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This novel is based on a true story, and is the result of an interview that lasted seven days for about thirty hours of live audio recording.

Most of the events narrated in this book actually happened, in the places, ways and times described, as can be seen in so many pages of court orders and judgments that now constitute jurisprudence and contemporary history.

The names and surnames, on the other hand, I had to invent or modify to a great extent, although they refer to real situations and people who actually existed or existing: among them, Tonio Sgreda.

The one I will continue to call Tonio, in reality, has a different name and surname.

He is a man who made mistakes, no doubt, and he is a man who has paid, though probably to a lesser degree than he should have.

In any case, he is certainly a man whose heart has changed, repentant deep down for a past partly willed and partly delineated by fate, from a birth marked, from pain generated by the loss of his dearest affection, from the land and its culture of the time.

For the law, this man, Tonio, nevertheless paid.

The same man who told me his life in each small detail, stripping himself of all modesty and asking me to tell it in turn through this work, but asking me to keep his true identity hidden. This is not about prudence, nor is it about the fear of retaliation or revenge. It is a defense from the judgment of society and the people who make it up, from the view that the people who surround him today within a normal existence, in work and affection, might have of him in knowing his past and who he was before he became what he is now: a man free in every way, from jail and in his heart. A man who every morning must come to terms with remorse and repentance, but who wants to do so only with himself, claiming a right to life, at least to a new life, that superficial judgment and easy condemnation would not allow.

If human beings can manage to forgive individually, society is unable to do so. Never. Not even for those who have already paid, toward the judges, toward the people and toward God.

To Grandma Anna

To Vito and Anna Lucia

To Nino Domingo, my uncle
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The sky wept cadenced rain, rarefied rhythm tracing the heartbeats.

The drops surfaced on the windshield like circles of mouths facing out behind restaurant glass, with the vacuous hope of succeeding in getting in; they gave the idea of clinging, of wanting to resist the slide, the gravity that thinned their shapes and weakened their vigor, that pushed them downward until they nullified all their individuality, re-dropping them into puddles.

He avoided turning around.

He observed from the rearview mirror what the night showed beyond the rear window.

He felt two souls detach, his own and that of the man still burning in the midst of avernal colors, amid columns of black smoke and fire as thick as almond paste.

Then his head lowered, defeated.

Heaven and heart wept, in rarefied rhythm.

FIRST PART
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CHAPTER I


EENY, MEENY, MINY, MOE

1972
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The sun beat down, but it did not hurt.

It bounced off bodies and eyes accustomed to its rays, its heat.

The arid sun of a late Sicilian May, despotic to the point of inducing oblivion even of the sirocco, so scorching for those who did not live its moods daily and so fraternal for those who were instead part of that land: men, sea, and prickly pears.

The same star of which all Sicily was a child, the creator and model-maker of that large island triangle juxtaposed to a strange boot-shaped peninsula, two elements so close together that they could not be ignored and, at the same time, so distant that they placed the three-pointed island in a corner, like a piece of poorly made artifact.

Tonio and Aspanuzzo were fragments of that land; they breathed its air, and smelled its odors every day, like all those who on Trinacria's soil had been born, lived, and had perhaps already been se-polished there.

The sun was not the enemy to be faced. The sun was father, whose slap, however felt, appears, in the long run, a gentle caress.

The enemy had a distinct face and name. One could scrutinize its features whenever the stomach growled, that the body overwhelmingly demanded largely missing support. The name of the real enemy was hunger.

The school had now reached its epilogue days.

The two friends were in the second grade, despite Tonio's eleven years, flunking out three times in the first grade, and Gaspare's nine years, known as Aspanuzzo, the other's worthy companion. Attending was not the most appropriate term, however, since the bulk of their mornings were spent in the streets and alleys of Catania, and not on the school desks of a classroom that in the eyes of both appeared sad and useless.

If at eleven years old, life cannot yet be understood, one can nevertheless sense its features from afar. Writing, reading and counting did not seem like necessary things for what that corner of the earth had in store for them. Not only were they not necessary things, they were utterly insignificant. Hunger could not be fought by writing or reading, not even by putting two and two together, at least in San Cristoforo, at least for people like them. Much better were a couple of juicy tarots and a slice of sheep's cheese, when one was lucky enough to have them.

On Via Fortino Vecchio low two- or three-story houses granted some shade and refreshment. The two of them were advancing on the cracked asphalt, next to each other, short shorts and striped T-shirts that barely covered spiky, bony, bronze-colored legs and arms. On their shoulders were two bags devoid of books, snacks, and common ambition.

"I am going back home. Ni viremu[1] in the countryside", said the older of the two.

"Shall we go together or meet directly there?"

"In the countryside Aspanù."

On the right side of the road, from a grocery store the size of a single room, emerged a mother and a little boy, about their age. Apron still on and backpack in tow, the little one had just gotten out of school and was enjoying a well-deserved snack.

Tonio was lightning-fast.

"Let's go Aspanù!" he shouted to his companion, as he was already running wildly in the direction of his prey.

Aspanuzzo stood still and a little undecided about what to do. Then he understood and sprinted too but on the opposite side.

Tonio reached sideways to the child and with a dry movement of his hand took the arancino from his mouth, without dispersing a single crumb. So, he vanished as quickly as hawks on the prowl.

A gluttonous meal, for the moment, he had guaranteed. He devoured it like a jackal on a carcass.

A bit of sauce colored his chin as his teeth dug into the rice in search of meat and peas, splendid pearls inside the oyster. The arancini, along with the sun, were one of the most beautiful things life could offer.

- - - - - - - -
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The workshop was a shabby, unmarked garage on the ground floor of the old council building, just below the apartment he shared with Lucia and her seven children.

Damiano sat on one of two straw chairs behind his limp workbench. A worn wooden cabinet and five shelves on which to keep shoes were what completed the room's furnishings. With four nails resting between his lips, he was adjusting yet another heel of the day and life.

It was almost lunchtime. No clock was needed to tell; it was sufficient to perceive the cooking smells coming from the houses in the neighborhood.

Mrs. Martusi had just left, having left behind some weekly work, a pair of winter boots no longer useful for the current season, and two pairs of clogs that demanded absolute priority instead.

From time immemorial, perhaps forever, Damiano was lu Scarparu to everyone; even during his previous life, before he lost Concetta, married Lucia, and changed neighborhoods, plummeting to San Cristoforo. There many people did not even know his real name, and sometimes he himself struggled to remember it. He had been born a shoemaker and that was what he had always done; it would have been impossible to imagine himself with a different identity, in a different guise, as if a man were born with a specific assignment, and with that, he was destined to take leave of the world. In any case, everyone in San Cristoforo knew him by now; he did not ask for much and the result was almost always perfect, and that was enough to get him orders in numbers that would be useful for him to pull his own cart along at best.

Tonio walked in at the moment lu Scarparu was putting away his newly repaired sock.

"Hi, dad."

Damiano looked at him grimly.

"What is it?" the young man asked, immediately noticing the other man's glare.

"What is it? M’addumanni pure che c’è? Unn’isti stamatina?[2]"

"At school."

On Tonio's face precipitated a slap that made him bow his head.

"You were at school, weren't you?"

Tonio did not answer. He merely looked at his father, from the bottom up, holding his struck cheek with his hand.

"Teacher Pinna made me call this morning, maybe for the hundredth time. I promised her that you would go to school, and that you would improve."

"Dad, but why a’jiri[3] to school? Did you go when you were picciriddu[4]? What was the use?"

Damiano felt within himself a bitter mixture of anger and despondency. He was losing with Tonio, not at all succeeding in what he had been able to do with his other children.

"Whether you like it or not, you ci a’jiri[5] to school. Don't ask yourself whether you want to or not, you just have to do it, is that clear?"

"Why?"

"Why, why... better to spend your time doing nothing, being a do-nothing, a vagabond?"

Tonio slipped a hand into his pocket. He pulled out a paper wrapper, which he handed to his father.

"What is it?" the man asked.

"Lo sarbai ppi tia.[6] I know you like it."

Damiano unwound the wrapper and found the rest of an arancino in front of his eyes.

"E chisto unni lo pigghiasti?"[7]

"Me lo dette[8] Aspanuzzo, I brought it for you."

Lu Scarparu looked a second time at the piece of arancino, then back at his son. He understood that was the young man's way of trying to explain to him that he was not going around doing nothing, wasting time.

"From tomorrow I'll take you to school."

"But dad...what about the putìa[9]?"

"I'll open it later."

"But you can't.... okay, I'm going to school."

"No, Tonio. I don't trust you anymore. I'll take you from tomorrow. E ora acchianamo a manciari[10]."

With the wrapped arancino in one hand and his son's wrist in the other, Damiano left the workshop and walked toward the front door.

- - - - - - - -
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Lucia did not lack skill and imagination in the kitchen, essential skills to turn three tomatoes, some pasta, and three quarts of chicken into a meal sufficient for a family as large as theirs.

She was neither a bad nor a good person; to Tonio she was simply Lucia, his father's new spouse. A woman with some inevitable flaws and several merits, clouded, however, by the memory of a mother lost before her time and hardly known, captured by a fate that had arrogated the right to take her away forever and thus force her father into a different existence. And this Tonio, to fate, would never forgive. He was perhaps the only one, among his first-marriage brothers and sisters, who had never fully metabolized that new figure, who had never felt willing in his heart to consider the renewal of the seasons as an inescapable element of life and, with it, also the change of people and affections. Not that her family members had removed the memory of Mom Concetta, no one had ever allowed themselves to consider Lucia a replacement. They had, however, accepted a new womb, a renewed nest of hearth in which to take refuge and to which to cling at any time, especially in the most difficult ones. Tonio, on the other hand, did not; he continued to see in her a kind of well-known stranger, a kind of distant aunt who had suddenly barged into their lives, taking advantage of a vacancy. And from such a view of things often resulted in misunderstandings, quarrels, and mutual affronts.

Alfio was not present at lunch that day, as on all weekdays, busy with his shifts in the factory. He was the oldest brother, the third pillar of the family along with Lucia and Dad Damiano. The others, however, were all there.

Damiano had had with Lucia the last two children, Nunzio and Benedetta, called Nittuzza by everyone, while the other five, two girls and three boys, including Tonio and Alfio, had been a gift from the beautiful Concetta, before she left her place in the world at the age of thirty-two, due to a trivial antibiotic injection performed, however, with an infected needle.

Shortly after the meal was over, Damiano approached Lucia, already busy washing the dishes and used pots and pans, belted her from behind, and whispered something in her ear.

"I know you are angry."

"I am not angry, sugnu scunfurtata[11]".

"I already told him that starting tomorrow morning I will take him to school."

"’Unn’è giustu, Mianu."[12]

"Cos’avutro aviss’a fari?"[13]

"You know, we've already talked about it a hundred times."

"I want to give him another chance, the last one."

"It's really no use. We'd better send him to boarding school right away. I had talked to Maddalena and..."

"The last time. And if it won't help, then he'll leave for boarding school."

"You have a head harder than a mule!"

"He's my son, and I want to give him another chance."

"’Unn’è solo figghio to. O io ’un cunto cchiù niente ccà rintra?"[14]

"Of course you do, I didn't mean that... he's our son... but..."

"Do as you like, but it's the last time. Sugnu stanca d’iddu e di chiddo che fa[15]."

"It's the last, I promise."

He placed his lips on her cheek in a gentle, sincere kiss before returning to his shoemaker's store.

When he turned, Damiano's eyes met those of Tonio, who, standing just behind them, had surely heard part of the conversation, perhaps even all of it. Damiano moved toward the doorway clutched in anguish.

Tonio remarked to himself that he was not Lucia's son, for if he had been, she would not have made such a decision; that was not the way she treated Nunzio and Nittuzza, her only true offspring. But that mattered very little, the only thing certain was that, between school and boarding school, he was inside a vice, at the mouth of a crossroads with only two possible paths.

- - - - - - - -
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With the sun for sentinel and shoes full of sand, he arrived at the countryside. What the young men in his group called this was nothing more than an expanse of shrunken thistles, which alternated fairly steadily with shaggy prickly pear plants.

A little farther on was the home of a farmer who of that field, assuming it was his, evidently did not know what to do with it, since he left it uncultivated and unattended, the playground of those boys who almost daily spent their afternoons there.

"Tonio, allestiti[16] that there is the new one!" shouted Aspanuzzo to him from afar, as soon as he saw him appear.

The new one, the newcomer, as the companion had called him, was a guy from the respectable Catania who happened to be among them for who knows what reason, transported to the group by others who had assured his reliability. He was thirteen years old, a little older than them, but in the judgment of Tonio, who had met him in passing the previous afternoon, he was one of those who had not understood much about life and still had plenty of dust to eat.

Tonio arrived in front of his own comrades and stopped in front of the recruit.

"Hi" the other one said to him, quite intimidated.

Tonio did not respond to the greeting and turned to Peppe's side, that is, the one among them who had vouched most for the novice.

"Are you sure?" he asked.

"Sure," reiterated Peppe.

"Name," intimated Tonio, shifting his gaze again.

The novice, at first, did not understand.

"Ué, arruspigghiati![17] Do you have a name? What the fuck is your name?"

"Vanni," the other understood.

Tonio gave him a slap that shook his face.

That was the easiest way to ascertain two things: firstly, the boy's pride, his level of reaction, and secondly, as opposed to the first aspect, his ability to control and accept hierarchy.

The best desirable response was a desire for revenge and violence, quelled, however, by the recognition of another's authority.

The freshman, on the contrary, reacted by passively suffering the slap and almost indulging in crying.

"I don’t want to see him here," Tonio sentenced.

"And I say he's good. Let's all decide together," retorted Peppe.

"’u cuteddo[18] will decide instead. If he uses the knife well, we'll see the rest. That is, if this sceccu chianciune[19] wants it. Dickhead, what do you say? Now are you able to tell me your full name?"

The recruit found the strength to reply as everyone expected him to do.

"My name Giovanni Valdese, but they call me Vanni. Let's move to the knife, I'm ready."

The knife was a real art, the perfect blend of vocation and technique, of flair and method. Something to be carried out through the use of the hands and the brain, but through the illuminated inspiration of the heart.

Peppe began to take charge of Vanni's training, while the others partly watched and partly minded their own business, waiting for the final test to come shortly thereafter.

"Take it in your hand," ordered the teacher.

The student executed, holding the knife as if he were to cut a slice of veal with it.

"No, no! Give it to me, I'll show you. You have to take it like this. Solo ’a parte finale rû manico nnâ fossa dû puso e ’a lama ammucciata nnê irita, ccû puseri dritto[20]. See?"

Vanni signaled yes.

"Bene. Accussì l’ai’a tèniri. Quanno corpisci tiri fora ’a lama, poi torna ô so posto. Tutto ccu’n solo movimento, in un seconno, ci vuole puso. Tagghia e torna. Capisti?"[21]

"I understand."

"Let's go that way then."

They moved in front of a prickly pear plant.

"Now strike three times, three dry cuts nta’sta fogghia[22]. For long or wide, as you wish. And don't catch the thorns. Are you ready?"

"Ready," Vanni plucked up his courage.

The first assault began. The boy gritted his teeth to manage to continue, until the second attack forced him to pause the action, his hand strewn with invisible sharp thorns.

He did not give up and continued for quite a while, although at one point he had to change hands because his right hand was unusable. Toward evening, after a thousand attempts and curses, the test was passed.

Now the second test was missing: to see if Vanni Valdese was also capable of stealing something without getting caught.

For that, however, there would be the next afternoon.

It was time to go; the next day's wake-up call would deliver Tonio a much tougher test to pass.
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CHAPTER II


THE ‘CURA’

2013
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Franco Battiato sang his cura (the cure), forced into the space of a small, state-of-the-art car radio, as the metallic gray Audi Q7 consumed miles on the A3 from Reggio Calabria to Salerno, having recently crossed the Campania border and headed for Campobasso.

Emiliano Cosentino, a well-established lawyer from Catania, ran his hands through his thick silver hair, which matched the bodywork of his car.

He found himself humming along with Battiato and thinking that Catania, after all, would never abandon him, would make its presence felt in every time and space, if even near Sala Consilina and on an afternoon like that fate placed the voice of the singer-songwriter from Riposto alongside his journey as if it were a reminder to always remember what his land and his origins were.

So many years had passed since he worked side by side with Sebastiano Magnini, deputy prosecutor at the Direzione distrettuale antimafia in the Etna city. So many years since the end of 1998 and the Ariete and Ariete II trials, and Magnini's subsequent move from the Public Prosecutor's Office to the civil section of the Catania Corte d’appello. So many years since his own decision to leave the ranks of the judiciary, to retire as a civil lawyer.

Why that choice?

Out of indigestion, out of disgust, out of a need for understanding that up to that time had manifested itself only on the surface and regarding judicial technicalities, and that later had overwhelmingly claimed a place in the innermost spheres of his soul. A need of the heart and mind, which gradually, season after season, had magnified its fury like a rolling avalanche, until ultimately it became an indomitable need that did not concede further procrastination.

For this reason, he had tracked down Tonio Sgreda after so many years and asked him, a few weeks earlier, for a day of meeting and telling stories. For this reason, the nose of his Q7 was moving in the direction of Campobasso.

No investigation to be done, no article to be written, no ambition beyond the desire for awareness.

Tonio had willingly accepted the idea, glad to see him again.

For a long time, their eyes had met. Sgreda's had been different, sharp eyes, which under the veil of a blue as intense as a gunshot concealed the sadness of a child and the transparency of a man eventually found.

We take life as it comes to us, like a toy without instructions, risking breaking a piece before we understand how to assemble it. And for Tonio, that piece had broken, so many years before.

- - - - - - - -
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He arrived on Campobasso's western ring road around five o'clock in the afternoon, turned onto Via Garibaldi, and shortly thereafter reached his final destination.

He turned off the car and walked toward Tonio, who had been waiting for him on the threshold of the entrance gate for several minutes.

In the initial seconds, no one said anything, both unable to find suitable words and distant from a greeting of mere circumstance.

Then, suddenly, Tonio enveloped him in a hug as manly as it was unexpected.

Emiliano returned the squeeze, and after a very first moment of embarrassment, he was even happy about it.

"It's good to see you again, Dr. Cosentino."

"It's good to see you too, Tonio. But please call me by my name, I am no longer Dr. Cosentino to you."

"Alright... um..."

"Emiliano."

"Emiliano, of course."

"How are you?"

"I'm fine, I'm serene. And much I owe to You... Um, to you..."

"You owe it only to yourself and to a fate that finally remembered you."

"Maybe. Hey, what are we doing here, at the gate? Let's go inside, you must be tired from the trip."

They sat in the kitchen, around the dining table.

"Is no one home?" asked Cosentino.

"No. Mara is out at work. We are alone."

"Your new partner? Mara, I mean."

"Yes, my new woman. Wonderful woman."

Tonio prepared the coffee, while Emiliano, standing still in his seat, observed the other's movements and surroundings.

"Well?" said Tonio, turning around with two steaming cups in his hands. "You don't have anything to take out, papers, pens, computers?"

"No."

"When you asked me to meet, I thought you had become a journalist, a writer, I don't know."

"None of that."

"Why, then?"

"Did you perhaps change your mind?"

"Not at all. I'd like to understand why, that's all. But it's not important, never mind."

"I spent more than twenty years in the Prosecutor's Office, and more than ten dealing with the Mafia. In a province like Catania, to boot. I've seen it all, heard it all. But now I realize that I didn't really hear, I listened with the magistrate's ear and not the man's. And now that my profession is a different one, quite far from all the filth fought in those years, my hearing and my soul demand different truths, another story."

"Or another way of hearing it."

"That's right."

"And why me of all people?"

Emiliano thought about it for a few moments before answering.

"Because in your eyes, even then, a different, true light was vibrating."

Tonio also underwent a few moments of hesitation.

"In any case, it is only for me. In favor only of my understanding, maybe of our friendship. I don't have to do anything else with your story, I guarantee it."

"And to me is good for me to tell it to you. I am pleased. Let's get started, then. Frome where do we start?"

"From the beginning, from you child."

Tonio Sgreda lowered his eyes to the cup and its contents, as dark as the years he was about to retrace, digging in the middle of wounds still open, painful, however slowly healing.

Emiliano did the same.

Hence, at Tonio's voice, he raised his head again.

I lost my mother when I was just under two years old, I don't even remember her. Then my father remarried to another woman, Lucia, and we went to live in San Cristoforo..."

Thus, gaze in gaze, the two men embarked on their journey, creeping into the folds of the life of Tonio Sgreda, multi-murderous mobster, one of the most polyhedral characters of the Purtaventi - Santimarra clan, the man with the icy eyes who before those same eyes so many people had seen tremble, suffer and die.
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CHAPTER III


CAUGHT! TO BECCARIA!

1975 - 1976
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"The next day I went to school, accompanied by my father, and stayed there until the end of classes. I did the same for the next two or three days. Then I stopped going in, started saying goodbye to my father, and staying outside, hanging out with the group on our business. A couple of months later I ended up in boarding school, a juvenile reeducation institution, to Lucia's satisfaction and against all resistance from Dad. The women's police came for me, following a report of a petty theft at Standa. I spent about three years there, then escaped to Milan."

"Milan? How?"

"I escaped, an escape."

"A jailbreak?"

"Yes, but that was not the first one. Once in a while, we managed to get out, so much for schedules and controls, but in the end, we always went back in, on our initiative, having nowhere else to eat and sleep. Back home I could not go. One day we decided with Aspanuzzo to leave Catania and go on an adventure, and so we did."

"Aspanuzzo? The same Aspanuzzo who...?"

"Him, yes. He had happened with me in the same place and at the same time, more or less. At boarding school, we had become close with another boy, a certain Rosario, a couple of years older than me, who had confided in us that he had safe friendships in Milan. With a makeshift rope attached to the frame of a bunk bed, we rappelled down from the third-floor window."

"And in Milan, where did you live, what did you live on?"

"Of shoplifting, mugging and various gimmicks, together with others known locally..."

- - - - - - - -
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"Hurry up, Aspanù!" shouted Tonio, up ahead.

"I'm coming, I'm coming," replied the other, trying to find some remaining breath to speak, in the midst of a wild rush that was ravaging his lungs.

When they were far enough away from the building that constituted a prison for them rather than a place of study and learning, they eased their pace.

"Shit, I'm wearing out my meusa[23]!" exclaimed Aspanuzzo.

"Because you're a pushover," Rosario sentenced.

"Was there any need to run like that Holy Virgin?" insisted the youngest of the three, panting.

"I wanted to work out ’n’anticchia[24], to stay in shape," Tonio ironized.

"Tu hai ’u ciriveddo spunnato"[25] retorted Aspanuzzo.

"And you the ass. Come on, let's go to the station."

At a cadenced pace and with three bags on their shoulders, filled only with some underwear, a change of pants and shirt, and a handful of hopefuls, they set out for the departing trains.

It was July, and the beautiful season almost always brought with it clear, heartening skies and sunshine until the later hours of the day. It was 7 p.m. and still warm.

They reached the central station.

The first convoy for the north was destined for Rome and would leave in about twenty minutes.

They boarded the train and each hid in a toilet until they were sure they had passed the first ticket control. They spent the trip between aisles, compartments, and vacant seats, partly talking and partly sleeping in turns, returning to the shadows, inside the toilets, whenever the convoy stopped and the possibility of another inspection materialized.

After more than eleven hours spent like this, Roma Termini appeared before their eyes.

Rosario was, of the three, the only one who could read well enough. For Tonio and Aspanuzzo, however, that was still a difficult task.

They approached the timetable sign. The first express train to Milan was scheduled to leave in a good hour or so.

"What do we do?" asked Aspanuzzo.

"Let's wait," replied Rosario.

"I'm starving," persisted the youngest.

"Wait for that too," cut short the other.

"I'm hungry, too," Tonio intervened. "Let's go."

They walked out onto Via Marsala and into the first café that appeared in front of them, open bright and early. The sign read Trombetta.

In front of the long glass counter that bisected the café, a good number of patrons were already waiting their turn.

On the wall in front of the counter, several varnished wooden shelves held merchandise of various kinds: boxes of chocolates, cookies, wafers, and a few packaged slices of cake, even jars of peaches in syrup.

A distinguished gentleman, around sixty, wearing an unpretentious but very dignified brown wool suit, became curious at the sight of those three without art or part young boys walking around alone at the crack of dawn in Rome.

Rosario realized he was being watched.

Taking advantage of the muffled confusion and covered as much as he could by the two friends, Tonio stuffed into the bag everything he was able to grab in the time of a few seconds. He then winked at Rosario, to let him know that they could at that point defile.

The gentleman in the wool suit noticed everything and tried to say something.

"Hey, you.... guys!"

Tonio took Aspanuzzo by the arm and, with his bag full of foodstuffs, rushed outside the establishment.

Rosario did not immediately follow them. He turned to the man, stood in front of him and looked at him as one looks at the most hated of enemies or, more simply, the most obnoxious of meddlers.

"Chi minchia voi? Chi spacchiu stai circannu? Si pò sapiri chi voi, eh?"[26] he shouted at him, almost growling.

The distinguished gentleman did not know what to say, his ability to react was crushed by the bewilderment produced by the attack.

Then the boy disappeared, joining his friends, with the swiftness of lightning and the agility of a jaguar cub.

They reentered the station and mingled with a multicolored crowd of commuters and passersby. They spotted their train and climbed onto it, eating their impromptu breakfast while waiting for its departure, with an eye out for any police movements and anyone who might give the impression that they were on the lookout for them.

- - - - - - - -
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At Porta Garibaldi station, Milan seemed to have forgotten about the current season: the sky was leaden and an incessant drizzle was falling.

They arrived after another eight hours of travel and nearly twenty-four since their escape from the boarding school.

Rosario pulled a shabby paper note out of his pocket and unwound it, to check the marked address.

They reached the destination transcribed in the paper when it was already dark, wet, dead tired, and hungry as wolves again, after an endless series of required directions, stretches made by bus, and meters ground with only the use of legs and shoes.

Aspanuzzo appeared bewildered, an attitude somewhere between fascinated and bewildered, while Tonio and Rosario, on the other hand, had not lost even an ounce of their usual swagger and eagerness.

In an apartment of a dilapidated building on a branch of Via Ambrogio Binda in the Barona neighborhood, Rosario's third cousin, a certain Carmelo from Palermo, was waiting for them.

They made sure everything was right, street, house number, and interior, and finally rang the doorbell.

A guy with a mastodontical, smelly physique opened the door, with the face of someone who certainly didn't mince words.

"I'm Rosario Scalone, and these are my friends."

"Welcome, boys," Carmelo greeted them with aseptic sympathy, inviting them in with a wave of his hand.

He embraced in the hallway with his cousin, and greeted the other two with a gentle slap on the cheek.

"Are you tired? Would you like to eat something?"

Aspanuzzo's wide eyes confirmed that the offer was more than accepted.

"There's food here for everyone," continued Carmelo, nicknamed lu Vastuni[27], an appellation certainly not derived from possible passions for card games. "For me, for us, for you. Here you are part of the famigghia, you give to the famigghia and the family will always give to you."

Rosario and Tonio smiled.

He accompanied them to the kitchen.

"Assittàtivi[28], this is your home now. Vi porto occhiccosa da mìettere sutta ’i renti[29]."

The three boys sat around an unstable table with a green fòrmica top.

Two men and a woman emerged from the doorway of the room.

They were Carmelo's fellow adventurers, plus the wife of one of them. They too were from Palermo, also with manners that were anything but refined. They introduced themselves to Tonio's group and took their leave shortly thereafter.

In the meantime, Carmelo had taken care to set up dinner, reheating some leftover food in the refrigerator but still constituting a princely meal: a few slices of polenta with gravy, lamb chops cacciatore, and a wine so red and full-bodied it looked like blood.

The three young men threw themselves over the food with the firmness of an Olympic diver and the grace of a galloping hippo.

In a few minutes they brushed everything off, removing all traces of food and various condiments from the plates.

Then, after more wine, hot coffee and a cigarette, Carmelo showed them their room.

"Our room?" asked Rosario in amazement.

It was about fifteen square meters, with walls with greasy and somewhat peeling paint, three austere cots, and a single bedside table, which from its state of preservation could have belonged to a medieval knight.

"Yes, you sleep here. I’ii stay with Valentino, while in the third room will stay ’u Spunnatu[30] and so mugghieri[31]."

By now that unusual Milanese community had expanded from four to seven elements, with Carmelo and Valentino's families, spouses, and children waiting for them in Palermo.

They settled their few belongings, then Rosario felt compelled to thank his cousin, still there watching them.

"Carmelo...thank you, thank you very much. We are grateful for what you are doing, all three of us."

"We are Sicilians, Rosario. This is a famigghia, I told you. And if you give to the famigghia, the famigghia gives to you. You have to earn your bread, though."

"Sure, tell us how we are ready," Rosario reassured him.

“Accamora[32] have a good long sleep, get your strength back. We'll talk about it tomorrow."

"All right," smiled Tonio, taking over for a moment from his companion.

"Good night," concluded lu Vastuni, moving his hundred and more pounds of stinking muscle and flab to other areas of the house.

- - - - - - - -
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The light of the next day brought with it three new securities: a roof to rest under, a plate to eat on, and freedom.

After a good breakfast, Carmelo explained to them what to do, before he too went out on his own errands, along with Valentino and 'u Spunnatu.

From Viale Cassala the three boys went up the outer ring road and into the city center, retracing part of the previous evening's route and returning to Porta Garibaldi station. From there they took the subway, Garibaldi FS terminus, until they reached the Loreto stop, at the point where only the two underground lines of the time intersected.

The people were many, a teeming swarm of different souls, each grappling with the chores of a sometimes benign, sometimes far less welcoming daily routine.

Rosario and Tonio parted ways, making an appointment to meet at the Barona within the next two hours. Aspanuzzo, however, stayed with Tonio.

Milan had made amends, restoring dignity and the right of presence to summer. People were dressed lightly, which made it easier for Tonio and the companion to accomplish the agreed-upon task.

It was going to be a cinch, nothing complicated or ever done before.

Having spent a few minutes scouting the best target, Tonio's action was instantaneous.

"M’ai’a stari vicinu[33], Aspanù" he intimated to his friend.

He walked briskly up to a middle-aged man, smart pants under a pink shirt open at the front, revealing a heavy gold foxtail chain. With a sharp movement of his arm, aided by a small hop, he firmly snatched the jewel from the man's neck and catapulted toward the exit. He passed a tide of faceless individuals with no face or identity, occasionally moving a few of them with a swipe of his shoulder, between tunnels, corridors and stairways.

He suddenly found himself outside on Viale Abruzzi, with Aspanuzzo always close to his back. They trotted with their legs out to Piazzale Loreto, and there they caught their breath together.

- - - - - - - -
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Their first day in Milan had gone well, very well. Tonio's and Aspanuzzo's haul was excellent, easily placed, as was Rosario's, a fine Rolex.

Lu Vastuni was very pleased. He would see to it that the pieces would be sold and that he would make money from them. After all, they were now family, and in a family one hand washes the other, you know.

- - - - - - - -
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"So that was the bill to be paid."

"What do you mean?"

"To Carmelo. It was not a spirit of hospitality, but interest. That's why he had accepted you, to have fresh manpower."

"Well, that's clear. But we were fine with that. What we were doing represented our way of life, in full freedom, away from studies and commitments against our nature. We had a home, a place to stay, where no one imposed anything on us that we didn't like. And the part that lu Vastuni left us of the spoils was enough for us."

"Did he keep the bulk for himself and his troop?"

"Sure, that's normal."

"And then what? Did you continue with small muggings in the subway?"

"No, we moved on to other things. Rosario and I had come up with an easy-peasy system of stealing on trains before we got to our first real robbery, together with the Calabria people

."

"How long did you stay in Milan?"

"About ten months the first time, before Beccaria."

- - - - - - - -
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Carmelo liked the idea of train robberies quite a bit, especially when it turned out to be an easy way to carry out painless and quick hits.

Rosario and Tonio, now called lu Scarparu by everyone, by virtue of his father Damiano's trade and nickname, had found a kind of homemade key, useful for opening the compartments of the night trains leaving from Porta Garibaldi or the Stazione Centrale. For some time now, the two of them had been sneaking onto trains departing around 1 or 2 a.m., filled with people eager to sleep. They would wait a half-hour for passengers to catch up on their sleep, either in the toilets or in some secluded compartment, and then take action.

It was an ordinary Wednesday; autumn had already kneaded the city with mist and the usual melancholy. The cold was not yet the absolute master of the metropolis, but it had now replaced the warmth of a sunny and enjoyable summer.

There was not much traffic at Porta Garibaldi that evening, not many people around, few people leaving.

A quarter of an hour after 1 a.m. a convoy would take its leave from Milan, to transport its travelers in the direction of the capital, via Bologna.

The two fellow adventurers adhered to the usual method: board, wait, and act. When they were convinced that everyone was asleep, they entered a sleeper car and with the key in their possession unlocked the door to the first compartment.

Tonio snuck in; Rosario remained outside on sentry duty.

The moon provided the light needed for the heist, without disturbing those who were resting their bones from a long and tiring day. Tonio operated a lighter, to verify that no one was turning toward him. Only one man occupied the lower right berth; all the others were empty. He was badly grumbling. The boy rummaged through the inner lining of a hanging jacket, then, with a razor blade, cut the back pocket of a pair of pants still worn by its unsuspecting owner, and finally opened a suitcase and a leather purse. He took out what was requisitioned, already stowed in a canvas bag.

They moved on to the next compartments, then to further carriages.

When they felt full and happy, they holed up in a bathroom to count the loot: cash, valuables, and various jewelry.

Some time elapsed.

They put everything back in the bag, including the money, preparing to get off at the next stop: Fidenza.

Four sharp knocks on the doorway broke their serenity.

"Open the door! Quickly!"

Instants of silence.

"Open the door!" reiterated a vigorous, irritated voice.

"Who is it?" asked Rosario timidly.

"Open this door at once, don't let me tell you again!"

Tonio tried to throw the bag and all its contents out the window. The whole, however, did not pass, so he disposed of the material piece by piece, including the sack, starting with the most valuable stuff.

Meanwhile, the train slowed to a complete stop.

The voice kept shouting.

"The police are coming up, you thugs! Open the damn door!"

Rosario opened it wide and found himself in front of a sinewy railroad conductor who was rather pissed off at them. He tried to push him away but failed. The man grabbed him by the neck, while two uniformed police officers, newly mounted in the carriage, forced Tonio not to move.

The convoy resumed its run.

They got off at Parma station, all except the conductor.

Tonio and Rosario were taken to the police station in the quiet ducal town. Someone on the train had noticed their movements and raised the alarm, but the police, searching them, had found nothing.

At that hour the police headquarters was semi-deserted, only minimal staff manning it.

They were shown into a room and, once given bogus generalities, were left alone for a few minutes.

"Look at these two kids!" smiled one of the three guards as he headed with his colleagues to another area of the building.

"They're even sympathetic, huh?" commented the second, giving the first a resounding pat on the back.

The third also smiled.

In total silence and stillness, Rosario rose from his chair.

"What are you doing?" asked Tonio.

"Let’s go, Scarparu. Not a leaf is moving here."

They left the office to which they had been escorted and turned left down a corridor at the end of which a gate was visible. They reached it quietly and, to their immense astonishment, found it open. The gateway gave access to a forecourt beyond which, climbing over another unguarded railing, they arrived outside.

They looked at each other, perhaps imagining they were in the middle of a dream. Yet the air was real, as were the lights, streets, and buildings.

They began to run through the streets of a sleepy city until they touched its far outskirts and the surrounding countryside.

- - - - - - - -
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A couple of months had slipped by since the atypical escape from the Parma police headquarters and the exhausting return home. Days and weeks went on between muggings and further pickpocketing on trains. During an altercation, Tonio had even stabbed a boy from a group near theirs, but the superficiality of the cut and the intercession of lu Vastuni had allowed it to stop right there. Thus, Tonio enhanced his own reputation in the eyes of Carmelo and cronies, and the other boy quietly kept his wound.
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