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     To Nora







 








     and I remembered the days when I was innocent, and the red light of coral lit my hair, when starry-eyed and vain I would gaze into the moon and force her to tell me youre beautiful 
Sei bellissima, Loredana Bert
 		   

 		 	 Why is the mandoline no more in fashion?
Why do we never hear the strummed guitar?
Guapparia, Rodolfo Falvo
 		   

 Alegra es cosa buena.
La macarena
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 			 			18th June 199

 	 1
Its over.
Holidays. Holidays. Holidays.
For three months. An eternity.
The beach. Swimming. Bike rides with Gloria. And the little streams of warm brackish water among the reeds. Wading knee-deep, looking for minnows, tadpoles, newts and maggots.
Pietro Moroni leans his bike against the wall and looks around.
Hes twelve years old, but small for his age.
Hes thin. Suntanned. A mosquito bite on his forehead. Black hair cut short, in rough-and-ready fashion, by his mother. A snub nose and large hazel eyes. Hes wearing a white World Cup T-shirt, a pair of frayed denim shorts and translucent rubber sandals, the kind that make a black mush form between your toes.
Wheres Gloria? he wonders.
He threads his way through the crowded tables of the Bar Segafredo.
All his schoolmates are there.
All waiting, eating ice creams, trying to find a patch of shade.
Its very warm.
For the past week the wind seems to have disappeared, moved off somewhere else taking all the clouds with it and leaving behind a huge incandescent sun that boils your brain inside your skull.
Its eleven oclock in the morning and the thermometer shows thirty-seven degrees Celsius.
The cicadas chirp away obsessively on the pines behind the volleyball court. And somewhere, not far away, an animal must have died, because now and again you catch a sickly whiff of carrion.
The school gate is closed.
The results arent up yet.
A slight fear moves furtively in his belly, pushes against his diaphragm and restricts his breathing.
He goes out of the bar.
There she is!
Gloria is sitting on a low wall. On the other side of the street. He goes across. She pats him on the shoulder and asks: Are you scared?
A bit.
So am I.
Come off it, says Pietro. Youve passed. You know you have.
What are you going to do afterwards?
I dont know. How about you?
I dont know. Shall we do something together?
Okay.
They sit there in silence on the wall, and while on the one hand Pietro thinks she looks even prettier than usual in that light-blue towelling T-shirt, on the other he feels his panic growing.
If he considers the matter rationally he knows theres nothing to worry about, everything was sorted out in the end.
But his belly is not of the same opinion.
He wants to go to the bathroom.
 		   

 		 	 Theres a bustle in front of the bar.
Everyone comes to life, crosses the road and throngs around the locked gate.
Italo, the school caretaker, comes across the yard, keys in hand, shouting: Dont push! Dont shove! Youll hurt yourselves.
Come on. Gloria heads for the gate.
Pietro feels as if he has two ice cubes under his armpits. He cant move.
Meanwhile theyre all pushing to get in.
Youve failed! says a little voice.
(What?)
Youve failed!
Its true. Not a presentiment. Not a suspicion. Its true.
(Why?)
It just is.
There are some things you just know and theres no point in wondering why.
How could he have imagined hed passed?
Go and look, what are you waiting for? Go on. Move.
At last he breaks out of his paralysis and joins the crowd. His heart beats a frantic little march under his breastbone.
He uses his elbows. Let me through  I want to get through, please.
Take it easy! Are you crazy?
Keep calm, you idiot. Where do you think youre going?
He receives a couple of shoves. He tries to get through the gate, but because hes so small the bigger pupils just throw him back. He drops down on all fours and crawls between their legs, circumventing the blockage.
Calm down! Calm down! Dont push  Keep back, for Chr  Italo is standing beside the gate and when he sees Pietro the words die in his mouth.
Youve failed 
Its written in the caretakers eyes.
Pietro stares at him for a moment, then runs forward again, towards the steps.
He bounds up them three at a time and enters.
At the other end of the entrance hall, beside a bronze bust of Michelangelo, is the noticeboard with the results.
Something strange is happening.
Theres this boy, I think hes in 2A, his name is  I cant remember his name, who was going out and he saw me and stopped, as if it wasnt me standing in front of him but some kind of Martian, and now hes looking at me and nudging another guy, called Giampaolo Rana, his name I do remember, and hes saying something to him and Giampaolo has turned round too and is looking at me, but now hes looking at the noticeboards and now hes looking at me again and speaking to another boy whos looking at me and another boys looking at me and everyones looking at me and everythings gone quiet 
Everything has gone quiet.
The crowd opens out, leaving him a clear path through to the class lists. His legs take him forward, between two wings of schoolmates. He goes on till he finds himself a few inches from the noticeboard, being pushed by the kids arriving after him.
Read it.
He looks for his section.
B! Where is it? B? Section B? One B, Two B. There it is!
Its the last sheet on the right.
Abate. Altieri. Bart 
He scans the list from the top downwards.
One name is written in red.
Somebodys failed.
About halfway down. Somewhere around M, N, O, P.
Its Pierini.
Moroni.
He shuts his eyes tight and when he opens them again everything around him is blurred and wavy.
He reads the name again.
 			 					MORONI PIETRO	FAILED





 		He reads it again.
 			 					MORONI PIETRO	FAILED





Whats the matter, cant you read?
He reads it yet again.
M-O-R-O-N-I. MORONI. MORONI. Mor  M 
A voice echoes in his brain. Whats your name?
(Sorry? What did you say?)
Whats your name?
(Who? Me  ? Er  Pietro. Moroni. Moroni Pietro.) And up there it says Moroni Pietro. And right next to it, in red, in capitals, in big capital letters, failed.
So that feeling was right.
And there he was hoping it was just the usual sickening feeling he gets when hes due to have a piece of classwork returned and hes ninety-nine per cent sure hes done really badly. A feeling which always turns out to be unjustified because, as he knows, that microscopic one per cent is worth far more than all the rest.
The others! Look at the others.
 		 			
	PIERINI FEDERICO	PASSED
	BACCI ANDREA	PASSED
	RONCA STEFANO	PASSED





 		 	He looks for traces of red on any of the other sheets, but theyre all solid blue.
I cant be the only one in the whole school whos failed. Miss Palmieri told me Id pass. She said everything would be fine. She prom 
(No.)
He mustnt think about it.
He must just leave.
Why did they pass Pierini, Ronca and Bacci and not me?
Here it comes.
The lump in the throat.
A spy in his brain tells him: Pietro, old pal, youd better get out of here quick, youre going to burst into tears. And you dont want to do that in front of everyone, do you?
Pietro! Pietro! What does it say?
He turns round.
Gloria.
Have I passed?
Her face bobs up at the back of the crowd.
Pietro looks for Celani.
Blue.
Like all the others.
He tries to tell her, but cant. He has a funny taste in his mouth. Copper. Acid. He takes a deep breath and swallows.
Im going to throw up.
Well? Have I passed?
Pietro nods.
Yesss! Ive passed! Ive passed! Gloria shrieks and starts hugging the kids around her.
Why is she making such a fuss about it?
Hey, and what about you?
Answer her, go on.
He feels sick. Some hornets seem to be trying to get into his ears. His legs are limp and his cheeks are on fire.
Pietro! Whats the matter? Pietro!
Nothing. Ive only failed, thats all, he feels like answering. He leans back against the wall and slides slowly down to the floor.
Pietro, whats the matter? Arent you well? she asks him and looks at the lists.
Didnt you pa  ?
No 
What about the others?
Y 
And Pietro Moroni realises that everyone is staring at him and crowding around him, that he, sitting there in the middle, is the jester, the black sheep (red sheep) and that Gloria is on the other side too, now, with all the others, and it doesnt matter, it doesnt matter at all, that shes looking at him with those Bambi-like eyes.
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  9th December

 2
 On 9th December, at six twenty in the morning, while a storm of rain and wind lashed the countryside, a black Fiat Uno Turbo GTI (a relic of an age when, for a few lire more than the basic model, you could buy a motorised coffin that ran like a Porsche, guzzled like a Cadillac and crumpled like a can of Coca-Cola) turned off the Via Aurelia at the exit for Ischiano Scalo and went along a two-lane road that cut across the muddy fields. It passed the sports centre and the big farmers club building and entered the village.
 The short main street, Corso Italia, was covered with earth washed down by the rainwater. The poster of the Ivana Zampetti Beauty Farm had been torn off by the wind and dumped in the middle of the road.
 There wasnt a soul around, except for a mangy mutt with more breeds in its bloodline than teeth in its head, which was rooting among the rubbish spilled from an overturned bin.
 The Uno evaded the mongrel, cruised past the lowered blinds of Marconi the butchers, the tobacconists-cum-parfumerie and the bank, and entered Piazza XXV Aprile, the heart of the village.
 Waste paper, plastic bags, newspapers and rain scudded across the station square. The yellowing leaves of the old palm, in the middle of the little garden, were all folded over to one side. The door of the little station, a squat grey building, was closed, but the red sign of the Station Bar was lit up, indicating that it was already open.
  The car stopped by the war memorial and stood there with its engine running. Its exhaust pipe belched out dense black fumes. Its darkened windows made it impossible to see inside.
 Then, at last, the drivers door opened with a metallic creak.
 Out came a blast of Volare in the flamenco version by the Gipsy Kings, and closely followed by a big, burly man with long blond hair, bug-eye sunglasses and a brown leather jacket with an Apache eagle embroidered in pearls on the back.
 His name was Graziano Biglia.
 He stretched his arms, yawned, loosened up his legs, took out a packet of Camels and lit one.
 Home again.
 The Albatross and the Go-Go Girl
 To understand why Graziano Biglia decided to return on precisely 9th December, after an absence of two years, to Ischiano Scalo, the place of his birth, well have to go back a bit in time.
 Not all that far. Seven months. And well have to hop over to the other side of Italy, onto the eastern coast. The part of it known as the Romagna Riviera.
  

 The summer is just beginning.
 Its Friday evening and we are at the Carillon del Mare, a cheap little restaurant on the beach, a few kilometres from Riccione, specializing in seafood and bacterial gastroenteritis.
 The weather is very warm, but a light sea breeze makes everything more bearable.
 The restaurant is crowded. Mainly foreigners, German and Dutch couples, people from the North.
 And there stands Graziano Biglia. Leaning against the bar, drinking his third margarita.
 Pablo Gutierrez, a dark lad with a fringe and a carp tattoo on his back, enters the restaurant and comes over to him.
 Shall we start? the Spaniard asks.
 Okay. Graziano casts a knowing look at the barman, who reaches down under the bar, pulls out a guitar and hands it to him.
 This evening, for the first time in a long while, hes in the mood for playing. He feels inspired.
 Maybe its the two margaritas hes just drunk, maybe its the breeze, maybe its the intimate, friendly atmosphere in that rotunda by the sea, who knows?
 He sits down on a stool in the middle of the small dance floor, which is lit by warm red lights. He opens the leather case and draws out his guitar like a samurai unsheathing his katana.
 A Spanish guitar made by the famous Barcelona luthier Xavier Martinez specially for Graziano. He tunes it and has the impression that a magic fluid flows between him and his instrument, fusing them into a single entity, capable of producing wondrous chords. He glances at Pablo. He is standing behind two conga drums.
 A spark of mutual understanding ignites in their eyes.
 And without more ado they strike up with a piece by Paco de Lucia, then move on to Santana, a couple of John McLaughlin pieces and, to end with, the immortal Gipsy Kings.
 Grazianos hands run deftly up and down the neck of the guitar as if possessed by the spirit of the great Andrs Segovia.
 The audience love it. Applause. Cheers. Whistles of approval.
 He holds them in the palm of his hand. Especially the female department. He can hear them squealing like rabbits on heat.
 This has something to do with the magic of Spanish music and a lot to do with his looks.
 Its difficult not to fall for a guy like Graziano.
 The blond mane of shoulder-length hair. The massive chest covered by a soft brown carpet. The dark, Omar Sharif-like eyes. The jeans, faded and torn at the knees. The necklace of turquoise. The tribal tattoo on his bulging biceps. The bare feet. The whole conspires to shatter the hearts of his female listeners.
 When the set is over, after the umpteenth encore of Samba pa ti, after the umpteenth kiss blown at the sunburnt German girl, Graziano takes his leave of Pablo and heads for the toilets to empty his bladder and recharge his batteries with a nice lungful of Bolivian snow.
 He is about re-emerge when a tall brunette tanned as brown as a chocolate biscuit, a bit long in the tooth but with tits the size of balloons, enters the bathroom.
 Its the mens  Graziano says, pointing at the door.
 She stops him with one hand. Id like to give you a blow job, do you mind?
 Has anyone ever refused a blow job?
 Be my guest, says Graziano, indicating the toilet.
 But first I want to show you something, says the brunette. Look over there, in the middle of the room. You see that guy in the Hawaiian shirt? Hes my husband. Were from Milan 
 Her husband, a slightly built man with slicked-back hair, is stuffing himself with peppered mussels.
 Wave to him.
 Graziano does so. The man raises his champagne glass, then claps his hands.
 He thinks youre great. Says you play divinely. That you have the gift.
 She pushes him into the toilet. Shuts the door. Sits on the seat. Unbuttons his jeans and says: But now were going to cheat on him.
 Graziano leans back against the wall, closes his eyes.
 And time vanishes.
  

 Such was Graziano Biglias life in those days.
 Life in the fast lane, as a song title might put it. A life of encounters, pleasant surprises, positive energies and flows. A life to the tune of a merengue.
 What could be better than the bitter taste of the drug numbing your mouth and a billion molecules whirling in your brain like a wind that rages yet does no harm? Of a strange tongue caressing your pecker?
 What?
  * * *

  The brunette invites him to join them for dinner.
 Champagne. Fried calamari. Mussels.
 The husband has a pet-food factory in Cinisello Balsamo and a Ferrari Testarossa in the restaurant car park.
 I wonder if they take drugs? Graziano thinks to himself.
 If he can sell them a few grams and make a few lire, this already promising evening could become magical.
 You must have an amazing life: all sex, drugs and rocknroll, eh? asks the brunette, a lobster pincer between her teeth.
 It depresses Graziano when people say things like that.
 Why do they open their mouths and spew out words, useless words?
 Sex, drugs and rocknroll  The same old line.
 But over dinner he continues to muse on it.
 Actually, its true in a way.
 His life is sex, drugs and  no, you cant really call it rock nroll  and flamenco.
 But whats wrong with that?
 Sure, many people would hate a life like mine. Drifting. Rootless. But I like it, and I dont give a damn what anyone else thinks.
 Once a Belgian guy, sitting in meditation on a flight of steps in Benares, had told him: I feel like an albatross borne on the currents of air. On positive currents which I control with a gentle flap of my wings.
 Graziano, too, felt like an albatross.
 An albatross with one great commitment: not to harm others or himself.
 According to some people pushing drugs is harmful.
 According to Graziano it depends how you do it.
 If you do it to make ends meet and youre not trying to get rich, its okay. If you sell to friends, its okay. If you sell quality drugs and not crap, its okay.
 If he could make a living just from playing the guitar, hed give up pushing on the spot.
 According to some people taking drugs is harmful. According to Graziano it depends how you do it. If you overdo it, if you let the drugs freak you out, its not okay. He doesnt need doctors and priests to tell him that the white stuff has unpleasant side-effects. But if you only take the occasional toot, theres nothing wrong with it at all.
 And what about sex?
 Sex? Sure, I get a lot of it, but how can I help it if women like me and I like them? (Im not into men, lets get that quite clear.) It takes two to have sex. Sex is the most beautiful thing in the world if you do it in the right way, without any complications. (Graziano has never reflected much on the obviousness of this statement)
 And what else does Graziano like?
 Latino music, playing the guitar in restaurants (as long as I get paid!), sunbathing on the beach, fooling about with his friends in front of a huge orange sun as it sinks into the sea and 
  and thats about it.
 Dont believe those people who say that if you want to appreciate the good things of life you have to work your butt off. Its not true. Theyre trying to con you. Pleasure is a religion and the body is its temple.
 And Graziano had organised his life accordingly.
 He lived in a studio flat in the centre of Riccione from June to August, in September he moved to Ibiza and in November he went to Jamaica for the winter.
 At forty-four years of age, Graziano Biglia felt like a professional gipsy, a vagabond of the dharma, a migrant soul in search of its karma.
 Thats how he described himself, at least until that evening, that fateful June evening when his life intertwined with that of Erica Trettel, the go-go dancer.
  

 And here is the professional gipsy two hours after the feast at the Carillon del Mare.
 He is sitting in the gallery of the Hangover, slumped over a table, as if some thief had stolen his backbone. Eyes reduced to slits. Mouth half-open. In his hand he holds a Cuba libre which he cant drink.
 God, am I wasted, he keeps repeating.
 The mix of coke, ecstasy, wine and fried seafood has done for him.
 The pet-food manufacturer and his wife are sitting beside him.
 The discotheque is crammed fuller than a supermarket shelf.
 He has the impression that hes on a cruise ship because the discotheque keeps rolling from side to side. The place where theyre sitting is lousy, though its supposed to be the VIP area. A huge speaker, hanging above his head, is shattering his nervous system. But hed rather have his right foot amputated than get up and look for another place.
 The pet-food manufacturer keeps yelling things in his ear. Things Graziano doesnt understand.
 He looks down.
 The dance floor is swarming like an anthill.
 All thats left in his head is simple truths.
 Its a madhouse. Its Friday. And Fridays always a madhouse.
 He turns his head slowly, like a Fresian bull grazing in Swiss mountain pastures.
 And he sees her.
 Shes dancing.
 Dancing naked on a cube in the middle of the anthill.
 He knows the usual dancers of the Hangover. But hes never seen her before.
 She must be new. Wow, shes a real fox. And can she dance.
 The speakers vomit out drumnbass over a carpet of bodies and heads and arms and she is up there, as remote and unattainable as the goddess Kali.
 The strobe lights freeze her in an infinite sequence of plastic sensual poses.
 He observes her with the fixed gaze typical of substance abuse.
 Shes the sexiest woman hes ever seen.
 Imagine being her man  Having a girl like that beside you. Imagine how theyd envy you. But who is she?
  Hed like to ask someone. The barman, perhaps. But he cant get up. His legs are paralysed. Besides, he cant take his eyes off her.
 She must be something really special because normally the young heifers (thats what he calls them  ) dont interest Graziano.
 A communication problem.
 He usually hunts more seasoned game. He prefers the mature, voluptuous woman, who can appreciate a sunset or a moonlight serenade, who isnt full of hang-ups like a twenty-year-old and who can have a good fuck without burdening it with paranoia and expectations.
 But in this case every distinction, every category goes down the can.
 A girl like that would make a poof turn straight.
 Imagine screwing her.
 A faded image of making love on a white beach on a desert island goes through his mind. And as if by magic his cock begins to stiffen.
 Who is she? Who is she? Where did she come from?
 God, Buddha, Krishna, First Principle, whoever you are, youve materialised her on that cube to give me a sign of your existence.
 Shes perfect.
 Not that the other go-go girls, around the sides of the dance floor, arent perfect too. They all have firm buttocks and shapely legs, full rounded breasts and flat muscular stomachs. But none of them is like her, she has something special, something Graziano cant put into words, something animal, something hes only ever seen in the black girls of Cuba.
 This girls body doesnt react to music, it is music. The physical expression of music. Her movements are as slow and precise as those of a tai chi master. She can stand immobile on one leg, wiggling her pelvis and sinuously moving her arms. The other girls are spastics compared to her.
 Amazing.
 And the incredible thing is that no one in the disco seems to notice. Those fools keep moving around and talking when a miracle is taking place before their very eyes.
  Suddenly, as if Graziano had sent her a beam of telepathic waves, the girl stops and turns towards him. Graziano is sure she is looking at him. She stands quite still, there, on the cube, and looks straight at him, him in the midst of that mayhem, him in the midst of those milling masses, him and nobody else.
 At last he sees her face. With that short hair, those lips, those green eyes (he can even see the colour of her eyes!) and that perfect oval, shes the spitting image of an actress  an actress whose name is on the tip of Grazianos tongue 
 Whats her name? The one who starred in Ghost?
 How grateful he would be if someone could prompt him: Demi Moore.
 But Graziano is in no state to ask anyone, hes mesmerised, like a cobra before a snake charmer. He stretches out his fingers towards her and ten little orange-coloured rays are released from their tips. The rays join together and trace a wavy path like an electric flashover across the disco, above the oblivious masses, and reach her, in the middle of the dance floor, enter her navel and make her shine like a Byzantine Madonna.
 Graziano starts trembling.
 He and she are linked by an electric arc which fuses their identities, transforms them into imperfect halves of one complete being. Only together will they be happy. Like one-winged angels, from their embrace will come flight and paradise.
 Graziano is about to burst into tears.
 He is overwhelmed by a boundless love, such as he has never felt before, a love that is not vulgar lust but the purest of emotions, a love that impels a man to reproduce, to defend his woman from external dangers, to build a den to raise children in.
 He reaches out his hands seeking an ideal contact with the girl.
 The Milanese couple gaze at him in amazement.
 But Graziano cant see them.
 The discotheque is no longer there. The voices, the music, the confusion, have all been swallowed up by the mist.
 And then gradually the greyness disperses to reveal a jeans shop.
 Yes, a jeans shop.
  Not a trashy little jeans shop like the ones in Riccione, but one that resembles in every way and every detail the stores hes seen in Vermont, with neat piles of Norwegian fishermens sweaters, rows of Virginian miners boots and drawers full of socks hand-knitted by the old women of Lipari and jars of Welsh marmalade and Rapala lures and there are he and the go-go girl, now his wife, very obviously pregnant behind the counter, which is in fact not a counter but a surfboard. And this jeans shop is in Ischiano Scalo, in place of his mothers haberdashery. And everyone who passes by stops, comes in and sees his wife and envies him and buys moccasins with penny buttons and Gore-tex parkas.
 The jeans shop, whispers Graziano ecstatically, his eyes closed.
 Thats what the future holds for him!
 He has seen it.
 A jeans shop.
 That woman.
 A family.
 And no more of this footloose life, with all its trendy nonsense, no more loveless sex, no more drugs.
 Redemption.
 Now he has a mission in life: to meet that girl and take her home with him because he loves her. And she loves him.
 She loves me, sighs Graziano, and he gets up from his chair and leans over the rail with arms outstretched to reach her. Luckily the Milanese guy is there to grab him by the shirt and stop him pitching over and breaking his neck.
 Are you out of your mind? the woman asks him.
 He fancied that little tart down there in the middle. The pet-food manufacturer bursts out laughing. He wanted to kill himself for her. Can you believe it? Can you believe it?
 Graziano is on his feet. He is open-mouthed. He is speechless.
 Who are these two monsters? And how dare they? Above all, what are they laughing about? Why are they mocking a pure, fragile love that has blossomed despite all the ugliness and filth of this corrupt society?
 The husband looks as if hes going to die laughing at any moment.
  Now this son-of-a-bitch dies. Graziano grabs him by the neck of his Hawaiian shirt and the man stops laughing at once and puts on a smile with too many teeth. Im sorry, I do apologise  I really am sorry. I didnt mean 
 Graziano is about to punch him on the nose, but then thinks better of it. This is the night of redemption, there is no place for violence and Graziano Biglia is a new man.
 A man in love.
 What do you understand, you  you heartless creatures, he mutters under his breath, and staggers off towards his beloved.
  

 His love affair with Erica Trettel, the go-go dancer from the Hangover, proved to be one of the most disastrous episodes in Graziano Biglias life. Perhaps that mix of cocaine, ecstasy, seafood and Lancers that he had ingested at the Carillon del Mare was the immediate cause of the coup de foudre that short-circuited Biglias mind, but the remote causes were obstinacy and congenital blindness.
 Normally, when you wake up after a night of over-indulgence in alcohol and psychotropic substances, you have a hard time even remembering your name, and indeed Graziano had erased from his memory the successes of the Carillon, the pet-food manufacturers, and 
 No!
 Not the girl who had danced on the cube.
 He hadnt forgotten her.
 When Graziano opened his eyes next day, the image of him and her in the jeans shop had nested, octopus-like, among his neurons and, like Orion Quest inside Grandizer, continued to pilot his mind and body all summer.
 For throughout that ill-omened summer Graziano was blind and deaf, he refused to see or hear that he and Erica werent suited. He refused to understand that his fixation was irrational and would bring only pain and unhappiness.
  

 Erica Trettel was twenty-one and stunningly beautiful.
 She came from Castello Tesino, a village near Trento. She had won a beauty contest sponsored by a salami factory and run off with a member of the jury. She had worked at the Bologna Motor Show as an Opel girl. A few photographs for the catalogue of a swimming-costume manufacturer in Castellamare di Stabia. And a course in belly-dancing.
 When she danced on that cube at the Hangover she could concentrate, give of her very best, blend in with the music, for positive images kept flashing, like Christmas-tree lights, in her mind: her in the dancing troupe of Sunday Live, photographs in Novella 2000 of her coming out of a restaurant with a guy resembling Matt Weyland, and the big quiz show and TV commercials for the Moulinex stainless steel grater.
 Television!
 That was where her future lay.
 Erica Trettels desires were simple and concrete.
 And when she met Graziano Biglia, she tried to explain this to him.
 She explained that these desires did not include getting married to a superannuated rocker who was obsessed with the Gipsy Kings and who looked like Sandy Marton at the end of the ParisDakar rally, much less ruining her waistline by giving birth to screaming brats, and even less opening a jeans shop in Ischiano Scalo.
 But Graziano just would not understand and explained to her, like a teacher to an obstinate pupil, the world of television is a kind of mafia. He knew this only too well. He had played on Planet Bar a couple of times. He told her that success on TV was ephemeral.
 Erica, you must grow up, you must understand that human beings werent created in order to make a show of themselves, but to find a space where they can live in harmony with heaven and earth.
 And that space was Ischiano Scalo.
 He also had a recipe for getting Sunday Live out of her head: leaving for Jamaica. He argued that a holiday in the Caribbean would do her good  it was a place where people enjoyed themselves and chilled out, where all the stress of this crappy society counted for nothing, where friendship was all that mattered and you just lay on the beach and did fuck all.
 He would teach her everything there was to learn about life.
  

 All this garbage might have made some impression on a girl who was into Bob Marley or the liberalisation of soft drugs, but not on Erica Trettel.
 The two of them had about as much in common as a pair of ski boots and a Greek island.
 Why, then, did Erica lead him on?
  

 This snatch of a conversation between Erica Trettel and Mariapia Mancuso, another go-go girl from the Hangover, as they were getting ready in the dressing rooms, may help us to understand.
 This rumour about you going out with Graziano, is it just baloney? Mariapia asked as she tweezed out a superfluous hair that had planted itself next to the areola of her right nipple.
 Who told you that? Erica is doing some stretching in the middle of the room.
 Everybodys saying it.
 Oh  are they?
 Mariapia inspects her right eyebrow in the mirror, then attacks it with the tweezers. Is it true?
 What?
 That you and he are an item.
 Well, sort of. Lets say were seeing each other.
 How do you mean?
 Erica snorts. What a pain you are! Graziano loves me. He really does. Not like that shit Tony.
 Tony Dawson, the English deejay at the Anthrax, had had a brief fling with Erica before ditching her for the lead singer of Funeral Strike, a death-metal band from the Marche.
 And do you love him?
 Yes. He doesnt create any problems. Hes a straightforward kind of guy.
 Thats true, Mariapia agrees.
  Do you know he gave me a puppy? Its really cute. A fila brasileiro.
 Whats that?
 A special breed, very rare. They used to use them in Brazil to hunt down the slaves who escaped from the plantations. He looks after it, though  I cant be bothered. Ive called it Antoine.
 After the hairdresser?
 Thats right.
 And whats all this about you getting married and going to live in his home town and opening a clothes shop?
 Are you crazy? No, its just that the other evening we were on the beach and he starts going on about his home town, this jeans shop selling Norwegian sweaters, his mothers haberdashery shop, saying he wants to have children and marry me. I told him it was a nice idea 
 Nice?
 Hold on a minute. You know how it is when you say things just for the sake of saying something. Right then and there it seemed like a nice idea. But he cant get it out of his head. I must tell him not to go around telling everybody about it. It makes me look stupid. Im going to get really angry if he goes on.
 You tell him.
 I certainly will.
 Mariapia switched to the other eyebrow. And are you in love with him?
 Its hard to say  Like I said, hes very kind. Hes a really nice person. Ten times better than that bastard Tony. But hes too superficial. And all this talk about the jeans shop  If Im not working at Christmas he says hell take me to Jamaica. Thatd be cool, wouldnt it?
 And  do you give him any pussy?
 Erica got to her feet and stretched. What kind of a questions that? No. Not usually. But he keeps on pestering me, so every now and then, in the end  I give it to him  Whats the word?
 The word for what?
  When you give something but not all that much of it, you give it but youre a bit reluctant.
 I dont know  Gradually?
 Not gradually, stupid. Whats the word, now? Come on, help me.
 Stingily?
 No!
 Sparingly?
 Thats the word! Sparingly. I give it to him sparingly.
  

 Graziano in his courtship of Erica abased himself as never before, he cut a ridiculous figure waiting for her for hours on end in places where everyone knew she would never go, he was eternally glued to his mobile searching for her in Riccione and the surrounding area, he had the wool pulled over his eyes by Mariapia who covered for her friend when she went out with that bastard of a deejay, and he ran up huge debts to buy her a fila brasileiro pup, a superlight canoe, an American apparatus for doing passive gymnastics, a tattoo on her right buttock, an inflatable dinghy with a twenty-five horsepower outboard motor, a Bang & Olufsen stereo, heaps of designer clothes and shoes with eight-inch heels and an indefinite quantity of CDs.
 People who were fond of him told him to stop it, that it was pathetic. That that girl would wipe the floor with him.
 But Graziano wouldnt listen. He stopped screwing old slappers and playing the guitar, and stubbornly persisted, though he no longer mentioned it because it got on Ericas nerves, in believing in the jeans shop and that sooner or later hed change her, that hed uproot from her head that malignant weed that was television. It wasnt him who had decided all this, fate had decreed it, that night when it had placed Erica on a cube in the Hangover.
 And there was a time when it all seemed, as if by magic, to be coming true.
  

 In October the two of them are in Rome.
 In a rented studio flat at Rocca Verde. A tiny little place on the eighth floor of a tower block squeezed in between the eastern bypass and the orbital.
 Erica has persuaded Graziano to come with her. Without him shed feel lost in the metropolis. He must help her find work.
 There are lots of things to do: finding a good photographer for her portfolio. A smart agent with the right contacts. An elocutionist to get rid of that harsh Trento accent and a drama teacher to loosen her up a bit.
 And auditions.
 They go out early in the morning, spend the day doing the rounds of Cinecitt, casting offices and film production companies, and return home in the evening, exhausted.
  

 Sometimes, while Erica is having lessons, Graziano puts Antoine in the car and drives to Villa Borghese. He walks across the deer park to Piazza di Siena and then down towards the Pincio. He walks fast. He enjoys these rambles in the park.
 Antoine limps along behind him. With those great big paws he finds it hard to keep up. Graziano pulls him by the lead. Come on, keep moving. You lazy mutt. Hurry up! But to no avail. So he sits down on a bench and smokes a cigarette and Antoine starts chewing at his shoes.
 Graziano no longer resembles the Latin lover of the Carillon del Mare. The guy who made the German girls swoon.
 He looks ten years older. Hes pale, with bags under his eyes, black roots in his hair, a tracksuit, a bristly white beard, and he is unhappy.
 Desperately unhappy.
 Its all going wrong.
 Erica doesnt love him.
 The only reason she stays with him is that he pays for her lessons, the rent, her clothes, the photographer, everything. Because he chauffeurs her around. Because in the evenings he goes to get the fried chicken from the takeaway.
 Erica doesnt love him and she never will.
 She doesnt give a shit about him, lets be honest.
  What am I doing here? I hate this town. I hate this traffic. I hate Erica. Ive got to get out of here. Ive got to get out of here. Ive got to get out of here. Its a kind of mantra which he repeats obsessively.
 So why doesnt he do it?
 Theres nothing difficult about it, all you have to do is get on a plane. And away you go.
 If only he could.
 Theres a problem: if he stays away from Erica for half a day, he feels sick. He gets gastritis. Cant breathe. Starts burping.
 How wonderful it would be to be able to press a button and wipe his brain clean. Get those soft lips, that fine hair, those wicked, bewitching eyes out of his head. A complete brainwashing. If Erica were in his brain.
 But thats not where she is.
 She has lodged like a fragment of glass in his stomach.
 Hes in love with a spoiled child.
 Shes a bitch. And completely devoid of talent. She may be good at dancing, but shes hopeless at acting, at standing in front of a TV camera. She fluffs her lines. The words die in her mouth.
 In three months all shes been given is a couple of walk-on appearances in a TV film.
 But Graziano loves her even though shes a failure. Even though shes the worst actress in the world.
 Shit 
 And worst of all, the more of a bitch she is, the more he loves her.
 When there are no auditions to do, Erica spends the whole day in front of the TV eating frozen pizzas and Algida Viennettas. She doesnt want to do anything. Doesnt want to go out. Doesnt want to see anyone. Shes too depressed, she says, to go out.
 The house is a mess.
 The heaps of dirty clothes thrown to one side. Rubbish. Piles of plates encrusted with sauce. Antoine pissing and crapping on the carpet. Erica seems to be in her element in filth. Graziano isnt, he loses his temper, shouts that hes fed up with living this way, like a bum, that thats it, hes off to Jamaica, but instead he takes the dog for a walk in the park.
 How could anyone live with her? Shed try the patience of a Zen monk. She cries over nothing. And flies into rages. And when shes angry terrible things come out of her mouth. Projectiles that sink into Grazianos heart as if it were butter. Shes bursting with poison and as soon as she gets a chance she spits it out.
 Youre a shit. You disgust me! I dont love you, cant you get that into your head? Do you want to know why I stay with you? Out of pity. Thats why. I hate you. And do you know why I hate you? Because you hope Im going to fail.
 This is true.
 Every time an audition goes badly Graziano secretly rejoices. It is one small step towards Ischiano Scalo. But then he feels guilty.
 They dont have sex.
 He points this out to her. She opens her legs and arms and says: Help yourself. Fuck me like this, if you want. And a couple of times, in desperation, he does, and its like screwing a corpse. A warm corpse which every now and then, when theres a commercial break, picks up the remote control and changes channel.
  

 All this lasts until 8th December.
 On 8th December Antoine dies.
 Erica is in a parfumerie with Antoine. The shop assistant tells her dogs are not admitted. Erica leaves him outside, she has to buy some lipstick, shell only be a minute. But a minute is long enough for Antoine to see a German shepherd on the opposite pavement, run across the street and get knocked down by a car.
 Erica goes home in tears. She tells Graziano she didnt have the courage to go and see. The dog is still there. Graziano rushes out.
 He finds him at the side of the road. In a pool of blood. Hardly breathing. A trickle of dark blood runs out of his nostrils and mouth. He takes him to the vet, who puts him to sleep with an injection.
 Graziano returns home.
  He cant bring himself to talk. He loved that dog. He was a funny old creature. And they kept each other company.
 Erica says it wasnt her fault. She had only been a minute buying the lipstick. And the bastard driving the car hadnt braked.
 Graziano goes out again. He takes the Uno and, to calm himself down, does a complete circuit of the orbital at a hundred and eighty kilometres an hour.
 It was a mistake to come to Rome.
 A terrible mistake.
 Hes made a complete mess of things. Shes not a woman, shes a plague sent by God to destroy his life.
 In the past month theyve quarrelled almost every day.
 Graziano cant believe the things she says to him. She wounds him deeply. Sometimes attacks him so violently that he cant defend himself. Give tit for tat. Tell her she couldnt act to save her life.
 The other day, for example, she accused him of jinxing her and said that if Madonna had been saddled with a guy like him shed still be just plain Madonna Louise Veronica Ciccone. And she added that in Riccione everyone said he was a crap guitar player and that all he was good for was selling stale pills. And finally, to cap it all, she said the Gipsy Kings were a bunch of poofs.
 That does it! Im leaving her.
 He must succeed in doing it.
 It wont kill him. Hell survive. Even junkies survive without drugs. You do cold turkey, you go through hell, you think youll never make it, but in the end you do and youre clean.
 At least Antoines death has served to bring him to his senses.
 He must leave her. And the best way to do it is with a calm, detached speech, without any anger, the speech of a strong man with a broken heart. Like Robert De Niro in Love Letters when he dumps Jane Fonda.
 Yes, thats all thats needed.
 He goes home. Erica is watching Lupin III and eating a cheese sandwich.
 Do you mind turning off the TV?
 Erica does so.
  Graziano sits down, clears his throat and begins. Ive got something to say to you. I think its time you and I called it a day. You know it and I know it. Lets be honest.
 Erica looks at him.
 Graziano resumes. I give up on this relationship. I believed in it. I really did. But I cant go on. I havent got a lira left. We quarrel all day long. And Ive had all I can take of Rome. It disgusts me, it depresses me. Im like the seagulls, if I dont migrate, I die. At this poi 
 Seagulls dont migrate.
 Okay. Like the fucking swallows, does that make you any happier? I should have been in Jamaica by this time. Tomorrow Im going to Ischiano. Im going to borrow some money, then Im leaving. And well never see each other again. Im sorry things  Here the De Niro-style speech dies.
  

 Erica listens in silence.
 How is Graziano talking?
 What a strange tone there is in his voice. Usually he kicks up a row, shouts, raves. Not now, hes cold, resigned. He sounds like an American actor. Antoines death must have really upset him.
 All at once she suspects that hes not just making the usual melodramatic scene. That this time he means it.
 If he leaves, what will happen?
 Itll be a holy mess.
 Everything looks black to Erica. A future without him is something she cant even imagine. Life sucks as it is, but without Graziano it would be shit. Who will pay the rent for the flat? Wholl go and buy the chicken at the takeaway? Wholl pay the fees for the drama course?
 Besides, shes no longer so sure that shes really going to make it. All the signs seem to be that she hasnt got a chance. Since she arrived in Rome shes done dozens of auditions and never landed a decent part. Maybe Grazianos right. Shes not cut out for TV. She hasnt got what it takes.
 She feels a pressure below her throat, a prelude to tears.
  Without a lira shed be forced to return to Castello Tesino, and rather than go back to that icy cold place with those parents of hers, shed go on the street.
 She tries to swallow a mouthful of sandwich. But it remains there, in her mouth, as bitter as gall. Do you mean it?
 Yes.
 Youre leaving?
 Yes.
 What am I going to do?
 I really dont know.
 Silence.
 Have you made up your mind?
 Yes.
 Really?
 Yes.
 Erica starts crying. Very quietly. The sandwich between her teeth. The tears dissolving her make-up.
 Graziano toys with his cigarette lighter. He flicks it on and off. Im sorry. But its much better this way. At least well have pleasant mem 
 I wa  wa  want to co  come with you, Erica sobs.
 What?
 I wa  want to come with you.
 Where?
 To Ischiano.
 What the hell for? Didnt you say you loathed the idea?
 I want to meet your mother.
 You want to meet my mother? Graziano repeats, parrot-fashion.
 Yes, I want to meet Gina. But then well go to Jamaica for a holiday.
 Graziano says nothing.
 Dont you want me to come?
 No. Id rather you didnt.
 Graziano, dont leave me. Please. She grasps his hand.
 Its better this way  You know it yourself  Its no use 
 You cant leave me in Rome, Grazi.
  Graziano feels his innards melting. What does she want?
 She cant do this. Its not fair. Now she wants to go with him.
 Graziano, come here, says Erica in a sad, sad little voice.
 Graziano gets up. He sits down beside her. She kisses his hands and clings to him. She rests her face on his chest. And starts crying again.
 Graziano now feels his guts reviving. A boa constrictor has come out of hibernation. His windpipe is suddenly unblocked. He breathes in and out.
 He puts his arms round her.
 She sobs. Im sorry. Im sorry.
 Shes so small. Defenceless. Like a little girl. A little girl who needs him. The most beautiful little girl in the world. His little girl. Okay. All right. Lets get out of this damned city. I wont leave you. Dont worry. Come away with me.
 Yes, Graziano  Take me with you.
 They kiss. Saliva and tears. He wipes away her dripping mascara with his T-shirt.
 Yes, well leave tomorrow morning. But I must call my mother. So she can get the room ready.
 Erica smiles. Okay. Then her face clouds over. Yes, lets go  Oh, but wait a minute, the day after tomorrow, shit, Ive got to do something.
 Graziano is instantly suspicious. What?
 An audition.
 Erica, its the same old 
 Wait! Listen. I promised my agent Id go. He needs some of the girls on his books to go through the motions of doing an audition, the director has already decided who hes going to choose, a girl with influential backers, but its all got to seem fair and above board. The usual bullshit.
 Dont go. Tell him to get lost, the bastard.
 I must go. Ive promised. After all hes done for me.
 What has he done for you? Nothing. Hes tapped us for money. Tell him to get lost. Weve got to go.
  Erica takes both his hands. Listen, lets do this. You leave tomorrow. Ill go to the audition, lock up the flat, pack our bags and join you the next day.
 Wouldnt you like me to wait for you?
 No, you go. Rome has stressed you out. Ill come up by train. So by the time I get there youll have prepared everything. Make sure you buy lots of fish. I love fish.
 Okay. Do you like toads tail?
 I dont know. Is it good?
 Delicious. What about clams, shall I get some of those?
 Clams, Grazi. Pasta with clams. I love them. Erica gives a smile that lights up the whole flat.
 Thats one of my mothers specialities. Youll see. Well be well looked after.
 Erica leaps into his arms.
  

 That night they make love.
 And for the first time since they have been together, Erica goes down on him.
 Graziano is lying on that unmade bed strewn with sweaters, smelly T-shirts, CD sleeves and breadcrumbs and watches Erica there, between his legs, sucking his pecker.
 Why has she decided to go down on him?
 Shes always said she found it disgusting.
 What is she trying to tell him?
 Simple. That she loves you.
 Graziano is overcome by emotion and comes.
 Erica falls asleep naked in his arms. Graziano, keeping quite still so as not to wake her, holds her in his arms and cant believe that this beautiful girl is really his.
 His eyes never tire of looking at her, his hands of caressing her or his nose of smelling her.
 How often he has wondered how such a perfect creature could have been born in that godforsaken little village. Shes a miracle of nature.
 And that miracle is his. Despite their rows, despite Ericas character, despite their different outlooks on life, despite Grazianos faults. They are linked together. Linked by a bond that will never break.
 Okay, he was wrong, he was weak, indecisive, cowardly, he humoured Erica in all her whims, he let the situation deteriorate to the point where it was unbearable, but this outburst of rage of his had been providential. It had swept away the cobwebs that had been suffocating them.
 Erica felt that she was going to lose him for ever, that this time he wasnt just pretending. And she didnt allow him to leave.
 Grazianos heart is overflowing with love. He kisses her on the neck.
 Erica murmurs: Graziano, will you bring me a glass of water?
 He fetches the water. She sits up, and with eyes closed, holding the glass in both hands, drinks greedily, dribbling onto her chin.
 Erica, tell me something, do you really love me? he asks, getting back into bed.
 Yes, she replies, and snuggles up against him again.
 Really?
 Yes, really.
 And  will you marry me? he hears himself say. As if an evil spirit had put those dreadful words in his mouth. A spirit that was intent on fucking things up.
 Erica curls up more tightly, pulls the duvet further up and says: Yes.
 You will?
 For a moment Graziano is lost for words, overcome. He puts his hand over his mouth and shuts his eyes.
 What did she say? Did she say she would marry him?
 Really?
 Yes. Erica mumbles drowsily.
 When?
 When we get to Jamaica.
 Right. When we get to Jamaica. On the beach. Well get married on the cliffs of Edward Beach. Its a beautiful spot.
 That is why Graziano Biglia left Rome on 9th December at five oclock in the morning, despite the thunderstorm, bound for Ischiano Scalo.
 Bearing all his worldly belongings and some good news for his mother.
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 A traveller armed with binoculars on board a hot-air balloon would be better placed than anyone else to view the setting of our story.
 He would at once notice a long black scar that cuts across the plain. Thats the Aurelia, the state highway that comes up from Rome and continues northward to Genoa and beyond. It goes as straight as an airport runway for fifteen kilometres, then curves gradually round to the left and links up with the small town of Orbano, which overlooks the lagoon.
 The first thing your mother teaches you around here is not never accept sweets from strangers but be careful on the Aurelia. You have to look right and left at least twice before crossing, whether youre on foot or in a vehicle (and if your engine stalls half-way across, God help you). The cars streak past like arrows. And there have been all too many fatal accidents in recent years. Now theyve put up signs setting a 90 kpm speed limit, and speed cameras as well, but nobody takes a blind bit of notice.
 At the weekend when the weathers fine, and especially during the summer, tailbacks several kilometres long are liable to form on this road. Its the people from the capital travelling to and from the seaside resorts further north.
 If our traveller were now to turn his binoculars to the left hed see the beach of Castrone. The waves come rolling in from the open sea here, and in stormy weather the sand piles up on the waterline and you have to climb over dunes to reach the water. There are no bathing establishments. (Well, there is one a few kilometres further south, but the locals never go there, because its full of flash Romans eating linguine in lobster sauce and drinking Falanghina.) No beach umbrellas. No deck-chairs. No pedalos. Not even in August.
 Strange, eh?
 The reason for this is that the area is a reserve for the reintroduction of migratory avifauna. A bird sanctuary, to you and me.
 In twenty kilometres of shoreline there are only three points of access to the sea. Around them in summer there are the usual swarms of bathers, but you only have to walk three hundred metres and as if by magic theres no one in sight.
 Just behind the beach theres a long green strip. Its a tangle of brambles, thorns, flowers, prickles, and hardy weeds rooted in the sand. Going through it is impossible unless you want to end up like St Sebastian. Immediately behind it the cultivated fields begin (wheat, maize, sunflowers, in rotation according to the year).
 If our traveller were now to turn his binoculars to the right, he would see a long, bean-shaped saltwater lake separated from the sea by a narrow strip of land. That is Torcelli lagoon. Its fenced off, and hunting is banned. In spring the exhausted birds arrive here from Africa. Its a swamp, full of vicious mosquitoes, sandflies, watersnakes, fish, herons, coots, rodents, newts, frogs, toads and thousands of other little creatures that have adapted to living among reeds, aquatic plants and seaweed. The railway passes close by, it runs parallel to the Aurelia and links Genoa with Rome. In the daytime, about once an hour, the Eurostar comes hurtling through.
 And there, finally, beside the lagoon, is Ischiano Scalo.
 Yes, its small, I know.
 It has grown up over the last thirty years around that little station where a train stops twice a day.
 A church. A piazza. A main street. A chemists (always closed). A grocers. A bank (complete with cashpoint). A butchers. A haber dashers. A newsagents. The farmers club. A bar. A school. A sports centre. And about fifty little stone-roofed two-storey blocks of flats, inhabited by a thousand or so people.
 Until not so long ago there was nothing here but marshes and malaria, then the Duce reclaimed the land.
 If our intrepid traveller should now let the wind carry him across to the other side of the Aurelia, he would see more cultivated fields, olive groves and meadows, and a tiny hamlet of four or five houses called Serra. From here begins a white road which leads towards the hills and the woods of Acquasparta, famed for their wild boars, long-horned cattle and, in good years, porcini.
 So that is Ischiano Scalo.
 Its a strange place, the sea is so close but seems miles away. Thats because the fields repel it beyond that barrier of thorns. Now and then its smell and sand waft over on the wind.
 This is probably why the tourist industry has always steered clear of Ischiano Scalo.
 Theres nothing to do here  no houses to rent, no air-conditioned hotels, no esplanade to walk along, no cafs to sit in drinking of an evening. In the summer the plain gets as hot as a gridiron and in winter an icy wind stings your ears.
 And now could our traveller go down a bit lower, to get a better view of the modern building behind that industrial warehouse?
 That is the Michelangelo Buonarroti junior high school. Theres a class doing PE in the playground. Everyones playing volleyball and basketball, except for a group of girls perched on a low wall chatting and a small boy sitting alone, cross-legged on the ground in a patch of sun, reading a book.
 He is Pietro Moroni, the real protagonist of this story.
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 Pietro didnt like playing basketball or volleyball, and soccer he positively loathed.
 It wasnt that he hadnt tried playing those sports. He had tried, as hard as he could, but there seemed to be a communication problem between him and the ball. He would want the ball to do one thing but it would do the exact opposite.
 And in Pietros opinion, when you discovered that there was a communication problem between you and something, it was best to avoid it. Besides, there were other things he did like.
  Cycling, for example. He liked cycling along the woodland paths.
 And he loved animals. Not all. Just some.
 The ones other people found disgusting, he was very keen on. Snakes, frogs, salamanders, insects, that kind of creature. And if they lived in water, so much the better.
 Take the weever, for instance. True, its sting hurts like hell, it has an ugly face and lives hidden away in the sand, but the idea that its mysterious, unidentified poison could paralyse your foot appealed to him.
 Yes, if he had to choose between being a tiger or a weever, he would definitely opt for the latter.
 He also liked mosquitoes.
 They were everywhere. And they were something you couldnt just ignore.
 Thats why he had chosen them as the subject of the science project that he was doing with Gloria. Malaria and the mosquito. And that afternoon he was due to go with her to Orbano to see a doctor friend of her fathers, to interview him about malaria.
 Now he was reading a book about dinosaurs. Mosquitoes were mentioned there, too. Thanks to them, scientists would one day be able to recreate the dinosaurs. They had found some mosquito fossils, had extracted from them the blood that the mosquitoes had sucked from the dinosaurs, and so discovered the dinosaurs genetic code. In short, though he didnt understand all the details, what it boiled down to was: no mosquitoes, no Jurassic Park.
 Pietro was pleased, because that day the PE teacher hadnt made him play with the others.
 Well? Have you decided what we need to ask Colsanti?
 Pietro looked up.
 It was Gloria. She was holding a ball, and gasping for breath.
 I think so. More or less.
 Good. Because I havent got a clue. Gloria punched the ball and ran back towards the volleyball court.
 Gloria Celani was Pietros best friend. His only friend, to be honest.
  Hed tried to make friends with boys, but had never really succeeded. Hed played with Paolino Anselmi, the tobacconists son, a couple of times. Theyd gone to the big field to do cyclo-cross. But it hadnt been a success.
 Paolino insisted on racing, and Pietro didnt like racing. Theyd had a few races and Paolino had won them all. And that was the last time theyd played together.
 How could he help it? Racing was another thing he loathed.
 Because even when he was ahead as they neared the end of the course, flashing along towards victory, a victory he thoroughly deserved, having led all the way from the starting line, he couldnt help looking back and then he would see it behind him, that creature pursuing him with gritted teeth, and then his legs would give way and hed let the other boy catch up, overtake him and win.
 With Gloria you didnt have to race. You didnt have to act tough. You just felt good and that was it.
 In Pietros opinion, and in many other boys opinions too, Gloria was the prettiest girl in the school. There were a couple of others who werent bad looking, for example that girl in 3B with long black hair that reached down to her bottom, or that one in 2A, Amanda, who was going out with Flame.
 But in Pietros opinion those two werent even worthy to lick her feet, compared to Gloria they were weevers. He would never have said as much to her, but he was sure that when Gloria grew up she would appear in those fashion magazines or win Miss Italy.
 And yet she did her level best to look plainer than she was. She wore her hair short, like a boys. She went around in dirty, faded dungarees, old checked shirts and battered Adidases. She always had grazed knees and plasters covering other wounds shed got climbing trees or scrambling over walls. She wasnt scared to fight any of the boys, even that fat slob Bacci.
 Pietro had only ever seen her dressed like a girl a couple of times in his life.
 The older boys, the ones in the third year (and sometimes older ones still, the lads who hung around in front of the bar), used to play the fool with her. They tried to chat her up. They asked her out and gave her presents and offered her lifts home on their motor scooters, but she didnt want to know.
 She didnt give a shit about them.
  

 How come the fairest of them all, the much-courted Gloria, the despair of all the boys in Ischiano, she who had never sunk lower than third place in the league table of the most fuckable girls in the school carved on the door of the boys toilet, was best friends with Pietro, the born loser, the last in line, the friendless little shrimp?
 There was a reason.
 Their friendship had not originated in the classroom.
 In that school there was a system of closed castes (and I bet there was in your school too), rather like in India. The scum (Chickenshits Wankers Wimps Shitfaces Pansies Niggers and so on). The straights. And the cools.
 Straights could sink down into the mud and turn into scum, or rise up and be transformed into cools, it was up to them. But if on the first day of school someone grabbed your backpack and threw it out of the window and hid pieces of chalk in your sandwich, then there were no two ways about it, you were scum, and would remain so for the next three years (and if you didnt watch out, for the next sixty years after that as well), and could forget any idea of becoming a straight.
 That was how things worked.
  

 Pietro and Gloria had met when they were five years old.
 Pietros mother used to go to the Celanis villa three times a week to do the cleaning, and she always took her son with her. Shed give him a sheet of paper and some felt-tip pens and tell him to sit there at the kitchen table. Stay there and be good, do you hear? Let me get on with my work, and well soon be able to go back home.
 And Pietro would sit there quietly for two hours scribbling away. The cook, an old spinster from Livorno who had lived in the villa for many years, could hardly believe it. An angel from heaven, thats what you are.
 The little mite was so well brought-up, he wouldnt even accept a slice of tart unless his mother said he could.
 What a contrast to the daughter of the house. A spoiled minx who could do with a good spanking. The toys in that house had an average lifespan of two days. The little brats way of telling you she was tired of chocolate mousse was to throw it on the floor at your feet.
 When little Gloria had discovered that there was a living toy, made of flesh of blood, called Pietro, in the kitchen, she had been thrilled to bits. She had taken him by the hand and led him to her bedroom. To play with her. At first she had been a bit rough (MAMAA! MAMAA! Gloria stuck her finger in my eye!), but gradually she had learned to treat him like a human being.
 Dr Celani was so happy. Thank heaven for Pietro. Gloria has quietened down a bit. Poor little thing, what she needs is a baby brother.
 But there was one little problem: Mrs Celani no longer had a uterus, so that was that. They wouldnt hear of adoption, and anyway now they had Pietro, the angel from heaven.
 In short, the two children began to spend every day of their lives together, just like brother and sister.
 And when Mariagrazia Moroni, Pietros mother, began to be unwell, to suffer from a strange, inexplicable condition that left her feeling weak and listless (its as if  I dont know, as if my batteries were flat), from something the doctor called depression and which Mr Moroni called being bone idle and finding cleaning the villa too much like hard work, Dr Mauro Celani, the manager of the Orbano branch of the Bank of Rome and president of Chiarenzano sailing club, had stepped in and drafted a plan with his wife Ada:
   1) Poor Mariagrazia needs help. She must see a specialist immediately. Ill call Professor Candela tomorrow  What do you mean Professor who? The consultant at the Villa dei Fiori clinic in Civitavecchia, surely you remember  ? The guy with that beautiful twelve-metre yacht.
 2) Pietro couldnt stay with his mother all day. Its not good for him or for her. He must come here and spend the day with Gloria after school.
 3) Pietros father was an alcoholic, a convicted criminal, a bully who was ruining the lives of that poor woman and their adorable son. Lets hope he doesnt cause any trouble. If he does, he can forget about getting a mortgage.


 And the plan had worked to perfection.
 Poor Mariagrazia had been taken under the protective wing of Professor Candela. This luminary had prescribed a powerful cocktail of psychotropic drugs all ending in il (Anafranil, Tofranil, Nardil, etc) which had introduced her to the magical world of monoamine oxidase inhibitors. An opaque and comfortable world of pastel colours and grey expanses, of mumbled, unfinished sentences, of constantly repeating, Oh dear, I cant remember what I was going to cook for dinner.
 Pietro had been taken under the maternal wing of Mrs Celani and had continued to go to the villa every afternoon.
 Strange to relate, even Mr Moroni had been taken under a wing, the large rapacious wing of the Bank of Rome.
 Pietro and Gloria had attended the same primary school, but not in the same class. And everything had been fine. Now that they were in junior high, and in the same class, things had got more complicated.
 They belonged to different castes.
 Their friendship had adapted to the situation. It became like an underground river which flows unseen and constricted beneath the rocks, but which as soon as it finds an opening, a crack, gushes out in all its awesome power.
 In the same way, at first sight you might have thought the two of them were complete strangers, but youd have had to be blind not to notice how they were always looking for each other, always passing close to each other and how during breaktime they would sit whispering in a corner like a couple of spies, and how, strangely, when school was over Pietro would wait there at the end of the street till he saw Gloria take her bike and follow him.
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 Gina Biglia, Grazianos mother, suffered from hypertension. Her blood pressure was never below a hundred and twenty-eight and sometimes rose as high as a hundred and eighty. It only took the slightest anxiety or excitement and she would have palpitations, giddiness, cold sweats and fainting fits.
 Usually, when her son came home, Gina was so joyful that she felt ill and had to retire to bed for a couple of hours. But when, that winter, Graziano arrived from Rome, after two years without a visit or even a phone call, announcing that he had met a girl from the North and that he wanted to marry her and come back to live in Ischiano, her heart leaped in her chest like a jack-in-a-box and the poor woman, who was making fettuccine, fainted and crashed to the floor, pulling table, flour and rolling pin down with her.
 When she came round, she couldnt talk.
 She lay on the floor like a capsized tortoise among the fettuccine, making incomprehensible mumbling noises as if shed become a deaf mute or worse.
 A stroke, thought Graziano in a panic. Her heart had stopped beating for a second and shed suffered brain damage.
 He rushed into the living room to call an ambulance, but when he returned he found his mother as right as rain. She was washing the kitchen floor with Cif and when she saw him she handed him a piece of paper on which she had written:
  Im not ill. I made a vow to the Madonnina of Civitavecchia that if you got married I wouldnt speak for a month. The Madonnina in her infinite mercy has answered my prayers and now I mustnt speak for a month.

 Graziano read the note and threw himself disconsolately onto a chair. But Mama, this is ridiculous. Dont you see? How are you going to work? And what am I going to do about Erica? Whats she going to think, that youre raving mad? Stop it. Please.
 Gina wrote:
  Dont worry. Ill explain to your fiance. Whens she coming?

 Tomorrow. But do stop it, now, Mama, please. We havent fixed the wedding day yet. Pack it in, please.
 Gina suddenly started rushing round the kitchen like a hysterical goblin, yelping and digging her fingers into the voluminous perm on her head. She was a small, round woman, with bright eyes and a mouth like a chickens sphincter.
 Graziano ran after her, trying to catch her. Mama! Mama! Stop, please. What the hells got into you?
 Gina sat down at the table and wrote again:
  The house is a mess. I must clean it from top to bottom. I must take the curtains to the laundry. Wax the living room floor. And then Ill have to go shopping. Go away. Let me work.

 She put on her mink coat, hoisted a bag full of curtains onto her shoulder and went out.
  

 No operating theatre in the local hospital was as clean as Ginas kitchen. Even if youd examined it with an electronic microscope you wouldnt have found a dust mite or a speck of dirt. You could eat off the floors of the Biglia household and safely drink from the toilet. Every ornament had its doily, every shape of pasta its jar, every corner of the house received a daily check and vacuuming. As a child, Graziano had been forbidden to sit on the sofas because it spoiled them: hed had to walk around in overshoes and sit on a dining chair to watch TV.
 Mrs Biglias first obsession was hygiene. Her second, religion. Her third and most serious of all, cooking.
 She would prepare industrial quantities of gourmet food. Maccheroni timbales. Three days supply of rag. Game. Aubergines alla parmigiana. Rice sarts as high as panettoni. Broccoli-cheese-and-mortadella pizzas. Artichoke and bchamel pies. Foil-baked fish. Stewed calamari. And Livornese cacciucco. Since she lived on her own (her husband had died five years earlier), all these delicacies were either stored in the freezers (there were three of them, all crammed full) or given away to her customers.
 At Christmas, Easter, the New Year and any other festival that merited a special meal, she would go berserk and shut herself up in the kitchen for thirteen hours a day, ladelling, greasing baking-tins and shelling peas. Purple in the face, with a crazed look in her eyes and a bonnet to keep the grease out of her hair, she would whistle, sing along with the radio and whisk eggs like a woman possessed. During the meal she would never sit down, but gallop back and forth like a Burmese tapir between the dining room and kitchen, sweating, panting and washing dishes, and everyone would tense up because its not pleasant to eat with a madwoman who watches every expression of your face to see if you like the lasagne, who refills your plate before youve even finished eating and who you know, in her condition, is liable to have an apoplectic fit at any moment.
 No, its not pleasant.
 And it was hard to understand why she behaved like that, what the nature of this culinary frenzy that tormented her was. The guests, by the time they got to the twelfth course, would ask one another under their breath what she was trying to do, what was her purpose. Did she want to kill them? Cook for the whole world? Feed the starving millions on risotto with cheese and grated truffles, linguine al pesto and ossobuco with pure?
 No, Mrs Biglia wasnt interested in that.
 Mrs Biglia didnt give a damn about the Third World, the children of Biafra and the parish poor. She vented all her pitiless fury on relatives, friends and acquaintances. All she wanted was for someone to say to her: Gina, dear, nobody makes Sorrento-style gnocchi like you do, even in Sorrento.
 Then she would go all shy like a little girl, stammer out her thanks, bow her head like a great conductor after a triumphant performance and take a container full of gnocchi out of the freezer, saying: Here you are, mind you dont put them straight in the water or they wont be good. Take them out at least a couple of hours beforehand.
 She would stuff you mercilessly, and if you begged her to stop shed think you were just being polite, and wouldnt take no for an answer. You would stagger out of her home, groggy, with your flies unbuttoned and feeling in need of a trip to the health spa at Chianciano for a detox.
 Every time Graziano came home he put on at least five kilos in a week. His mother would make him sauted lambs kidneys with garlic and parsley (his favourite!) and since he had a hearty appetite she would sit in ecstasy and watch him eating. She had to ask him, shed die if she didnt. Graziano, tell me the truth, how are the sauted kidneys?
 And Graziano: Delicious, Mama.
 Is there anyone who makes them better than I do?
 No, Mama, you know that. Your sauted kidneys are the best in the world.
 Deliriously happy, she would return to the kitchen and start doing the washing-up by hand because she didnt trust machines.
 You can just imagine what kind of banquet she was preparing to cook for her future daughter-in-law.
 For waif-like Erica Trettel, who weighed forty-six kilos and said she was a horrible fat lump and who when she was feeling cheerful ate cottage cheese, spelt and Energy Bars and when she was depressed devoured Algida Viennetta ice creams and takeaway chicken.
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 Graziano spent the morning feeling at peace with himself and with the world.
 He went out for a walk.
 The sky was overcast. It was cold. The rain had stopped but some big black clouds boded ill for the afternoon. Graziano didnt care. He was glad to be home at last.
 Ischiano seemed more beautiful and welcoming than ever.
 A little old-fashioned world. An unspoiled rural community.
 It was market day. The vendors had put up their stalls in the car park in front of the bank. The village women with their baskets and umbrellas were doing the shopping. Mothers were pushing prams. A van, which had pulled up in front of the newsagents, was delivering bundles of magazines. Giovanna, the tobacconist, was feeding some obese, pampered cats. A group of hunters had gathered in front of the war memorial. The hounds on the leash were shifting about excitedly. And the old men sitting at the tables outside the Station Bar were trying, like arthritic reptiles, to catch a ray of that sun which was so reluctant to come out. From the primary school came the shouts of children playing in the playground. The air was filled with the delicious smell of burned wood and of the fresh cod laid out on the fishmongers stall.
 This was the place where hed been born.
 Simple.
 Ignorant, perhaps.
 But real.
 He was proud to be part of that small God-fearing community and proud of his own humble occupation. And to think that until recently he had felt ashamed of the place, and when asked where he came from had always replied: The Maremma. Near Siena. It sounded cooler. Nobler. More sophisticated.
 What a fool I was. Ischianos a wonderful place. A guy should be happy to have been born here. And at the age of forty-four he was beginning to understand this. Maybe all that globe-trotting, all those discotheques, all those nights spent playing in clubs had helped him understand, restored his desire to be a true Ischianese. You have to go away from a place in order to find it again. Peasant blood flowed in his veins. His grandparents had slaved their lives away working that hard barren soil.
 He passed his mothers haberdashery.
 A modest little shop. Tights and knickers neatly arrayed in the window. A glass door. A sign.
 This was where his jeans shop would be.
 He could see it now.
 The pride of the village.
 He must start thinking about how to furnish it. Perhaps he would need an architect, someone from Milan or even America to help him create the best possible effect. He would spare no expense. He must discuss it with Mama. Persuade her to take out a mortgage.
 Erica would help him, too. She had very good taste.
 After these positive thoughts, he got out the Uno and drove it to the carwash. He ran it through the brushes, then vacuumed the inside, removing stubs of joints, receipts, left-over French fries and other assorted rubbish that had collected under the seats.
 He looked at himself for a moment in the rear-view mirror and realised that he hadnt obeyed the first law: Treat your body as a temple.
 Physically he was a wreck.
 The months in Rome had affected his looks. He had stopped taking care of his appearance and now resembled a caveman, with that stubbly beard and that bristly mop of hair. He really spruced himself up before Erica arrived.
 He got back into the car, drove out onto the Aurelia and after seven kilometres stopped outside the Ivana Zampetti Beauty Farm, a large concrete building by the side of the road, between a garden centre and a store that sells handmade furniture.
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 Ivana Zampetti, the owner, was a large woman, all curves and bosom, with black, Liz Taylor-like hair, a zip of a mouth, gappy incisors, a remodelled nose and greedy eyes. She went around in a white coat which allowed glimpses of firm flesh and lace, and a pair of Dr Hermann sandals. And she was constantly enveloped in a cloud of sweat and deodorant.
 Ivana had moved to Orbano from Fiano Romano in the mid-Seventies and got a job there as a manicurist in a beauty parlour. Within a year she had succeeded in marrying the old barber who owned it and had taken over the running of the place. She had turned it into a hairdressing salon, renewing the furniture, stripping off that ugly wallpaper and replacing it with mirrors and marble and adding washbasins and perming hoods. Two years later, her husband had died in the middle of Orbano high street, struck down by a heart attack. Ivana had sold the houses he had left her in San Folco and opened two more hairdressing salons in the area, one in Casale del Bra and the other in Borgo Carini. One summer in the late Eighties she had gone to visit some distant relatives who had emigrated to Orlando and there she had seen the American fitness centres. Temples of health and beauty. Superbly equipped clinics that treated the whole body, from the tip of your toes to the topmost hair of your head. Mud baths. Solar beds. Massage. Hydrotherapy. Lymphatic drainage. Peeling. Gymnastics. Stretching and weights.
 She had returned with her head full of grand ideas which she immediately put into effect. She had sold off the three hairdressing salons and bought a warehouse on the Aurelia that sold agricultural machinery and turned it into a multi-specialised centre for the care and health of the body. Now she had a staff of ten, including instructors, aestheticians and paramedics. She had become immensely rich and much sought after by local bachelors. But she said she was faithful to the memory of the old barber.
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 When Graziano entered, Ivana welcomed him joyfully, hugged him to her large perfumed bosom and told him he looked like a corpse. She would put him to rights. She drew up a programme for him. First a course of massage, bath in toning seaweed, total sunbed, hair-dying, manicure and pedicure, and, to round it all off, what she called her recreative-revitalising therapy.
 Whenever Graziano returned to Ischiano, he always liked to undergo Ivanas therapy.
 A series of massages of her own devising, which she performed only after hours and on people she deemed worthy of the privilege. Massages which tended to revitalise and reawaken very specific organs of the body and which left you feeling, for a couple of days afterwards, like Lazarus when he rose from the grave.
 On this occasion, however, Graziano declined the offer. Im sorry, Ivana, but Im about to get married. You know how it is.
 Ivana gave him a hug and wished him a happy life and lots of children.
 Three hours later, he emerged from the centre and drove to the Scottish House in Orbano to buy a few items of clothing that would make him feel more in harmony with the country life on which he was preparing to embark.
 He spent nine hundred and thirty thousand lire.
  

 And here he was at last, our hero, outside the doors of the Station Bar.
 He was ready.
 His hair, glossy, frizzy and savannah-coloured, smelled of conditioner. His shaven jaw smelled of Egoiste. His eyes were dark and bright. His skin had regained its melanine and at last had that colour, halfway between hazel and bronze, which drove the Scandinavian girls wild.
 He looked like a Devonshire gentleman fresh from a holiday in the Maldives. Green flannel shirt. Brown wide-cord trousers. Scottish short-sleeved pullover with the tartan of the Dundee clan (the shop assistant had told him that). A tweed jacket with elbow-patches. And chunky Timberland shoes.
 Graziano pushed the door open and took two slow, measured, John Wayne-type steps towards the bar.
 Barbara, the twenty-year-old bartender, nearly fainted when she saw him appear. Just like that, on an ordinary day. With no trumpets or fanfares to announce him. No heralds to warn of his impending arrival.
 Biglia!
 He was back.
 The ladykiller was back.
 The sex symbol of Ischiano was here. Here to rekindle never-extinguished erotic obsessions, to reignite jealousies, to set tongues wagging.
 After his performances in Riccione, Goa, Port France, Battipaglia and Ibiza, he was here again.
 The man who had been invited on to the Maurizio Costanzo Show to talk about his experiences as a Latin lover. The man who had won the Casanova Cup. The man who had played on Planet Bar with the Rodriguez brothers. The man who had bedded the actress Marina Delia (the page torn out of Novella 2000 with photographs of Graziano on Riccione beach massaging Marina Delias back and kissing her neck had hung beside the pinball machine for six months, and still reigned supreme in Roscios workshop among the nude-model calendars). The man who had beaten the great Peppone pulling record (three hundred scores in one summer, the papers said). He was here again.
 More flourishing and in better shape than ever.
 His contemporaries, who had become husbands and fathers, worn out by a dreary, humdrum life, resembled mangy, greying bulldogs, whereas Graziano 
 (What on earth can his secret be?)
  grew more handsome and attractive by the year. How well that hint of a pot belly suited him. And those crows feet round his eyes, those wrinkles at the sides of his mouth, that slightly receding hairline, gave him a certain je ne sais quoi 
  Graziano! When did you get b  said bartender Barbara, going as red as a pepper.
 Graziano put his finger to his lips, picked up a cup, banged it on the counter and shouted: Whats wrong with this place? Arent you going to welcome back an old villager? Barbara! Drinks all round.
 The old men playing cards, the little boys at the videogames, the hunters and the carabinieri, all turned round together.
 His friends were there too. His bosom pals. His old fellow-roisterers. Roscio, the Franceschini brothers and Ottavio Battilocchi were sitting at a table doing the football pools and reading the Corriere dello Sport, and when they saw him they jumped to their feet, hugged him, kissed him, ruffled his hair and gave him a chorus of For hes a jolly good fellow. And other more colourful and ribald songs which are best passed over in silence.
 That is how people celebrate, in those parts, the return of the prodigal son.
  

 And here he was, half an hour later, in the restaurant area of the Station Bar.
 The restaurant area was a square room at the back of the bar. With a low ceiling. A long neon light. A few tables. A window overlooking the railway track. On the walls, lithographs of old steam trains.
 He was sitting at a table with Roscio, the two Franceschini brothers and young Bruno Miele, who had come along specially. The only one missing was Battilocchi, who had had to take his daughter to the dentists in Civitavecchia.
 In front of them were five big steaming dishes of tagliatelle in hare sauce. A jug of red wine. And a plate of cold meat and olives.
 This is what I call living, boys. Youve no idea how much Ive missed this stuff, said Graziano, pointing at the pasta with his fork.
 Well, whats it to be this time? The usual lightning visit? When are you off again? asked Roscio, filling his glass.
 Since childhood, Roscio had been Grazianos best friend. Back then he had been a skinny little boy with a helmet of carrot-coloured hair, slow of tongue but quick as a ferret with his hands. His father had a junk yard on the Aurelia and sold stolen spares. Roscio lived among those mountains of metal, dismantling and reassembling engines. At thirteen he was riding round in the saddle of a Guzzi one thousand and at sixteen he was racing on the viaduct at the Pratoni. At seventeen, he had had a horrendous accident one night, his motorbike had stalled and bucked at a hundred and sixty kilometres an hour and he had been launched off the viaduct like a missile. Without a helmet. Theyd found him next day, five metres below the road, in a drainage outflow from the sewers, more dead than alive and looking like an ant thats had a dictionary dropped on it. He had been in traction for months with twenty bones either broken or dislocated and more than four hundred stitches on various parts of his anatomy. Six months in a wheelchair and six more on crutches. At twenty he walked with a pronounced limp and could no longer bend one arm properly. At twenty-one he had got a Pitigliano girl pregnant and married her. Now he had three children and after his fathers death he had taken over the business and set up a workshop as well. And probably, like his father, he did some shady deals. Graziano hadnt found him so easy to get on with since the accident. His character had changed, hed become edgy and was given to sudden fits of anger, he drank, and the word in the village was that he beat his wife.
 Who are you going with now, you old letch? Still hanging around with that foxy actress  ? Bruno Miele was talking with his mouth full. Whats her name? Marina Delia? Hasnt she just made a new film?
 Bruno Miele had grown up during Grazianos two years away and was now in the police force. Who would have thought it? A notorious tearaway like Miele settling down and becoming a guardian of the law? Life moved on in Ischiano Scalo, slowly but surely, even without Graziano.
 Miele had idolised him ever since hed learned of his affair with a famous actress.
 But that story was an embarrassment to poor Graziano. The photographs in Novella 2000 had been very useful to him, they had turned him into a local legend, but at the same time they made him feel rather guilty. In the first place, he had never actually gone out with Delia. She had been sunbathing at the Aurora bathing establishment at Riccione and when she had seen a paparazzo from Novella 2000 prowling around on the beach searching for VIPs, she had gone frantic. She had immediately whipped off her bra and started shouting. She was alone. The minor French actor she was dating at the time was confined to their hotel with a temperature of thirty-nine as a result of food poisoning. Only a fool of a young Frenchman would pick the mussels off the mooring lines of Riccione harbour and eat them raw, saying that his father was a Breton fisherman. It served him right. But now Marina was in a fix. She had to find someone to be her beau, and quickly. She had run along the seashore looking for a good-looking male to pose with. Rapidly scanning all the beefcakes, hunks and lifeguards on the beach she had finally settled on Graziano. She had asked him if he would mind rubbing cream on her breasts and kissing her when that little man over there, the one with the camera, passed in front of them.
 That was the story behind the famous photographs.
 And it would probably have ended there if Marina Delia hadnt become, after a film she had made with a Tuscan comic, one of the most popular film stars in Italy and hadnt decided never again to reveal a single speck of skin even for a million dollars. Those were the only available photographs of Delias breasts. Graziano had dined off the tale for a couple of years at least, describing how he had pleasured her fore and aft, in the lift and in the Jacuzzi, come rain, come shine. But now enough was enough. Five years had passed. And yet every time he returned to Ischiano they all started going on about Marina Delia and what a slag she was.
 What a bore!
 I read somewhere that she was going out with some jerk of a footballer, went on Miele, his head buried in the fettuccine.
 She ditched you for a Sampdoria midfielder. Sampdoria of all teams! Can you believe it? guffawed Giovanni, the elder of the two Franceschini brothers.
 She might at least have chosen a Lazio player, echoed Elio, the younger.
 The Franceschini brothers owned a bass farm in Orbano lagoon. The Franceschinis bass were instantly recognisable because they were all twenty centimetres long, weighed six hundred grams, had opaque eyes and tasted like farmed trout.
 The two of them were inseparable, they lived in a mosquito-infested farmhouse near the tanks with their wives and children and nobody could ever remember which wife and which children were whose. They made enough to live on from the bass, but they certainly cant have got rich on it since they were reduced to squabbling over the van whenever they wanted to go out for a beer in the evening.
 Graziano decided that the time had come to liquidate Delia.
 He wasnt sure how much to tell his friends about his future plans. Better not mention the jeans shop. People are always out to steal your ideas. News travels fast in a village, and some son-of-a-bitch might beat him to it. First he must get everything organised and call in the Milanese architect, only then would he be able to talk about it in public. But the other news, the best part, why shouldnt he tell them about that? Werent they his friends? Listen, boys, Ive got something to tell y 
 Lets hear it. Whore you screwing now? Are you going to tell us or do we have to read about it in the papers? Roscio interrupted him, filling his glass to the brim with that deceptively strong local wine that slipped down as easily as fizzy pop but later grabbed your head and squeezed it like a lemon.
 I bet hes been fucking Simona Raggi. Or, lets see, who else could it have been? said Franceschini junior.
 No, I reckon Andrea Mantovanis more likely. Poofs are the in thing at the moment, concluded his elder brother, waving his hand.
 And everyone roared with laughter.
 Could you all be quiet for a moment? Graziano, who was getting irritated, hammered his fork on the table. Stop talking crap. Listen to me. The time of starlets and records is over. Its all in the past.
 Raspberries. Guffaws. Nudges in ribs.
 Im forty-four now, Im not a kid any more. Okay, Ive had some good times, Ive travelled the world, Ive slept with so many women I cant even remember the faces of most of them.
 I bet you can remember their arses, though, said Miele, delighted with this brilliant witticism he had thought up.
 More raspberries. More guffaws. More nudges.
 Graziano was beginning to get really angry. You couldnt have a serious conversation with these idiots. Right. He was going to have to tell them straight out. Without beating about the bush. Boys, Im getting married.
 There was a burst of applause. Chants. Whistles. Other people came in from the bar and were instantly informed. For a quarter of an hour there was pandemonium.
 Graziano getting married? Impossible! Ridiculous!
 The news flew out of the bar and spread like a virus, and within half an hour the whole village knew that Biglia was getting hitched.
 Then, at last, after the kisses, the hugs and the toasts, things quietened down.
 There were just the five of them again and Graziano was able to resume his interrupted story. Her names Erica. Erica Trettel. No, dont worry, shes not German, she comes from near Trento. Shes a dancer. Shes coming here tomorrow, she says she doesnt like villages, but she doesnt know Ischiano Scalo. Im sure shell like it. I want her to feel at home, at her ease. So Im counting on you guys, youve got to help me 
 What do you want us to do? asked the Franceschini brothers in chorus.
 Well  For example, we could organise something special for tomorrow evening.
 Like what? asked Roscio, bewildered.
 That was one of the problems with that place, whenever you tried to do anything that was actually fun, you fell under a kind of spell, your mind went blank and your IQ dropped several degrees. The truth was that there was fuck all to do in Ischiano Scalo.
 A disturbing silence fell over the group, everyone was absorbed in his own mental vacuum.
 What could we do? Itll have to be something really good, thought Graziano, something Erica would like.
 He was about to say they could go to the usual shitty Old Wagon Pizzeria, when suddenly he had a vision, an intoxicating vision.
 It is night.
 He and Erica step out of the Uno. He in a Sandek windsurfing costume, she in a skimpy orange bikini. Both tall, both athletic, both as beautiful as Greek gods. More lissom than the lifeguards on Baywatch. They walk across the muddy piazza. Hand in hand. Its cold but they dont mind. Theres smoke in the air. A smell of sulphur. They enter the pools and immerse themselves in the warm water. They kiss. They touch. He slips off her top. She slips off his Sandek.
 Everyone is watching them. They dont care.
 Quite the opposite.
 And then they do it, in front of everyone.
 Quite shamelessly.
 That was what they must do.
 Saturnia.
 Yes.
 In the pools of sulphurous water. Erica had never been there. Shell love it, bathing by night under that boiling-hot waterfall, and remember, its good for the skin, too. And how the others will cringe with envy.
 When they see Ericas cover-girl curves, when they compare their own consorts cellulitic loins with Ericas smooth, firm buttocks, when they set their own womens flaccid breasts alongside Ericas marble boobs, when they contrast Ericas gazelle-like legs with their own drabs stumpy pins, when they see him mount that young filly, in front of them all, theyll feel like worms and understand, once and for all, why Graziano Biglia had decided to get married.
 Right?
 Boys, Ive just had a great idea. We could have dinner at the Three Roosters, that tavern near Saturnia, then go for a bathe at the falls. What do you say? he suggested enthusiastically, in the same tone in which he might have announced an all-expenses-paid holiday in the Tropics. Wouldnt it be great?
 But the response did not come up to his expectations.
 The Franceschini brothers looked dubious. Miele just uttered a sceptical Hm! and Roscio, after looking at the others, said: I dont know, it doesnt sound such a great idea to me. Its cold.
 And its raining, added Miele, peeling an apple.
 Youve turned into a bunch of fucking zombies! You eat, you sleep and you work. Is that all you do? Youre corpses. Layabouts. Dont you remember those fantastic evenings we used to have driving around the countryside getting drunk and then going to throw bombs into the artificial lake at Pitigliano and finishing up with a bathe under the waterfall 
 Wasnt it great  said Giovanni Franceschini with his eyes on the ceiling. His face had softened and his eyes were dreamy. Do you remember when Lambertelli hit his head diving into one of the pools? What a laugh. And I picked up a girl from Florence.
 That was no girl, that was a guy, his brother said. His name was Saverio.
 And do you remember when we pelted those Germans minibus with stones and then pushed it over the cliff? Miele reminisced, ecstatically.
 They all laughed, carried away by the whirlwind of happy memories of youth.
 Graziano knew that this was the moment to press home his point, not to let up. Well, why dont we do it, then? Tomorrow night well take the cars and drive to Saturnia. Well get drunk at the Three Roosters, then well all go for a bathe.
 But it costs the earth, that place, objected Miele.
 Oh, come on, am I getting married or arent I? You stingy bastards!
 All right, just this once well splash out, said the Franceschinis.
 But you must bring your wives and girlfriends, okay? We cant turn up like a bunch of poofs, Erica might get the wrong idea.
  But my wife gets sciatica  said Roscio. She might drown.
 And Giudittas just had a hernia operation, added Elio Franceschini worriedly.
 Look, just grab your women and force them to come. Who wears the trousers at home, you or them?
 It was agreed that the party would set off from the piazza at eight oclock the following evening. And no one could drop out at the last moment, for as Miele rightly observed: Only a heel backs out of a deal.
   

 Graziano set off homeward, slightly drunk and as happy as a child at Eurodisney.
 Thank God I got out of that awful city. Thank God. Rome, I hate you. You stink, he repeated out loud.
 How wonderful life was in Ischiano Scalo and what marvellous friends he had. Hed been a fool not to keep in touch with them for all those years. He felt a tide of affection rising within him. Perhaps they had aged a bit, but he would put them back on their feet. At that moment he felt ready to do anything for that village. After the jeans shop, he might open a British-style pub, and then  And then there were lots of other things to do.
 He climbed the front steps, holding on to the banister, and entered the house.
 There was a smell of onions pungent enough to make your hair stand on end.
 Christ, what a smell, Ma. What are you doing in there? He looked into the kitchen.
 Mrs Biglia, carving knife in hand, was quartering a gnu, or a donkey, since the carcass would hardly fit on the marble-topped table.
 Awaaaaaawaaaaa, moaned his mother.
 What did you say? I cant understand a word youre saying, Ma. I really cant, said Graziano, leaning against the door jamb. Then he remembered. Oh, yes. The vow. He turned round and trudged off to his room. He collapsed on his bed and before going to sleep decided that next day he would go and see Father Costanzo (I wonder if hes still around? He might be dead by now) to discuss his mothers vow. Maybe the priest could dissolve it. He mustnt let Erica see his mother in that state. Then he told himself that there was no real harm in it  his mother was a practising Catholic and hed believed in God himself when hed been a child.
 Erica would understand.
 He fell asleep.
 And he slept the sleep of the just beneath a poster of John Travolta in his Saturday Night Fever days. Feet sticking out of the little bed. Mouth wide open.
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 Go. Go. Go.
 Go, its late.
 Go, and never stop.
 And Pietro went. Down the slope. He could see nothing but darkness, but what the hell, he pedalled in the gloom, mouth open. The feeble lamp of his bike wasnt much use.
 He leaned over, put his foot on the ground and sideslipped round the bend, then straightened up and, wheels spinning free, started to pedal again. The wind whistled in his ears and made his eyes water.
 He knew the road by heart. Every bend. Every pothole. He could have ridden along it even without a lamp, with his eyes closed.
 There was a record to beat, he had set it three months earlier and never since matched it. How on earth had he done it that day? God knows.
 A rocket. Eighteen minutes twenty-eight seconds from Glorias villa to home.
 Was it because Id changed the back tyre?
 He had ridden so hard that when hed reached home hed felt sick and had vomited in the middle of the farmyard.
 This evening, however, he wasnt going so fast to beat that record or because he felt like it, but because it was ten past eight and he was very late. He hadnt shut Zagor in his pen and hadnt taken the rubbish to the bin and hadnt turned off the pump in the vegetable garden, and 
  and Papa will kill me.
 Go. Go. Go.
 And as usual, its all Glorias fault.
 She would never let him leave. You can see it looks awful like that. At least help me paint the letters  Itll only take a minute. Youre such a bore  she would say.
 And so Pietro had set about painting the letters and then making the blue frame for the photograph of the mosquito sucking blood, and hadnt noticed that meanwhile time was passing.
 Certainly the malaria poster had come out really well.
 Miss Rovi would be bound to hang it in the corridor.
  

 It had been a wonderful day, though.
 After school, Pietro had gone to Glorias for lunch.
 At the red villa on the hill.
 Pasta with courgettes and eggs. Schnitzel. And chips. Oh yes, and a cream dessert.
 He liked everything about the place: the dining room with the french windows through which you could see the well-mown lawn, and further off the fields of wheat, and the sea in the background, and the bulky furniture and that picture of the Battle of Lepanto with the burning ships. And the maid serving you dinner.
 But what he liked most of all was the laid table. Like those in a restaurant. The spotlessly white and newly washed tablecloth. The dishes. The basket full of rolls, focaccia and black bread. The carafe of sparkling water.
 All perfect.
 And it came naturally to him to eat properly, politely, with his mouth closed. No elbows on the table. No mopping up the sauce with his bread.
 At home, Pietro had to fetch the food from the fridge, or the leftover pasta from the top of the cooker.
  You take your plate and glass and sit at the kitchen table in front of the television and eat.
 And when Mimmo, his brother, was there, he couldnt even watch cartoons, because that bully took the remote control and watched those soap operas that Pietro detested.
 Eat up and shut up, Mimmo would say.
 At Glorias house everyone eats together, Pietro had told his parents once, when he was feeling more talkative than usual. Sitting at the table. Like in the TV series about the Bradford family. They wait till Glorias father comes back from work before starting. You always have to wash your hands. Everyone has their own place and Glorias mama always asks me how things are going at school and says Im too shy and gets cross with Gloria for talking so much and not letting me get a word in. Once Gloria told them how that moron Bacci stuck pieces of snot in Tregianis exercise book and her father told her off because you mustnt talk about filth at the table.
 Its all right for them, they have nothing to do all day, his father had said, as he guzzled away. Wed like to have a maid too. And remember, your mother used to do the cleaning in that house. Youre closer to the maid than to them.
 Why dont you go and live there, if you like it so much? Mimmo had added.
 And Pietro had realised that it was far better to avoid the subject of Glorias family in his own home.
  

 But today had been special because after lunch they had gone to Orbano with Glorias father.
 In the Range Rover!
 With the stereo and the lovely smell of leather seats. Gloria sang like Pavarotti, putting on a deep voice.
 Pietro sat in the back. Hands clasped together. Head against the window with the Aurelia flashing past. He looked out. The petrol pumps. The small ponds of the bass farm. The lagoon.
 He wished he could go on like that, never stopping, all the way to Genoa. Where, he had heard, there was the largest aquarium in Europe (they even had dolphins). But Mr Celani had flicked the indicator and turned off towards Orbano. In Piazza Risorgimento he had double-parked the off-roader, nonchalantly, as if he owned the whole piazza, right in front of the bank.
 Let me know if Im in anyones way, Maria, hed said to the traffic warden, and she had nodded.
 His father said Mr Celani was an absolute shit. Always so polite. Full of chit-chat. A true gentleman. Do sit down  how are you? Would you like a coffee? What a nice boy your son Pietro is. Hes become such good friends with Gloria. Sure  Sure  The bastard! Hes bled me dry with that mortgage. I wont have finished paying him even when Im dead. Those people would suck the shit out of your arse given half a chance 
 Pietro really couldnt imagine Mr Celani sucking the shit out of his fathers arse. He liked Glorias father.
 Hes kind. He gives me money to buy pizza. And hes promised to take me to Rome one day 
 Pietro and Gloria had gone to the hospital to see Dr Colasanti.
 The hospital was a three-storey redbrick building right on the lagoon. With a small garden, and two large palms flanking the entrance.
 He had been there once before, in the accident department. When Mimmo had taken a fall doing motocross behind the Marchi Spring and had started cursing and swearing in the waiting room because he had bent the fork of his bike.
 Dr Colasanti was a tall gentleman with a grey beard and thick black eyebrows.
 He was sitting at the desk in his ward. So you want to know all about the notorious Anopheles? he had said, lighting his pipe.
 He had talked for a long time and Gloria had recorded him. Pietro had learned that it wasnt mosquitoes that gave you malaria but micro-organisms that lived in their saliva, which they injected into you when they sucked your blood. Microbe-like things that got into your red corpuscles and multiplied there. It was strange to think that mosquitoes had malaria too.
 With all this information they couldnt fail to make a good impression in class.
  * * *

  Dark and cold.
 The wind swept the fields and pushed the bicycle off course and Pietro had trouble keeping it straight and, when a gap opened among the clouds, the moon cast a yellow glow over the fields which stretched far away, right down to the Aurelia. Black shadows chased one another across the silver grass.
 Pietro pedalled, breathed in and sang between his teeth: Bir-dy bir-dy do not fly away! Ta ra 
 He turned right, went down a rough track across the fields and entered Serra, a little hamlet.
 He shot through it.
 At night he didnt like that place at all. It was scary.
 Serra: six ramshackle old houses. A warehouse that was turned into a farmers club a few years ago. The farm labourers and shepherds of the area go there to pickle their livers and play briscola. Theres a shop, too, but its always empty. And a church that was built in the Seventies. A parallelepiped of reinforced concrete with slits instead of windows and a silo-like bell tower at the side. On the faade a mosaic of the risen Christ is crumbling to pieces and the steps below the door are strewn with gilded tesserae. Kids use them as ammunition for their catapults. A dim lamp in the middle of the square, another on the street and the two windows of the farmers club. Such are the illuminations of Serra.
 Lit-tle phea-sant do not fly away  Na na na 
 It was a like a ghost town in a Western.
 Those narrow lanes and the shadows of the houses looming menacingly over the road, that gate banging in the wind and a dog barking itself hoarse behind another gate.
 He cut across the square and came out onto the road again. He changed gear and pushed harder on the pedals, breathing rhythm ically in and out. The light from his lamp lit a few metres of road, and then there was only darkness and sounds: the wind in the olive trees, his own breathing and the tyres on the wet asphalt.
 Hed soon be home now.
 He should be able to get there before his father did and avoid a scolding. He only hoped he didnt meet him driving home on the tractor. When he was too drunk he would stay at the club till closing time, snoring on a plastic chair by the pinball machine, then climb onto his tractor and drive home.
 In the distance, about a hundred metres away, three dim lights were zigzagging towards him. They vanished and reappeared.
 The sound of laughter.
 Bicycles.
 Lit-tle wild 
 Who can it be, at this time of night?
 He slowed down.
  boar do not run 
 Nobody goes out cycling at this time, except 
  away 
  them.
 Goodbye record.
 No. Its not them 
 They were advancing slowly. Calmly.
 HEH HEH HEEEEEH HEH HEH HEEEEEH HEH HEH HEH
 Its them.
 That stupid laugh, as piercing as a fingernail on a blackboard and as stuttering as the bray of a donkey, odious, out of place and forced 
 Bacci 
 His breath died in his throat.
  Bacci.
 Only that idiot Bacci laughed like that. Because to laugh like that you had to be an idiot like him.
 Its them. Oh shit 
 Pierini.
 Bacci.
 Ronca.
 The last thing in the world he needed at that moment.
 Those three wanted to see him dead. And the ridiculous thing was that Pietro didnt know why.
 Why do they hate me? Ive havent done anything to them.
  If hed known what reincarnation was, he might have believed that those three boys were evil spirits punishing him for some wrong he had committed in another life. But Pietro had learned not to worry too much about why misfortune dogged him so persistently.
 After all, it makes no difference in the end. If youre going to take a beating, you take it and thats that.
 At the age of twelve Pietro had decided not to waste too much time wondering about the reason for things. It only made things worse. Wild boar dont wonder why woods burn and pheasants dont wonder why hunters shoot.
 They just run.
 Its the only thing to do. In cases like this you have to get away faster than the speed of light and if you cant, if they corner you, then you have to curl up like a hedgehog and let them vent their fury on you till it abates, like the hail when it catches you out walking in the country.
 But what do I do now?
 He rapidly considered the various possibilities.
 Hiding and letting them go by.
 Sure, he could hide in the fields and wait.
 Wouldnt it be great to be invisible. Like the woman in The Fantastic Four. They pass by and dont see you. You just stand there and they dont see you. Amazing. Or, even better, not to exist at all. Never to have been born.
 (Stop daydreaming. Think!)
 Ill hide in the field.
 No, that was a stupid idea. Theyd see him. And if they catch you hiding like a coward youre in real trouble. If you let them know youre scared, youve had it.
 Perhaps the best thing was to turn back. To flee as far as the farmers club. No. Theyd give chase. Just as he had seen their lamps, so they had seen his. And for those mental retards nothing was more entertaining than a nice nocturnal game of hunt-the-dickhead.
 It would make their day.
  What about making a dash for it?
 He knew he was fast. Faster than anyone else in the school, but whenever he tried to race he lost. And now he was exhausted anyway.
 He wouldnt be able to keep going for long. Hed slacken off and then 
 There was nothing for it but to ride on, trying to look calm, pass by, greet them and hope they left him in peace.
 Yes, thats what I must do.
 Now they were only fifty metres away. They advancing relaxedly, talking and laughing, and probably wondering who was on that approaching bike. Now he heard Pierinis deep voice, Roncas shriller tones and Baccis laugh.
 All three of them.
 In battle formation.
 Where were they heading?
 For the bar in Ischiano Scalo, definitely. Where else could they go?
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 Pietro had guessed right, that was exactly where they were going.
 What else could they do? Pinch each other to death, have a headbutting contest, play grandmothers footsteps, do their homework? The only thing to do was to go down to the bar, watch the older guys playing pool and try to filch some tokens from behind the counter so that they could get in a couple of games of Mortal Kombat.
 No doubt about it.
 All three of them were in agreement.
 The trouble was that only Federico Pierini could really do as he pleased, tell his father to piss off, not go home and stay out till late at night. Andrea Bacci and Stefano Ronca had a slighter harder time handling the parentchild relationship, but gritting their teeth and taking bawl-outs and kicks in the arse, they followed their natural leader.
 They advanced in line abreast, through the darkness, pedalling slowly, in the middle of the road.
 As calm as a pack of young hunting dogs in search of prey.
  

 The hunting dogs of the African savannah live in packs. But the young ones form separate groups, outside the family unit. When hunting they help and support each other, but they have a strict hierarchy, established by ritual fights. The leader, the biggest and boldest (alpha), and under him the subordinates. They maraud across the grasslands in search of food. They never attack the healthiest animals. Only sick, old or small ones. They surround the gnu, bewilder him with their barking, then all of them tear at him with their powerful jaws and sharp teeth till he falls down and, unlike big cats, which break the backbone first, they eat him alive.
 Federico Pierini, the alpha hunting dog, was fourteen.
 He was still in the second year of junior high school, having failed his end-of-year assessment twice.
 A group of American neurophysiologists did some research on the prison populations of the USA. They took the meanest, most violent individuals (thugs, rapists, murderers, etc) and analysed the graphs of their electroencephalograms. They didnt use an ordinary electroencephalograph (which analyses the average electrical activity of the brain), but a more sophisticated one, capable of recording the electrical activity specific to each cortical region. They covered the prisoners skulls with electrodes and then showed them a documentary on the industrial production of tennis shoes.
 The neurophysiologists noted that in most cases the activity of the frontal zone of these individuals was low, and weaker than that of normal (good) people.
 The frontal zone of the brain is used for the absorption of information from the outside world. In other words, it is the seat of the ability to concentrate  for example to sit down to watch a film and, even if its a total yawn, to follow it from beginning to end without getting distracted or fidgety or starting to disturb your neighbour, but at the very most to breathe hard with exasperation and cast the occasional glance at your watch.
 This research led them to formulate the theory that violent people have a poor capacity for concentration, and that this correlates to some extent with their bursts of aggression. It is as if violent individuals are in the grip of a restlessness that they cannot control and the bursts of aggression are a sort of safety valve.
 So if you have accidentally rammed into the back of another car and the driver steps out, jack in hand, with the intention of smashing your head open, dont try to placate him by giving him a book about comets or a season ticket to the film club, it wont be any use. In such cases it is far better, as Pietro Moroni would have put it, to scram.
 The point of the foregoing explanation is to establish two facts.
   1) Federico Pierini was the meanest boy in the whole area.
 2) Federico Pierini was a duffer at school. The teachers said he didnt concentrate, thus implicitly supporting the theories of the American neurophysiologists.


 He was tall, lean and well proportioned. He shaved his moustache and wore an earring. An aquiline nose separated two small eyes that were as black as coal and always half closed. A white quiff hung over his forehead along with his raven fringe.
 He had all the essential qualities of a pack leader.
 He was cunning.
 Bold of manner, sure of gesture, he took all the decisions but led his sidekicks to believe that they shared in them. He had no doubts about anything. All events, even the most terrible ones, seemed barely to affect him, as if he were immune to suffering.
 I dont give a shit about anyone, he used to say.
 And that was pretty well true. He didnt give a shit about his father, who he said was a pathetic failure with no balls. He didnt give a shit about his grandmother, who was a senile old bag. He didnt give a shit about school and that bunch of jerks the teachers.
  Theyd better not fuck me around, was his favourite expression.
 Stefano Ronca was small and dark, with curly hair and lips that were always moist. As lively as a flea on speed, unstable, ready to bare his throat as soon as anyone attacked him and to jump on them as soon as they turned their backs. He had the high-pitched voice of a castrated know-all, a petulant, hysterical whine that jarred the nerves, and the longest, sharpest tongue in the school.
 Andrea Bacci, known as Snack because of his partiality for takeaway pizza, had two problems:
   1) He was the son of a cop. And all cops must die, in Pierinis opinion.
 2) He was as round as a caciocavallo. His face was covered with freckles. His fair hair shaven right off. Small, gappy teeth still anchored to a gigantic silvered brace. When he talked you couldnt understand a word he said. He spat out a mixture of words and phlegm, rolled his Rs in his throat and lisped his zeds.


 The natural reaction, on seeing him so round and so white, was to take the piss out of him, but that was a bad mistake.
 Once a rash individual had tried it, drawing his attention to the fact that he was a freckle-faced ball of lard, and had found himself flat on the ground with Bacci raining punches on his face. It had taken four people to drag him off and for a quarter of an hour the fat lump had gone on spitting and shouting incomprehensible insults, kicking at the door of the toilet cubicle theyd locked him in.
 Only Pierini could get away with teasing him, because he would alternate the insult You know you eat like a sewer? with the sweeter and more accurate compliment Youre definitely the strongest boy in the school and I reckon that if you got really angry you could even beat Flame. He kept him in a state of constant insecurity and dissatisfaction. Sometimes he told him he was his best friend and then hed suddenly prefer Ronca.
 Every day, according to mood and time, the ranking order of his best friends changed. At other times he would disappear, abandoning them both, and go off with the grown-ups.
 In short, Pierini was as changeable as a November day and as elusive as a buzzard, and Ronca and Bacci competed, like rival lovers, for their leaders affections.
  

 Bacci drew closer to Pierini. What are we going to do now? What are we going to tell Miss Rovi tomorrow?
 The science teacher had assigned them a research project on ants and anthills. Theyd decided to take some pictures of the large anthills in the Acquasparta woods, but had blown the money for the film on cigarettes and a pornographic comic. Then they had gone to break open a condom machine behind the chemists in Borgo Carini.
 Theyd ripped it off the wall and laid it on the railway track. When the Intercity had passed, the machine had shot up into the air like a missile and come to earth fifty metres away.
 The upshot was that now they possessed enough condoms to screw every schoolgirl in the area three times over. But the money box still lay there, as closed and impenetrable as a Swiss bank vault.
 Theyd gone behind a tree and tried them on.
 Ronca had put his penis in the condom and started masturbating quickly, jumping about and shouting: Can I fuck the black girls with this thing on?
 The point of this remark was that Pierini claimed to have sex with the black girls on the Aurelia. He said he went to see the black whores with Riccardo (the waiter at the Old Wagon), Giacanelli and Flame. And that hed done it on a sofa at the side of the road, and the girl had cried out in African.
 And who knows, it might even be true.
 The black girls wouldnt even feel a lamp-post, theyve had it so often. Theyd die laughing if they saw that little thing, Pierini had said, peering at his penis.
 Ronca had begged Pierini on his knees to show him his.
 And Pierini had lit a cigarette, narrowed his eyes and pulled out his piece.
  Ronca and Bacci had been amazed. Now they understood why the black girls went with their leader.
 When it had been Baccis turn, hed said he wasnt too keen. Poof! Youre a poof! shouted Ronca in ecstasy. And Pierini had added: Either you show it to us or you can fuck off.
 And poor Bacci had been forced to pull it out.
 Its minuscule  Look at it  Ronca had jeered.
 Its because youre fat, Pierini had explained to him. If you lose weight, itll grow.
 Ive already started a diet, said Bacci hopefully.
 Some diet. You ate five thousand lires worth of pizza yesterday, Ronca had retorted.
 The condom game had degenerated when Ronca had pissed into one and walked round triumphantly with that yellow balloon attached to his pecker. Pierini had punctured it with his cigarette end and Ronca had wet his trousers and almost burst into tears.
 Anyway, later they had gone to look for anthills in the wood but had only got as far as catching some cockroaches as big as soap bars, soaking them in petrol and tossing them, like shot-down bombers crashing in flames, into the anthills.
 Well, theyd shown willing, at any rate.
 We could tell Miss Rovi  that we couldnt find any anthills. Or that the photos didnt come out, panted Bacci.
 Although they were pedalling slowly and it was bitterly cold, Bacci was actually sweating.
 Shell never swallow that  Ronca objected. Maybe we could copy something. Cut out the photographs from the book.
 No. We wont go to school tomorrow, declared Pierini, after taking a drag from the cigarette that hung from his lips.
 There was a moments silence.
 Ronca and Bacci were considering the idea.
 It certainly was the simplest and neatest solution.
 Except that: Nooo. I cant. My fathers coming to fetch me from school tomorrow and if he doesnt find me there  Besides, that other time, when we went down to the sea front, I got a thrashing, said Bacci timidly.
  Nor can I, added Ronca, suddenly turning serious.
 Both chickenshit, as usual  Pierini allowed a few seconds to pass so that they could assimilate this concept and then added: Anyway, you dont have to play truant. Tomorrows a holiday, nobodys going to school. Ive had an idea.
 It was an idea that had been going round and round in his head for some time, and now it was time to put it into practice. Pierini often had brilliant ideas. And they always involved smashing things up.
 Here are a few of them: on New Years Eve he had put a bomb in the local postbox, another time he had broken open the back door of the Station Bar and stolen the cigarettes and sweets. He had also punctured the tyres of Miss Palmieris car.
 What? What do you mean? Ronca didnt understand. The next day was a perfectly normal Wednesday. There was no strike. No public holiday. Nothing.
 Pierini took his time, finished the stub and threw it far away, keeping his friends on tenterhooks.
 Well, listen carefully. Were going to the school, then were going to take your chain and put it round the gate, and he pointed to the chain that hung below the saddle of Baccis bike. So tomorrow morning, nobody will be able to get in and theyll send us all home.
 Great! Brilliant! Ronca was full of admiration. How did Pierini get these brainwaves?
 See? Nobodys going 
 Well, yeah. Except that  Bacci didnt seem entirely satisfied with the idea. He was very fond of that chain. He had a Graziella, small and rickety and short of a front mudguard, when he pedalled his knees came up into his mouth, and that chain his father had given him was the only good thing about the bike. I dont want to waste it like that. Its worth a lot of money. Anyway, my bike might get stolen.
 Dont be stupid. Your bikes a fucking thief repellent. Any thief who saw it would throw up. Well, I suppose the police might steal it and use it as a test for spotting thieves. They grab someone and show him your Graziella, if he throws up it means hes a thief, Ronca jeered.
 Bacci brandished his fist. Fuck off, Ronca! Why dont you use your own chain?
 Listen, Andrea, Pierini intervened, my chain and Stefanos arent strong enough. Tomorrow morning the headmaster would call the locksmith, hed cut through it in no time and wed go into school straight away, but if he finds yours, theres no way hell cut through it. Just imagine, us lounging happily in the bar while he doesnt know what to do and the teachers cursing and swearing. Theyll have to call the fire brigade in from Orbano. And all thanks to your chain. Get it?
 And we wont have to worry about looking for fucking ants, added Ronca.
 Bacci was torn.
 Certainly, the thought that your chain was stymieing a school and the Orbano fire brigade was a pleasant one. All right. Lets use it. Who cares. Ill put the old chain on my bike again.
 Great! Lets go. Pierini was pleased.
 They had work to do.
 But Ronca started laughing and repeating: What fools! What fools you are! What idiots! It wont work 
 Whats the matter now? What the hell are you laughing about, you halfwit? Pierini said. One of these days he was going to ram Roncas teeth down his throat.
 Youve forgotten something  ha, ha, ha.
 What?
 Something very nasty. Ha, ha, ha.
 What?
 Italo. Hell see us when we put the chain on the gate  He has a perfect view of it from his house. Hell get out his shotgun and start blazing away 
 What are you laughing about? Its no fucking joke. That puts us in the shit. Dont you see, if we dont chain up the gate, were going to have to take the project in tomorrow. Only a moron like you would laugh about a thing like that. Pierini gave him a shove and Ronca nearly fell off his bike.
  Sorry  he muttered, his eyes averted.
 But Ronca was right.
 It was a problem.
 That arsehole of a caretaker could ruin the whole operation. He lived next to the gate. And ever since burglars had broken in hed been guarding the school like a Neapolitan mastiff.
 Pierinis heart sank.
 This made things dangerous, Italo might see them and tell the head, and besides he was crazy, mad as a hatter. It was rumoured that he kept a loaded shotgun by his bed.
 How can we possibly do it? Well have to drop the idea  no, were not doing that.
 They couldnt abandon such a brilliant idea just because of that old fogey. Even if they had to burrow their way underground like grubs through a dunghill, theyd put the chain on that gate.
 I cant do it, he mused. I was suspended a month ago. Ronca will have to. The problem is, hes so stupid hes bound to give himself away.
 Why oh why had he teamed up with the thickest pair of wankers in the village?
 But just at that moment a bicycle lamp appeared in the distance.
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 Calm.
 Keep calm.
 You must seem normal. Dont let them see youre scared. Or that youre in a hurry, Pietro kept repeating to himself like an Ave Maria.
 He advanced slowly.
 Although he had made up his mind not to think about it, he kept asking himself why those three picked on him.
 He was their favourite toy. The mouse that you learn to use your claws on.
 What have I done wrong?
  He never bothered them. He kept to himself. Didnt talk to anyone. Let them get on with whatever they wanted to do.
 You want to rule the roost, fine. Youre the toughest guys in the school, no problem.
 So why didnt they leave him alone?
 And Gloria, who hated them even more than he did, had told him over and over again that he must keep out of their way, that sooner or later they would 
 (beat me to a pulp)
  get him.
 Keep calm.
 They were in front of him. A few metres away.
 It was too late now to avoid them, hide, do anything.
 He slowed down. Now the dark forms behind the bicycle lamps were beginning to take shape. He moved over to the side, to let them by. His heart was beating fast, his saliva had disappeared and his tongue felt dry and swollen, like a piece of foam rubber.
 Keep calm.
 They were no longer talking. They had stopped in the middle of the road. They must have recognised him. And be getting ready.
 He advanced again.
 They were ten metres away, eight, five 
 Keep calm.
 He took a deep breath and forced himself not to lower his gaze but to look them in the eye.
 He was ready.
 If they tried to surround him, he must take them by surprise and dash through them. And if they didnt manage to grab him, theyd have to turn their bikes round, which would give him a bit of a start. It might be enough for him to reach home safe and sound.
 But instead, what happened was something incredible.
 Something surreal, more surreal than meeting a Martian riding on a cow singing O sole mio. Something Pietro would never have expected.
  And which completely threw him.
 Hi, Moroni. Is that you? Where are you off to? he heard Pierini ask.
 This was incredible for several reasons.
   1) Pierini had not called him Dickhead.
 2) Pierini was addressing him in a friendly tone. A tone which that bastards vocal cords had never been heard to produce until that evening.
 3) Bacci and Ronca were waving to him. Like two nice, polite little boys greeting their auntie.


 Pietro was speechless.
 Watch out. Its a trap.
 He sat on his bike there, like a fool, in the middle of the road. Only a few metres separated him from the three of them.
 Hi! Ronca and Bacci said in chorus.
 Hi  i he heard himself replying.
 This was possibly the first time Bacci had ever greeted him.
 Where are you off to? Pierini repeated.
  home.
 Oh. Going home, are you?
 Pietro, foot on pedal, was ready to make a break for it. If this was a trap, sooner or later theyd go for him.
 Have you done your science project?
 Yes 
 What on?
 Malaria.
 Ah. Interesting subject, malaria.
 Despite the darkness, Pietro could see Bacci and Ronca, behind Pierini, nodding. As if they had suddenly been transformed into a trio of microbiologists expert in tropical diseases.
 Did you do it with Gloria?
 Yes.
 Ah, good. Clever girl, isnt she? Pierini didnt wait for a reply and continued. Weve done a project on ants. Not nearly as interesting as malaria. Listen, do you really have to go home?
 Do I really have to go home? What sort of question is that?
 What should he say in reply?
 The truth.
 Yes.
 Oh, what a shame! We were thinking of doing something  something cool. You could come with us, after all it concerns you too. Pity, wed have enjoyed it more if youd been there.
 Yeah, wed have enjoyed it more, underlined Ronca.
 Much more, repeated Bacci.
 What a routine. Three ham actors performing a third-rate script. Pietro understood this at once. And if they were trying to arouse his curiosity, they were failing. He couldnt care less about their cool idea.
 Im sorry, but I have to go home.
 Oh, I quite understand. Its just that we cant do it on our own, we need a fourth person and we thought that you  well, might help us 
 The darkness concealed Pierinis face. Pietro could only hear his fluty voice and the wind rustling between the trees.
 Oh, come on, it wont take long 
 To do what? Pietro finally blurted out, but in such a low voice that nobody understood. He was forced to repeat: To do what? Pierini surprised him again. With one bound he dismounted his bike and grabbed his handlebars.
 Brilliant. Well done. Now youve landed yourself in the shit.
 But instead of hitting him, Pierini looked this way and that and put his arm round his neck. Something halfway between a wrestlers armlock and a brotherly hug.
 Bacci and Ronca closed in too. Before Pietro even had time to react he found himself surrounded and he realised that if they wanted to they could make mincemeat of him.
 Listen. Were going to chain up the school gate, Pierini whispered in his ear as if he were revealing the whereabouts of some hidden treasure.
 Ronca nodded his head contentedly. A brainwave, isnt it?
  Bacci showed him the chain. With this. Theyll never break it. Its mine.
 But why? asked Pietro.
 So therell be no school tomorrow, you see? The four of us will chain it up and well all go happily off home. Everyone will wonder who it was. And itll have been us. And well be heroes for a long time afterwards. Just think how furious the head and the deputy head and all the others will be.
 Just think how furious the head and the deputy head and all the others will be, parroted Ronca.
 So what do you say? Pierini asked.
 Pietro didnt know what to reply.
 He didnt like the idea at all. He wanted to go to school. He was ready for the oral presentation and he wanted to show Miss Rovi the poster.
 And imagine whatll happen if youre caught  If these guys want you to go along, there must be a catch somewhere.
 Well, will you come with us? Pierini pulled out his packet of cigarettes and offered him one.
 Pietro shook his head. I cant, Im sorry.
 Why not?
 My father  hes  expecting me. Then he plucked up courage and asked: But why do you want me to come with you?
 No special reason. Since its such a cool idea  I thought we could do it together. Itd be easier with four of us.
 It all sounded so fishy.
 Im sorry, but I have to go home. I cant, really.
 It wont take long. And think about tomorrow, think what the others will say about us.
 Really  I cant.
 Whats up? Shitting yourself, as usual? Are you scared? Have you got to run home to Papa to eat your rusks and pee in your potty? interposed Ronca with that voice as irritating as the drone of a blowfly.
 Here we go, first theyll jeer at you and then theyll beat you up. Thats how it always ends.
  Pierini glared at Ronca. Shut your mouth! Hes not scared! Its just that hes got to go home. Ive got to be home early too. And accommodatingly: Otherwise my grandmother will be furious.
 But what can he have to do at home thats so important? Ronca persisted obtusely.
 What business is that of yours? Hes gotta do what hes gotta do.
 Typical of you, Ronca, always sticking your nose into other peoples affairs, Bacci backed him up.
 Quiet. Let him decide in his own time 
 The situation was this: Pierini was offering him two possibili ties.
   1) To say no, in which case they, he would bet a million to one, would start to jostle him and then, when he fell down, kick him black and blue.
 2) To go with them to the school and see what happened. There anything might happen: they might beat him up or he might manage to get away or 


 Quite frankly, he much preferred all those ors to being beaten up on the spot.
 Pierinis affable persona was fading. Well? he asked him more harshly.
 All right, lets go. As long as were quick about it.
 Quick as a flash, the other replied.
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 Pierini was feeling pleased. Very pleased.
 Dickhead had fallen for it. He was following them.
 He swallowed it.
 He must be a complete idiot to think they really needed a jerk like him.
  It was easy. I had him eating out of my hand. Go on, come with us. Well be heroes. Heroes my arse.
 Silly little twat!
 Hed kick him all the way to the gate and force him to put the chain on. He sniggered to himself. Hey, what if Italo spotted Dickhead while he was fiddling with the gate!
 It would be worth a weeks suspension, maybe even two.
 Maybe he could let out a yell so loud the old fool would fall out of bed. Except that then the whole plan would go down the tubes.
 That pea-brain Bacci had drawn up alongside him and was coughing at him knowingly.
 Pierini glared at him to keep quiet.
 What if he refuses to go and put it on?
 He smirked.
 I only hope he does. Please God, make him refuse. Then well really have some fun.
 He moved closer to Dickhead. Itll be a piece of cake.
 And Dickhead nodded with that dick-like head of his.
 How he despised him.
 For the weedy way he bent his head.
 It gave him strange, violent urges. He wanted to hurt him, grab his little head and smash it on something sharp.
 Besides, the guy would put up with anything.
 If you told him his mother was a whore and let truck-drivers bugger her day and night, he would just nod his head. Its true. Its perfectly true. My mother peddles her arse. Nothing made any difference to him. He didnt react. He was worse than those two clowns Pierini hung around with. At least that fat slob Bacci didnt let anyone push him around and Ronca, now and then, made him laugh (and Pierini was not renowned for his sense of humour).
 It was the smug little bastards faint air of superiority that gave him itchy hands.
 Moronis the kind of guy who never talks in class, never plays with the other kids during PE, walks around with his nose in the air but is in fact a total nonentity. Youre nobody, youre trash, do you understand, pal?
  Only a prick-teaser like Gloria Celani, little miss Im-the-only-girl-whos-got-one, could have wanted that wimpish creature as her
 (boyfriend?)
 friend. Those two tried their best not to show it, but Pierini had twigged that they were lovers, or something of the sort, anyway that they spent a lot of time together and maybe were even screwing.
 The story of little miss Im-the-only-girl-whos-got-one had lodged like a thorn in his gullet.
 Sometimes he awoke in the night and couldnt get back to sleep for thinking about the little bitch. It was an obsession that was slowly driving him mad and if he really went mad he might do something hed regret.
  

 A few months ago that skuzz Caterina Marrese, from 3A, had organised a birthday party at her house one Saturday afternoon. Neither Pierini nor Bacci had been invited, let alone Ronca (or even Pietro, come to that).
 But our fine friends never let the lack of an invitation get in the way of their attending a party.
 Theyd been joined on that occasion by Flame, a sixteen-year-old airhead with the character and IQ of an inbred pitbull. A pathetic misfit who unloaded crates at the Co-op in Orbano and cackled like a lunatic when he fired his pistol at sheep or at any living organism that was unlucky enough to cross his path. One night he had entered the Moronis farm and shot the donkey in the forehead because the day before hed seen Schindlers List on TV and been much taken with the blond Nazi.
 To excuse themselves for coming to the party uninvited theyd brought along a gift.
 A dead cat. A big fat tabby theyd found squashed flat on the Aurelia.
 Pity, if it didnt smell so bad Caterina could make herself a fur coat out of it. It would suit her. Come to think of it, she can use it anyway  the smell of the cat will mingle with her smell to create a whole new stink, Rocca had remarked, examining the carcass closely.
 On entering, they had found an atmosphere that was to say the least dullsville. Dimmed lights. Chairs against the walls. Pansy music. And couples dancing and smooching.
 First Flame had changed the music and put on a cassette of Vasco Rossi. Then he had started dancing on his own in the middle of the living room, which might have been acceptable if he hadnt started whirling the cat around like a mace, hitting anyone within range.
 Not content with that, he had gone and cuffed all the boys round the head while Bacci and Ronca wolfed down crisps, mini-pizzas and soft drinks.
 Pierini sat aloof in an armchair, smoking and watching with approval the entertainment his pals were laying on.
 Congratulations, youve brought the whole gang of louts.
 Pierini had turned. Sitting on the arm of the chair was Gloria. Dressed not in her usual jeans and T-shirt but in a short red dress which suited her incredibly well.
 Cant go anywhere on your own, can you?
 Pierini had gaped like an idiot. Of course I can 
 Bollocks. She looked at him with a tarty little smirk that set his guts churning. You feel lost if you dont have your goons tagging along.
 Pierini didnt know what to say.
 Can you dance, at least?
 No. I dont like dancing, he had said, taking a can of beer out of the pocket of his leather jacket. Want some?
 Thanks, she had said.
 Pierini knew that Gloria was a tough one. She wasnt like all the other little bimbos who fled like a herd of deer as soon as he approached. She knew how to drink a beer. Looked you straight in the eye. But she was also the shittiest rich kid in the whole area. And he hated rich kids. Hed passed her the beer.
 Gloria had made a face. Ugh, its warm  and then asked him: Do you want to dance?
 That was why he liked her.
 She wasnt shy. A girl asking you to dance was unheard of in Ischiano Scalo. I told you I dont like it  Actually he wouldnt at all have minded doing a slow dance with that little girl and smooching a bit. But he hadnt been lying, he was a lousy dancer and he didnt want to look stupid.
 So it was out of the question. Period.
 Whats the matter, are you scared? she had persisted, remorselessly. Scared theyll take the piss out of you because youre dancing?
 Pierini had glanced around.
 Flame was upstairs and Bacci and Ronca were in a corner laughing amongst themselves and it was dark and that beautiful song, Clear Dawn, was playing  just right for dancing cheek to cheek.
 He had put the cigarette in his mouth, stood up and, as if it were something he had always done, slipped one hand round her waist and the other in his jeans pocket and started dancing, swaying his hips. He had held her close and smelled her sweet scent. A scent of cleanliness, of bath foam.
 Shit, did he like dancing with Gloria.
 You see you can do it? she had whispered in his ear, making the hairs on his neck bristle. He hadnt replied. His heart was thumping.
 Do you like this song?
 Yeah. He must go out with her, he had told himself. She was made for him.
 Its about a little girl whos always alone 
 I know, Pierini had mumbled and all at once she had started rubbing her nose on his neck and he had almost fainted. A painful erection had risen in his jeans and with it an irresistible desire to kiss her.
 And he would have done so if the lights hadnt come on.
 The police!
 Flame had set about Caterinas father with the dead cat, so theyd had to run for it. Hed left her there and fled, without even saying goodbye, see you, nothing.
 Afterwards, in the bar, he had fumed with rage. He could have killed that lunkhead Flame for ruining everything. He had gone home and shut himself in his room to turn the memory of that dance over and over in his mind like a precious stone.
  Next day, outside school, he had walked decisively up to Gloria and asked her: Do you want to go out with me?
 And she had first looked at him as if shed never seen him before, then burst out laughing. Are you crazy? Id rather go out with Alatri (he was the priest who taught religion). Stick to your cronies.
 He had grabbed her roughly by the arm (why did you want to dance with me then?), but she had wriggled free. Dont you dare touch me, okay?
 And Pierini had stood there, unable even to slap her face.
  

 Thats why he couldnt stand Moroni, the bosom pal of little miss Im-the-only-girl-whos-got-one.
 What the hell did a girl who was so
 so what?
  beautiful (how beautiful she was! He dreamed of her at night. He imagined taking off that little red dress, then her knickers, and at last being able to see her naked. And he would touch her all over as if she were a doll. Hed never tire of looking at her, of inspecting her all over because, he was certain, she was perfect. In every part of her body. Those small tits and those nipples that you can glimpse behind her T-shirt and her navel and those few blond hairs underneath her armpits and her long legs and her sparsely haired pussy with untidy curls as fair and soft as rabbits fur  Stop!) see in a little nerd like that?
 He couldnt stop thinking about her, and couldnt think about her without getting cramp in his stomach, without wanting to punch her in the face for the way shed treated him: like shit.
 And that little tart liked a boy who didnt say anything when you punched him, didnt complain, didnt ask for mercy and didnt cry, like all the others, but stood there motionless, and looked at you with those eyes  those poor-little-puppydog, Jesus-of-Nazareth eyes, odious eyes that reproached you.
 One of those people who believe that crap the priests put around: if anybody hits you, turn the other cheek.
 Try hitting me and Ill ram your nose back through your face.
  The blood rose to his head when he saw him sitting good as gold at his desk drawing shitty little pictures while everyone else in the class was yelling and bombarding each other with the blackboard-rubber.
 How he wished he could turn into a bloodhound so that he could pursue him across valleys, rivers and mountains and flush him out like a hare and watch him grovelling and floundering in the mud. Oh yeah, then he would kick him and break his ribs and see if he didnt ask for mercy and forgiveness and finally become like any other kid, not some kind of fucking extraterrestrial.
 Once, in the summer, little Pierini had found a large tortoise in the vegetable patch. It was eating the lettuce and carrots quite calmly, as if it were in its own home. Hed picked it up and taken it into the garage, where his fathers working table was. Hed clamped it in the vice. Hed waited patiently till the animal put out its legs and head and started waving them about and then, with the hammer, the big one that was used for breaking bricks, he had hit it right in the middle of its shell.
 Stok.
 It had been like breaking an Easter egg, but much, much harder. A long crack had opened between the plates of the carapace. And a damp reddish pulp had oozed out. But the tortoise didnt seem to have noticed, it kept wiggling its legs and head and hanging there mute between the jaws of the vice.
 Pierini had moved closer and searched for something in its eyes. But he had found nothing. Nothing. Neither pain, nor astonishment, nor hatred.
 Nothing whatsoever.
 Two stupid little black balls.
 He had struck it again and again until his arm was too sore to continue. The tortoise lay with its carapace turned into a jigsaw puzzle of bones dripping blood, but its eyes were the same. Staring. Stupid. With no secrets. He had removed it from the vice and put it on the ground, in the garage, and it had started walking off, leaving a trail of blood behind it, and he had started screaming.
 Yes, that was it, Dickhead was just like that tortoise.
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 Graziano Biglia woke up at about seven oclock in the evening, still feeling bloated after the enormous lunch. He took a couple of Alka-Seltzers and decided to spend the rest of the evening at home. Just lazing around.
 His mother brought him tea and pastries in the sitting room.
 Graziano picked up the remote control, but then told himself he could do something better, something he was going to have to start doing regularly, since country life had a lot of long pauses that had to be filled and he didnt want to become a couch potato. He could read a book.
 The library of the Biglia household did not offer a wide choice.
 The Animal Encyclopaedia. A biography of Mussolini by Mack Smith. A collection of essays by Enzo Biagi. Three cookery books. And Luciano De Crescenzos History of Greek Philosophy.
 He opted for De Crescenzo.
 He sat down on the sofa and read a couple of pages, then it occurred to him that Erica hadnt called yet.
 He consulted his watch.
 Strange.
 When hed left Rome that morning, Erica, still half asleep, had said she would call him as soon as the audition was over.
 And the audition had been at ten oclock in the morning.
 It should have finished a long time ago.
 He tried her mobile.
 The number was not available at present.
 How come? She always keeps it on.
 He tried ringing her at home, but there was no reply there either.
 Where can she have got to?
 He tried to concentrate on Greek philosophy.
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 They were fifty metres from the school.
 Their bikes dumped in a ditch, the four of them were crouching behind a laurel hedge.
 It was cold. The wind had got up and was shaking the black trees. Pietro huddled into his denim jacket and blew on his hands to warm them.
 Well, how shall we do it? Whos going to put the chain on? asked Ronca in a low voice.
 We could draw lots, suggested Bacci.
 No lots. Pierini lit a cigarette and turned to Pietro. What did we bring Dickhead for?
 Dickhead 
 Right. Its Dickhead whos got to put the chain on. A shitty, puky little Dickhead whos got no guts and has to go home to his darling mama, commented Ronca contentedly.
 There it is.
 Theres the truth.
 The reason theyd made him come.
 All that song and dance because they were too scared to chain up the gate themselves.
 In films the villains are usually exceptional people. They fight the hero, challenge him to duels and do incredible things like blowing up bridges, kidnapping the families of decent folk, robbing banks. Sylvester Stallone had never come up against villains who pussyfooted around like these three cowards.
 This made Pietro feel better.
 Hed show them. Give me the chain.
 Watch out for Italo. Hes crazy. Hell shoot you. Hell fill your bum so full of holes youll have six arseholes all spurting out squit, Ronca guffawed.
 Pietro took no notice. He pushed his way through the hedge and made for the school.
 Theyre scared of Italo. Always acting so tough and they dont even dare put a padlock on a gate. Well, Im not scared.
  He concentrated on what he had to do.
 The sombre black silhouette of the school seemed to be floating in the mist. Via Righi was deserted at night, because there were no houses there. Only a neglected public garden, with some rusty swings and a fountain full of mud and reeds, the Segafredo Bar with graffiti on its shutters and a streetlamp that crackled, making an irritating buzz. No cars passed.
 The only danger was that lunatic Italo. The cottage he lived in was right next to the gate.
 Pietro stopped, with his back against the wall. He opened the padlock. Now he only had to crawl as far as the gate, shut it and go back again. It was easy, he knew, but his heart didnt agree, he felt as if he had a steam engine inside his chest.
 A noise behind him.
 He turned. The three bastards had moved closer and were watching from behind the hedge. Ronca was waving his arms, urging him to get on with it.
 He dropped flat and crawled along on his hands and knees. He held the key between his teeth and the chain in his hand. The ground was covered with mud, rotting leaves and soggy paper. He was getting his jacket and trousers filthy.
 From that position it wasnt easy to tell whether Italo was at the window. But he noticed that no light was visible through the cracks in the blinds, not even the bluish glare of the television. He held his breath.
 There was total silence.
 He steeled himself, stood up and with an agile leap caught hold of the gate and scaled it to the top. He looked past the house, to where Italo kept his car, the 131 Mirafiori, and 
 Its not there. The 131s not there.
 Italos not there! Hes not there!
 He must be in Orbano, or more likely hed gone to the farm, which was not far from Pietros house.
 He jumped down from the gate, coolly wound the chain round the lock and closed the padlock.
 Done it!
  He sauntered back more casually and coolly than Fonzie and feeling an almost irresistible desire to whistle. But instead he pushed his way through the branches and entered the garden to look for the chickenshits.
 15
 The panda has a fairly simple diet: bamboo leaves for breakfast, bamboo leaves for lunch, bamboo leaves for dinner. But if it doesnt get those leaves its in the shit, in a month itll die of hunger. Since bamboo is hard to come by, only the richest zoos can afford to keep the great black-and-white bear among their prison populations.
 Its a classic example of a specialist species, a kind of animal that has been driven by evolution into a tiny ecological niche where its existence is precariously poised on a delicate relationship with the environment. You only have to remove one element (bamboo leaves for the panda, eucalyptus leaves for the koala, algae for the Galapagos marine iguana, and so on) and for these creatures extinction is certain.
 The panda doesnt adapt, it dies.
 Italo Miele, the father of Bruno Miele, Grazianos policeman friend, was, in a sense, a specialist species. The caretaker of the Michelangelo Buonarroti school was the classic kind of guy who, if you didnt give him a dish of bucatini with plenty of sauce and didnt let him go with prostitutes, would gutter out like a candle.
 That evening, too, he was endeavouring to satisfy his vital needs.
 He was sitting, napkin tucked into his collar, at a table in the Old Wagon and guzzling down the speciality of the house, sea-and-mountain pappardelle. A concoction of boar-gravy, peas, cream and mussels.
 As happy as a pearl in its oyster. Or rather, as a meatball in its tomato sauce.
 Miele, Italo. Weight: one hundred and twenty kilos.
 Height: one metre sixty centimetres.
  It must be said, however, in the interests of accuracy, that his fat was not flabby, it was as firm as a hard-boiled egg. He had chubby hands with short fingers. And that bald head, as large and round as a watermelon, drooped between his rounded shoulders and made him look like a monstrous Russian doll.
 He was a diabetic, but refused to accept the fact. The doctor had told him he must follow a balanced diet, but he took no notice. He was also lame. His right calf was as round and hard as a bread roll and under the skin his veins twisted, swollen, one over the other, forming a tangle of blue worms.
 There were days, and this was one of them, when the pain was so acute that his foot lost all feeling, a numbness rose up to his groin and Italos only wish was to have that damned leg amputated.
 But the Old Wagons pappardelle put him at peace with the world again.
 The Old Wagon was an enormous place, built in rustic Mexican style, fenced round with prickly pear and cattle-bones and situated on the Aurelia, a few kilometres beyond Antiano. It was also a motel, a disco, pub and sandwich bar, a billiard room, a service station, an electrical repair workshop and a supermarket. Whatever you were looking for, you would find it there, or something very like it.
 Its main clientele was truck drivers and passing travellers. That was one of the reasons why it was Italos favourite restaurant.
 No one to bother you, no one you have to say hallo to. The foods good and the prices are reasonable.
 Another reason was that it was a stones throw from the Meat Market.
 The Meat Market, as the locals called it, was a stretch of asphalted road about five hundred metres long which branched off the Aurelia and petered out in the middle of the fields. In the intentions of some megalomaniac engineer it was going to be the new sliproad for Orvieto. But for the moment it was just the Meat Market.
 Open twenty-four hours a day, three hundred and sixty-five days a year, no holidays, no rest days. The prices were moderate and fixed. Credit cards and cheques not accepted.
 The hookers, all Nigerian, waited at the roadside sitting on stools, and when it rained or the sun was too hot, they would get out their umbrellas.
 A hundred metres away, on the main road, there was also a van that made the famous Bomber sandwich, filled with char-grilled chicken, cheese, pickled aubergines and peppers.
 But Italo wasnt satisfied with the Bomber, and once a week he gave himself a treat, his evening de luxe.
 First the Meat Market, then the Old Wagon. An unbeatable combination. Once he had tried inverting the order. First the Old Wagon and then the Meat Market.
 A disaster. He had felt sick. While he was humping away the sea-and-mountain pappardelle had come up again and he had vomited all over the dashboard of his car.
 About a year ago Italo had stopped switching prostitutes and become a regular client of Alima. He would arrive at seven on the dot and she would be waiting in her usual place. Hed let her into the 131 and they would park behind a billboard nearby. The whole thing lasted about ten minutes, so by eight oclock they were already at their table.
 Alima, it must be admitted, was no Miss Africa.
 Rather plump, she had a bum the size of a mooring buoy, cellulite and two flat empty boobs. On her head she wore a stringy blond dolls wig. Italo had seen more attractive whores, but Alima was, to use his own words, a human suction-pump. When she gave head, she really applied herself. He couldnt swear to it, but he was pretty sure she enjoyed it.
 Sometimes he had screwed her, but both of them being on the large side (and there was the problem of his lame leg too), they were a tight fit inside the 131 and it became more of an ordeal than a pleasure. Besides, she charged fifty thousand for that.
 This way it was perfect.
 Thirty thousand for the blow job and thirty thousand for dinner. Two hundred and forty thousand lire a month well spent.
 Youve got to taste the high life once a week, otherwise whats the point of living?
 Italo had also made a discovery. Alima was quite a gourmet. She loved Italian cooking. And she was really good company. He found her easier to talk to than his wife, whom hed had nothing to say to for twenty years or more. So he took her to the Old Wagon, and to hell with the local gossip.
 That evening, strangely, they were sitting at a different table than usual, by the window that overlooked the Aurelia. The headlights of the cars would flash for a moment in the restaurant and disappear, swallowed up by the darkness.
 Italo had in front of him a dish piled high with pappardelle, Alima one of orecchiette with rag.
 What Id like to know is why your Allah wont let you eat pork and drink wine, but allows you to be a whore, said Italo, continuing to chew. I think its stupid, myself. I dont say you ought to stop being a whore but, since you dont exactly live a saintly life, at least you could treat yourself to a nice pork chop and a couple of sausages. Eh?
 Alima no longer even bothered to answer.
 He had asked her that question a million times. At first she had tried to explain to him that Allah understood everything and that she didnt mind doing without wine and pork, but that she couldnt not be a prostitute, because she sent the money to her children, in Africa. But Italo would just nod and the next time ask her exactly the same question again. Alima had realised that he didnt really expect a reply and that the question had a purely ritual function, like saying enjoy your meal.
 But that evening she was in for a shock.
 Hows the rag? Is it good? asked Italo contentedly. He had already practically finished a bottle of Morellino di Scansano.
 Good, good! said Alima. She had a nice broad smile, which opened over regular white teeth.
 Good, is it? You know thats not beef rag but sausage meat?
 I dont understand.
  Theres  po  pork in that. Italo talked with his mouth full, pointing to Alimas plate with his fork.
 Pork? Alima didnt understand.
 Pork. Pig. Italo grunted to make his meaning clearer.
 The penny dropped. Youve made me eat pork?
 Thats right.
 Alima stood up. Her eyes were suddenly blazing. She started shouting. You shit. All shit. I never want to see you again. Youre disgusting.
 The diners around them stopped eating and directed fish-like gazes at them.
 Keep your voice down. Everyones looking at us. Sit down. Its a joke, come on. Italo talked in a low voice, cowering low over the table.
 Alima was shaking and stammering and fighting back tears. I knew you were all shit and that you  but I thought  FUCK YOU! She spat in the plate, picked up her handbag and fur coat and waddled like an angry pachyderm towards the door.
 Italo rushed after her and grabbed her by the arm. Come on now, come back. Ill give you thirty thousand lire.
 Let me go. Shit.
 It was a joke 
 LET ME GO! Alima broke free.
 Now the whole restaurant had gone quiet.
 All right, Im sorry. Im sorry. Okay. Youre right. Ill eat the sausage. You take my pappardelle. Its got mussels and wild boa  which is not a pi 
 Fuck off. Alima went out and Italo looked round and, seeing that everyone was looking at him, tried to regain his self-possession, puffed out his chest, stretched out his hand and yelled in the direction of the door. Well you know what I say to you, then? Fuck off yourself! He turned round and went back to the table to finish his meal.
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 Here you are. Pietro held out the keys.
 The three of them were sitting on swings.
 Ive done it. Here you are. But nobody got up.
 Didnt Italo see you? asked Bacci.
 No. Hes not there. Pietro felt an intense, satisfying pleasure as he said it, like having a pee that youve been holding back for a long time.
 What a bunch of cowards you are. All that fuss and hes not even at home. Arent you great. How he would have loved to be able to say that to them.
 What do you mean hes not there? Bullshit! Pierini accused him.
 Hes not there, I swear hes not! The 131s not there. I looked  Now can I go ho  ?
 He hadnt even finished the sentence when he flew backwards and crashed violently on the ground.
 He couldnt breathe. He lay there in the mud and squirmed. The blow on his back. That was what had done it. He opened his mouth wide, eyes goggling, tried to breathe but it was useless. As if he were suddenly on Mars.
 It had happened in a flash.
 Pietro hadnt even had time to react when hed seen him there in front of him.
 Pierini had jumped off the swing and hurled his full weight against him, pushing him back like a door that had to be opened.
 Can you go where? Home? Youre going nowhere.
 Pietro was dying, or at least that was what it felt like. If he didnt start breathing again in three seconds, he would die. He made a big effort. He sucked. Sucked. Wheezing faintly. And at last he began to breathe again. Just a little. Enough to stop him dying. His chest muscles had finally decided to collaborate and he took in and threw out air. Bacci and Ronca were laughing.
 Pietro wondered if he too would one day be able to become like Pierini. Knock someone over with such malice.
  He often dreamed that he was punching the waiter of the Station Bar. But although he put all his strength and rage into it and dealt him the most violent blows in the face, he didnt even hurt him.
 Will I ever have the courage? Because it takes a lot of courage to knock someone down and punch them in the face.
 Are you sure, Dickhead? Pierini was sitting on the swing again. He seemed not even to have noticed that Pietro had been on the point of choking.
 Are you sure? repeated Pierini.
 What about?
 Are you sure the 131s not there?
 Yes. I swear its not.
 Pietro tried to get up, but Bacci jumped on him. He sat on his stomach, all sixty kilos of him.
 Hey, its really comfortable here  Bacci pretended to be in an armchair. He crossed his legs, leant back, used Pietros legs as the arms of the chair. And Ronca jumped around him happily. Fart on him! Go on, Bacci, fart on him!
 Im try-ing! Im try-ing! moaned Bacci. That fat, moonlike face went purple with the effort.
 Stink him out! Gas him!
 Pietro struggled to get free, but only succeeded in tiring himself. He couldnt move Bacci one millimetre, he could hardly breathe and the acrid smell of that barrels sweat sickened him.
 Keep calm. The more you struggle the worse it is. Keep calm.
 What kind of situation had he got himself into?
 He should have been home by now. In bed. Warm and snug. Reading the book about dinosaurs that Gloria had lent him.
 In that case, in we go. Pierini got off the swing.
 In where? asked Bacci.
 Into the school.
 How?
 Piece of cake. We climb over the gate and get in through the girls toilets, by the volleyball court. The window doesnt close properly. You only have to push it, explained Pierini.
  Its true, confirmed Ronca. Once I looked through it and saw Alberti crapping. Pooh, what a stink  Yeah, lets go in. Itll be cool.
 But what if we get caught? What if Italo comes back? I  said Bacci worriedly.
 You nothing. He wont. Stop bleating.
 And what are we going to do with Dickhead? Beat him up?
 Hes coming with us. They pulled him to his feet.
 His chest and ribs hurt and he was covered in mud.
 He didnt try to escape. It would have been useless anyway.
 Pierini had decided.
 Better to follow them and keep quiet.
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 Graziano Biglia had abandoned De Crescenzos history of philosophy and was trying to watch a video of the ItalyBrazil match from 1982. But he couldnt work up any enthusiasm, he kept wondering where Erica could have got to.
 He tried calling her for the umpteenth time.
 No luck.
 Still that odious recorded voice.
 A faint anxiety was tickling, like a goose-feather, the half-digested remains of the fettuccine in hare sauce, the triple helping of cold cuts and the crme caramel which were lying in his stomach and which, in response, had begun to churn around.
 Its a nasty thing, anxiety.
 Everyone, sooner or later, has experienced this disagreeable emotional state. Usually its only transitory and is caused by external factors, but sometimes it generates itself spontaneously, for no apparent reason. In some individuals it even becomes chronic. There are people who live with it all their lives. Some manage to work, sleep, have social relationships, with this feeling of oppression inside them. Others are overwhelmed by it, cant even get out of bed and need drugs to alleviate it.
  Anxiety depresses you, it drains and disturbs you, makes you feel as if an invisible pump were sucking out of you the air you are desperately trying to swallow. The word anxiety derives from the Latin verb angere, to squeeze, and that is exactly what it does: it squeezes your bowels and paralyses your diaphragm, its an unpleasant massage of your lower belly and is often accompanied by a sense of foreboding.
 Graziano had a tough hide, impervious to many of the common anxieties of modern life, and he had an intestine capable of digesting a stone, but now, with every passing minute, his apprehension grew and turned into panic.
 That silence seemed to him a very bad sign.
 He tried watching a Lee Marvin film. It was even worse than the soccer match.
 He rang her again. No reply.
 He must calm down. What was that fear now?
 She hasnt phoned you yet. So what? Are you afraid that 
 He banished that odious little voice.
 Ericas always got her head in the clouds. Shes a scatterbrain. Shes probably gone shopping with her mobile uncharged.
 As soon as she got home she was bound to call him.
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 You bastard, you make me sick. How dare you speak to me like that? And what a fool you made me look. Everyone staring at me like that  What are you all gawping at? Why dont you mind your own business? People are so damn nosy around here. And anyway, come on, I only played a little practical joke on her. Wheres the harm in that? Even if the priest put a bit of white nougat in my mouth instead of the Host, I wouldnt care. Shes a real cow. And shes too sensitive. Okay, okay, I was wrong. I said, I WAS WRONG. I didnt mean it. Im sorry, for Christs sake! Italo Miele was driving and talking to himself.
 That bitch had ruined his dinner. After shed gone hed lost his appetite. Hed left his second course of sea bass allacqua pazza unfinished. To make things worse, hed downed another litre of Morellino and was now thoroughly pissed. He was driving along with his nose against the windscreen and had to keep wiping away the condensation with his hand.
 Everything about him felt heavy: his head, his eyelids, his breath.
 Where can she have got to? The pigheaded bitch 
 He was looking for her, but he didnt know exactly what he wanted to tell her. On the one hand he wanted to apologise and on the other he wanted to put her in her place.
 He had gone back to the Meat Market. He had asked the other whores, but none of them had seen her.
 He turned onto the coast road, which ran along a ridge parallel to the railway line. With the darkness a cold north wind had risen. In the sky the clouds had shredded and were chasing each other with a rolling motion and the waves on the beach had white plumes of foam.
 He turned on the heater.
 Oh well, I give up. Ive done my best. Now what? Back to school, or home to the farm?
 He suddenly remembered that hed promised his wife that hed change the lock on the door but hadnt done it. He had to replace it every six months, otherwise the old bat couldnt sleep.
 Now Ill never hear the end of it. Shell go on about it all night  Tomorrow. Ill change the lock tomorrow. Im going back to school.
  

 For the past two years Ida Miele had lived in constant fear of burglars.
 One night, when Italo was at the school, a van had stopped in front of the farmhouse. Three men had emerged, smashed the kitchen window and climbed into the house. They had started collecting all the electrical appliances and furniture and putting it in the van. Ida, who slept upstairs, had been awoken by the noise.
 Who could it be?
 There was nobody at home. Her son was in Brindisi doing his military service, her daughter was at Forte dei Marmi working as a waitress. It must be Italo, he must have decided to come home for the night.
 But what on earth was he doing?
 Had he decided to rearrange the kitchen furniture at three oclock in the morning? Was he out of his mind?
 In nightdress and slippers, without her false teeth and trembling like a leaf, she had gone downstairs. Italo? Italo, is that you? What are you do  ? She had entered the kitchen and 
 All at once, a man with a balaclava on his head had popped out from behind the door like a jack-in-a-box and shouted in her ear: Wah!
 Poor Ida had collapsed with a heart attack. Italo had found her next morning still lying there, next to the door, more dead than alive and freezing cold.
 Since that night she had never entirely recovered her wits.
 The experience had aged her twenty years. She had lost her hair. She hated being alone in the house. She saw black men everywhere. And she refused to go out after sunset. But that was the least of it, the worst thing was that now she talked obsessively of ultrasonic and infrared burglar alarms, of the Beghelli Lifesaver, of telephonic devices that automatically called the carabinieri and of armoured doors (For goodness sake, why dont you go and ask Antonio Ritucci for a job, hed hire you on the spot, Italo had said to her once in exasperation. Antonio Ritucci was the burglar-alarm specialist in Orbano).
 Italo knew perfectly well who they were, those three men who had addled his wifes brain and destroyed his peace of mind.
 Them.
 The Sardinians.
 Only the Sardinians would break into your house like that, not giving a damn about whos inside, and steal everything. Not even the gipsies would have stolen a broken cooker. Yes, Id bet my daughters life it was them.
 If the people of Ischiano Scalo now lived in fear, with bars on their windows, afraid to go out at night and terrified of being kidnapped or raped, in Italo Mieles modest opinion it was all down to the Sardinians.
 They came here without permission. They got their filthy hands on our land. Their sickly sheep graze our meadows and produce that foul pecorino cheese. Heathen savages. Robbers, bandits, drug dealers. They steal. They think this is their land. And theyve filled the schools with their little brats. Theyve got to go. How often he had said this to the people in the bar!
 And those feeble old codgers who sat round the tables would agree with him, theyd let him talk and swell up like a turkey, theyd say that they ought to organise patrols and catch them but then, in the end, would do nothing. And hed seen how as he was leaving they would nudge each other and laugh.
 And hed discussed it with his son, too.
 The great policeman!
 All he did was talk, polish his pistol and stroll round the village like Christ come down from heaven. Hed never caught a single Sardinian.
 Italo didnt know who was worse: those gutless old fools, that idiot of a son of his, his wife or the Sardinians.
 He couldnt take any more of Ida.
 He hoped she would go completely off her head, so that he could bundle her into the car and take her off to the loony bin, then this whole business would be over and hed be able to start living a normal life again. He felt no remorse for his extramarital activities. That old bag was only good for sausage meat now, and he, though well over sixty and lame in one leg, had more energy in his body than many a man half his age.
  

 Italo stopped at the Ischiano Scalo level crossing.
 Oh, to find the barrier up just once in my life!
 He switched off the engine, lit a cigarette, laid his head back, closed his eyes and waited for the train.
 Damned Sardinians  How I hate you. How I hate you  God, am I drunk  he murmured, and he would have fallen asleep had the pendolino, racing towards the North, not whooshed past him. The barrier lifted. Italo switched on the ignition again and drove into the village.
 Four dark streets. Silence. Few lights in the low houses. Nobody about. The whole life of Ischiano was in the bar-cum-tobacconists and the games arcade.
 He didnt stop.
 His packet of cigarettes was still half full. And he had no wish to play tressette and talk about Persichettis hound or the next football coupon. No, he was tired and only wanted to climb into bed, with the boiler turned up to maximum, the Maurizio Costanzo Show on TV and a hot water bottle.
 Those two little rooms beside the school were a godsend.
 It was then that he saw her.
 Alima!
 She was walking southwards along the Aurelia.
 There you are. Ive found you at last.
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