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  intently but showed no emotion. When I asked what his lawyer was saying, as he was very theatrical, making sweeping gestures, he said that Don C was being described as a very good man. He financed
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  You can imagine my surprise when a day later at a wedding, he was the guest of honour. It appeared that he came and went from jail as he pleased whilst the trial continued, which was
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  Don Luciano of Bella Mafia was born.

  




  ‘A nation is not conquered until the hearts of its women are on the ground. Then it is done, no matter how brave its warriors nor how strong its weapons’

   

  Cheyenne Indian saying
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  Prologue

  The arrest of Tommaso Buscetta, one of the most knowledgeable members of the Mafia to turn informer, not only began the round-up of the heads of
  three New York families, but led eventually to their roots, to Palermo and the Mafia’s biggest trial in history.

  About to be arrested on charges of extortion, the suspected head of the Gambino family, Paul Castellano, was murdered as he entered a Manhattan steakhouse.

  Sentences of a hundred years each were given to Anthony ‘Ducks’ Corallo, Carmine Persico and Anthony ‘Fat Tony’ Salerno. The prosecutors felt that only sentences of this
  length could ensure the end of the powerful dons’ ability to continue their rule even from behind bars. If there were a chance that the headmen, the dons, would be released within their
  lifetimes, they could still dominate, still threaten, and their orders would be carried out. But with hundred-year sentences no one would be afraid of them.

  In the long run, it was hoped, the invincibility of the Mafia would disappear. There was no longer any valid point to being a member. If the leaders could be convicted of their real crimes
  rather than just tax evasion, more and more people would risk turning against Mob rule.

  Buscetta had opened a dam, and others prepared to breach omerta, the Mafia’s strict rule of silence, began to come forward. In the United States many of the Mafia’s so-called
  new recruits, well-educated second- and third-generation Americans, were arrested. The high-ranking bosses began to complain about the validity of these recruits and the cracks in their powerful
  organization caused rifts between them.

  The US Government estimated that the Organization made over $5 billion profit in 1987 from gambling and $700 million from loan sharking, but the profit on narcotics was much greater. This side
  of the Mafia business is still based in Italy and Sicily, the true home of the Mafia. Palermo has always controlled the heroin trade to the USA.

  As Buscetta gave his statements in New York, Sicily received a major break with the arrest of Leonardo (Lenny) Cavataio. Although only a small-time narcotics dealer, he had first-hand
  information and detailed knowledge of the drug barons.

  Whilst the United States tried to break the Mafia’s stranglehold there, the Italians and Sicilians, acting on Buscetta’s and Cavataio’s information, made a gargantuan swoop.
  One thousand extra police were shipped to Palermo. Four hundred and sixty-eight alleged Mafia members were arrested, accused of a total of a hundred and ten murders, plus robberies, narcotics
  trading, extortion, fraud, tax evasion and organized prostitution. Hundreds more wanted men went on the run. The investigators were assisted by new legislation which allowed them to break the
  professional confidentiality of the banks in their search for Mafia funds.

  Palermo became a shifting mass of tension. On the walls of the reinforced, bomb-proof, concrete jailhouse where the suspects were held during the trials, the words ‘mafiosi
  finito’ were scrawled.

  There was dancing in the streets; the atmosphere was reminiscent of the end of the Second World War. The excitement built; it truly appeared to be the end of a despotic rule that had held Sicily
  in its grip for centuries.

  Then it began: a terrifying, insidious retaliation. The celebrations, it appeared, were premature, and jubilation turned to fear. Hit men gunned down two of Palermo’s top crime-squad
  officers. Five magistrates were systematically wiped out, and the courts were becoming increasingly desperate to fill more than fifty vacant positions. Witnesses began to disappear or withdraw
  their statements and the much-heralded trial, the final end of the Mafia, began to look less than secure.

  Spirits rose once more when Paul Carolla, who called himself Il Papa, the Mafia ‘Pope’, wanted on both sides of the Atlantic on narcotics charges, was trapped in his Sicilian
  mountain hideout. Carolla’s personal fortune and his methods, including torture, of evading arrest had ensured his freedom during the months of the American trials. Carolla’s arrest was
  indirectly assisted by the statements of Lenny Cavataio; he knew the hideouts, the refineries, and now added further information against Carolla when accusing him of a murder committed more than
  twenty years ago.

  Carolla’s arrest led to witness after witness disappearing. His power continued to reach out from the prison cell. The danger was obvious and the trial proceedings ground to a halt while
  the barristers and lawyers conferred. The prosecutors were afraid not only for their own lives but for those of their families. They were in great difficulties trying to prepare their cases without
  witnesses. The opening handed to them by Buscetta was closing fast as terrified men withdrew their statements. Then the prosecution received the worst news possible: their main witness against Paul
  Carolla had been shot. Lenny Cavataio had been brutally murdered. As the gory details of his horrific death leaked out, more witnesses disappeared.

  The trial was halted at the request of counsel. At ten o’clock in the evening on the second day of the adjournment, one of the chief prosecutors, Giuliano Emmanuel, received a telephone
  call at his apartment. He was tired, and nearly refused the call, but he took it when he was told that it was Mario Domino, an old legal adversary from his early court days. Although retired,
  Domino was well respected, and Emmanuel valued his opinion greatly.

  Domino wasted no time on pleasantries. He said simply that he would appreciate a private meeting with Emmanuel, and if it could take place immediately he was sure Emmanuel would find it to his
  advantage.

  The security surrounding the Emmanuel household was strong. Domino was searched when he arrived at the main entrance and again at the front door. When he was finally allowed to enter, the two
  old friends clasped each other in greeting. He refused a drink and sat down, opened his briefcase and asked quietly if it was certain the room was not bugged, even by the police. It was of utmost
  importance that no one should overhear their conversation. Puzzled, Emmanuel assured his guest that he could talk freely.

  Domino handed Emmanuel a photograph. ‘If you recognize this man, just nod your head. I do not want his name mentioned, one cannot be too sure.’

  When Emmanuel looked at the black-and-white photograph the hairs on the back of his neck began to prickle. Of course he recognized the face; the man was well known in Palermo. It was Don Roberto
  Luciano, the man to whom the people had given the title Il Papa – unlike Carolla, who had simply adopted it. He was the real ‘Boss of Bosses’, a man very different from
  Carolla: a war hero, an elegant man whose principles echoed the past, when the Mafia was a mighty force. Some said it was a force that was needed for the good of the poor people unable to fight for
  their rights. He had been a part of the Organization for more than fifty years, but no one knew if he was still active. Now over seventy, he was honoured, even revered, in Palermo.

  Emmanuel handed the photo back to Domino, quietly acknowledging that he did indeed recognize Don Luciano.

  ‘Then you will also know that for many years he has been a close friend of mine. I have acted on his behalf on numerous occasions. He wishes to meet with you, but is well aware of the
  danger – not only to himself, but to his family, should it become known.’

  Emmanuel hesitated. His mouth felt dry and he swallowed. ‘Does this client of yours have a reason to meet with me?’ he asked.

  Domino nodded. ‘As I said when I called, I think you will find it beneficial. There is to be no financial gain for my client – the deal will be on condition that you can arrange top
  security for his family and himself. It is also imperative that his identity should not become known until it is absolutely necessary.’

  As the two men shook hands, Emmanuel could hardly contain his excitement. Domino would contact him with a time and place; as he left he once again impressed upon Emmanuel the importance of
  protecting his client’s identity.

   

  The call came two nights later. The meeting took place in a small restaurant, the San Lorenzo. As instructed, Emmanuel had changed cars three times to be sure he was not being
  followed. At one moment he had felt he was being watched, but by the last changeover he was certain he was alone. His stomach churned with nerves; he was placing himself in grave danger without his
  security men.

  A waiter placed on the table a bottle of good local wine wrapped in a starched napkin. Inside the napkin was a handwritten note. His nerves were in shreds as he rose from the table. He walked
  through a small archway and up a linoleum-covered staircase.

  From a doorway stepped a grey-haired man in his sixties. With a cursory nod of his head, he asked Emmanuel to raise his hands and proceeded with a thorough body search. Finding nothing, the man
  gestured for Emmanuel to follow him up to the next landing and into a small, elegant dining room hung with red curtains.

  To Emmanuel’s consternation, there was no one else in the room, although the single table was set for three. The grey-haired man seated him at the table and poured him a glass of wine,
  then left.

  Emmanuel waited fifteen minutes, then he heard quiet, unhurried footsteps on the stairs. He turned expectantly as the door opened. Domino removed his coat and bowed to Emmanuel, shook his hand
  and sat down. He picked up the wine bottle, examined the label and poured himself a glass.

  The moment the glass was full, the curtains moved aside and a waiter entered with an elaborate tray covered in silver dishes. This man was also elderly; his movements were deliberate and
  unhurried. He bowed to both men and placed the tray on a serving table. Emmanuel looked at his watch, then at Domino. He was growing impatient, and was about to speak when the curtains were drawn
  aside again.

  Don Roberto Luciano entered the room. The photograph had not conveyed the man’s aura; even at seventy he was impressive. More than six feet tall, his frame was straight with wide
  shoulders. His thick white hair was well cut, framing a face with dark, heavy-lidded eyes and a slightly hooked nose.

  The waiter moved forward to remove the camel-coloured cashmere coat which was draped casually about Luciano’s shoulders. Underneath it he was wearing a pale fawn linen suit, cream silk
  shirt and dark blue silk tie in which sparkled a diamond pin. Emmanuel caught the glint of gold from heavy cuff links. Luciano had not spoken a single word, and yet the room was filled with his
  presence. Emmanuel felt a little awed.

  Luciano went first to Domino, placing both hands on his friend’s shoulders and kissing his cheek. Then he turned to Emmanuel, his right hand outstretched. His grip was strong, and any last
  thought that Emmanuel might have had about Luciano being in his dotage was dispelled. The man exuded energy and made Emmanuel feel immediately and unexpectedly at his ease.

  Luciano seemed to be concerned only with the food, talking to the waiter and appearing to wait for Emmanuel’s approval of the menu. Then he tucked his napkin into his collar and they
  proceeded to eat the delicate dish of seafood rolled in fresh pasta. It was delicious, and Luciano murmured his pleasure, eating well, breaking his rolls and dipping the soft, fresh white bread
  into the sauce. Throughout the meal the three men made polite conversation. Luciano complimented Emmanuel on his handling of a number of cases, then discussed a mutual friend with Domino, which
  gave Emmanuel the opportunity to study Il Papa more closely.

  The large, strong hands made fluid, almost hypnotic, gestures. On the little finger of his left hand he wore a ring, and Emmanuel could make out a circle and a moon picked out in gold on the
  blue stone. The nails were square-cut and polished. These were not the hands of an old man – far from it.

  Brandy was served in balloon glasses, and cigars were lit. Luciano sighed with pleasure as the smoke billowed above his head. The waiter disappeared behind the curtains with the dishes and
  Emmanuel heard a door closing and a lock click into place. He straightened in alarm, but Luciano, smiling, placed a comforting hand on his arm. ‘I am prepared to stand as your main witness
  for the prosecution, on condition that you protect my family. I must have your word on this before I give you one shred of the evidence that will, I assure you, mean the death sentence for Paul
  Carolla. Of course, my evidence will have repercussions and no doubt incriminate many of the others who are being held, but Carolla is the man I want. I am doing this for that reason only –
  you may call it revenge, call it the end of a twenty-year vendetta, whatever you choose, just be assured that the information I have may prove the premature writing on the jailhouse walls a fact .
  . . Mafiosi finito . . .’

  The pause was electrifying in the small, enclosed room. Domino tapped the ash from his cigar. ‘Would it be possible for you to arrange such security without divulging my client’s
  name? We do not believe that the government or the police are free of corruption, so it is imperative that no one knows his identity until the time comes for him to take the stand. This is not just
  for his protection, but for his family’s, and for your own. Can you, in your position, organize such protection?’

  Emmanuel hesitated. He could not give his word either way and he knew it. Desperate not to let the opportunity slip through his fingers, he mentioned that he would need some proof that Luciano
  was indeed as valuable as he said he was.

  Luciano smiled, then laughed a deep, guttural laugh and shook his head. He tapped his temple with his finger, then leaned towards Emmanuel. ‘Come, my friend, do you really think I would
  put anything on paper to substantiate my offer? What do you take me for? You are looking at a seventy-year-old man who would not be alive if he was the sort of man who made notes.’

  Detecting the Don’s growing impatience, Domino told Emmanuel that if added proof were required he could simply check out everything that would be told him. But Emmanuel persisted that he
  would still need something to verify the Don’s claims. This caused Luciano to stiffen, the warmth gone, his eyes flashing angrily. Domino began to sweat; Emmanuel was treading on dangerous
  ground. He had the offer of a fish so big he would need no other, and the fool was questioning its authenticity.

  Emmanuel continued, ‘You must understand it from my point of view. I go to the government and ask for surveillance, round-the-clock guards, safe houses, for a man whose name I can’t
  divulge. The only way you can be assured of the protection you will need to keep you and your family alive, to keep me alive, is if, and only if, you give me something that will prove without doubt
  that the prosecution will have a witness worth protecting.’

  Luciano looked up at him, then at Domino. After a moment, he rose to his feet and placed his hand on Emmanuel’s shoulder. The big hand felt like a dead weight.

  The room was eerily quiet. Luciano seemed to be scrutinizing Giuliano’s face. A deep, haunting darkness was in the expressive eyes but the hand never moved, did not tighten, just remained
  motionless on the young prosecutor’s shoulder. He tried to show no fear but it was a moment that would remain with him for the rest of his life. He was afraid of this man and the relief, the
  lightness as the hand slowly lifted, made him gasp.

  ‘Lenny Cavataio gave you a statement regarding the death of a young Sicilian boy. Cavataio was prepared to take the stand and name Paul Carolla as the instigator of the murder.’ The
  eyes didn’t flicker. They held Giuliano’s attention as he whispered, ‘The dead boy was my eldest son.’

  Not even in the soft, cultured voice was there a hint of what Don Luciano was feeling. Giuliano swallowed but could not say a word. Luciano continued in the same, calm way, ‘Now, my
  friend, I am not prepared to talk with you further. I have said I have the evidence, now it is up to you. You have one week. I will wait to hear via Domino. My granddaughter is to be married, and
  it will be the first time the whole family has been gathered together for many years – my sons, my grandchildren. If you are able to give me the protection I need, then that is the moment I
  will tell them of my decision. They will be in danger, and I feel that they are safer together. They will not approve, but my mind is made up and I will not retract my offer. One week – and I
  thank you for coming to meet me. It has been a pleasant evening.’

  The door opened without any obvious command, and he was gone, leaving behind him a sweet smell of fresh limes. But for that cologne it was as if he had never been there.

  Domino drained his glass and gave a long sigh. ‘Don’t underestimate what he is offering you, not for one moment. You will make your career on his back. You will become a very famous
  man, or a dead one.’

  Emmanuel snapped, ‘Do you think I don’t know that? He wants protection for his family – dear God, what about mine? As it is they balked at giving me two round-the-clock guards.
  You’d think I’d asked for a personal army, and that is what Luciano will need – a bloody army.’

  ‘That is what you would need if it were ever to leak out that Luciano was your witness. And if you even think about whispering his name to anyone, anyone, before the trial, he will
  not live to take the stand.’

  Emmanuel’s mind was reeling. ‘Why? Just give me the reason why he’s doing it, why he’s prepared to do it.’

  Domino, eager to be on his way, paused at the door, which had been left slightly ajar. He pushed it shut with the toe of his polished English brogue, and leaned his back against it, hands in his
  coat pockets. ‘You heard him say it was revenge, the end to a vendetta? In a way maybe it is. He idolized Michael, his firstborn, an extraordinary boy. They tortured him, beat him, until even
  the mortician could not repair his features. His father carries that in his heart, the blame for that broken body, the disfigured face. He has never forgotten, he never forgets for a single day,
  and you should think about that. He forgets nothing. You ask why he has waited? A man with three young sons is vulnerable. Now they are men and only now is he free to take, as you say, revenge. But
  what he believes in is justice. He has turned not to cold-blooded murder but to the law, prepared to jeopardize his life for his long-awaited justice. Now, if you will excuse me, it’s been a
  long night and I’m tired. It will be wise if we are not seen leaving together. You have a car? Good, then I bid you goodnight.’

   

  Emmanuel arrived back at his apartment to find one of his guards washing down, yet again, the main entrance. Red stains could be seen on the cloth as the man wiped the door.
  Emmanuel sighed. ‘Another cat? They carry on like this and there won’t be one left in the neighbourhood.’

  The guard shrugged. He didn’t know how they managed to do it. Once or twice a week a dead cat was pinned to the door, its guts hanging out, pitiful legs pinned as if crucified. ‘This
  one’s a bit different,’ he said.

  Emmanuel looked, not even sickened any more. ‘Oh, yes?’

  ‘Yes, it’s yours.’

  


  Book One

  


  Chapter One

  Graziella Luciano was awaiting her husband’s return. She watched from her window as he alighted from the Mercedes and ducked his head to
  straighten his coat casually on his shoulders. He was smoking a cigar, and seemed relaxed, sharing a joke with his driver.

  It was a while before he entered the cool, shuttered bedroom. She smiled at him through the mirror and he smiled back. In the low light from the bedside lamps her hair took on a golden glow, the
  strands of grey and white scarcely detectable. In the soft light she might have been the young beauty with the hair of gold that he had fallen in love with at first sight. The white cotton
  nightgown disguised her rounded body, once so slender. As he bent to kiss her neck, she smiled, but her once-brilliant blue eyes, faded now, showed that she was tired, and there was a hint of fear
  as she said, ‘Well?’

  ‘Yes, on my terms, my conditions. We will tell the family nothing, not until after the wedding. The extra guards will be a precaution for the wedding, they will accept that . .
  .’

  There was a slight tremor in her hands as she continued to brush her hair. She said nothing more, offered no reproaches, no arguments, and his heart burst with love for this woman who had stood
  at his side for over forty years. He kissed her lightly and murmured that he would not sleep yet, he had things to do in his study.

  But at the door he paused, feeling it necessary to say something more, give her more reasons for his decision. ‘I could not die with my son’s death still . . . clinging to me. I feel
  that this will absolve me, cleanse me.’

  She whispered very low, ‘But it cannot bring him back, nothing ever could. I know that now, and if I were to lose you . . .’

  He had already gone. As she brushed her hair, she glanced at the silver-framed photograph of her son Michael. She did not pick it up and kiss it, bless it, as she usually did; instead she stared
  hard into the dead boy’s face for a moment, then wrapped her shawl around her plump shoulders and went downstairs.

  Before, she had always knocked on his study door. No matter that he was her husband, this was his private room where he held his meetings and it was not her domain. But tonight she walked
  straight in and closed the door firmly behind her.

  She folded her arms and looked at him, her chin well up. ‘This must be discussed between us. I want to be a part of it, I want to know everything, your every intention. I have never asked
  this before, but this is your life, my life, and the lives of your sons and your grandchildren at stake.’

  His initial anger at her intrusion was immediately dissipated by her bravado. Her round face was childlike in her concern to be firm and controlled. He wanted to put a protective arm around her,
  but she sat down and placed both hands on the desk. They were rounded hands, and her wedding ring cut into the flesh.

  He sighed, and spoke softly. ‘They will have complete protection, there will be total security during the trial for me and for my family. No one will know I am a witness until the day I go
  into court. By that time it will be too late for retaliation. We have been allocated fifteen men, who will guard the villa in shifts. Every day the cars will be checked by my own men. Only trusted
  friends will be allowed into the church and here at the villa for the wedding.’

  ‘You’ll tell the family at the wedding?’

  Luciano gave her a shrug and a small, glum smile. ‘Maybe not at the actual wedding, but that is a good time to tell my sons – when we are together, united, at our strongest.
  Dispersed, we are too easy . . .’

  He did not have to continue. She laid her hands over his to stop him embroidering the risks any more than was necessary. She knew there was nothing she could say to dissuade him, not now.

  Through the weeks leading up to this moment she had felt him become distant, and wanted desperately to draw him closer. Every morning she watched him as he read the newspapers; more and more
  witnesses were being murdered or withdrawing their statements. She had seen his anger building, an anger that had previously almost gone, like himself, into retirement. There were flashes of the
  way he had been as a young man, and those moments had frightened her because she knew something would happen. What she had not bargained for was his decision to stand as a witness. It was too late
  now to go against him – not that she would, his decision was final.

  She bowed her head, her hands still resting on her husband’s. ‘In case anything should happen to you, you must educate me in your affairs. Pray God, nothing will happen, but if it
  should, I will be prepared . . .’

  He smiled down at her and raised one eyebrow. ‘And when have you not been educated in my affairs? You with your university education, your three languages – tell me when?’

  His teasing about her education had gone on ever since they had met. The daughter of a well-to-do shopkeeper, with a university degree and a chance to go into a law firm, she had been far
  removed from Roberto Luciano, a boy from the slums of Naples whose only hope of bettering himself was to join a gang of thieves.

  Graziella looked sidelong at her husband as he thought over what she had said. His hawk-nosed profile, the shock of thick, wavy hair – how different he was to the wild boy she had met all
  those years ago. His hair had been coal-black then, his cheap suits loud, as loud as his manner and his roaring laugh. They had met in a restaurant – or, rather, they had been in the same
  restaurant at the same time. Graziella, dining with her family, had paid little attention to the table at the far end where six men were eating. Roberto, then a driver, had come in to speak to one
  of them.

  As he passed Graziella’s chair he inadvertently knocked against it, which resulted in her spilling her wine. Apologizing, he ordered them another bottle, but Graziella’s father
  refused it, and insisted the family leave the restaurant immediately. He had seen the way the boy stared at his daughter and knew he was connected with the group sitting at the back – men he
  wished to have nothing to do with. And he did not want his daughter ever to have cause to thank the young man with the hooded dark eyes. He had seen Roberto follow them out of the restaurant and
  stand on the pavement, shading his eyes against the midday sun as their car drove off.

  Roberto’s friends had laughed at him when he returned and asked them about the family, but they had not bargained for the young driver’s determination.

  A blonde Sicilian, Graziella had eyes of a brilliant, icy blue, but it was her hair that attracted him most. It was like spun gold. He was obsessed with her, and shadowed her whenever he had
  time to spare. She was completely unaware of his growing infatuation; if she had known she would perhaps have been afraid, but she went about her life as if Roberto Luciano did not exist. Graziella
  often walked with her parents in the countryside after church on Sundays, and he followed her whenever he was not required to drive his boss. He polished Joseph Carolla’s Buick until it
  shone, and frequently persuaded him that it needed the services of a mechanic. Don Joseph smiled tolerantly. He knew what Roberto was up to; every Sunday for months his car had required
  ‘maintenance’, and he joked with his cronies that the Buick was in the best condition of any American car in Sicily.

  At last, on a blazing June day in 1933, Roberto struck lucky. She was alone. Graziella was carrying a parasol to protect her fair skin from the heat of the sun. Eventually, he drew abreast and
  jumped out, his arms full of flowers.

  His carefully prepared speech was forgotten when Graziella burst out laughing. He grew red in the face with embarrassment, and in his panic he stuttered a few words and thrust the flowers into
  the astonished Graziella’s arms. Then he turned and ran back to the Buick, slamming the door and pounding the steering wheel in impotent rage. Finally he roared past, leaving a trail of blue
  smoke behind him.

  For three weeks he did not even attempt to see her, then Carolla offered him an opportunity to go to Chicago. It was a chance he could not refuse, and he was almost relieved to be going away.
  Just before he was due to leave, he was hurrying past the Hotel Excelsior on the Plaza when he saw her.

  He introduced himself, blushing to the roots when she quietly murmured that she had hoped to see him to thank him for the flowers. She accepted his offer to carry her books, and together they
  walked towards her college.

  On the steps of the college, he blurted out that if she had time, perhaps he could buy her coffee that afternoon. He looked crestfallen by her polite refusal, and she explained that she was
  taking exams and all her time was taken up with her studies. She was very aware of the interested glances from her fellow students hurrying past them into the building. Roberto was quite a sight in
  his flashy suit and dreadful two-tone shoes. She thanked him again and turned to walk up the steps, but he caught her elbow. The familiarity evoked a look from her that made him let go immediately,
  and she continued up the steps.

  ‘Another time, perhaps? I’m going to America for a while. Maybe when I return . . .?’

  It was her turn to be flustered. She really had no intention of seeing the boy again, but there was another surprise in store.

  ‘I’ll write to you, OK?’ Then he smiled, his white, even teeth making his rather wolfish face suddenly look boyish. All she did was return his smile and run into the
  building.

   

  The letters with the flamboyant American stamps began to arrive – always to the college, never her home.

  Childish, misspelt, they were not love letters. They were short, cryptic notes of what Roberto had seen, of the American way of life he had quickly come to love.

  Just twenty years old, Roberto was proving himself a valuable ‘soldier’ of the family. Joseph Carolla, his boss, was fighting for territory in Chicago. Roberto earned good dollars
  and spent them freely. Often in his letters he would tell Graziella if there were anything she wanted him to bring home for her, she only had to write to him. But she never did, and yet the letters
  kept coming, once a month for a year. Then, abruptly, they stopped. He never said why, but a postscript in his last letter said he was doing well and might never return to Sicily.

  Roberto was moving up in the family, partly due to his total dedication to Carolla. He was soon promoted to Carolla’s personal bodyguard and travelled everywhere with him. He adored the
  old man and cared for him, although he had reservations about young Paul, the Don’s son. But he kept his feelings to himself.

  Prohibition was almost at an end, and the mobsters needed to find other means of making money. The family were branching out into slot machines, or ‘one-armed bandits’, as they came
  to be called. At that time there was no federal law against them, and truck-loads would cross the state line into Illinois. Carolla became the major distributor, and it was Roberto’s job to
  travel around the districts and ‘persuade’ the small shopkeepers, bars and clubs to install the machines. The owners would receive 30 per cent of the takings. Many did not want to
  co-operate, did not want or approve of crowds of kids with their nickels and dimes, stealing and causing mayhem in the restricted space of their business premises. But they had no choice.

  The racketeers fought each other, hijacking each other’s cargoes, their methods just as violent as they had been in the liquor trade. Carolla became a target; the quick-thinking Roberto
  saved his life three times. He worked overtime, taking his job seriously, guarding the man he thought of as a father with his own life. He was duly rewarded, and yet there was still friction
  building between himself and Paul Carolla, who had become very jealous of Roberto’s obvious closeness to his father. The Don, however, dismissed his son’s carping attitude; he was only
  sixteen, not yet old enough to take responsibility. He flatly refused to hear a word against Roberto, trusting him with more and more duties.

  Time and again Roberto proved himself. He was a fast learner, and a good grasp of the language was one of his priorities. It became obvious to everyone that Roberto had a great future. Above
  all, he was fearless, and remained calm in every situation. It was chilling in a man so young, but already Luciano had tasted life behind bars, had known abject poverty. Now he had an apartment of
  his own, he dated numerous girls, and was having the time of his life. He was making something of himself, and no one would take it away from him.

  Mob rule was reaching its pinnacle in America. As the racketeers became more and more powerful, men like Roberto Luciano became more necessary. Carolla wanted to expand from Chicago to New York,
  and would have to blast his way in. Always protective of Paul, his son, Carolla chose Luciano to make the move. If Paul had felt slighted before, he felt positively belittled now. He did not accept
  his youth as a reason for being excluded from the war that was about to take place. He ranted and raved at his father; it was always Roberto, Roberto who had the power, who was trusted, and his
  father was insulting his own flesh and blood. The old man listened, and eventually quietened his son’s rage by telling him that when the takeover was complete he would send Luciano back to
  Sicily for his own safety. When Luciano was gone, Paul would stand at his father’s side. He did not mention that, on his return to Sicily, Roberto would take over his operations there. He
  would be promoted to capo.

  Roberto carried out his orders to the letter. It was whispered that he had single-handedly taken out more than seven men. Whatever the rumours, Luciano was highly regarded, a man to be reckoned
  with, a man to watch. He had become wealthy, and five years of good living in America had changed him. He still had a taste for loud suits and perfumed oils on his hair, but now he smoked good
  cigars and wore expensive jewellery.

  The time came for him to leave America. The Feds had marked him; his apartment was bugged, he was followed, and he knew he had to move to take the heat off. Carolla asked for a private meeting a
  few hours before he was due to depart.

  The old man was sitting up in bed, complaining of chest pains and difficulty in breathing, but he still smoked his usual Havana. He patted the silk coverlet for Roberto to sit close.

  Luciano could see the familiar heavy gold ring with the dark blue stone which Carolla now wore on his forefinger, due to his loss of weight.

  Carolla touched the younger man’s strong, broad hand and then gripped it tightly. ‘You have been like a son to me, always at my side, trustworthy, honourable. In all the years you
  have never said no to me. For that I will show you my appreciation.’ His English was heavily accented, although he rarely used his native tongue now.

  Roberto bent his head to kiss Carolla’s hand. ‘I have enough appreciation, Papa. You have always been generous to me.’

  Carolla wheezed and shook in a coughing fit that stopped only when he puffed heavily on his cigar. ‘You go home, until the heat is off. Then you will return, but not until I ask you. You
  have much work to do at home, Roberto. There are properties I want you to buy, and some little businesses you should look into. I have bought you a villa, with good orange and olive groves, which I
  give you as my gift.’

  Roberto kissed the ring and repeated his thanks. Carolla lay back on his pillow and closed his eyes. ‘God forgive me, but I must also warn you against my own blood, my own son. He is still
  young, but there is something inside him that I cannot control. He is hungry, Roberto, and he prowls around my bed waiting for me to die. All this he will grab if I should die too soon. But you
  will have your orange groves, and by that time, pray God, you will be strong enough. But you must protect yourself. I will make him understand your value, make him see that although you are not my
  blood, you have been to me like a son. May God bless you and keep you safe.’

  They kissed, and Roberto left Carolla only when he had fallen asleep. Even then his chesty cough did not abate.

   

  In early November, 1937, Graziella was working as a legal assistant affiliated to the Palermo Courts of Justice. She was twenty years old, and engaged to marry a young lawyer,
  Mario Domino. They had arranged to meet for lunch.

  She had to wait a few minutes as Domino had a client with him, and when his door opened she rose from her chair. The client was Roberto Luciano.

  He recognized her immediately, but when they were introduced she gave no indication that she remembered him. She held out her hand to shake, but he raised it to his lips and kissed it.

  Domino said, ‘If it’s all right, darling, Mr Luciano will be joining us for lunch.’

  She smiled sweetly and walked ahead of the two men, out into the brilliant sunshine.

  Luciano seemed familiar, and she slowly realized that he was the young boy who had written her such strange, semi-literate letters more than five years ago. He had changed, acquired a wolfish
  quality that would never leave him, and a new air of confidence and ruthlessness. She found it terribly embarrassing and wished her fiancé had not suggested that they all dine together the
  following evening.

  Without mentioning that she knew him, she voiced her mistrust of Domino’s new client, but Mario would hear nothing against him. There was a lot of work involved, mostly property
  development schemes and conveyancing work on warehouses he was purchasing. Times in Sicily were hard, war loomed, and such clients were not easy to find. Domino did at first query where such vast
  amounts of money were coming from, but his own financial situation was so stretched that he avoided delving too deeply into Luciano’s background. He wanted to be a criminal lawyer, and he
  needed time and money for studying. Luciano’s business could help him achieve his ambition.

  Domino was thrilled to be dining at the expensive Hotel Excelsior, at a table overlooking the Plaza. Luciano proved to be a wonderful host, keeping them amused with stories of life in America
  but without giving so much as a hint of what his real work had been. He even laughed at Graziella’s questions, knowing she was prying into how he had done so well. He told her simply that he
  was in the import-export business and his boss was an exceptionally brilliant man who had taught him everything he knew.

  The orchestra was playing American show tunes, which tempted Domino. He excused himself and led Graziella to the small dance floor. She danced stiffly, without speaking, and he asked if she was
  all right.

  ‘I would like to leave, I have a dreadful headache.’

  ‘Why didn’t you say? Of course, if you don’t feel well, we’ll go immediately.’

  Abandoning the dance they returned to the table, and Domino reached over to pick up Graziella’s wrap from behind her chair. Luciano smiled, quizzically. ‘You’re not
  leaving?’ He insisted that they use his car instead of taking a taxi. At his suggestion they dropped Domino first, as his apartment was close by and Graziella lived on the other side of town.
  She had no chance to disagree, as Luciano had already instructed his chauffeur.

  On the short journey Luciano joked that Domino would probably end up working exclusively for him. Graziella interjected, her voice quiet and cold, ‘I doubt it, Signor Luciano. You see, my
  fiancé will soon be a criminal lawyer, and I am sure your business activities will not require his services in that capacity.’

  He laughed, throwing back his head, and when he turned to look at her his eyes were frightening. ‘Yes, let us hope I will never have to call on him. Ah, we’re here . . . Goodnight,
  Mario – I hope you don’t mind me calling you Mario? Good. It has been a pleasant evening, and I will call you tomorrow.’

  The two men shook hands, and Domino waved as the car drew away. Graziella smiled from the back seat of the highly polished black Mercedes.

  Luciano remained in the front seat and didn’t turn to her once. She sat in the darkness, resting her head on the leather upholstery, and wondering how he knew where she lived. But she said
  nothing, and they rode on in silence until, aware that they had been travelling for some time, she glanced out of the window.

  ‘We are going the wrong way, Signor Luciano. We are going in the wrong direction.’

  ‘I want to show you something, I want to see if you like it.’

  ‘Please stop the car, I’ll get a taxi. Please just stop the car.’

  He turned and stared at her, then tapped the driver on the shoulder. They screeched to a halt, then did a sudden U-turn and picked up speed on the way back into town.

  ‘Stop this! Please stop!’

  Again the car stopped, tyres squealing, and Luciano braced himself on the dashboard. He looked at the driver and shook his head, then turned to Graziella. ‘I’m sorry, I think he is
  overeager to please. Would you like to get out and walk for a while – it might help your headache?’

  ‘I don’t have a headache. I would just like to go home.’

  Luciano told the driver to get out of the car until he was called. He hesitated when Graziella asked him to remain, but Luciano shoved him out. Then he opened the glove compartment and took out
  a small ring box. ‘This is for you, I bought it for you.’

  ‘I don’t want it! Please just take me home.’

  ‘When you have opened the box.’

  She sighed in anger and leaned forward, snatching the box from his hand. In it was a solitaire ring, the diamond at least ten carats. She just stared at it.

  ‘Do you like it?’

  She snapped the lid closed and held the box out to him. ‘It’s very nice.’

  ‘It’s for you.’

  She let the box fall into his lap and looked nervously around for the waiting driver, who was standing with his back to the car. ‘I am afraid I cannot accept your ring, Signor Luciano. I
  should be most grateful if you would please take me home. You gave me your word, if I opened the box you would take me home. Please . . .’

  He moved over to the driving seat and the car roared into life. Graziella pressed herself back in the seat and covered her face as the countryside flashed past.

  Suddenly, Luciano braked sharply to a stop and rested his hands on the wheel, looking straight ahead. ‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry . . . I just wanted you to see my new
  house.’

  He climbed out of the car, walked a few paces and lit a cigarette. As the match flared she could see his face, then it was swallowed in darkness again. He tossed the match aside and heard the
  car door open, then she was standing slightly behind him.

  He whispered, ‘I don’t know where you get the ability to make me behave like a five-year-old boy. I apologize for the way I have treated you tonight, but you have always had this
  effect on me. Ever since I spilt the wine at your table. You make me feel small, you make me feel foolish – nobody else can do that. I think you’re laughing at me because I wrote you
  those letters.’

  There was a long pause before she spoke, her voice controlled, emotionless. ‘Why did you write them? They never said very much.’

  ‘So you’d know I was still alive. Know that I’d be back.’

  ‘I didn’t even know you.’

  ‘No, I guess you didn’t.’

  ‘I still don’t know you.’

  She was so close, he knew he could touch her if he reached out, but he didn’t dare. If she tried to avoid his touch, he might kill her. He had never wanted anything so much in his life,
  and she was within his reach, yet he did not know what to do. He could not even turn to meet her eyes. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, then took a breath as though to speak but
  let it out, unused. His hands clenched in spasms of mounting tension.

  She could feel the violence, the frustration mounting, yet she felt no fear. She had to talk him down, quieten him. It was the animal in the man she could sense, and at this moment a dangerous
  animal.

  ‘Is your new house very far?’

  He shook his head as if his neck were constricted in some way and made a guttural sound.

  She continued, ‘Well, as it’s still early and it’s not too far we could go and see it? We could go back and collect your driver?’

  He nodded, seeming to relax, but his hands still gave him away. He walked round to the driving seat, hesitated, and returned to open the passenger door for her. She stepped in, careful not to
  touch him, and thanked him politely. She watched in apprehension as he walked back round to the driving seat, bracing herself in readiness for the car to hurtle forward. But he drove carefully,
  slowly, gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles were white. She realized he had no intention of returning for the driver.

  ‘How long have you had the house?’

  ‘It’s a villa, not a house. It’s a villa.’

  ‘Is anyone there? I mean, have you moved in?’

  ‘No, it’s empty.’

  He turned his head slightly and she saw it was over. He smiled. ‘I won’t harm you, you have no need to be afraid. But you know that, don’t you?’

  Before she could answer, he pulled up at a set of old wrought-iron gates. He got out of the car and, bathed in the light from the headlamps, dragged them open. Then he smiled at her. It made him
  look boyish, and he told her excitedly that they were not seeing the villa at its best. In the day, the sun steeped it in warm gold. It was hard to believe that this was the same man, the one who
  had stood like a stone at the side of the road. He was talking fast, pointing out his favourite bushes in the garden as the car bounced over potholes in the long driveway. He chuckled and said they
  would be filled in – everything would be as perfect as he could make it in time, it only needed time.

  He fumbled for his keys and swung the old glass doors wide open, trying to remember where the light switches were located, then gave up and struck a match, holding it above his head.

  ‘See? Look at the ceiling, the carving on the doors . . . You know, they say this belonged to a prince, how about that? And me, Roberto Luciano, I am going to move in. You know what I am
  going to do? Make this a palace . . . yes, this is going to be a palace,’ he exclaimed as he found the light switch.

  She had no fear of him now. In fact, she had started to enjoy him. His enthusiasm was contagious as he ran from room to room, throwing open the doors. He couldn’t remember which room was
  which, and he made many mistakes, saying to her at one point, ‘OK, now wait . . . this room, this is the room you’ve got to see.’

  With a theatrical gesture he threw open the door to a broom cupboard. His expression was so funny that she convulsed with laughter.

  ‘Aw, shit . . . OK, it’s this way. Come on.’

  He stood at the entrance to a wonderful drawing room, with heavy, leaded windows reaching from floor to ceiling and opening onto a long wooden verandah. It was a truly lovely room, apart from
  the cobwebs and bits of broken furniture left by the last occupant.

  ‘Now come upstairs, come on . . . There’s a bathroom that’s not been changed since 1896, doesn’t work, but the tiles came from Vienna. Every one hand-painted. That light,
  by the way, is from Venice, Venetian glass, you like the colours? Hand blown in Murano. A lot of this glass is Venetian.’

  She laughed again at his excitement, unable to get a word in.

  He looked down into her face. ‘You know, you got a nice laugh . . . OK, now this is the bedroom, the master suite. ’Course, it’s not a suite yet, but it will be . .
  .’

  He strode in, then turned back, he’d got the wrong room again. Without thinking, he caught her hand, a natural move, to pull her to the correct door. She was so aware of his touch that she
  almost missed it when he said softly, ‘This is our bedroom.’

  She pretended not to have heard him, looking with feigned interest around the room and nodding her head. ‘It’s very nice, Roberto, and very large.’

  He released her hand, looking at her seriously. ‘Tonight is the first time you said my name. The first time.’ He made a small gesture, lifting his hands as if asking her to come to
  him. There was nothing she could do but move into his arms. It was as if he were always meant to hold her. He wrapped her in his arms, so close that she could feel his heart beating.

  He sighed, and buried his face in her soft, golden hair. ‘I love you, Graziella di Carlo, I always have.’

  He broke away from her and held the door open for her, then guided her down the stairs, holding her elbow lightly. His touch confused her; it was as if he were caressing her whole body.

  At the gates he stopped the car and pointed to a stone plaque set in the wall: ‘Villa Rivera’. Then they drove slowly back to town, in silence. When they reached her home he switched
  off the engine and lights, and sat looking out of the window. ‘I would like to call on your parents.’

  ‘My father died two years ago and my mother is very frail, bedridden.’

  ‘I’m sorry.’

  ‘What of your family?’

  He stared ahead without replying, and she reached for the door handle. He said suddenly, ‘What of Mario?’

  ‘We are to marry in the spring. Now, I must go in, Mama will be worried. She always waits up, never sleeps until she knows I am home. Goodbye. I don’t think we should see each other
  again, ever. Please don’t try – if you do care for me, you will honour my wishes.’

  She realized the ring box was still on the seat behind her. She retrieved it and tried to hand it to him, but he ignored it and hurried round to open the door for her.

  He walked her to the entrance of her apartment block. Again she proffered the box, but he still took no notice, leaving her standing there as he returned to the car and drove off.

  Somehow she expected to see him in the next few days, but there was no word. She was afraid to go to Domino’s office, not because she might see Roberto, but because she might not.

   

  Five days later, Domino was waiting for her when she finished work. He was so excited he couldn’t wait to tell her that he was going to Rome to study. Luciano had made him
  an incredible offer – to finance his studies and set him up in his own office as a criminal lawyer when he passed his exams. Luciano had told him to look on it as a wedding gift, he would
  need the very best for his bride. He gathered Graziella in his arms, thrilled at the prospect of getting out of his dingy office, away from the endless round of contracts and housing projects, and
  renewing his studies. When she eased herself away from him, his expression turned to concern; he had expected her to be as pleased as he was, happy that he had the opportunity he had always
  wanted.

  She sighed impatiently and her voice was cold. ‘And what has he asked in return? Why does a man give all this to someone he hardly knows? Mario, don’t you realize that if you accept
  this “gift” you’ll be in his debt for the rest of your life? His kind don’t ever do anything without a reason . . . can’t you see what he is, can’t you
  tell?’

  Mario had his suspicions about Luciano, and he flushed slightly. ‘Is that so bad? What have you got against him? It’s not as if he’s giving it for free. I will still work for
  him, but out of the office, with time to study. And then walk straight into a practice.’

  He blushed, turning away from her, and his face tightened. ‘So I’ll be indebted to him, so what? Have you any idea how many years it would take for me to pass my exams if I remain in
  this office? And even when I’m qualified, how long do you think it would take to get into a decent firm?’

  Her voice rose in anger. ‘You don’t know him, Mario! You don’t know anything about him except that he walked into your office one day with a fistful of contracts! Where did
  they come from? What business is he in that he has so much money? Do you want me to spell it out to you? You know what he is, you know, and you’re still prepared to take it from
  him?’

  She was right, he knew it, he had known all along that Luciano’s money came from the American-based racketeers, but he didn’t want to lose the opportunity of a lifetime.

  ‘Is it so bad, Grazzie? To want to succeed?’

  She slipped her arm through his and they walked together. She was sorry for him and felt she had been unnecessarily cruel. ‘It isn’t wrong, of course it isn’t, but it is wrong
  to get involved at this level – because you will never be free.’

  ‘But I like him, you know, and in some way I really trust him. Maybe he is what you say, I don’t know . . . Now I don’t know what to do.’

  It was her perfect opportunity to tell him what she knew, but she didn’t. She should have said something about knowing Roberto before, but she didn’t because she hadn’t really
  known him. She could have told Domino about that night at the villa, about the diamond ring, but she didn’t. They walked, arm-in-arm, and she told him quietly that it was over between them.
  He tried to make her change her mind, even asked if it was because of Luciano’s offer, but she shook her head. It was because she had realized she did not love him.

  He promised to have nothing more to do with Luciano if it meant so much to her, but instead of changing her mind it reconfirmed her decision. She became adamant, and at last he knew there was no
  point in arguing. A week later he left for Rome.

   

  Graziella thought about Roberto every single day, until she could neither eat nor sleep. At night the ring drew her like a magnet. She would open the box and see the diamond
  glinting, sparkling, and even when she threw it in the back of a drawer she knew it was there. Eventually she took it out and put it on her bedside table.

  Graziella’s mother knew something was terribly wrong with her daughter, and believed at first that it was because of the broken engagement, but as time went by and Graziella remained
  closeted in her room, she began to think the girl was really ill.

   

  Graziella turned her key in the lock and let herself into the apartment. It was shuttered and dark, and she thought she could smell flowers . . . She sighed and put her
  briefcase on the table. Then she removed her coat, but when she went to hang it up she noticed a camel-hair overcoat on the hall-stand. Her hands shook as she touched it, telling herself that it
  couldn’t be, couldn’t possibly be his.

  Her heart thudding, the blood rushing to her cheeks, she made the tremendous effort it required to move her leaden feet the few steps to her mother’s room. The door was slightly ajar and
  now she could smell Havana cigar smoke. As she eased the door open she could see nothing but roses, dozens and dozens of roses, and her mother sitting in bed surrounded by a sea of them. But there,
  sitting in a chair with his back to the door, was Roberto Luciano.

  Unable to move another step, she stood in the doorway as Roberto rose slowly to his feet and turned to her. His face was ravaged, gaunt, and he could not meet her eyes. Finally he broke the
  silence by taking her mother’s hand and kissing it softly, murmuring his thanks for being allowed to visit her. He was so tall he seemed to fill the room – and he was trapped, he would
  have to pass by Graziella in order to leave. Hesitating, he ran his fingers through his thick, black hair, and as he dropped his arm his elbow caught one of the many vases of flowers. It toppled;
  roses, vase, water and all fell to the floor, and he stood there looking helpless.

  Graziella stepped forward immediately, and they both bent down at the same time to pick up the mess. He made a nervous remark about his clumsiness and the tension was broken. They turned like
  startled children when Graziella’s mother suggested that her room was too small and they might be more comfortable in the sitting room.

  Luciano gave her a small bow. ‘Thank you, Signora di Carlo, but I have to leave. My apologies, and my thanks again for letting me visit you.’

  Graziella followed him into the narrow hallway. She reached for his coat and held it out, but he shook his head, so eager to be gone that he draped it over his arm. As she unlatched the door, he
  was standing directly behind her, and suddenly he dropped his coat and trapped her against the door with his arms. She turned to look up at him, then cupped his face in both hands.

  Her voice was choked with tears as she said, ‘I love you . . .’

   

  They were married quietly, with only a handful of guests.

  Roberto had been to Rome and returned with Domino to act as best man. Domino offered not a single word of reproach to Graziella; he couldn’t, she was so radiant with happiness. She kissed
  him warmly, thanking him for his understanding, his friendship. He told her that he was about to take his finals, and within a couple of years he would be practising criminal law in Palermo. His
  friend and mentor, Luciano, had been as good as his word.

   

  They honeymooned in Capri. Until their arrival there they had not been alone together since the visit to his villa. In the meantime Roberto had overlooked nothing, even
  selecting the best nursing home where Graziella’s mother could be properly looked after.

  The hotel manager met them and showed them to their suite of light, airy rooms.

  Graziella noticed the way her husband paid close attention to the security of the building. A large balcony covered with a striped awning gave them a view of the harbour, and he made sure that
  no one could enter their rooms that way.

  Graziella began to ache to be alone with Roberto, but first champagne was delivered with the manager’s compliments, then a basket of fruit, then flowers, followed by the bellboy bringing
  their monogrammed leather cases. Hers were filled with clothes Roberto had insisted she buy; everything she had was new, from underwear to furs.

  At last they were alone. Roberto threw his jacket off, kicked off his shoes and loosened his tie, then began unpacking. Graziella went to his side and whispered, ‘Doesn’t the hotel
  provide a maid to do that?’

  He immediately reached for the phone and she laughed, taking it away from him. ‘I was joking.’

  He was embarrassed, as though he had been caught out. Then he smiled and pulled off his tie and undid his shirt buttons. ‘You think everything’s OK? I mean, if anything’s not
  right you will tell me, won’t you? I want this to be perfect, everything’s got to be perfect.’

  She was puzzled. Everything was perfect, now that they were alone at long last, and yet he was pacing up and down, pausing to fiddle with the bedcover – he kept taking a few paces towards
  her and then veering off to start fussing around again. She had wondered if she would be nervous, if she would feel uneasy with him, it had been so long since that night at the villa, and yet now
  she felt more relaxed than he was. Any moment now, she thought, he’ll go and count the towels in the bathroom. She giggled. ‘What are you doing?’

  ‘I . . . er, well, just making sure everything’s all right. You want to eat? Are you hungry? If you want, I can order food?’

  ‘Do you want to eat?’

  ‘Me? No, no, I’m not hungry.’

  He opened the sliding windows to the balcony, stepped out and leaned on the railings, his back to the room. Graziella took off her dress and wrapped herself in a silk dressing gown. She stared
  at his back for a moment, then stepped out to join him.

  They looked out over the harbour, at the rows of yachts, the shimmering blue sea, the cloudless sky. Their hands on the rail were only inches apart, yet it was such a distance that neither could
  make the first move. Their emotions were so chained, so battened down. Roberto even found it difficult to speak, as if something was gripping his throat. He coughed . . . and then, to her
  consternation, he moved away yet again. She tried to follow, but he raised his hand as a signal to her to stay where she was.

  He cleared his throat again. ‘I want to tell you something. I never believed I could . . . I never thought I would come this far in life, you know? But wherever I get to, wherever
  I’m going, it won’t mean a thing without you. When . . . That night in the villa I thought you could be mine, and I don’t think I’d ever experienced such a feeling. And when
  I thought I’d lost you, it was like I had died. Everything I’d worked for, hoped for, meant nothing to me. I love you, and I love you with my whole life.’

  She stood looking at him, but said nothing. He continued, ‘I wanted you to know that, I want you to know what you mean to me. I’ve had many other women, I won’t lie to you, but
  I love you.’

  Graziella turned away from him, shading her eyes against the sun. The diamond solitaire glittered on her finger. She took time to assimilate exactly what she wanted to say to him, because they
  were very different. He spoke the dialect of the poorer areas; hers were high-class, aristocratic tones.

  Choosing her words carefully, she said, quietly, ‘After the night at the villa . . . I have never known such a sense of loss, even when my father died. I want you to know that even before
  you offered Mario his chance in Rome, even before then I had decided to end our engagement. So don’t place me on a pedestal, don’t put me somewhere that is above you, because I am not.
  I’m yours, and my life is your life. I love you.’

  She turned to him and smiled, and he was overcome, like a helpless child. She smiled again. ‘I just wanted you to know that, because we must be honest with each other. And also, I have
  never been with a man.’

  His tall form blocked out the sun as he came to her, took her hand and led her inside. He pulled all the blinds down until the room was in semi-darkness, then switched on the bedside lamps as he
  made his way to the bathroom. He turned the bath taps on and spilled oil and smelling salts into the foaming water.

  Graziella sat at the dressing table and picked up her hairbrush, uncertain what to do. It was she who was nervous now, not of Roberto but that she might not please him. He came to stand behind
  her and took the brush from her hand, then gently brushed her hair until it gleamed as gold as the sunlight. Then he bent and kissed her neck and sat behind her on the long stool. Slowly, he undid
  the sash of her gown and inched it from her shoulders, kissing her softly as the silk slipped to the floor. She was wearing a satin and lace slip with fine, thin straps, and she lifted her hand to
  move one, but he stopped her by gripping her wrist. He shook his head; he wanted to undress her, slowly . . . He lifted her to stand before him and eased the silk over her head. It crackled with
  electricity from her hair, and strands of it shimmered around her face and shoulders. He cupped her chin gently between his hands and kissed her lips, his tongue flicking into her mouth, so fast,
  then he kissed her ears, the nape of her neck.

  She wanted to hold him, but he lifted her in his arms and carried her to the bathroom, placing her gently down on the thick carpet. In the mirrored room they could see each other touching and
  caressing. He loosened his shirt and she ran her hands over his chest, fascinated. She had hardly been aware of how he was built until now, and she compared his dark tautness with her pale, almost
  translucent skin.

  He looked into her eyes in the mirror and smiled. ‘The princess and the groom,’ he said.

  The steam from the bath began to fill the room, and he bent to turn the taps off. She noticed the scars on his lean body; one long one under his arm, another just above his shoulder blade. She
  traced them with her fingers, inquisitive, wanting to know every inch of him.

  He stepped out of his trousers and bent to pull off his socks one by one. Sitting where she was on the floor she found herself facing his underpants, and she blushed. She looked up into his
  face, and he read her hesitation and pulled her to her feet. He pressed himself to her so she could feel his growing hardness against her belly, then he drew her hand down to where she could feel
  him . . .

  She gasped and tried to pull her hand away, but he gripped her firmly, making her touch him, and she relaxed, inching her hand inside his pants, stroking the silky skin of his penis. Again she
  looked to him for reassurance, but his eyes were closed and he moaned. His obvious arousal affected her own feelings, and she used both hands to probe and stroke. He arched his back, pulled her
  head down, making her kneel again before him, pressed his erection into her face until she could feel the wiry pubic hair. Not knowing what to do she turned her face from side to side, afraid again
  as he gripped her neck harder and pushed and pushed . . .

  Suddenly he seemed to realize what he was doing and he once again raised her to her feet. He wrapped his arms around her, held her against his chest. ‘My baby, my baby . . . don’t be
  frightened, don’t be frightened.’

  He kissed her neck, her shoulders, down to her breasts, and her breath heaved as she clung to him, not wanting it to stop, wanting him to keep his lips on her nipples. But he fell to his knees,
  licking and kissing her belly. He gripped her buttocks, pressing her closer and closer, and she was squirming and moaning without even knowing what it was she wanted. His big hands moved lower
  until his fingers found her vagina from behind, easing her open while his tongue probed, pressing into her. She responded, spreading herself open until his tongue was deep inside her, thrilling her
  . . . and then she couldn’t catch her breath, she couldn’t breathe, and her gasp was part moan, part scream . . . Her chest heaved and she shuddered; suddenly her body began to move of
  its own free will, opening wider and wider, and her mind splintered into a single long scream of pleasure.

  She felt damp and limp as he lifted her into the foaming, soapy water, and she clung to his neck, kissing his face, his chest. She thought it was the most beautiful emotion she had ever known,
  and she sighed as she settled into the water.

  Roberto climbed in with her and began soaping her, bringing her back almost to the point of exhilaration, but then he took her hands and guided them to his body, showing her what to do. To her
  astonishment she saw him grope for the sides of the bath and grip them as she massaged him . . . He moaned, and suddenly he was roaring, and her hands were covered in his sperm. He lay back in the
  bath with a long, deep sigh. She reached for his hand, asking if he was all right, and he opened his eyes and laughed. He had never felt better in his whole life.

  Graziella towelled him dry and he wrapped her in the sheet-sized white towel. Then he swept her off her feet and carried her to the bed. As he laid her down, he told her he was going to make
  love to her now. Astonished, she looked at him with innocent eyes and wondered what they had just been doing if it wasn’t making love. Whatever it was she had enjoyed it more than anything in
  her life.

   

  Signor and Signora Roberto Luciano stayed in the suite for the entire honeymoon, never out of each other’s sight for more than a moment. Neither wanted it to end, but it
  had to; Roberto was needed back in Palermo. They travelled back feeling happier and more complete than they had ever thought possible.

  Only one moment, one afternoon, she tried never to think about, but it would always be with her. Lying next to him in the bed, she had propped herself on her elbows, looked into his handsome
  face and asked him about his family. He tried to change the subject as he always had whenever she brought it up, but this time she wouldn’t let it drop. She asked if he was ashamed of his
  family, as they had not attended the wedding and he had never mentioned what they did or where they lived. He had eased back the covers and swung his legs over the side of the bed as if to get up,
  but he remained sitting with his back to her. He reached out and poured a glass of champagne, sipped it, then offered her the glass. She shook her head and stared hard at him, wanting him to
  talk.

  ‘I have little contact with my family. There is nothing to tell.’

  ‘But they are alive? Have you brothers? Sisters?’

  His face tightened and he sipped the champagne, then put the glass down carefully. ‘My father is a carpenter – well, when he can get work. He was injured in a factory when he was a
  boy, and is in pain all the time with his back. He was born in Palermo, but he went to work in Naples when he was married. My father is a stubborn fool. My mother takes in washing, cleans for a
  couple of families, and I have one brother. He is eighteen, and joined the army a few months ago. I had two sisters, but they both died of consumption. And that, my love, is all I have to tell
  you.’

  ‘Can I ask you something?’

  He shrugged, stood up and started to pace the room.

  ‘All this money you have, is it yours, or do you work for someone?’

  ‘Yes, I work for someone.’

  ‘He is in America?’

  ‘Yes, he is in America, but he returns to Sicily now and then.’

  ‘Will I get to meet him?’

  ‘He’s a very busy man. Maybe, maybe not.’

  ‘Is he a racketeer?’

  ‘No, he’s a businessman, as I am.’

  ‘What is this business?’

  ‘I export certain things.’

  ‘What things?’

  His eyes were dark, unfathomable. ‘Orange juice, olive oil . . .’

  ‘To America?’

  ‘Yes, and to England, wherever it is needed.’

  ‘What work did you do in America?’

  ‘I worked for a businessman.’

  ‘Who?’

  She knew he was holding back his temper, but he answered, ‘His name is Joseph Carolla.’ He looked at her, hard, his hands on his hips.

  ‘Is he a mafioso?’

  He pulled open the balcony doors and then slammed them shut. His mouth was a thin, tight line. He looked cruel, like a stranger.

  ‘You don’t ask any more questions, OK?’

  ‘What will you do to me if I continue? I have a right to know, I am your wife.’

  ‘You have no rights, understand me?’

  ‘What did you say?’

  ‘You heard me.’

  She leapt up and screamed at him, ‘I have no rights? What the hell do you think I am? No rights? Do you think I am stupid? Do you think I can accept all this . . .’ she threw the
  diamond ring at him, ‘this and this . . .’ as she ripped off her silk robe that had cost more than a week’s salary, ‘without ever questioning where it all came from? Do
  you?’

  She began pulling clothes from the drawers and hurling them across the room. He grabbed her by the neck and slapped her, slapped her so hard her ears rang, and she slumped to the floor. But in a
  second she was back at him, kicking, trying to scratch his face and screaming blue murder. He couldn’t control her, and the more she fought him the more he had to hold himself back from
  hurting her. Eventually he pushed her away from him so that she fell against the bed, then rolled off and lay curled in a ball at its foot.

  He went out onto the balcony, slamming the doors behind him, and paced up and down. Through the windows he could see her throwing things into a suitcase. Eventually she sat down on the bed and
  began to weep. He let her cry, let her sob herself into a state of exhaustion, then at last he came back into the room. He stood some distance from her as he said, ‘I will never, never,
  strike you again, but you must not . . . you must promise me not to . . .’

  ‘Go away! I won’t promise you anything, nothing . . .’ She wiped her tear-stained face with the back of her hand. ‘So much for my love! You must think me a very
  naïve woman. It is because I love you that I should know everything about you, everything you are . . . That is why I asked so many questions. If I know, no one can come between us, no one.
  Whatever you are I am now part of, must be a part of . . .’

  He began quietly, without emotion, telling her of his life in the slums of Naples as a child. He drew a sad, pitiful picture for Graziella, leaving nothing to her imagination. He described his
  days of thieving, the street gangs, the reform institutions, his mother’s weeping, his father’s beatings.

  ‘Then . . . Then I met Ettore Simosa, and through him I was introduced to people who knew Joseph Carolla. First I was cleaning the cars, then I was allowed to do a little work on the
  engines, until I was upgraded to driver. I was bringing home good money, money my family needed desperately, but my father threw it back in my face. He almost got me arrested, but Carolla’s
  men bought off the police. So I left home. I was sixteen years old and still not Carolla’s driver, that was to come . . .’

  He gave her a strange, guarded look and picked up a pack of cigarettes.

  ‘One of Carolla’s friends, a man in America known as “Lucky” Luciano, asked about my family. When I told him I had walked out on them, he asked if I was prepared to join
  another family, one that would take care of me – his family. “A most honoured society,” he said, as I remember. So I took the oath of omerta. It is not a simple thing; it
  is binding, it involves great humility and manliness, and I gave my promise never to co-operate with the legal authorities. I began collecting money, driving the cars for the pick-ups. I was very
  good, and soon Carolla asked me to drive for one of his close friends, then for him. When he went to Chicago, I went with him and acted as his driver and bodyguard over there. He is my father now,
  and my work is for him and his family. He gave me the villa and the orange groves as payment for being loyal to him. That’s it.’

  Graziella looked at his bowed head. She reached out and took his hand, made him look at her, meet her eyes. ‘I see. And now you work for him here, whilst he is in America? Have you ever
  killed for this man? Would he ever make you commit murder?’

  He cupped her face in his hands. ‘No, I swear to you, Carolla would never ask that of me. He is a good man, a man I would give my life for.’

  Graziella sighed with relief and rested her head against his chest. ‘If I ever so much as lift a hand against you, I will cut it off.’ She laughed softly, whispering that maybe she
  would make him angry enough some day, but she would hold him to his promise.

  Later that night she lay awake beside him and realized how far she had removed herself from her own family. If her dead father had only known that she had married one of the men he had always
  warned her against. And she had known right from the beginning that the man she loved was part of that feared Organization. It gave her a certain feeling of excitement as if she too had been
  initiated, had her forefinger slit and her blood mingled with that of others, as if she too had taken the oath of omerta. She cuddled closer, and in his sleep he reached for her and drew her
  to him. She would protect this secret with her own life, a life she knew would be radically different from now on.

   

  Poverty grew to desperate proportions in Palermo, and war threatened ominously. Mussolini’s voice rang out over radios and loudspeakers were erected in the streets. It
  began slowly, at first just undercurrents, Nazi slogans daubed on the walls, but it was festering and about to erupt. The word ‘Judas’ began to represent fear for many.

  The death of Graziella’s mother blighted her happiness for a while. It meant the last link to her old life was severed, and now the only family she had was her husband. She was overjoyed
  when, six months after the honeymoon, she discovered she was pregnant. They were living in the Villa Rivera, which had been refurbished and decorated to Graziella’s taste, and they began to
  prepare a nursery for the baby.

  The security and comfort of the villa protected Graziella from the outside world, and she felt as safe as the child in her womb with her servants and an armed bodyguard patrolling outside the
  wrought-iron gates.

  Michael Luciano was born at the villa. He weighed nine pounds two ounces. He was a perfect child, having inherited the blonde hair and blue eyes of Luciano’s ‘princess’. He was
  the pride and joy of his father, who idolized him. Some said his beauty was wasted on a boy, he would have been better off as a girl.

  Cocooned in safety, Graziella made infrequent trips into town. What she saw there frightened her. There was open Jew-baiting and Fascist slogans everywhere. Soon, there was violence. Graziella
  expected Roberto to join up at any time. When he laughed and said it was a simple matter of paying off the right people, her reaction was the cause of their second argument.

   

  Mario Domino arrived at the villa one day in army uniform. He had remained a friend, and had fulfilled the role of godfather to Michael. Graziella felt ashamed of her husband.
  Domino, too, found it difficult to accept that Roberto could so easily escape conscription. It soured what had begun as a delightful evening, and even after he departed, the atmosphere in the villa
  remained frosty.

  Most of the village boys and the men who had worked for them had enlisted, but Luciano was contacted by Carolla in New York, who told him to pack his bags and get over there fast to escape
  enlistment. If Luciano insisted on staying where he was, Carolla could give him names of people from whom he could get medical certificates. Luciano, however, asked for reinforcements to take over
  the running of the business – he was going to war.

  A week later he was measured for his uniform. His fine silk shirts and tailored suits were put aside, and he stood in front of Graziella, saluting. When she saw him she wept; she was glad, in a
  way, that he had given in to her pressure and joined up, but it didn’t make it any easier.

  Carolla sent two capi to take over, and promised Luciano that, if he survived the war, everything would be as he had left it, would all be waiting for him.

  


  Chapter Two

  Somehow the Villa Rivera withstood the bombs, the devastation of the orange groves and the burning of the crop land surrounding the property. The
  driveway leading to the villa was a mass of craters, and a direct hit to some outhouses had started a fire that destroyed one wing of the villa.

  Roberto came home on leave. He was no longer concerned about the business, and gave not a moment’s thought to how it had survived the war. He was relieved that his wife and family were
  alive and healthy, but they were surrounded by abject poverty. Sicily was starving.

  His leave was all too short. It seemed that no sooner had he arrived than he had to depart again. Graziella’s eyes shone with pride; he was now a man she could have introduced to her
  father. He was an officer, decorated twice for bravery, and a man his sons could be proud of – she had given birth to Constantino a few months after he had gone to the front.

  Food was scarce, and ration cards were issued, but this did not affect Graziella particularly. ‘Friends’ of her husband often brought supplies. She was very frugal, and did what she
  could to help others, but her boys were the most important people in her life. They were trapped in the villa now, to move out would be dangerous, and with the new baby she could not give Michael
  the attention he had been used to. These were Michael’s formative years, and she gave in too easily to his demands because she knew he was missing out on so much. He was an extraordinarily
  bright child, always asking questions, and full of life and devilment. She had noticed that when Roberto came home on leave, father and son were inseparable, but that Roberto did not have the same
  bond with Constantino. She put this down to him not being at home for his second son’s birth.

  Roberto also missed the birth of his third son, Alfredo, which coincided with the telegram telling Graziella that her husband had been taken prisoner.

   

  The end of the war, American troops streaming into Sicily, brought relief and desperately needed supplies for the starving population, but it was another five months before
  Roberto was released. He was gaunt and quiet, his experiences of the prisoner-of-war camps a nightmare, but he returned a hero.

  Graziella knew the war had changed her husband, as it had everyone. There was much that needed doing at the villa, but he could not find the energy even to begin. His deep depressions hung on,
  clinging to him while all around them people tried to rebuild their lives. Mario Domino had survived and had even begun to practise law again. She asked him to visit in the hope that it would at
  least kindle some spark in her husband.

  Domino knew what Roberto had been through and was sad to see the change in him. He tried to get through to his old friend but all he received was a dull-eyed shrug. It seemed nothing would
  alleviate the misery.

   

  Michael had been warned not to annoy his father, not to disturb him in the bedroom where he was resting. But at seven years old he was irrepressible, and rarely obeyed his
  mother. He sneaked in and crawled up onto the bed.

  Roberto was asleep, and the little boy laid his hand across his father’s mouth, meaning to stop him calling out if he should wake, but Roberto threw the boy from him.

  Michael backed into a corner, terrified, but suddenly righteous anger overcame his fear and his little face went red with rage. ‘You never play with me any more! I was going to kiss you
  awake, because you are like a dead person.’

  Shaking, Roberto gathered his son into his arms and buried his head against him. As he wept, Michael stroked his father’s head and made the cooing sounds he had heard his mother use to
  comfort Constantino and Alfredo. Somehow the child had touched a chord inside Roberto and brought his father back into the land of the living.

  It took time, but gradually he began to take an interest in his surroundings and, at last, his wife, who had stood by him and waited so patiently. But Roberto still gave no thought to his
  business. He found the idea of one-armed bandits somehow distasteful now.

  As Graziella cleared the dishes after dinner one day, she shooed the children away to play in the hall and asked Roberto to stay; they had to talk. ‘The larder is empty, the ration books
  don’t give us enough food for the children, let alone me.’

  He stared at her, then dropped his eyes and fiddled with his napkin ring, letting it roll from hand to hand.

  She continued, ‘Your friends have been very good throughout the war, seeing that I had eggs, a little butter, even some meat occasionally, but they have not sent anything since you
  returned. I was wondering if you could contact them, if maybe you could . . . I am with child again.’

  Still the napkin ring rolled back and forth, back and forth. ‘They brought you food?’

  ‘Yes, almost every week to begin with, then maybe once a month.’

  ‘Who? Did they give you a name?’

  ‘No . . . it would be on the doorstep, and once a boy brought it in.’

  He stood up and went to the window, his hands thrust deep in his pockets. ‘I’m not going back. Maybe they won’t let me out, but we shall see. My old commander said I might get
  work with the American troops, as an interpreter. That would be good as I’d be able to get stores from their barracks . . .’

  ‘Papa! Papa, come and see what I’ve found!’ Michael rushed in and grabbed his father’s hand, pulling him towards the door. Graziella watched from the window as Roberto
  walked out into the garden, Constantino at his heels. The younger boy, now almost four years old, raised his little arms up to his father, but if Roberto saw him he paid no attention, wrapped in
  his game with Michael. Once again she realized how little interest Roberto took in his other children – it was always Michael.

   

  Three months later, Graziella was baking bread in the overheated kitchen. The sounds of hammering and sawing floated in at the open windows from where Roberto was re-fencing the
  orange groves.

  The wrought-iron gates of the villa had been taken away to be melted down during the war, so the gleaming black Mercedes drove straight up to the front porch. Graziella washed her hands and
  involuntarily patted her hair, then realized what a mess she must look. Eight months pregnant, her skirt was pinned over her bulging belly and her blouse was stained. She called Roberto, then
  watched as an elderly man with a walking cane was helped out of the Mercedes by the burly driver. The old man leaned heavily on his stick and looked around from beneath the brim of a hat that
  seemed too large for him, then took a pair of gold-rimmed sunglasses from his pocket and put them on. Graziella, still at the window, knew instinctively that this was Joseph Carolla.

  Roberto came around the side of the house, dressed in old corduroy trousers and a shirt open to the waist, exposing his deep tan. He took Carolla’s right hand and kissed it, then they
  clasped each other and kissed cheeks.

  Roberto led his guest into his study and closed the door firmly. He did not call Graziella to meet him, and she took the opportunity to wash and change, combing her hair and coiling it into a
  neat bun at the nape of her neck. Then she went in search of the children and made them presentable.

   

  Sitting in the most comfortable chair, Carolla clipped the end of his cigar and took his time to light it. He leaned back, smiling at Roberto as a father would to a favourite
  son, then reached for Roberto’s hand.

  He spoke in English. ‘It is good to see you, good.’ He paused a moment, and continued, ‘I have been in Palermo a week. I expected to hear from you, but in the end, as you see,
  I came to you.’

  ‘Thank you. I must ask you to forgive me, I did not know you were in Sicily.’

  ‘From what I hear you don’t know very much. You have not made contact with Ettore Calleah, or Simosa. They have not seen you since you came back. Is there some reason?’

  ‘I have not been well.’

  ‘And now you are?’

  ‘Yes, yes . . . better . . .’

  ‘So what is your problem?’

  Roberto made his way slowly around the desk to his chair and sat looking at Carolla. ‘Does there have to be one?’

  ‘Yes. As I said to you, when the war was over, if you came through, then all you helped to build up would be waiting for you. I have many men hungry for work, hungry for anything I choose,
  yet you . . . You don’t even go and see what has been happening since the war ended. Lemme tell you what hunger is.’

  ‘You don’t have to tell me. I have been hungry, Papa.’

  ‘Maybe your hunger and mine are different. Out there they are clawin’ over each other for food. People will pay well for it, and I know how to get supplies. Remember, always think
  supply and demand, supply and demand . . . Right now there’s not enough money for the slots, not enough for anything they cannot eat . . .’

  ‘You think I don’t know that? I’m having a hard time feeding my own family.’

  ‘What? I gave orders you were to be given anything you needed. What are you sayin’ to me, tellin’ me you don’t have food? You? What, are you crazy?’

  ‘As I said, I have been ill, I have not . . .’

  ‘Roberto, don’t play games with me. I can see you, even with my bad eyesight. I can see you are fit and healthy. Maybe here . . .’ he tapped his head, ‘here, in your
  mind, you are sick.’ He blinked his eyes rapidly, always a sign of anger. ‘You must be crazy to let things go.’

  ‘I am trying to rebuild my home . . . This is still my home, yes?’

  ‘Yes, yes. Now you are being childish. I’m not angry with you, I’m angry because I gave orders that you were to be taken care of. I knew you were ill, my son, but I presumed as
  soon as you felt better you would have gone into town. But now I see you have remained here . . . Give me your hands, lemme see your hands . . . Look, look at the callouses, the hands of a worker,
  eh? You work here, cut wood, hammer nails. What are you, a labourer? You?’

  ‘Maybe that is exactly what I am.’

  ‘Bullshit you are. You have a fine mind, a quick mind, and an intuitively clever mind. A mind that right now I need with me, not hammerin’ goddam wood. Get a man to do it, get as
  many as you like. You can pick and choose. There’s no work, it won’t cost you much.’ He laughed, showing teeth that had grown yellow with age. He looked like a mangy old dog. His
  claw-like hands clutched at the arms of his chair and he broke into a hacking cough.

  After a moment, he spat into his handkerchief, then stuffed it back into his pocket. ‘I hear you may be workin’ for the Americans, as an interpreter, right?’

  ‘Yes, I have to go and see the commander. How did you know?’

  ‘Hey, don’t ask stupid questions. When did anything happen in this city I don’t know about? So you go to work for the Americans . . . Now tell me, and tell me straight –
  you workin’ for yourself? Huh? You thinkin’ of getting into the black market without me? Without your Papa?’

  Roberto sighed and shook his head. It had not even occurred to him. Carolla smiled and raised his eyebrows. ‘I see you lost some of your quick thinkin’. Army life didn’t suit
  you, eh? OK, this is what I want you to start doin’. First, get into the barracks, then give Simosa a rundown on what you can move. That shouldn’t be too difficult for you. Always
  remember, supply and demand. I’m tellin’ you, it’s like the good old days here, you know, the days of bootleggin’, when we supplied what every sonofabitch demanded.
  It’s the same here right now, only Italy don’t just want whisky. They want medicines, food, cigarettes, blankets. You name it and the black market can supply it. Everybody is
  tryin’ to get in on it; the legit guys, ex-fucking Fascists, the Commie bastards, every sonofabitch is tryin’ to make money here, an’ they don’t give a fuck how they do it.
  I’m tellin’ you, the church is on to it, too, those padres know how to look the other way when you offer ’em what they need.’

  Roberto sighed and rose to his feet. If he wanted to wriggle out, now was the time, and he knew it. Maybe Carolla even knew what was in his mind and that was the reason for his personal
  visit.

  ‘I am leavin’ for New York in one week. Maybe we should meet and discuss this again, when you have been to the Americans. Find out what you can move to us – a dozen pairs of
  nylons can buy you a half-share in a fuckin’ bank these days, you can get a hooker for a month for a carton of cigarettes, and you, you’re sawin’ wood . . .’

  Another coughing fit stopped him, and once again his stained, crumpled handkerchief came out. Roberto asked after Carolla’s son, Paul, and the old man’s face lit up.

  ‘He come out good, he’s a good guy. He’s bringin’ in cash, dollars, buyin’ lire cheap. It’s worth practically nothin’ now, so we’re buyin’
  as fast as we can get the cash movin’. He’s goin’ back an’ forth to Tangier – changes the lire back into dollars, like a goddam merry-go-round. Gets a better price
  there. That boy’s creamin’ it in. In three months he’s trebled his bank roll, gonna open his own goddam bank here. He’s a good kid, stays at the Excelsior –
  fuckin’ Germans an’ Nazi officials used it like a holiday camp during the war. Now they’ve got it back an’ they’re givin’ good service. You wanna take yourself
  there while this place gets fixed up.’

  Just then Graziella walked in with the children. She took Carolla by surprise and he looked angrily at Roberto. Then he eased himself out of the chair. ‘I gotta go.’

  Roberto hurriedly introduced Carolla, who gave Graziella a brief nod. The children received a little more attention; the old man took a fistful of dollars from his pocket and tucked them into
  Michael’s small, outstretched hand.

   

  After watching the car drive away, Roberto walked slowly back into the house. The children were running wild up and down the hall. Graziella was still in the study. He walked in
  and slammed the door behind him, glaring at her.

  She looked up, startled, ‘So that was Carolla. I must say, I expected him to be . . . Well, he looked faintly ridiculous. I don’t know who his tailor is, but why does he dress like
  something out of a gangster movie? Anyone looking at him would know who he was . . .’ Before she could say another word, Roberto had grabbed her and pulled her to the door.

  ‘You knock, understand me? Whenever I have someone in here with me. You never walk in, never, is that clear?’

  Shocked by his anger, she stepped back and jerked her arm free. ‘All right, there’s no need to shout. I just thought he would like to meet your family.’

  She glared at him, telling him all he had to do was ask her. Then she slammed out.

  He could hear her calling the boys, but a moment later Michael slipped in, disobeying her as usual. He put his arms around his father and clung to his waist, until Roberto picked him up and
  hugged him. As always, the presence of his son calmed him. He nuzzled the boy’s soft, white skin and stroked his hair, bleached to silver by the sun.

  ‘Papa, look! I have money, I can feed us now, you don’t have to worry.’

  The brilliant blue eyes sparkled. Roberto put him down.

  ‘It’s OK, Michael, Papa’s going to make some money now. And the first thing he’ll buy you is a toy train, you want a train?’

  Whooping with glee, Michael ran out, shouting at the top of his voice that he was going to get a train, a red one.

   

  That night, Roberto lay in bed reading while Graziella brushed her hair. Her library of books had become a constant source of enjoyment to him, and she guided him through them,
  quietly continuing his education. They would often discuss what he had read, and he paid great attention to what she said. He loved these hours with her in their bedroom, sitting side by side
  against the big, soft pillows.

  But after Carolla’s visit he began to think over what Graziella had said about the way the old man dressed. She was right, he looked a movie gangster with his flashy suits and shoes, his
  brilliant ties. The next morning he asked her opinion of his own wardrobe, and she started sorting out his clothes. She made a pile of the things she considered fit only for film extra work,
  leaving Roberto with only two suits, a few shirts and one pair of shoes, but he was not offended. They laughed as she gradually weeded them out, insisting that they be given to the villagers, who
  would put them to good use.

  Having made the decision to return to work, Roberto employed builders and gardeners to repair the villa and replant the gardens. With hardly a moment’s pause since his meeting with Don
  Carolla, he took over the flourishing black-market network. The military warehouses were stacked with goods the Italians would give their eyeteeth for, and the Americans could buy them for less
  than wholesale price from the PX or commissary. A bottle of whisky cost them as little as two dollars, but on the black market it would sell for twenty times that amount. Practically the entire
  American population in Naples was involved, everyone ready to make themselves extra bucks, but they were hampered because they could not risk being caught selling the goods.

  What was lacking was a well-organized middleman, and Roberto Luciano fitted the bill. Picking up contacts at the naval bases and among the colony of expatriate American civilians, he began
  opening the pipelines. His network of salesmen grew, dealing in fresh and canned food, luxuries like Virginia hams and electrical appliances such as toasters, irons, refrigerators.

  Graziella benefited from her husband’s return to work. The villa regained some of its old splendour, with the addition of a fitted American kitchen containing every conceivable modern
  appliance. The children were healthy, and the new baby, another boy, was born. He was christened Frederico.

  Always a deeply religious woman, Graziella would attend three masses every Sunday before taking the children to morning service. The Lucianos had the entire front pew to themselves and were
  respected as leading members of the community. Roberto only joined her on special feast days, when she insisted, but he gave the church a great deal of financial support.

  One Sunday, the padre accompanied Graziella home after church. Roberto’s study door was firmly closed, and rather than disturb him they waited patiently in the big drawing room with the
  blazing fire. When Roberto finally showed his visitors out and joined them, he gave Graziella a quizzical look, wondering what on earth had possessed her to bring the priest to the house. But
  Graziella simply introduced them, served them coffee and excused herself, leaving them alone.

  The padre was slightly embarrassed and not sure how to approach his subject. Eventually he stammered that many of the people in his parish were suffering more hardship than was necessary, and
  explained that essentials, such as clothes, which the church collected and distributed amongst the poor, were being hijacked by thugs and sold on the black market.

  ‘Why do you come to me?’

  Blushing, the priest tried to explain without insulting his host. He stared into the fire, unable to meet Roberto’s eyes. He was aware that Roberto had many American contacts, but the
  people who were hijacking the trucks were Italian racketeers, street boys. ‘They are taking the lives of their own people. In this freezing weather, with so little food and no warm clothes,
  the children are dying of exposure. I need your help, Don Luciano, I need it desperately to help my people. I beg you to assist me.’

  It was the first time Roberto had been given the title of don, and he corrected the priest, insisting on being called by his first name. He promised that he would personally see what could be
  done.

   

  The following Sunday was Frederico’s christening. As the family entered the church a murmur went round, and all eyes were on Roberto as he made his way to the pew. After
  the service, he was blessed time and again by grateful people, some simply eager to touch his hand.

  The supplies had got through for the first time in six months. To Roberto’s embarrassment the padre, his face flushed with joy, kissed his hand and hugged him. There was hardly a soul in
  the parish who did not offer up a prayer of thanks to Roberto Luciano.

  ‘I thank you, my son. This may be a great lesson for you, too; fight fire with fire, a fire that is in all of us, but the hardest lesson to learn is how to control it.’

  The words remained with Roberto, and that night he repeated them over and over. He realized that he was a strong force in the village, one that could, if he desired, be put to good use. Already
  tired of the black market, he began to wonder if he could actually make his land, his factories, productive enough to get him out of Carolla’s rackets – if he was allowed out.

   

  By the summer, Roberto had acquired two farms close to the villa. With the produce from the extra land he was able, despite strong competition, to obtain two new export
  contracts. His canning factories had increased their workforces, and the whole business was becoming viable. He knew he would not be allowed to simply say ‘thank you and goodnight’ to
  Carolla; much of the Organization’s money had gone into the rebuilding. So he decided that the best way to relieve himself of his duties was to offer Carolla a good percentage on condition
  that he would be allowed to build his own family. If they gave him permission then he would be, as the padre had once called him, a don.

  It was while he was sitting in his study, pondering how to go about it, that he received a call from Ettore Calleah. Calleah would not explain why, but Roberto was to keep himself free for a
  meeting, the time and place yet to be announced. As one of Carolla’s top capi he was required to attend.

   

  A week later, he was instructed to fly to Havana. A room had been booked for him at the Hotel Falcona, the whole of which had been taken over by the Organization. The penthouse
  suites were reserved for the bosses of the underworld. Not one room was available to any other guest, and the large committee room was out of bounds to all but those invited.

  The first person he spotted in the hotel bar was Paul, Joseph Carolla’s son. Almost ten years had passed since they had last met, and Roberto was able to size him up for a few moments
  before greeting him. It amused Roberto to see that the much younger Paul’s height had not increased, but his girth was overflowing his trousers, and the crumpled suit that he was wearing
  looked as if it had been slept in.

  Carolla spread his arms wide as he greeted Roberto like a long-lost brother, folding him into a bear-hug and saying in a loud voice how much he had missed Roberto. His voice retained hardly a
  trace of his Italian accent and was as coarse and vulgar as some of the old mobsters he had learned his English from, with every other word an obscenity.

  His eyes scanned the bar, constantly checking the lobby as if afraid to miss anything. ‘Fuckin’ place is crawlin’, see how many guys are here? I seen ’em from New York,
  New Jersey, fuckin’ Atlantic City, Chicago, New Orleans . . . Hey, you hear what the fuck’s goin’ on down in Florida? Fuckin’ floatin’ money on the sand, and Siegel is
  in shit up to his armpits.’

  After shaking hands with a couple of new arrivals, Carolla gestured for Roberto to sit at a table. He was sweating profusely, and took out a handkerchief to mop his brow, slurping his drink at
  the same time. He belched, then slapped his knees, struck his chest with his fist and laughed. ‘I needed that . . . So, how ya doin’, all right? Couldn’t be anythin’
  but all right, eh? You know I set the whole thing up for you?’

  Roberto stared at him blankly, not understanding. Carolla was confident to the point of putting Luciano down, making sure he knew who was responsible for the black-market boom back home. He
  continued, ‘I’m talkin’ about the black-market scams, you know it was me? It was me arranged the truck routes in Germany. I fuckin’ hadda work hand-in-glove with the
  fuckin’ Krauts, but you got it in your lap, like the old man said. You done well . . . you hear about him?’

  Roberto was very much on his guard. He asked about Joseph Carolla and Paul, unconcerned, sat picking his nose as he said that his father had been unconscious for three days, following a massive
  stroke. It was on the cards that the old man wouldn’t pull through.

  ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t know. Is he in New York?’

  ‘Yeah. Wanna ship him home – in a box, by the look of things.’

  ‘Is that why this meeting’s been called?’

  Carolla laughed, his fat face wobbling and showering drips of sweat on to the back of the plastic-covered booth. ‘Hey, where you been? You think these guys care? He’s small fry; they
  got big things on the menu to call everyone together like this. I’m here because I’m representing that tight-fisted old bastard.’

   

  When he returned to his room at four-thirty that afternoon, Roberto found a small card by the telephone, requesting his presence in the conference room at seven o’clock
  sharp. He bathed and dressed very carefully, selecting a suit that Graziella had chosen for him and a tie she had bought in Rome during one of their infrequent family shopping trips. Then,
  satisfied with his appearance, he ordered coffee and sandwiches in his room.

  At six forty-five he made his way down through the lobby to the conference room. The doors were guarded by two men. He presented his invitation to one of them and was ushered into the room. It
  was already set up for the meeting with a table over thirty feet long, surrounded by chairs. More rows of chairs lined the walls. At the far end was a buffet table. Several men were already crowded
  around it, and they all turned to see who had entered, then talked amongst themselves in hushed voices.

  By five minutes to seven the room was nearly full. Men greeted each other with kisses and handshakes. The atmosphere was more like a social gathering than a very special and unprecedented
  meeting. It included the heads of every American family, members from Sicily and Italy, even some of the honorary Jewish members who, because of their race, had no votes.

  The most famous of the latter was just arriving. Meyer Lansky was in deep conversation with a tall, hawk-nosed man whose broad shoulders swamped his diminutive companion, none other than the
  famous Charlie ‘Lucky’ Luciano, suntanned and smiling at everyone. Roberto knew he now resided in Sicily, having been extradited from the USA before the war, but he hadn’t
  bargained for the fact that he still appeared to be the main man. The room fell quiet as he progressed among the clusters of people towards the head of the table.

  The next moment, without any signal being given, everyone took their seats at the table. A thickset man gestured Roberto to a place at the very end. From half-way along, Paul Carolla lifted an
  eyebrow as if he was surprised to see Roberto even at the bottom of the table. The rows of seats against the walls were filling up with bodyguards and capi not considered important enough to
  sit with the bosses.

  At last they were settled, and those who wanted drinks were served. Some men took files and pens from their briefcases and laid them on the tabletop. Lucky Luciano sat in the big chair at the
  head of the table with Meyer Lansky to his right and Don Corleone to his left. He held up a hand for silence, thanked the delegates for coming and announced that he would now be resident in Cuba
  and would run everything from there. He asked everyone to use his correct name, Salvatore Lucania, in future, as he did not want the American authorities to know he was in Cuba. He then read out
  apologies from members who had been unable to attend due to illness, imprisonment or death, and asked everyone to pray for Joseph Carolla to recover from his stroke. He thanked Paul for standing in
  for his father and Roberto saw Paul playing the dutiful son, wiping his eyes with his handkerchief. Then he handed the meeting over to Meyer Lansky, the chairman, and sat back to listen. But his
  eyes still roamed the table, the alert faces, as Lansky rose to his feet and announced the first item on the agenda.

  ‘The Siegel situation.’ Siegel had not been informed of this meeting, and now everyone understood why. Lansky leaned forward. ‘There is only one thing to do with a thief who
  steals from his own people – only one thing. He, gentlemen, has got to go. I ask you to put it to the vote.’ The vote was unanimous, and Siegel was as good as dead.

  The meeting broke for supper, and started again at ten-fifteen. By this time most of the major topics had been dealt with, or so it appeared. Roberto drank only coffee, keeping slightly apart
  from the others; not because he wished to, but because he felt very much an outsider with many of the American families. It wasn’t until eleven o’clock that Roberto had any indication
  of why he had been asked to the meeting. After a small nod from the end of the table, Paul Carolla rose to his feet.

  ‘I wanna first outline what I set up in Sicily. I was over there just when the Italians surrendered to the Allies, and the US forces set up a military government. I offered myself, being
  bilingual, to their headquarters, and was hired as a civilian interpreter. I was then able to manoeuvre myself into the black-market operations throughout occupied Italy. I had more American
  soldiers on my payroll than most of you had hot dinners. A lot of the guys were in the military and a lot were civilians, officials in various capacities. They opened the floodgates, the doors to
  the warehouses. I had guys who drove the trucks and guys who had the keys, and because of my position with the government I had the freedom to move around. I gotta say I hadda move carefully to
  avoid suspicion. I gave my services free, I could afford to, an’ you can see from my documented accounts I was raking in over one million dollars in untraceable cash. I flogged penicillin,
  cigarettes, sugar, olive oil, flour – you name it an’ I sold it. I even used US Army trucks to shift the stuff all over Italy, right behind the army.’

  Lansky began to tap his pencil on the table, tired of Carolla’s self-praise and, interrupting him, asked him to get to the point as it was growing late and there was still a lot on the
  agenda.

  Carolla lifted his pudgy hands and apologized, then looked confidently around the table. ‘I’m giving you these details because I want you to understand not only how much my family
  have generously given as their percentage. I reckon I have something else that will make the Organization more dough than they ever dreamed of. The reason I have gone into so much detail is to show
  that I am more than capable of taking over my father’s business, and I want the syndicate’s approval.’

  Again Meyer gestured for him to get on with it and tapped his watch. Carolla turned to Roberto Luciano. ‘My friend here took over the running of the black-market operations after I left
  Sicily, and he did very well. Subsequently, he has bought up land and canning factories and is exporting orange juice, oranges, and olive oil.’

  It threw Carolla slightly when Lansky held up a file which Joseph Carolla had delivered to him. He knew all about the projects, and again tried to hurry young Carolla to the point. Roberto sat
  forward in his chair, his attention on Carolla as he continued.

  ‘During my time in Sicily I hadda do a few trips to Tangier, exchangin’ lire for dollars and doin’ a real turnaround, but it also opened up a new line. I wanna start
  importin’ junk in a big way. I know I can do it via Sicily, straight to New York, usin’ factories like Roberto Luciano’s as a cover. I guarantee it’ll make millions, maybe
  billions, and it’s right within my grasp.’

  Everyone turned to the head of the table and waited. Salvatore Lucania tapped his pencil on the table, then leaned back in his chair. Carolla licked his lips, his rat-like eyes darting around,
  picking up on hungry eyes that knew he was speaking the truth, on men who were already dealing in narcotics and were now alerted to the possibility of him moving in on their territory. The
  atmosphere was electric.

  After what seemed an age, Salvatore rose slowly to his feet. He had no need to raise his voice; everyone gave him their full attention.

  ‘I always made it clear that I don’t like junk. I have said this right from the word go, and I want you now to just look at the figures we’ve been discussin’ here
  tonight. Look at them, look at the profits, look at your own figures, look at the takes you’re all bein’ handed on a plate. When have your profits been better? And you still want more,
  still behave like greedy fuckin’ pigs. Narcotics stink . . . and you all know my feelings on junk, you have always known it. Maybe the young Mr Carolla should have talked with his papa before
  he gave us the rundown on his career to date. He should have talked with Joseph Carolla because he would have agreed with me. There’s enough dough to be made out of everythin’ else we
  got goin’, why risk the dangers of playin’ around with junk? Narcotics bring down the Feds, heavy, then Interpol come snooping . . . Understand right now, the war is over, we are
  businessmen runnin’ businesses and givin’ people what they want – and what they want is to gamble, so we give it to them, they want booze, so we give it to them. We got money in
  circulation makin’ more money. We got politicians in our hands, we got cops, but we deal in heavy narcotics and I’m tellin’ you they will stand against us, and in the end we lose
  out. I ask every man here to vote against importation of narcotics on the level our friend Paul Carolla suggests.’

  Total silence. He looked around the table and could see that they did not agree. Their faces like carved stone, they were too hungry for more.

  Salvatore shrugged. He knew he was losing. ‘If it goes to the vote and you vote against me, then you know I have to back down. But I will not have anythin’ to do with junk; I say it
  now, and I don’t want any of my family involved. Maybe Mr Carolla should bide his time, learn our ways, before he makes a decision I know his father would stand against.’

  The meeting adjourned until the following morning. Roberto made his way back to his room and had only just closed the door when his phone rang. It was an invitation to a nightcap with Meyer
  Lansky and Salvatore Lucania, an honour indeed.

  Roberto was impressed with the elegant penthouse suite. He accepted the brandy and Havana cigar. When they were all settled he was informed that Joseph Carolla was dying, and before his stroke
  he had named him as the heir to his family.

  It was never a foregone conclusion that a son would inherit his father’s position. Every don had to be voted in by the members, and often it was the most trusted man, the man with the most
  experience in the family’s business, who was the next in line. At first, Joseph Carolla had wanted his son to take over, but they had fallen out in the past year.

  It appeared that, for all the old man’s bravado when he had last seen Roberto, he had, somewhere deep inside him, a certain distaste for a son who had no honour for his own country.
  Roberto learned that Paul was already dealing in drugs; in fact he had been throughout the war, even flying to Istanbul to set up connections there. Already shipments were coming into Milan for
  refining. Carolla junior had been more than busy, even paying Italian pilots to ferry the junk over to Africa during the time that Rommel was in control. He had been crazy with rage when the
  Americans moved into North Africa because it fouled up his route. It appeared that Paul cared nothing for anyone, not even his father.

  The Organization had therefore unanimously agreed that, on the death of Joseph Carolla, Roberto Luciano would take over. They were impressed by his dedication, with the way he had run the black
  market and rebuilt his companies from scratch. His war record also counted strongly in his favour. But this now put an end to his hopes of going out on his own. It was a great honour to be made a
  don, one of the youngest ever ordained, but he couldn’t suppress a terrible feeling of foreboding. He knew that Paul Carolla would be crazed with jealousy.

   

  Joseph Carolla lay in an oxygen tent, breathing in shuddering rasps, his frail hands lying limply on the starched white sheet. He seemed aware that Roberto was by his side; his
  hand fluttered, lifted about an inch, and Roberto bent to kiss it. When he whispered his thanks the old man could only grunt, then he was convulsed in a coughing fit. The hiss of oxygen grew
  louder, and the mask steamed up.

  Carolla’s hand was clenched around his heavy gold ring. His eyes searched Roberto’s face for a long moment as he uncurled his fingers, then they clouded over and the only sound in
  the room was the fading beep of the life-support machine. He didn’t live to see the ring on his heir’s finger or to kiss his ordained son, the young boy he had taken from the streets of
  Naples.

  Roberto slid the ring on to his finger and walked out. He went immediately to Carolla’s apartment, where he was met by two capi who kissed his hand and unlocked the doors. From the
  study he removed all the private papers, then went downtown to the old man’s office and did likewise. Everywhere he went he was greeted unquestioningly as the new leader, with the respect
  Joseph Carolla would have wanted.

  Roberto remained in New York for six months. In that time he saw Paul Carolla only once, at the funeral.

  The ring was clearly visible on Roberto’s hand, and Paul reached out to grasp his wrist. ‘You will wear his ring until I am ready to take it, and I will, one day. You remember that:
  it belongs to me.’

  


  Chapter Three

  Only two years after Joseph Carolla’s death, Luciano had proved that the old man had made the right decision, but the promise made to him to
  take care of his son Paul had reached breaking point. Ettore Calleah had warned him persistently that Paul Carolla must be kept in line, or made to toe it, and on the discovery that he had acquired
  a network of men, his own small family and was continuing to deal in narcotics Luciano at last had to make his presence felt.

  Paul Carolla was ordered to be at the New York Luciano headquarters as Don Roberto was arriving from Italy specifically to speak with him.

  Two hours before the meeting, a messenger delivered a handwritten note. Carolla apologized, but he would be unable to attend the meeting as his wife was expecting a child. As a true Sicilian and
  the father of four sons, Don Roberto would understand the importance of his first child being born in Sicily.

  Paul Carolla, knowing Luciano would be in New York, realized it would be a perfect time for him to do his own business in Sicily.

  Eva Carolla was a diminutive woman with a fiery temper and, although no one would say it to Carolla’s face, she was the only person ever able to dominate him. He worshipped the ground she
  walked on. She had no inclination to accompany Carolla anywhere, preferring to remain in their Manhattan apartment, cooking and cleaning. She was insanely jealous of him, however, and it was a
  standing joke that, wherever he was in the world, he frequently rushed to the phone to call his ‘Sweets’, as he nicknamed her. Anyone privy to the cooing baby-talk and loud, smacking
  kissing noises found it hard not to laugh, but it was obvious to everyone that Carolla really loved his wife.

  Eva ‘Sweets’ Carolla had argued against going to Sicily because of her pregnancy. She had been very sick during the early months and now she was suffering from hypertension. The
  flight to Rome was hell for Carolla, and the non-stop barrage of complaints during the journey made him fly into a rage at the airport arrival terminal, but as they crossed to the flight bound for
  Sicily, Eva Carolla collapsed and was rushed to the nearest hospital.

  Carolla was near-hysterical at the thought of losing his child, and alternated between shouting abuse at the doctors and weeping as he paced up and down outside the delivery room. He could hear
  Eva screaming for him in torment, but he was refused entry, and shouted to her at the top of his voice that he was there, he was there . . .

   

  Nearly four hours later Eva was still in the delivery room. Carolla sat in a sea of cigar butts and empty coffee cups, worn to exhaustion as though he himself was in labour.
  Sometimes he actually felt pains in his belly, terrible pains which doubled him up. Eventually he persuaded a passing doctor to take a look at him because he thought he was seriously ill. The young
  intern suggested that it might be indigestion, so Carolla sent his driver out for sandwiches.

  Every time the delivery-room door opened he sprang to his feet, but eventually he was so numb from exhaustion that he could only sit with a hangdog look at the nurses, who shook their heads and
  smiled. Two other expectant fathers joined him, and when one of them was quickly presented with a son, Carolla gave him a $50 bill. Seeing the baby in the nurse’s arms made him want to weep,
  and once again he began pacing and hovering at the double swing doors.

  The second father was led away to the wards, beside himself at the birth of twins – worse still, twin girls. Carolla had shaken his hand and once again delved into his pockets to give him
  some money, but it dropped from his fingers when a masked surgeon appeared at the door. He removed his mask to speak.

  The surgeon’s voice was strained and quiet, his face concerned. ‘Your wife is very sick. We have given her a transfusion, but she is still very poorly.’

  Carolla searched the man’s face, swallowing hard to enable himself to speak.

  ‘What about the baby?’

  Forgetting he was still wearing his theatre cap, the surgeon ran his hands through his hair, knocking the cap to the floor. As he bent to retrieve it, Carolla gripped his arm, twisting it up the
  man’s back as if out of habit.

  ‘What’s the matter? For Chrissakes, tell me.’

  The doctor jerked his arm free, rubbing it hard. ‘You have a boy. He has been taken to Intensive Care. I’m sorry, but I doubt very much if he will survive.’

   

  Carolla held Eva’s hand and tried to keep his voice steady. It was midnight. She had been a long time recovering from the anaesthetic, and now her eyes were heavy and she
  was so drowsy that she seemed not to know where she was. She was looking at him in a strange manner, as if she didn’t know him, then her eyes focused.

  ‘Paulie? Is that you, Paulie?’

  ‘Yes, Sweets, it’s me. I’m here. How ya feelin’?’

  She licked her lips, and he took a damp facecloth and pressed it gently to her forehead. She closed her eyes and sighed. ‘I told you I shouldn’t have left New York, what did I tell
  you? But you wouldn’t listen to me. I said, didn’t I? I didn’t wanna leave New York.’

  ‘Yeah, yeah, but I wanted you with me.’

  She turned vacant eyes to him. ‘I’ll be better when we get home, I want to have the baby at home. They tell you when we can leave? I tell you, you wouldn’t get this treatment
  in New York. Why did I let you bring me, tell me why?’

  He was crying as he rinsed the cloth and replaced it on her head. ‘Baby’s born, Sweets, he’s born.’

  Her face puckered. ‘I don’t understand . . . He? You say he? I got a boy?’

  ‘It’s a boy, but he’s not doin’ too good. They got him in the Intensive Care Unit.’

  Her face suddenly creased into smiles as if she hadn’t heard what he said, and she clasped his hand. ‘A boy? I wanna see him, Paulie, I wanna see him.’

  Carolla looked helplessly at a nurse who had been standing by throughout their conversation, and she came to the bedside. She took Eva’s pulse, then tucked her hand back under the tight
  sheet, and spoke to her as if she were a small child. ‘You can’t see him just yet, we want to be fit and strong before we see our baby, don’t we? Now then, you get some sleep, try
  to sleep and you’ll feel much better.’

  Obediently, Eva closed her eyes, already half-asleep. Drowsily, she said to her husband, ‘Giorgio, we’re gonna call him Giorgio . . . Night-night, honeybun, night-night.’

   

  At three in the morning, the squat figure of Carolla was still sitting in the waiting room. A different duty surgeon came to the doorway and asked if he was Paul Carolla.

  ‘I have some good news. Your little boy is still fighting, and he’s got a strong will. I’ve come to take you to see him if you like.’

  Carolla’s face lit up and he followed the doctor along the corridor and up in the large service lift to the Intensive Care Unit on the second floor. The young doctor was humming Frank
  Sinatra’s latest hit, drumming his fingers on the wall of the lift. They were met by the ward sister, who introduced herself and shook Carolla’s hand, then led him along yet another
  corridor to her small office. She offered him coffee, but he shook his head impatiently.

  ‘I just wanna see my son.’

  Sitting down, she gestured for him to sit opposite her. Then, quietly, she told him what to expect. She felt it best that he be prepared. The child had been born with hydrocephalus, and his
  spine was twisted. Carolla stared, his mouth opening and shutting like a goldfish. He couldn’t take it in, didn’t really comprehend what she was saying.

  ‘But he’s all right? I mean, he’s OK, isn’t he?’

  ‘He’s alive, and he’s a great fighter. We thought we’d lost him twice, but he has great spirit. So if you would like to put on this mask and gown, I shall be waiting
  outside for you.’

  The white-clad figure looked even more comical as he stood in the corridor looking this way and that. His baggy trousers and two-tone shoes protruded from beneath a gown that was far too large
  even for him. The sister rushed from the ward, apologizing for keeping him waiting, and together they walked to where the warning lights of the unit flashed above the door.

  They passed figures encased in glass and shrouded in oxygen tents. Heart monitors bleeped, medical gases hissed, and patients near death moaned softly. Then he heard a baby cry and stopped,
  looking at the sister. The cry was strong and he knew it was his son’s.

  She guided him to an observation window behind which lay the tiny, newborn Giorgio Carolla, whispering that he could not enter the booth or hold the child, but could see him. A nurse was in
  there with him all the time. Carolla pressed his hands to the partition and peered into the small cubicle. He said nothing, but his plump fingers spread wide and flattened against the glass. His
  body shook and he sniffed, his mask catching the tears as they rolled down his cheeks.

  The child lay in the small incubator, his stick-like arms and legs splayed out. Tubes attached to his skull made soft, sucking sounds. A nappy swamped his miniature frame, and his tiny lungs
  were being pumped for him, the ribs heaving in and out. The angle at which he lay made it difficult to spot the curvature of his spine, but what could not be hidden was the grotesque size of his
  head. He was like a gargoyle, the wide eyes and flat nose dominated by the huge forehead.

  Carolla gasped as though the breath had been punched out of him. He could say nothing, could not even meet the eyes of the nurse who smiled and gave him a thumbs-up sign, happy that this
  malformed creature was fighting to stay alive. Carolla had to get out, had to walk away from the sight. He pushed the sister aside as he half-stumbled in his haste.

  The hospital chaplain was coming towards him, his face full of concern and sorrow. Carolla almost knocked him off his feet as he rushed past.

  ‘My son, you should not . . .’

  ‘That’s my son, that . . . that thing in there! Don’t you look at me like I was in need of fuckin’ spiritual aid – what kinda god produces that? Fuck
  off!’

  The chaplain looked at the shocked sister and gave a smile of understanding, then straightened his cassock and walked sedately to the cubicle. He looked in at the child, then closed his eyes and
  began to pray.

  Carolla wanted to scream, to shout, howl at the injustice of life. His son, the child he and his little wife had prayed for to the Holy Virgin every night, was a nightmare. He did not wait to
  ask after his wife or speak to anyone. He couldn’t get the sight of the face, the bloated, obscene face, out of his mind. Throwing his white gown aside he ran from the hospital, the mask
  still dangling from his neck by its ribbons.

  He tried to get drunk, to forget his son’s face, but the more he drank the more the misery flooded through him. He couldn’t see how he could face Eva – how could he tell her
  what their union had produced? His heartache turned to fury the more he drank, fury towards anyone he could blame for what had happened. His men stood by, helplessly watching his torment.

  The next morning he was told that his wife had died peacefully in her sleep. At least she had been spared the sight of the child she had wanted so desperately. He went through the funeral in a
  haze, allowing his closest men to see to everything, including choosing the casket.

  The families of Sicily came out in force. The floral tributes numbered hundreds and, to add insult to injury, Roberto Luciano had sent one. He had received the news in New York, and had sent the
  wreath in good faith, but it was singled out by Carolla and tossed aside. Carolla’s hatred of Luciano actually led him to insinuate that his enemy had somehow been responsible for Eva’s
  death, a craziness which his men felt embarrassed about, but to keep the peace they said nothing to dissuade him.

  They tried to make him at least see the child before he left, but he was adamant. The chaplain, who had already had one brush with Carolla, was a trifle fearful to press him further, agreeing to
  christen the child in the hospital chapel. Tentatively, he asked if Carolla had chosen a name.

  ‘Call it Giorgio, no other name, just Giorgio.’

   

  Still refusing to see the child, Carolla rented an apartment, under an assumed name, and hired two nurses to give Giorgio round-the-clock care. He also hired a housekeeper whose
  only point of contact with him was a post office box number in New York. The sick child was installed, having never even been held in his father’s arms. When the arrangements were complete,
  his son hidden from sight, Carolla prepared to leave for New York.

  He arrived at the airport drunk, and looking more dishevelled than ever. His suit was so creased that it hung in folds around his ankles, his belly protruded over his leather belt, and two
  buttons had burst from his shirt, displaying a grubby vest beneath.

  He stood by the windows of the departure lounge with a glass of beer in his hand and watched the planes coming in and going out, waiting for his own flight to be called. His bodyguards stood to
  one side, very wary of interrupting his moody silences.

  Carolla watched with dead eyes as the steps were rolled to the door of a plane below him on the tarmac. A stewardess hurried up the steps and the big door was eased back. He sipped his beer, not
  really interested, and stared at the disembarking passengers. Just as he was about to turn away, he saw the tall figure of Roberto Luciano emerging from the plane, looking immaculate in a
  charcoal-grey overcoat, his black hair glossy, and even from this distance his shirt looking whiter than white. His only hand luggage was an expensive leather briefcase. Everything about the man
  was vital, Carolla could actually feel his energy way up in the departure lounge. Luciano’s confidence made the crumpled, overweight Carolla feel so second-rate he wanted to vomit.

  Carolla’s men jumped to attention as he walked out of the lounge, wondering if they had missed the call for their plane. He snapped that he was just going to take a leak and they should
  wait for him.

  He examined himself in the washroom mirror, splashed cold water on his face and tried unsuccessfully to wipe the food stains from his tie. He looked like a bum, a bum with no one and
  nothing.

  Returning to the door of the departure lounge he gestured for his men to join him. ‘Let’s go.’

  ‘There ain’t been nothin’ called out yet, Paulie. I been listenin’ in case I hadda come to the john for ya.’

  Carolla jabbed him in the ribs. ‘One, you don’t call me Paulie, it’s Mister Carolla. Two, screw the plane, we’re not leaving yet.’

  ‘But everything’s arranged at the other end.’

  ‘So fuckin’ un-arrange it! I’m not leavin’, not until I paid my respects, so get your arses outta here.’

   

  They booked into a hotel and Carolla immediately demanded to be taken to the best men’s outfitters. His men trekked from one shop to another after him. He was like a man
  possessed; he bought a pale grey suit off the peg, a charcoal-grey overcoat, ten shirts, all white, and four pairs of shoes. He even bought new socks and handkerchiefs. None of his men could fathom
  what had straightened him out so fast. He gave instructions for all his old clothes to be tossed out, then ordered his men to clean themselves up, get a decent car, a Mercedes, and have it standing
  by. They were going out.

   

  Roberto Luciano was looking forward to supper when his youngest son called that there was a car coming. Frederico loved to play with the intercom by the front door, although he
  had been told many times not to pick it up.

  As Roberto looked over the banisters, Constantino ran into the hall. Roberto called, ‘Have the gates been opened?’

  Puzzled, because he was not expecting anyone, he told the boys to make themselves scarce and rang through to the gate. The guard told him that a Signor Carolla was waiting. Roberto hesitated a
  moment, then told him to let him through.

  Graziella came to tell him that supper was ready. She knew immediately that someone was expected; a guard was in position ready to open the front door.

  Carolla was impressed with the Villa Rivera. The grounds and gardens were beautifully laid out. He was also impressed with the security arrangements and the polite way the guards asked if they
  might search the visitors. It was a rule of the house; no one entered without being checked for weapons. Carolla chuckled, ‘No one?’ But he allowed himself to be searched.

  They drove slowly up the winding gravel drive to the front of the villa. He spotted two more guards and smiled; the place was like a fortress.

  He was relieved of his new hat, coat and gloves as he entered the house, and then Luciano greeted him, hand outstretched in welcome. Carolla smiled, pulling Luciano to him and giving him a
  bear-hug, then kissed both his cheeks.

  Luciano indicated a chair for Carolla and offered brandy. Carolla accepted both, and eased his bulk into the big winged chair.

  ‘Welcome to my home. I wish it had been under better circumstances; I was saddened by the news of your wife’s death. It must have been very difficult for you.’ Luciano was
  outwardly calm and genial, a good host.

  He was conscious of the effort Carolla was making to ingratiate himself; he wanted something and Luciano knew it, but he remained charming, giving no hint of his private thoughts.

  ‘If there is anything I or my family can do to lessen your grief, you only have to ask. I am sure your son will be a great comfort to you.’

  Carolla’s eyes betrayed nothing as he quietly thanked Luciano and replied that everything was taken care of, his son was in good hands. ‘I will always be your friend, Roberto, but I
  ask of you a favour, one you cannot deny me. I am asking you to release me. I do not want to go against you, and I feel that, as man to man, we can come to some arrangement. My father treated you
  as his son so, as my brother, give me my freedom.’

  Luciano remained silent.

  Carolla continued, persuasively, ‘I have been offered a position with the Gambino family, and I would very much like your approval. You must understand, Roberto, that to continue as we are
  would be impossible for me.’

  Luciano hesitated, then he gave a brief nod. Carolla rose immediately, hand outstretched to thank him, but Luciano waved him back to his chair.

  ‘I know you are still trading in narcotics, in junk, and I am totally against it. At the next general meeting I will again refuse my assistance to you or any of the families involved in
  these shipments. You know my feelings and I assure you they will not change, I shall continue to fight against it. I hope you and I shall never become enemies, that we can be friends even though we
  are still opposed to each other.’

  He put out his hand and once again Carolla clasped him in the familiar bear-hug. The atmosphere lightened and Luciano smiled his approval, remarking on Carolla’s new image. Unamused,
  Carolla snapped that Luciano was not the only one who dressed with style, that he realized the importance of being, and looking, respectable. ‘You see, I have taken your advice, I owe you
  that at least.’

  As they walked to the door, Luciano asked if Carolla would care to join him and his family for supper. Carolla declined, saying that he had to catch a flight the following day to New York and
  was thus to drive to Rome that evening, but he would hate to leave Palermo without having the pleasure of meeting Roberto’s wife. Like everyone else, he had heard a lot about her and would
  like to pay her his respects.

  He was taken aback by the warmth and the relaxed atmosphere in the large dining room. Although elegant, it had a great family feel to it. He paused, caught off-guard, in the doorway.

  Graziella rose, smiling, from the table. She gave her hand to Carolla and he kissed it. Then she turned to the children; one by one, the boys rose from the table.

  Frederico gave Carolla a cheeky grin. Alfredo, a little older, shook the outstretched hand, and Constantino walked around from the other side of the table to do the same. Michael, the eldest,
  was the last to be introduced. He was already, at ten, almost as tall as Carolla. He gave a small bow and shook hands, then asked his father for permission to go shooting rabbits the following
  morning. Luciano ruffled Michael’s hair and said he would think about it, then left his arm draped casually around his son’s shoulders.

  Carolla’s belly churned at the sight of the handsome, smiling boys. Four sons, and all he had was that thing in the apartment. He backed towards the door and bumped into the frame.
  Michael rushed to assist him, holding open the doors, and the whole family then walked with him to the front door.

  The last thing Carolla saw as his car drew away was Luciano, surrounded by his four healthy sons. He slumped back against the seat, brooding, silent. His driver adjusted the mirror to see him
  staring into space, chewing his fat lip and muttering to himself.

  Luciano, who had taken everything from him, also had a family, a loving wife and a beautiful home. His farms, his groves, his factories, flashed past the window as the car gathered speed, and
  Carolla’s self-pity turned to bitter, twisted anger at the injustice. He clenched his fist. No one was going to find out about Giorgio. While he waited for the boy to die he would tell
  everyone he was perfect, that he was being brought up by relatives.

  Carolla’s sick, devious mind was working overtime. Luciano had shown his vulnerability, and when the time came for Carolla to reclaim his inheritance he would attack where it hurt most,
  through Luciano’s beloved sons.

  


  Chapter Four

  At the Villa Rivera they were celebrating. Michael, now eighteen years old, had won a coveted place at Harvard, and this was his farewell party.
  When Graziella gave the signal the lights were turned down and a cake, with eighteen candles, was borne triumphantly into the drawing room.

  Michael had surpassed all expectations of him. At nearly six feet tall, he was a charming, delightful young man, lithe and muscular with the fresh skin and vitality of an athlete. He was going
  to study law, and his godfather, Mario Domino, was the first to congratulate him, and gave him a solid gold fountain pen.

  The year was 1958. The villa was full of young people; lights had been put up on the verandah and a small band played popular songs. Michael was the life and soul of the party, excited by the
  news of his own success, and determined to go far. Graziella stood watching the youngster ‘bopping’, as they called it, to the music, and smiled up at her husband. His adoration for
  Michael was obvious; he was bursting with pride. His son, Roberto Luciano’s son, was going to be a high-powered lawyer; already he could see him in his New York offices. Given a little
  encouragement Roberto would tell you he could even see his son as president of the United States of America. Michael had always been in the limelight, not just at home but at school in Sicily, in
  Rome and even in New York, where he had studied at a military academy on Long Island. He did not stand out so much there as he did in his home town; with his blond hair and blue eyes he was taken
  for American born and bred.

  If he had any fault it was his generosity. His openness made him exceptionally well liked and a sought-after companion, and he had an eye for the girls. He teased and flirted, but he knew enough
  not to get too involved with the local girls. His sexual adventures were confined to America, where he came into contact with the free and easy students. He more than enjoyed that freedom.

  Roberto watched mother and son dancing together, their faces so alike, although Michael towered above his mother. When the dance was over, Michael cupped Graziella’s face in his hands and
  bent to kiss her lovingly on the lips.

  Graziella had tried hard not to favour Michael but, like her husband, the boy could lift her soul. She always called him her ‘angel’, though in fact he was no angel and never had
  been. He was a wild one, showing no fear of anything.

   

  The house was quiet on Michael’s last night. All the family were in their various rooms thinking about his departure the next day.

  He could not sleep. Eventually he got up and sat by the window, thinking about the one girl he wished he could have invited to his party: Sophia Visconti.

  He had first seen her in the local coffee shop while he was with a group of friends. She had been clearing the tables and stacking the dirty crockery onto a tray. She was very young, her thin
  frame too big for her cheap black dress, the cotton worn so thin that the seams could be seen, giving her body a dark outline. She wore rubber ‘flip-flops’ on her feet and her heels
  were dirty with dust. Her big hands were already showing the results of being constantly in hot water, washing dishes. Her manner was different, as if she kept herself apart; it was actually
  shyness. There was nothing really special about her, and Michael might well not have noticed her except for a minor incident.

  She was carrying the loaded tray towards the back of the café when one of a group of local boys by the jukebox stuck out his foot to trip her up. Off balance, desperately trying to save
  the tray, she had fallen sideways on to another table. The crockery smashed everywhere, and the couple seated at the table were covered in food scraps and cold coffee. The boy made a half-hearted
  attempt at an apology, saying it was an accident, but they were all sniggering.
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