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To G., killed innocent at age 17.


To N., guilty killer at age 15.


To my land of the killers and the killed.




Don’t turn around, run
Children with guns
Yelling, “This is fun!”


—NTÒ, “IL BALLO DEI MACELLAI” (THE DANCE OF THE BUTCHERS)




The protagonists of this book are imaginary, as are their life stories; therefore, any and all references to people or public establishments that may actually now exist or have once existed and which might be found in the text of this book can only be considered coincidental. Events mentioned in a historical or journalistic context, as well as nicknames that refer to people, trademarks, or companies, are used only to confer plausibility on the narrative, without any pejorative intent or, in any case, any prejudicial meaning for their possessor.


The same disclaimer that appears at the beginning of the movie Hands over the City applies to my novel: The characters and events that appear here are imaginary; what is authentic, on the other hand, is the social and environmental reality that produces them.
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PART ONE


KISSES




When we blow kisses, when we send them in a letter, they always travel in a generic plural, kisses. Lots of kisses. But every kiss is unique unto itself, like a snowflake. It’s not just a matter of how that kiss is given, it’s also how it comes into existence: the underlying intent, the tension accompanying it. And then there’s the way it’s either accepted or rejected, the vibration—cheerful, excited, embarrassed—that buzzes around that reception. A kiss that smacks in silence or amid noisy distractions, bathed in tears or the companion to laughter, tickled by sunshine or in the invisibility of darkness.


Kisses have a precise taxonomy. There are kisses given like a stamp, lips stamping other lips. A passionate kiss, a kiss not yet ripe. An immature game. A shy gift. Then there’s the far end of that spectrum: French kisses. Lips meet only to part: an exchange of papillae and nodes, of humors and caresses with the flesh of the tongue, within the perimeter of the mouth, within the ivory presidio of the teeth. Their opposites are a mother’s kisses. Lips pressing against cheeks. Kisses heralding what will follow soon after: the enveloping hug, the gentle caress, the hand on the forehead feeling for feverish heat. Fatherly kisses graze the cheekbones, they’re whiskery kisses, prickly, fleeting signs of proximity. Then there are kisses of greeting that brush the flesh, and the dirty old man kisses that sneak up on you, little slobbery ambushes that batten off a furtive intimacy.


Savage kisses can’t be classified. They can put a seal upon silence, proclaim promises, pronounce verdicts or declare acquittals. There are the savage kisses that barely reach the gums, and others that practically shove down your throat. But savage kisses always occupy all the space available, they use the mouth as a way in. The mouth is merely the pool into which you wade, to find out if there’s a soul, whether there really is anything else sheathing the body, or not—the ferocious kiss is there to probe, to fathom that unsoundable abyss or to meet a void. The dull, dark void that conceals.


There’s an old story told among neophytes of barbarity, a story that regularly makes the rounds among breeders of fighting dogs: desperate creatures, devotees in spite of themselves of a cause of muscles and death. That legend, devoid of any scientific basis, tells how fighting dogs are selected at birth. The dogfighters scrutinize the litter of puppies with icy intolerance. They’re not interested in choosing dogs that seem powerful, they don’t wish to overlook dogs that look too skinny, they don’t care to favor dogs that push their sisters away from the mother’s teat, they’re not trying to identify dogs that punish brothers for their greed. The test is different: the breeder yanks the puppy away from the nipple, seizing it by the scruff of the neck and pushing the little snout close to his own cheek. Most of the puppies will lick that cheek. But one—practically blind, still toothless, gums accustomed only to the mother’s softness—will try to bite. One wants to know the world, have it between its jaws. And that is the savage kiss. That dog, male or female as it may be, will then be taught to fight.


There are kisses and there are savage kisses. The former remain within the precinct of the flesh; the latter know no limits. They want to be what they kiss.


Savage kisses come not from good nor from evil. They exist, like alliances. And they always leave an aftertaste of blood.




HE’S BORN


He’s born!”


“What do you mean, he’s born?!”


“That’s right, he’s born.”


On the other end of the line, silence, nothing but breathing crackling over the microphone. Then: “Wait, are you sure?”


He’d been expecting this call for weeks, but now that Tucano was telling him, Nicolas felt the need to hear it again, repeated so he could be convinced that the day had finally come, to savor it well and truly in his head. So he could be ready.


“Right, like I’m kidding around! No, trust me. He was just born, I swear it, adda murì mammà, ’a Koala is practically still in the delivery room . . . No sign of Dentino, I came straight to the hospital.”


“Sure, no surprise, he doesn’t have the balls to show his face. But who told you the baby was born?”


“A male nurse.”


“And who the fuck is he? Where did this nurse come from?” Nicolas wasn’t about to settle for generic information, this time he wanted the details. He couldn’t afford to improvise, nothing could get screwed up.


“He’s a guy who used to work with Biscottino’s father, Enzuccio Niespolo. I told him that Koala is a friend of ours, and we just wanted to make sure we were the first to know, when the baby came into the world.”


“And how much did you say we’d pay him? You don’t think he’s spouting bullshit just because we haven’t given him a hundred euros yet?”


“No, no, I promised him an iPhone. That guy couldn’t wait for this baby to be born so he could get his hands on a new phone. He was practically bent over with his ear against Koala’s belly.”


“Then let’s do this thing. Tomorrow morning, the minute the sun rises.”


Dawn found him ready and fully dressed, eager for action. The bed he was sitting upon was barely rumpled, he hadn’t slept in it for even a minute. He shut his eyes and took a deep breath, then exhaled, a flat sharp sound. Day had risen. He needed to keep his mind clear, not let himself be sucked down by memories. He had a mission to perform; after that there’d be plenty of time for everything else.


Tucano’s voice acted like the switch that opens the electric current. He stuck the Desert Eagle in his jeans and was down in the street quick as a flash.


Tucano had already put on his full-face helmet.


“Do you have the telephone?” Nicolas asked him as he put on his own helmet. “It’s in the original packaging, right?”


“Maraja, everything’s set.”


“Then let’s go buy the flowers.” Nicolas swung his leg over the seat and started off at reduced speed. He felt a sense of calm warm his whole body. An hour from now, the whole matter would be settled. Case closed.


“These fucking assholes . . .” Tucano said. “They say they’re not making money, but they sleep all day.”


The metal roller blinds on the florist’s shop were pulled down, they had no idea where to find another one, and in any case, they had to move quickly, thought Nicolas. Then he jammed on the brakes and the front of Tucano’s helmet slammed against the back of his.


“Maraja, maronna . . .”


“That’s right, the Madonna,” said Nicolas, and, pushing the bike backwards with his feet, he rolled back to the mouth of the narrow alley, the vicolo. There, enclosed within a metal cage that glittered like gold set against its shabby, decaying surroundings, a votive shrine was lit by a small spotlight. Photographs of ex votos and holy cards of Padre Pio practically covered the Madonna, but still, she smiled reassuringly, and Nicolas returned the smile. He got off the TMAX, blew a kiss, the way his grandma had taught him to do when he was little, and, standing on tiptoe, slipped a bouquet of white calla lilies out of a vase.


“Isn’t that going to piss off the Madonna?” Tucano asked.


“The Madonna never gets pissed off. That’s why She’s the Madonna,” said Nicolas, pulling down the zipper on his sweat jacket to make room for the lilies. They took off again, engine roaring. At that exact time, as agreed in advance, Pesce Moscio was about to go into action.


Just inside the gates, the nurse was waiting for them; he was stamping his feet on the asphalt, bundled up in a down jacket. Tucano raised one hand in greeting, and he went on hopping up and down in place, even if what was driving him now was no longer any thought of warding off the bone-chilling cold, as much as the lurking fear that these two new arrivals on a scooter wearing full-face helmets might not be there to repay him for the favor.


“All right, then, take me to pay a surprise call on this baby,” Nicolas began.


The male nurse tried to stall for time, trying to understand the spirit of the visit. He replied that they weren’t relatives, he couldn’t let them in.


“What do you mean, we’re not relatives,” said Nicolas. “It’s not like the only relatives are first cousins. We’re the closest kind of relatives, because we’re friends, we’re real family.”


“Right now he’s in the nursery. Soon they’ll take him to his mother.”


“It’s a boy?”


“Yes.”


“So much the better.”


“Why?” asked the nurse, trying to gain time.


“It’s easier that way . . .”


“What’s easier?” he insisted. Nicolas ignored the question.


“Easier to bring ’em up, it’s easier if you’re a boy, am I right?” Tucano put in. “Or maybe it’s easier if you’re a girl. At least if you know how to fuck, you can get where you want, right?”


In Nicolas’s silence, the nurse made the assumption that they would wait. He started to throw both arms wide, as if to say, what can you do, these are the rules.


“I want to see this baby before he gets to latch on to his mother’s tits.” The impatient voice, throbbing with rage, slapped him like a whipcrack, and before he could come up with a response, the nurse found himself with his face smeared against the visor of Nicolas’s helmet. “I told you that I want to see him, this baby boy. I even brought flowers for the mother. Now you tell me how to get there.” And with a shove he pushed the nurse back into an upright position.


The information poured forth with precision, the route was simple. At that point, Tucano grabbed the box containing the iPhone and tossed it into the air, while the nurse, eyes turned skyward to track the box’s trajectory, waved his arms in terror, desperately trying to make sure the cell phone didn’t hit the ground. He was so focused on his technological gem that he entirely overlooked the dense cloud of black smoke that was billowing into the air only yards away, and perhaps he even failed to catch a whiff of the acrid stench of burning tires. Pesce Moscio had been punctual to the split second. Nicolas had asked him to be punctual, indeed he’d ordered him to be. I want plenty of smoke. You have to cover everything up with a smoke screen. He’d told him that he wanted to make sure that the booth where the security guards spent their day was empty, the last thing he needed was a platoon of security guards chasing their scooter. “A diversion, Pescemo’,” and Pesce Moscio had picked a restroom in the Polyclinic near the guards’ booth. He’d stolen the tires from a shop that morning, and with a bottle of kerosene and a lighter, he was going to throw a hell of a party, a celebration of stench and toxic smoke, he’d focus everybody’s attention on that restroom.


In the meantime, the Yamaha TMAX was rolling through the gate at walking speed. Up till that point, the plan had followed a certain logic. Nicolas had worked out a timeline and a series of possible snags, and Tucano himself, diligently playing his part, had felt like a cog in this well-oiled machine. Then Nicolas had twisted the throttle and thrown all logic to the winds. The heavy scooter reared up in a wheelie and roared up the first flight of steps, almost like a horse leaping over a hurdle; bouncing step after step, it climbed the stairs and reached the entrance. The hospital’s automatic front door whisked open and the TMAX plummeted into the lobby.


Indoors, the engine roared like a Boeing turbojet. They still hadn’t encountered anyone, and at that hour of the day the steady stream of appointments and visiting families and friends hadn’t yet started to come in, but their noisy incursion brought hospital staff running, bursting out of the ward and clinic doors in disbelief. Nicolas ignored them. He was looking for the elevator.


They stormed into the maternity ward, where they were met by silence. No one in the hallways, not a voice or a whimper to point them in the direction of the nursery. The bedlam they’d unleashed downstairs didn’t seem to have ruffled the peace and quiet on this floor.


“What the fuck is this baby’s name?”


“They must have them listed by last names, right?” Tucano replied. He knew Maraja far too well to run the risk of asking him how he thought they were going to exit from the blind alley they’d rushed into. In fact, that was what made Nicolas what he was, his willingness to push you to your limit before you even realized what was happening.


They left the TMAX blocking the corridor. Gleaming and black, the scooter looked like an enormous cockroach between those walls, which were a pale lime green and covered with posters proclaiming the benefits of breastfeeding. They galloped down the corridor in search of the nursery. Tucano went first, helmet still firmly gripping his head, Nicolas right behind him. An enfilade of doors to the right and the left, and the clucking of their soles on the linoleum flooring.


They emerged into a lobby with two empty desks, and beyond that glowed the plate-glass window of the nursery. There they all were, babies freshly delivered into life, lined up, red-faced in their pastel onesies; some slept, others were waving their tiny fists over their heads.


Maraja and Tucano leaned over, like two relatives curious to know whether the baby resembled mother or father more closely.


“Antonello Izzo,” said Tucano. The light blue blanket with the name stitched to the corner was rising and falling almost imperceptibly. “Here he is.” He turned to look at Nicolas, who was standing there, motionless, palms pressed against the plate glass, his head turned toward that newborn, who was smiling, or at least so it seemed to Tucano.


“Maraja . . .”


Silence.


“Maraja, now what are we going to do?”


“Come s’accide ’nu criaturo, Tuca’? ” How do you kill a baby, Tucano?


“How the fuck do I know, you just thought of that now?”


Nicolas drew the Desert Eagle from the elastic of his boxer shorts and, with his thumb, snapped off the safety.


“If you ask me, it’s just like popping a balloon, isn’t it?” Tucano went on.


Nicolas pushed gently on the door, as if he wanted to be courteous enough to keep from making noise, to avoid waking up the other babies. He went over to Antonello, Dentino’s son, the child of the guy who’d killed his brother, Christian, who’d shot him in the back like the lowest of traitors.


“Christian . . .” he said, in a whisper. It was the first time he had uttered that name since the day of his brother’s funeral. He looked as if he’d fallen victim to a spell, his dark eyes focused straight ahead of him, but actually fathoming deep into who knows what other reality. Tucano felt like pounding his fists against the glass, shouting at Nicolas to hurry up, shouting that he needed to shoot that son of a traitor right away, immediately: instead Nicolas had placed the barrel of the Desert Eagle on the tiny belly, but the finger on the trigger wasn’t moving. The pistol kept moving up and down, slowly, as if the lungs of that tiny creature really were capable of lifting the four and a half pounds of pistol. Tucano turned to look down at the end of the corridor and realized that in the time Nicolas had hesitated, a nurse had appeared behind them. She was moving rapidly down the corridor toward them, grabbing the pole of an IV stand as if it were a spear: “What are you doing here?” Then she focused on Nicolas and started screaming in dialect: “Stanno arrubbando i criaturi! Stanno arrubbando i criaturi!” They’re stealing the babies! Tucano quickly leveled his Glock at her and the nurse instantly stopped short, with the IV stand held in midair, but that didn’t stop her from continuing to shout.


“Stanno arrubbando i bambini! They’re stealing the little ones! Help! Help!” Her voice was growing sharper and louder, like a siren.


“Maraja, pull the trigger, hurry up, they’ve figured it out, put him down once and for all . . .” But now Nicolas had tilted his head to one side, as if to get a better look at Dentino and ’a Koala’s son. The baby was sleeping serenely, in spite of the pistol: Christian, too—when his mother had brought him home from the hospital, after delivering him—had slept exactly the same way. She would sit Nicolas down in an armchair and then put Christian in his arms, and Christian would just go on sleeping. But all around Antonello, in contrast, the other babies were starting to wake up. In no time at all, the nursery had turned into a hellish cacophony, the wailing of one newborn quickly infecting the one in the next crib, a deafening wave that was enough to stir Nicolas out of his trance.


“They’re stealing the children! They’re stealing the children!” the nurse went on shouting, whirling the IV post all the while, trying to work up the momentum to hurl that stainless-steel javelin with all her strength.


“Maraja, shoot, kill him now!” Tucano shouted. The nurse kept coming closer, and he didn’t know whether to deck her with a punch to the face or shoot her, and if so, whether to wound or to kill. He just didn’t know.


“Maraja, things are going sideways, we need to get out of here. Now. I mean fast, let’s move!”


Nicolas lifted his left hand and touched the tattoo that he’d had done on the back of his neck, so that it could give him strength, confirm that there, too, in the presence of another innocent, what he was about to do was the right thing. For himself, for his mother, for the Piranhas. Because this was the time of the tempest, and he was the tempest that was crashing down furiously upon the city. He pressed the handgun down hard on the newborn baby’s body, and now Antonello started crying, too.


Tucano had retreated, taking one step back after another until his helmet banged against the plate-glass window. “Listen, fatso,” he was saying to the nurse, “I’ll kill you, stay back.” But she kept coming, and two other nurses, summoned by her shouting, had appeared in the corridor. As soon as they saw their colleague, they too started shouting: “Uddio si stanno arrubbando i criaturi! Stanno arrubbando i criaturi!”


“Get back! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you all!” Tucano was shouting, and now his whole body was plastered against the glass. There was only one way out. He gripped the Glock with both hands now, taking careful aim at the forehead of the nurse with the IV pole.


Boom.


An explosion. Then silence. Tucano looked at his hand, which hadn’t been fast enough to fire.


The bullet in fact had come from behind, shattering the plate-glass nursery window into a hail of sharp-edged fragments, shards that rattled off Tucano’s helmet, glittering on the lab coats of the nurses, who were covering their faces with their hands, bounced off the ceiling, stabbed into walls and floor. When Tucano turned around to see who had fired, he saw Nicolas holding the Desert Eagle still pointed right at what had once been the nursery window. High up on the facing wall was the hole where the bullet had finally lodged. The cries of the babies, which had ceased for a brief fraction of a second, resumed desperately and Nicolas angrily started into awareness: “Come on, come on, get out of here.”


Just like on the way in, they crossed paths with no one. They descended the broad steps of the Polyclinic, and then the steps that led down to the lobby. There Nicolas twisted the throttle all the way to barrel through the security guards who were struggling to draw their guns and the firemen with gas masks on their faces. The last person they roared past was the male nurse who had let them in in the first place, but his eyes were glued to his iPhone and he didn’t even notice them going past.


Nicolas returned home just as his building was emerging from sleep. He heard the showers running, parents calling to children to get moving or hurry up, that the school gates weren’t about to wait for them to wake up. Only his own apartment was mute and deserted. His mother was already at the laundry and pressing shop, every morning she got there a little before opening time; and his father had moved out right after Christian’s death, he’d left the house with them to go to the funeral and then he’d never come home. They could live without him, though; his father didn’t make the difference—he never had. Nicolas’s mouth twisted in a grimace, he tossed the keys onto the table and turned on the television set. The volume was turned down all the way, not even the morning news dared to break a silence that smacked of reproof. Trailing after the segments about local politics, on-screen there were images from the hospital, the shattered plate glass, the nurses taking newborn babies with convulsive bawling faces out of their cribs and carrying them off, tire marks on the floor. “Hooligan Pranks at the Polyclinic,” read the banner graphic on the TV screen. A minute later the report was over, the time you’d devote to a stupid stunt.


He reached his bedroom, lay down on his brother’s bed, and knitted the fingers of both hands together behind his neck, allowing his fingertips to trace the name he’d had tattooed there: Christian. A meticulous braille-reading of the name, back and forth, and then again, a circumnavigation of the oval outline of the hand grenade, and then, slowly, he repeated the process. He’d insisted on having the hand grenade exactly the same as the one on his chest that enclosed his name, Maraja, an identical twin tattoo.


What have I done? he asked himself. He stuck both fists into his eye sockets and started digging.


Cat and mouse. A furious cat on the hunt for a phantom mouse.


The piazzas were thriving. Coke was moving briskly. They had no trouble selling Scignacane’s heroin. The monthly take from the protection racket was coming in on time. The sun shone on the Piranhas’ territories, in the center of Naples. But Dentino was still alive, and Nicolas simply couldn’t make peace with that idea. It was like a backache that just wouldn’t quit, a cavity in a tooth that torments your sleep: the traitor was still somewhere in the city, hiding who knows where.


For the past five months, he’d been wearing himself ragged, on endless stakeouts. He’d begun by setting up an ambush outside the courtyard of the parish church. That rectangular patch of dirt still bore the marks of their soccer matches. Then he’d spent night after sleepless night outside the dentist’s office where Dentino had spent his first month’s wages on whitening the teeth that smoke and drugs had blackened. Then his parents’ apartment, the apartment of his maternal grandparents, then that of his paternal grandparents, and Capodimonte Park because someone said that they’d seen him sitting on a bench there, and finally the train station, because it had just struck Nicolas as a logical option to give that a try. Homeless bum by homeless bum, toilet by toilet. Tightly pinching his nose shut, he’d turned over those worn and weary men sleeping in their rags. At the apartment where Dumbo’s mother lived, he’d devoted a full week of continuous stakeouts, ready to ambush him at any time of the day or night, confident that sooner or later that traitor would give in to temptation. But he’d come away empty-handed.


The mouse hadn’t shown itself anywhere, so he logically had to crush the baby mouse. But he hadn’t been able to do it . . . Come si accide ’nu criaturo? How can you kill a baby?


“That’s enough,” shouted Nicolas, “that’s enough.” A single movement, his arm sweeping away everything. Saint cards, holy cards, cards of the Madonna, San Gennaro, Padre Pio, photographs of Christian at his first communion, in a swimsuit beside him on a beach of which he had no memory. He looked down at the clutter of objects at his feet, then he took off shoes, trousers, and sweat jacket. After that, he pulled the blanket aside and slid under the sheets, holding his knees up with both arms. And then he finally made up his mind to do what he ought to have been doing for some time now.


He started crying.




QUICKSAND


A wasp’s nest. Nicolas could hear them swooping around his head, and without opening his eyes, did his best to wave them away with wide sweeps of his hands. Then consciousness took over. Nicolas opened an eye. Wasps? The old Motorola StarTAC cell phones that he and the paranza used as burner phones. Impossible to bug or hack. Who could say how long they’d all been sizzling away on the desk.


He leaped out of bed. He’d slept the whole morning away, and part of the afternoon, but his sleep had done nothing to refresh him. He splashed icy water on his face, then pulled the hood of his sweatshirt over his head, as if that could protect him from the pain that was rising in the back of it. One of those splitting headaches that focus on a specific point, an infinitesimal dot, and then dig in deeper, scraping and shoveling like a sadist with a fine-point drill bit. When he was little, if he had a fever or a tummy ache, his mother, Mena, would mix up a glass of water, lemon, and sugar. That was her universal remedy: that, she said, would cure whatever ailed you.


But Mena wasn’t there now, and first he’d thought of chasing the pain away with a joint, then with a line of coke, but in the end he’d opted for a strong espresso and a text to the whole paranza: he wanted them all at the private room, at five on the dot, they had a lot of things to talk about. Even if he actually didn’t much feel like talking, and after all, he had nothing to say. He just wanted to bathe in the hail of words from his team, in the hope that those words would push back that thing he could sense under the buzz of that fine-point drill bit. A clot of helplessness and dissatisfaction with himself, and the more time he spent alone, the more it continued to grow.


The New Maharaja was still under renovation. Or at least that’s what the proprietor, Oscar, told the people who showed up outside the club every evening. A total embargo. He’d walk over to the people who stood gazing up at the scaffolding that concealed the white of the façade, and, resting his hands on his flaccid belly, Oscar would swear to each and every one of them that when the club reopened, they’d find an even more magnificent New Maharaja. The “renovation work” actually consisted of nothing more elaborate than a coat of white paint and a wax-and-buff of the dance floor—but Oscar was counting on expectations to do the work for him. He was counting on mirages.


For the Piranhas, though, the New Maharaja was always open, even when it was closed.


Oscar saw Nicolas’s TMAX arrive, cruising along at an unusual velocity, placid as one of those big cruise ships that you could admire from the balcony of the New Maharaja. He watched him abandon the scooter like any old piece of junk and continue straight ahead on foot without so much as a glance at him or either of the two young women he was talking to: both blond, tall, very young.


“Maraja”—he tried to detain him for a moment—“come here, let me introduce you to the new dance corps.” But Nicolas didn’t even hear him, he just wanted to get to the private room, lie down on one of the little settees, and maybe get a few minutes alone in the dark before the others arrived. He tried to put his priorities in some kind of order, after his failed raid on the hospital. Talk to Tucano? Make it clear to him, with kind words or threats, that he mustn’t breathe a word to the others of what had happened? Or else confront Mena, tell her about his failure? Because there really was no other word to describe it. Maybe she already knew all about it, maybe she hadn’t missed the report on the local news.


The first one to arrive was Lollipop, followed by Briato’. His old friend from mini-soccer still had a very visible limp. After being broken in four places, his leg had never quite healed right, and the doctor had told Briato’ that he would limp for the rest of his life. Still, he didn’t make too much of a big deal about it, and, in fact, if anything he overdid his walk, “De Niro style.” In the gloomy cavern of the private room, they couldn’t spot Nicolas right away, over where he sat bent at the waist, with both hands pressed against his temples. Nicolas was seated on his throne, so that the others would see him exactly where he belonged, but he simply hadn’t been able to bring himself to turn on the lights.


“Maraja, where are you?” shouted Briato’.


“I’m right here,” said Nicolas. “Why are you shouting?”


Lollipop flopped down on the little sofa, while Briato’ switched on the lights, filling the room with a blast of artificial daylight. A glaring white sun exploded behind Nicolas’s eyes.


All it took was a vicious glare from Nicolas, and Briato’ switched the light right back off, returning the room to darkness. One by one, the others drifted in. The last to arrive was Drago’, who sat down next to Drone, reassembling the old hemicycle that right there, on that spot, had first officially sanctioned the distribution of the piazzas. They were so many colorless silhouettes now, more or less dense according to the quantity of light that they were able to capture as they moved. Only Nicolas, sunken in his throne, seemed to have lost all features of his lithe physique.


Biscottino couldn’t seem to keep his hands still. They rustled in the darkness, in time with his words: “Maraja, how come all this darkness? Doesn’t Oscar pay his electric bills anymore?”


“That guy never paid a bill in his life,” Pesce Moscio piped up. “They just tied his power line into the apartment house next door.”


The ensuing laughter was a wave of needles that drove into Nicolas’s skull, but he said nothing. Needle by needle, his brothers would cure him.


“But did you see the two big blond ladies out there? Oscar must need a ladder to fuck them . . .” said Lollipop.


More laughter, more needles, and already he was feeling a little better. It was the usual ritual for which he had always been the master of ceremonies: first the bullshitting, then the tide of wisecracks would subside and at last they’d come to the important matters. The piazzas. The money. Their kingdom.


At first, it had been a genuine boom. Prices that low had never been seen before—in Forcella it seemed like Christmas every day. Everyone came to the neighborhood, even from as far away as the provinces, and the Piranhas regularly ran out of narcotics in a single morning and had to arrange for a speedy resupply. Everything had gone as smooth as silk, and the line of customers had turned into a mob. Drone had appointed himself the chief logistics officer of the operation—he was in charge of crowd management. He’d managed to get his hands on his own tally counter, like the ones that airline personnel use during boarding procedures, and he’d rush from one piazza to another. Clackety-clack, clack, clack. He’d set up in a corner and with every person that walked past to buy drugs, he’d lower his thumb. Clack. When there were too many customers, he’d arrange to interrupt the stream somehow, or else quickly order a resupply. The tally counter had become an extension of his hand, and even when he was at the New Maharaja, you could occasionally hear that clackety-clack, clack.


“On my patch, there’s nothing left,” said Tucano. “I can’t hold on to them. They want to go back to selling Micione’s shit. I can’t hold on to my dealers.”


The euphoria had waned over the course of the last three months. At first the merchandise that the Piranhas were pushing had sold like hotcakes, but now they were running out of product. So the managers of the piazzas had made the sober decision to turn back to their old supplier, who’d taken advantage of the opportunity to flood the market with tons of his shit.


“Same thing in San Giorgio,” said Lollipop. “You know what they used to call me, until just last week? Don Vince’! You get that? But now that we’re running out of product, they’re going back to what they’ve always done. They talk to Micione and we go back to being the fucking last of the brothers.”


“Lollipop,” said Drago’, “your problem is you don’t try to figure things out.” He went over to Lollipop to give him a pinch on the cheek, but Lollipop dodged aside and the two of them tangled up in a gentle wrestling match, without real effort, to such an extent that to Nicolas those bodies momentarily reminded him of a video of kittens—or were they bear cubs?—that Letizia had posted. Just as quickly as they’d come together, the two young men broke apart and Drago’ sat back down.


In a throbbing voice, bursting with satisfaction, he described how he often had to turn customers away, he had so many of them at Vicaria Vecchia.


“I just doubled the price,” he explained, “and the product moves more slowly but that means the dealers keep their mouths shut.”


“Fuck, listen to him, the businessman!”


“Holy shit! You blew them away!”


“Yeah, but that way they make less money,” said Tucano.


“They make less money, maybe a little slower,” Drago’ conceded, “but then they’re not stuck between a rock and a hard place.”


“Ua’, nice, Drago’,” said Biscottino, “the rock won’t budge, and the hard place either. Ua’, that’s what’s great about the Vesuvio district.”


If Nicolas had opened his mouth, he would have said that it really wasn’t a joking matter. They were caught in quicksand and they were going down. One piazza after the other, they’d all go down, some sooner, others later. Maybe a few would keep control over a street here and a street there, but they’d eventually be suffocated between Micione’s fire-power and the fate that awaits those who have never even looked their supplier in the face. L’Arcangelo’s supplies were down to their last scrapings. Nicolas knew that and so did the others, but no one had the courage to say it out loud. Certainly, Scignacane’s heroin continued to arrive, as regular as clockwork, but it alone wasn’t enough to assure the loyalty of the paranza’s piazzas.


That’s what he ought to have said, but his headache wouldn’t let go. So he said nothing and limited himself to keeping an eye on Tucano, who in turn kept his eyes downcast. Was Tucano waiting his turn so he could reveal what Nicolas had been unable to do in that hospital, waiting his turn to denounce Nicolas’s weakness? All it would have taken was a single word and then, So long, Maraja. I would have done it, he thought, so why doesn’t Tucano say anything? Didn’t he want a paranza all his own, too?


“Maraja,” said Drago’, “Tucano and Lollipop are right. We’re running out of product. Before long, we’re going to lose these guys.”


“Let’s just kill them all,” Briato’ weighed in. “That’s how they do it, right? When someone sells someone else’s product without authorization, they need to be shot.”


“That’s just the way it is on the piazzas,” said Drone. “Either you sell drugs for a boss or else you have to pay taxes to that boss. They aren’t paying us any taxes, and we’re running out of drugs.”


“Nico’, let’s call them all in to the club and then let’s gas them,” suggested Briato’, unleashing the paranza’s laughter. Nicolas could only manage a grimace, and they were off again, joking and bullshitting.


“Maraja and me,” Pesce Moscio started telling a story, “were there, on Piazza Bellini, you know. There were these chiattilli, preppies in polo shirts. They were staring at us, I already had my hand on my gat. And then these assholes come over to us, I look at Maraja and he shrugs his shoulders.”


“Pesce Moscio,” said Drone, “what kind of a story are you telling? You sound like Piero Angela!”


“One of them says that he’s from the news,” Pesce Moscio went on as if nothing had happened, “and he wants to know if he can interview us, right, Maraja?”


The seven silhouettes turned toward Nicolas, but not a word came from the throne. Drago’ stood up, slithered around Lollipop, who had guessed his intentions, and switched on the lights.


Nicolas Maraja had left the building.




STOP CRYING


He headed back to Forcella, riding the TMAX the same unhurried way he had on the trip out. The throttle at half speed, never a line over or under, the occasional tap on the brake when necessary. The meeting at the New Maharaja hadn’t done a lot of good, other than to reassure him that there weren’t any signs of an impending coup. It was as if his brothers hadn’t noticed that something had stopped working inside him, that he felt somehow blurred. Even worse: he felt as if he was in that old movie that his teacher Signor De Marino had shown the class: Invasion of the Body Snatchers. Soon enough they were sure to notice that there was nothing actually left of him but an empty shell. Guided by force of habit, the TMAX turned onto Via Vicaria Vecchia, then angled into a gentle rightward curve. Via dei Carbonari. He was home.


What the fuck kind of thoughts do I have in my mind, wondered Nicolas. It was all the fault of that clot that had formed in the back of his neck since he’d awakened that morning, a clot that was tormenting him with a feeling he’d never experienced before in his life. The sensation that he was no longer good for nothing.


Eyes downcast, he parked the scooter and left the vicolo on foot. How long had it been since he’d walked through his city?


Before he even realized it, he arrived on Via Mezzocannone. A couple of university students called him by his name. Who knows, maybe they were old customers from the times when he used to deal for Copacabana. He ignored them, kept going, by now Forcella was behind him, and with it, the murals of San Gennaro. He lengthened his stride, eyeing every intersection, every street corner, every shop out of that need of his to size up the territory—a need that had by now been transformed into an instinct. The jagged gap in the bronze gate of the Maschio Angioino was there to remind him that, just a few years earlier, while strolling past with Letizia, he had taken an oath that one day he too would leave his mark on the city, on its stones, on its people.


By the time he reached Castel dell’Ovo he was out of breath. He was panting, as if he were drowning. He climbed the steps and walked out onto the balcony. He leaned against the wall, shoulders pressed into the tufa, knees gathered up to his chest. In front of him was the sea. A shiver of pleasure made the hairs on his arms stand up. The sea. That’s what he needed, that was the antidote to those thoughts. That inexhaustible blue asked nothing of him and never could. Alone in front of the sea, he could manage to stop thinking, stop planning, perhaps because all that horizon left him free to wander aimlessly, freed of all calculations.


He felt better, but there was still something missing. He pulled out his iPhone, and, indifferent to the missed calls and the stacks of texts, he wrote to Letizia:




Nicolas


I’m at the usual place, looking out over the sea.





When Letizia arrived, Nicolas was still in the same position. He barely turned to look at her, and all she did was sit down beside him, laying her head on his shoulder. They looked like what they were: an eighteen-year-old boy and a sixteen-year-old girl. The wind was teasing Letizia’s hair out over Nicolas’s face, but he didn’t recoil, he let the hair whip his face, fill his mouth, and then he sat waiting for the next gust. He let his eyes abandon the deep blue of the sea, which by now had taken on the same coloration as the sky at sunset, and he kissed her. At first on the eyelids, and then on the chin, then he lingered for a while on the lips, and then moved on to her earlobes. He had exposed his neck and Letizia dived in, kissing him, nipping at his neck with her teeth.


“Every time I kiss you on the neck,” she said to him, “I see Christian, because I read his name.”


Nicolas’s mouth, soft with kisses, twisted into a grimace.


“You need to forget about his name” was all he said.


Letizia tied her hair back with a scrunchie, and the magic of a moment earlier had evaporated. “But I feel there’s a thief in my body—mi sento ’o mariuolo in cuorpo—as if we were the ones who did it . . .”


Nicolas had been trying to come to terms with that thief in the body for months now, and he wanted to say so to Letizia.


“Ma accirelo a stu mariuolo,” he said instead. “Just kill that thief. I was the one who didn’t know how to defend him. When Scignacane told me he wanted to kill Dumbo, I should have had the balls to kill Dumbo myself, and Dentino, too. I left the job half done, and they took half of myself away from me. My brother. Fratemo.”


Letizia shook her head, flinging her ponytail back and forth.


“Nico’, I don’t want to know these things.”


“Then why the fuck are you telling me about a thief in your body? Just don’t say a word. If you don’t want to know, then these things shouldn’t exist for you, that’s the way it has to be.”


Letizia stood up, she didn’t want to feel Nicolas’s body anymore, his legs seeking hers. She took a few steps back and leaned against the wall. He let her be.


If she didn’t want to know, then she could get the hell out of there.


“Why this pineapple at the end of the n in Christian, right here, on the back of your neck?” asked Letizia, restoring a tone of affection in her voice.


“That’s a hand grenade,” said Nicolas without looking around.


“I know, silly. I know these things,” she said, but as she said it, she lightly caressed his neck. Gently. “But why this ugly thing near your brother’s beautiful name?”


“That ugly thing is to remind me that the people who killed him need to die. All of them.”


“You can’t tell me these things, I already told you that, they scare me. Tienatelle pe’ tte. Keep them to yourself.”


“Then don’t ask me things, mind your own fucking business.”


“Maro’, Nico’: Madonna, when you talk like that, you’re like an animal . . .”


“No, an animal would know how to defend his brother. Shut that toilet mouth of yours. Just shut the fuck up.”


“You know that you’re a sewer rat, Nico’? Go fuck yourself!” The words came out in a tremulous voice. She’d never spoken like that to Nicolas, never with that violence, but he hadn’t turned a hair. This indifference between them was a new thing, too.


She felt like crying, but she didn’t want to let him see that she was hurt, and frightened.


Before heading down the stairs and leaving, she raised her middle finger to Nicolas’s back, as he continued to stare out at the sea.


He rolled the street back up like a ribbon. Castel dell’Ovo, Maschio Angioino, Via Medina, San Biagio, Mezzocannone. Forcella. Home. From downstairs he could see the wide-open kitchen window, a clear indicator that Mena was home, that she hadn’t lost her deeply ingrained habit of letting fresh air into the apartment morning and evening, not even after Christian’s death. She’d shut down everything else, Mena had, but she hadn’t given up light and air.


He found her folding freshly laundered T-shirts. She lifted those bundles of fabric, then a quick snap of the wrists and the T-shirts regained their shape. Those wrists twisted under the armpits of the T-shirts, then a last fold leading to the final transformation: a perfect rectangle.


Nicolas waited for his mother to finish with that basket of laundry before saying: “Ciao, Ma.”


She needed only a quick glance at his face to glimpse the burden he was carrying inside him.


“Have you been to the beach?” she asked him.


He nodded. He didn’t particularly want to talk, but he felt the need to hear her talk, as if since he’d awakened that morning all he’d been doing was wandering the city in order to wind up there. To come back home to his mother, to appear in the presence of the tribunal that would finally shout out his failure, his inadequacy. He approached the table and set one hand down on the T-shirt on the top of the pile. On it was a picture of the London Eye. Christian had given it to him, in exchange for the promise that one day, Nicolas really would take him to London with their pockets full of cash, and that they’d take a ride together on that panoramic Ferris wheel. “And from up there, we’ll piss on the heads of all the Arab oil tycoons in London,” he had told Christian. He looked at the T-shirt and he felt as if it, too, were trying to accuse him of the absence of the once-living body that had occupied that T-shirt just a few months ago. He took his hand off the pile and clenched it until he could feel the fingernails biting into the palm of his hand.


“You see all the things Christian had?” his mother asked with a gentle smile. “It’s unbelievable, you never even notice all the things that revolve around a person, and some of those things are useless, eh? Things that aren’t needed at all. All these T-shirts, all these shoes, all these toys . . . and you wouldn’t even have time to wear all these things.” She ran her fingers through her hair, locks that had whitened at her temples in lifeless strands. He looked at the floor, unable to bring himself even to nod, his fingers still clutching as if his hand were holding the pistol he’d been unable to use, dangling useless at his side.


“Nicolas,” his mother summoned him back to her. When she uttered his entire name, neither Nicolino nor Nico’, it meant that a speech was in the offing. “I’m not sure I’m happy with how I see you, Nicolas,” she said, using his full name again as she set down the steam iron, standing perpendicular to the surface of the ironing board, and ran her fingers through his hair now, the way she used to when he was small, smaller than Christian had been.


“I’m just fine, Ma,” he replied in a tone of voice that he tried to make sound confident.


“You don’t seem fine to me. You seem gloomy, sad . . . Listen to me. They’re things people say, but they’re true, too: A mother knows. A mother knows her handsome son has been to the beach. A mother knows that her son is carrying a burden that’s eating him alive. A mother always knows everything, Nico’.”


“Mammà,” Nicolas tried to say, but there wasn’t enough air in his lungs.


“And for a mother,” Mena continued, looking closely at him with the eyes of a woman who had nothing left to lose, “for a mother, all her children are the same. But that’s not true for me. Christian was my heart and soul, you know that, but you’ve always been different. Christian was my puppy. You’re my limited edition. I coddled him too much, and I coddled you too little. I made that mistake, it’s my fault.”


Pause. A voice from downstairs, the voice of someone looking for someone, and then more silence.


“I’m the one who just didn’t pay attention, who didn’t know how to protect him. I thought I could see everything, that your father didn’t understand a thing but that I could . . . after all, though, what good did it do to understand what you both were doing? Where was I looking? I was just fooling myself.”


“Mammà . . .”


“You didn’t do anything wrong, Nicolas, I’m telling you. Someone else killed our boy. He hadn’t done anything wrong, you were always careful to keep him out of it. He was as innocent as an angel. Their little boy is an angel, just the same. Comm’ ’o puo’ ammazzà ’n’angiulillo? How can you kill a little angel? You can’t, Nico’, I’m here to tell you. You can’t kill an angel.”


Nicolas felt his body turn soft and the clot at the back of his neck turn hot, as if the blood had finally started to circulate again, free to flow.


“Mammà, so you knew about Dentino’s son, I . . .”


“A mother knows everything, Nico’, I told you that. When you were small, you remember? When the nuns were taking care of you and you walked around the palm tree in the courtyard. And then, just like that, you started smacking your little friend. Do you remember?”


He just lifted his head and sucked out a flat “no,” in dialect, “ ’nzù.” He couldn’t stop thinking of that angel. No, he could never kill the angel. His mother was right. It was simple enough, that’s why—and the more often he said it, the more he started to feel like himself again.


“Mother Lucilla, a capa ’e pezze, the raghead, the nun, you remember? She called me and you were all angry. And when I asked you why you would have done such a terrible thing, you told me: ‘Mammà, one time that kid beat me up and so I beat him up, because anyone who’s hurt me once should never hurt me again.’ Nico’, you were just small and already you were the strongest one. You’re still the strongest one. You’ve always walked on your own two legs, you’ve never hesitated, and even when you made mistakes, you did it for the right reason. You’ve always been a man, even when you were small. More of a man than your father.” She got up from the chair and went over to the window. A light breeze had closed the shutter and she leaned out to hook it open. Then she turned to look at him with the faint light of the vicolo behind her. She looked like a saint in a painting. “You did what you needed to do, Nico’. Anything that sons do, the mothers are guilty of. Even when they lose a son, the mothers are to blame.”


Mena stepped close to him again, and that same gentle smile appeared on her face. “I never paid enough attention to you, but a mother should always be close to her children. Maybe I didn’t give you many things, but what you needed you took for yourself. The things I didn’t give you, you just took for yourself. Well, if you want to take everything for yourself, then go ahead, but take them for real. There’s no point shedding tears, here. And I say the same thing to myself, Nico’. No more tears, Mena. If the path of goodness brought us nothing, maybe the path of evil will be more fruitful. You’re a special son. You’re eighteen, you’re a man now. So do what you have to do, and do it right. Whoever took Christian away from us? S’adda fà male. They need to be hurt badly.”


Nicolas felt like laying his head on her breast, the way he used to do when he was five and he’d hide in the armoire and then call her to come find him. But that only lasted a second. He was a man now; in fact, he’d always been a man. He felt uneasy. On the one hand, it seemed to him that his mother’s words somehow protected him, but on the other he could tell that the mandate she was imparting to him, her approval, was a bad thing, as if he needed a mother’s orders to do what he needed to, as if he couldn’t do it of his own accord. He tried to overcome that confusion in the only way he knew how: “Mammà, I love you.”


“And I love you, too, Nicolas.” She took his face in her hands and brushed her lips over his forehead. “I’m always with you. Now more than ever.” Then she unplugged the iron and moved off toward the bedroom with the stack of T-shirts. “The one who hurt us must never again be able to hurt us,” he heard her whisper.




JACK OF HEARTS


Before he reached the border of the Ponticelli neighborhood, it had really been a lovely day. It was warm out, even though they were in the heart of the fall, and the sun was beating down hard on Nicolas’s freshly shaven head, but a breath of breeze was blowing behind him; it almost seemed to be pushing the TMAX along.


That morning, he had told his brothers, reappearing out of the empty air just as he’d vanished: “To get out of the quicksand, I need to talk to Don Vittorio today.” Nicolas had summoned them to their lair, and the paranza, present down to every last member, had nodded their approval, that’s right, accussì s’adda fà. No one had breathed a word about the failure of the incursion at the hospital, and anyway, by now he understood that the vendetta would follow different paths. He’d gone back to being Maraja, and he gazed into their eyes, his men—one by one, from Biscottino to Drago’. The sky was the limit.


He wanted to arrive at the Conocal from behind, instead of getting there directly from Ponticelli, just to savor that air. It was an air that cleared everything else away, and it did it kindly, as if warding off the bad thoughts, leading them away by the hand.


It had been a while since he’d gone to see L’Arcangelo, he’d covered a lot of miles since then, and the money in his pockets was there as proof, pressing against his thighs.


He saw Micione’s men from a distance, because they and they alone could be just sitting there nonchalantly rolling a joint, perched on the hood of a Mercedes-Benz. They were exuding the confidence of guards taking an important prisoner to solitary confinement. Nicolas tried other ways in: he explored the entire perimeter of the neighborhood, he circumnavigated the Lotto Zero neighborhood (two other men, this time on motorcycles), he brushed the boundary with San Giorgio a Cremano, confident that on that side the security would be a little more lax. Instead, he found himself face-to-face with an SUV with tinted glass windows.


They want to bury Don Vittorio alive, he thought to himself. He’d stopped at a safe distance, outside a café with an array of empty tables. The day had lost its beauty, even the breeze that had sprung up earlier had waned to little or nothing. He called Aucelluzzo: if he knew how to get out of Ponticelli, then he certainly must know how to get back in there. Five minutes later he heard the unmistakable sound of Aucelluzzo’s scooter. He saw the man come buzzing out of the curve, zipping along at top speed, ears practically grazing the ground. The scooter screeched to a halt right in front of him, and Aucelluzzo still hadn’t set both feet on the pavement when he was already pulling up his T-shirt to proudly display his new tattoo. He’d had four bullet holes inked on his skinny pale chest.


“Ua’, that’s too great, exactly like Wolverine!” Nicolas exclaimed, a little bit to flatter him, but almost as much because he really thought so.


As soon as Aucelluzzo pulled his T-shirt back down, he set off on his usual litany of woes. Nicolas couldn’t just call Aucelluzzo whenever he pleased, his life was already a shitstorm, he had to peddle drugs for pennies, and now he had to deal with Micione’s guards, too.


“Maraja,” he said at last, “I’m the only one who can come and go, I move like the wind.”


Nicolas gently laid his fist on the other man’s shoulder.


“Why, you think I don’t know that? That’s why I called you, Aucellu’. I need your superpowers.”


Aucelluzzo puffed out his chest, and without a word he took off at speed, followed by Nicolas. They turned into a large parking lot just off the A3, and arrived at a cemetery of rusty trailers, and then at a sheet-metal barrier that bordered Via Mastellone: the entrance to Ponticelli. Aucelluzzo went over to a panel that was dangling loose and removed it without effort. He threw it to the ground, kicking up a cloud of dust: “Now you can get through, Maraja.” Nicolas gave him a half bow and sped off.


The zone of Ponticelli was, if possible, more desolate still. All the life that remained in it was drying up. The few shops had their roller blinds down and defiled with graffiti, and there was practically no one in sight on the streets.


A nuclear war, Nicolas said to himself. A war of asphyxiation, an extended siege, the sole objective of which was to drain L’Arcangelo’s resources, driving him into famine, paralysis, utter starvation. Sooner or later, Micione would win his victory, everyone else believed.


Everyone but Maraja.


He parked under the portico of the apartment building where Don Vittorio L’Arcangelo had his cell-like apartment. He glanced up to see if he could spot a pair of eyes peering out from under the lowered wooden roller blinds: the eyes of ’o Cicognone, Don Vittorio’s factotum, and then he knocked on the door of the schoolteacher, Professoressa Cicatello. She answered wearing the usual stained apron. Nicolas greeted her with the most courteous “buongiorno” he could muster, but then he ruined everything by blurting out an oath—“mannagi’a morte”—because he had just remembered the porcelain ballerina he’d left downstairs in the underseat compartment of his scooter. He turned and ran downstairs to get it. When he got back upstairs, Professoressa Cicatello was still standing there, and Nicolas placed it in her hand with: “Payment in advance, signo’, otherwise I’m sure to forget it.” He’d already run into too many unforeseen obstacles that day to waste time on conventional chitchat, and after all, he knew the way by heart. He walked past the young kids Professoressa Cicatello was tutoring and reached the kitchen: up the ladder, reach the trapdoor, three well-aimed blows with the broom handle on the ceiling. ’O Cicognone opened the trapdoor, giving him a fleeting glance, because in the meantime L’Arcangelo was shouting: “Ua’, che chiavata! Che chiavata!” I’m getting fucked here!


Nicolas found them sitting in front of an ISS Pro Evolution video game. L’Arcangelo was holding the joypad as if it were a TV remote control, with just one hand, and he was waving it in front of the television screen as if that would allow him to steer the players. “What the fuck!” he kept saying. He’d jumped to his feet, on edge, and Nicolas noticed that the jeans he was wearing were at least a couple of sizes too big. A T-shirt that must once have been bright red hung torn on one side, while the pullover draped over his shoulders, hanging slightly askew, was pilling and covered with lint balls. Don Vitto’ has lint balls, Nicolas thought to himself, and that image cut the tension that had seized him the minute he’d climbed up into the apartment. Today he was risking a chunk of his future, and he was going to have to face off with that man who reeked of filth and old age. Who reeked of death.


“How the hell do you do it, though,” Don Vittorio was saying, “how the hell do you have any fun with this piece of shit?” And then he slapped his hand down on the joypad and silenced the PlayStation. “Cicogno’,” he said, “go make an espresso, ja’, we have an important guest.”


“Sure, Cinderfella will make you an espresso,” ’o Cicognone muttered, and vanished into the kitchen. As soon as they were alone, Nicolas made his business report to L’Arcangelo, telling him that everything was going pretty well, leaning hard on that “pretty well,” and then pulled a couple of wads of cash out of his pockets. “This is the cut from the Grimaldi clan.”


L’Arcangelo hefted the wads of bills for a short while, uncertainly, his eyes half closed.


“Don Vitto’, wait, what are you saying, don’t you count the money?”


“There are two kinds of men in this world. The kind that counts money, and the kind that weighs it, Nicolas. The ones who count money don’t have any. The ones who weigh it have plenty. You know how much a billion lire weighs?”


“A billion what?”


“A billion lire, asshole! The money people used before the euro. Thirteen kilos, four hundred grams.”


“Fuck. And how much do you figure I just gave you?”


“More or less fifty thousand euros,” he replied promptly. “Nico’, if I was selling it, I would have made twice as much. You and your fucking Google method . . .”


Nicolas took the slight without complaining, there was no point in digging up that old argument, he was there for a specific reason. He knew what he wanted to ask, but he didn’t know when, and if the old man was in a bad mood, that would ruin everything. So he tried to sound him out: “Don Vitto’, don’t you ever have a woman come to see you?”


“No, because I lost your mother’s phone number. Why would you ask me a question like that? What, have we eaten from the same plate?” the old man replied with a hint of surprise, but they were words uttered with a smile.


“No, Don Vitto’, but I’m seriously worried that you, with Cinderfella over there”—and he jutted his chin in the direction of the kitchen—“what with one espresso and another, you and him, him and you, maybe the two of you . . . you know what I’m saying, I mean maybe you still get it up.”


Don Vittorio’s smile didn’t waver: “In fact, I have to try and remember if I ever fucked your mother, a guagliona from around Forcella, eighteen years ago . . . maybe you’re actually my son.”


“Eh, I only wish, Don Vittorio.”


L’Arcangelo took pleasure in that aside and, with a smile still on his face, finally invited Nicolas to take a seat. “So tell me, Nico’, you don’t keep the weapons I gave you in the lair on Vicolo dei Carbonari, do you?”


“And how do you know about the lair?”


“I know all about you. I created you. The apple never falls far from the tree. You’re my apple.”


“This thing with the apple sounds a little gay, if you don’t mind my saying so, Don Vitto’. I’m Adam, not Eve, you know.”


“Madonna, what a rude thing you are . . . So where did you put these weapons, anyway?”


“Where they’ll be safe.”


“No, but exactly where, tell me that.” L’Arcangelo had made an investment. It was his entrepreneurial right to make sure things were being done right. “You might trust the children you work with, but I don’t, or not as much as you, anyway. They never caught me with anything, not in the past twenty years.”


“They’re in the safekeeping of a caregiver, in Gianturco. Safer than that there’s only the carabinieri barracks.”


“Good job. And good job your paranza is doing, you’ve got your system chugging along nicely. You’re becoming the prince of Naples, bravo.”


Nicolas cocked an eyebrow. “Ua’, Don Vitto’, if you talk like that you’re making a mistake, don’t you know what Maraja means in Sanskrit?” He spoke carefully, pausing briefly before uttering that last word, almost as if getting a running start before uttering that difficult foreign term. “It means great king. And you could bet your bottom dollar that I wasn’t born to be a prince; I’m the king.”


“Great king . . .” L’Arcangelo said again, with a face that gave no sign of whether he was losing his temper or thinking back to the years when he’d been the king of Naples. “A great king has a sword, you know that? It’s like his license to command. Are you eighteen? Do you have a driver’s license?”


Nicolas nodded, embarrassed.


“Good for you,” L’Arcangelo went on. “But the most important driver’s license you need is the license to stab.”


And on the oilcloth that covered the table, a switchblade knife appeared. Nicolas took it as if it were already his own property. The handle was a section of black horn to the end of which a metal plate had been attached. The guard. He knew what it was for. He’d seen a never-ending succession of knife cuts to the palm, caused by the sudden yanking of knives out of the bellies of animals, or men. He pressed the button on the side of the knife and the blade darted out like a lightning bolt. That sound, too—that stack—was all too familiar to Nicolas. Only then, seeing his image reflected in the steel, did he remember to say thank you. But curiosity immediately devoured any boilerplate politeness:


“L’Arcangelo, have you ever killed anyone? I mean, with your own hands?” he asked.


“What shocking rudeness, Nico’! I’m sure that your mother taught you decent manners, it’s just that you’ve forgotten how to use them.” L’Arcangelo threw both arms wide and then let them fall flat on his knees.


“Then tell me now, ja’, L’Arcangelo,” said Nicolas. Palm to fold the blade shut and thumb on the button.


“Anybody can shoot,” Don Vittorio replied, “it doesn’t take anything special. Technology destroys real worth, didn’t they teach you that at your school? The old bosses wouldn’t deign to pick up a pistol, that’s why everyone respected them, because the old bosses knew how to defend themselves with their own hands.”


Nicolas kept snapping the switchblade open and shut, faster and faster. And the metallic sound relieved him of at least a bit of his tension. A couple of old books about the Mafia came to his mind, and the stories of bosses who considered it unseemly to carry a firearm, and honorable only to settle accounts with knives.


“Confronting a person and subduing him face-to-face gives you respect, shooting him in the street makes you no better than anyone else!”


He picked up the pace. Practice makes perfect, he thought.


“Now that’s enough fooling around, Nico’!” The old man walked over to a shelf that was head-high, pushed aside a bottle of fine wine and a couple of worn-out old decks of cards, and picked up a half-smoked Toscano cigar. He lit it and drew hard three, four times, then ’o Cicognone arrived. The espresso was served.


Nicolas put the knife in his back pocket and tried another question: “But are you always locked up like this?” ’O Cicognone took the two demitasse cups and set them on a glass table, fogged over by now. “Don Vitto’,” Nicolas went on, “don’t you feel a lack of oxygen?”


“It’s the will of the Lord,” L’Arcangelo replied. The Toscano cigar had finally caught and he went over to sit down in his usual recliner.


“Do you really think the Lord wants you shut up in a cage?” Nicolas felt that they’d checked off the boxes on all the preliminaries, and that sensation of circling around the real reason for the visit infected his whole body. “Don Vitto’, can I ask you something?”


“What have you been doing so far? Go on, keep on busting my balls, but hurry up about it.” Don Vittorio L’Arcangelo was giving him permission to get to the point.


Nicolas stood up, as if using the impetus of his body to help the words get out, but he found himself standing there silent, and started stepping on the carpet fringe with the toes of his Nikes.


For a while, L’Arcangelo just let him dawdle, amused. Then he got tired of waiting: “Nico’, what’s the matter, has your tongue gotten stuck to the roof of your mouth?”


“You need to give me your contact,” said Nicolas. Just like that, the way you’d confess to your girlfriend that you’d been cheating on her.


“What are you saying?” There was no anger in that question, just disbelief.


“Your contact,” he repeated, “the guy who supplies you with shit, with weed, hash, coke . . .”


“Mmm.” A low sound, like a brass instrument, emerged from his throat.


Then L’Arcangelo stood up and undid his belt.


Nicolas stiffened, but he was ready. He’d be ready to take the whipping, sure, no problem, that old man had every right to take a belt to him.


But L’Arcangelo threw the belt away, across the room, against the wooden blinds, then dug his hands down between his skin and the elastic of his underwear, and with a single movement yanked down his trousers and everything else, revealing a body that was wrinkled but not entirely abandoned to the ravages of age. He turned around slowly and got down on all fours.


“Put it in, Nico’! Go on, ja’, stick it in my ass! Hurry up! Ass-rape me.”


When confronted by the sight of that flaccid derriere, Nicolas couldn’t help but burst into a rollicking wave of laughter. The other man leaped to his feet with considerable agility, pulled his pants back up in rough and ready fashion, and then suddenly stepped up close to Nicolas. He jammed his belly against him, forcing him to step back. Caught off guard, while still laughing, Nicolas felt his breath being sucked out of his body, then the unexpectedly powerful hands of L’Arcangelo slamming him against an empty bookshelf, which rocked back and forth, threatening to come crashing down onto him.
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