time, by my own personal choices and by choices that were forced upon me. The kind of choices that age you fastest, deep inside.


I turn on the shower, and while I wait for the flow of water to heat up, I try to think of a new cryptic clue for Lucio. As I step into the spray, the stable-like enclosure of the shower stall gives me a Eureka moment.


Here it is, the new enigma.


Forms of luck: horses that come in first, gold mines, or where a losing team is sent after the game (7, 7, 3, 7)


That means that the solution is composed of four words. Two seven-letter words; then one three-letter word, followed by another seven-letter word. It isn’t hard, and I imagine he’ll solve it right away, even though apparently easy challenges often conceal tangled welters of complication.


I take a sponge off the counter, squeeze some body wash onto it, and start to soap up. I prefer to wash myself through the mediation of this inanimate object, as if avoiding the contact of human hands on the body could change something. Sometimes a minor mania can forestall a major problem.


If it was you, I’d do it for free . . .


The girl reappears in a flash before my mind’s eye. Her words never really went away. I imagine her body, slender and strong beneath her clothing. I feel her breast, firm in my cupped hand. The smell of soap brings to mind other scents, the sublime aroma of sex, its taste a mixture of sickly sweetness and rust, before and after the fury. Desire surges implacably, running its slimy soft fingers over my belly. I start to massage my groin, and in exchange I get only a confirmation that becomes harder to accept with every day that passes. I do it faster and faster, as if to erase myself or to reconstruct myself, until my heart begins to race and I let myself slip to the floor, beneath the spray that jets down indifferently from above. I lie there, waiting for a conclusion that will never come, welcoming as a benediction the mingling of the shower water with the one and only ejaculation still allowed me: the slow drip of tears.
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