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1                                          
She stared across the deserted park in the foggy autumn evening.

The place wore a ghostly look. The flowers, which once blossomed with romantic splendour, were now in their early stage of withering. She felt disconcerted as her eyes took in the panoramic emptiness of the environment; then her heartbeat increased with her rising panic. There was no sign of human presence, except hers, on this particular evening. Yet she was sure he had to be here somewhere. With unbroken concentration, like one in meditation, she stared fixedly into space and waited, expecting him to emerge from behind a cluster of the withering flowers and hug her, as he had done in the past. This expectation filled her with breathless euphoria. And in the fleeting seconds before the truth dawned, she contemplated that benign smile of his; a smile that had the power to wipe away her fears, in spite of everything.

 As she waited, the sky clouded over and a mild wind played mischievously with the chestnut coloured veil under which her neatly arranged hair seemed in momentary harmony. She twiddled her thumbs agitatedly inside the pockets of her windcheater, numbed more by the doubts that had begun to besiege her, like an army of bees, than by the cold wind. Something seemed to be happening that she couldn’t quite fathom. Something just wasn’t right this evening. Unable to stand still now, she started to scour the edges of the park, her ears strained to catch the slightest sound. But the only sound she could hear was that of her angry footsteps on dry leaves. Everything suggested she was alone; and at that her teeth clattered in a fury of nerves. 

What had gone wrong? It was not like him to miss this appointment. He was always the one who arrived first, sometimes even half an hour before her. It was part of his mystique to ridicule his followers, to beat even the most efficient of her father’s eager-to-please minions, whose unique order was to stop him by all means possible, which did not exclude violence. No matter, he had his ways. If they got him, as they had done a few times, it was usually after their meeting, never before. He always hid himself behind the clustered flowers in the century-old park and waited, patiently. For her. That’s the way love goes, he often said. She considered her part of the deal rather easy. Her little disappearance acts invariably involved scaling the low iron fence at the back of her family’s castle-like residence, throwing small rubber balls to her dog and running along to retrieve it, then vanishing before anyone noticed.

So far, things had gone largely according to their plan. It could have ended last summer though when he brought news of his mysterious meeting with her mother. She did not believe it until he produced a photograph and something inside her recoiled. Until now, all she had carefully told him was that her parents were divorced and that her mother was now living in Catania. But the sight of that photograph brought a turning point. Of the two lovers cuddling behind the clustered flowers she alone knew that something beyond the ordinary had happened. She knew that her mother was dead, had been dead for years in fact; so how could he have met her in Catania? Yet, there she was in the photograph he proudly showed her. A fleeting moment of shock numbed them both. She knew then that she had to tell him the truth. And some truth it was.

Her mother had died, years ago, under a rather mysterious circumstance. She had been too young to understand the details but she still had vague memories of the funeral, when the procession, clad in black with the feet bare, had led her to her final resting place. The cemetery was so unlike any place she had been before, it was like an awe-inspiring piazza, filled with black garments, long faces but dried eyes. Her father had acted sorrowful, he had comforted her, shielded her from the harsh reality of that death; but six months later he had taken another wife. And he had said it was for her sake. A little girl needed a mother, even a stepmother to help her grow into responsible adulthood. She neither liked nor hated her stepmother and she was wise enough not to get in her way. But that death, that experience, more than anything else, had added a reckless edge to her life.

The young man was dumbfounded at the news. Now, he wondered, had he met a ghost in Catania? He was suddenly struck with a bilious rage. He had engaged a ghost in the most important conversation of his life, a love story he imagined any mother would want to hear from the man her daughter was hanging out with. And to think that she had invited him in for coffee, showed him a series of photographs and permitted him to leave with one. He had thought it would make his girlfriend’s day. And now this. But his bilious rage was transient, the girl knew exactly what had happened or at least she thought she had a fair idea of what had happened. Her father, she told him, her evil father must have been behind it all; he must have designed this diabolic scheme to scare him away from her. He had not met a ghost, she assured him, he had met her mother’s double, a plant. And that was something to think about.

The reality of this insight confounded him. It reverberated icily in her young heart like a stormy wind and moved her to tears. They were both puzzled with the intricacy of what had seemed to them an innocent love; especially now that fear had brought a new dimension into their affair. Still, he forgave her for the lie. Then in the silence of the park, the lovers, sapped like autumn-crocus, clung to each other and kissed passionately. It was after the kiss that the idea dawned, almost telepathically, and they both reached for the photograph at the same time and tore it to shreds. Like kids that they were, they actually believed the episode had ended there. Sadly, the torn photograph did not end her father’s tangled web of ill-humour; indeed, his next daring schemes were to be cynically planned and heartlessly executed, from psychological rape to unrestrained violence. 

But like Brussels sprouts, their love had waxed stronger, to the consternation of many. So, it shook her remarkably that he was not at the park to meet her today. What had gone wrong? Had they got him? In bewilderment, unshed tears in her eyes, she traversed the park swiftly, vigorously, riotously, searching the clustered flowers with a rage she seemed to have reserved just for this moment. But he was not in the park. She stood still now and stifled an urge to scream. She felt the autumn breeze penetrate her unbuttoned windcheater. Her fingers began to tremble. A momentary madness seized her and everything she had lived for seemed to come tumbling down then. 

Without him… she thought nervously. Without him… everything would be useless. Her life, she decided, would be miserable. He was the only man she could love. He was the air she breathed. He was the stuff her dreams were made of.  Where was he? Where…Oh God, was he?

Suddenly, the sky, like her heart, opened up furiously and without warning. And she cried all the way home. In the rain.

***

Her troubles ended only when she died. And that was when his own woes began. Woes that reduced him to a marked man whom no one seemed in any particular hurry to eliminate. A quintessential human vegetable, alive without necessarily living, he found himself tumbling helplessly, from the peak of passion to the depths of despair; like a blind drunk crashing down a staircase groping for the steps. It was as if the ground on which he stood had caved in. At 21, exactly two weeks after his fairytale marriage he realised, with shock, that he had become, not only a widower but indeed a man from nowhere going nowhere. Of course, he had been warned that everything in life, including love, had its price. He did not listen, he could not listen; his love for the girl was too strong, it had equipped him with the reckless passion of a suicide bomber.

His was the kind of madness that came with a first love affair and she was his first love. Her name was Tosca. She was, like him, 21, a stunningly beautiful siren with long reddish-brown hair, who made tongues wag when she broke tradition – along with the hearts of many suitable suitors – and fell in love with the wrong man. He was a pauper who did not recognise his ignoble birth, a free-wheeler who crossed the prohibited love line to choose a woman on whom the stakes were too high. And what happens to trespassers happened to him. Into the viciously laid out traps he plunged with heart-numbing regularity, like he did on that autumn evening when she waited, in vain, for him at the park. And then cried all the way home in the rain. She would never know that he had been waylaid and thrashed. Indeed his calamitous presence at the local clinic was to become as regular as a drunk’s at a bar. Nurses and paramedics no longer gasped at the sight of his blood-caked mouth and swollen eyes. 

But non of these possessed enough power to stop him; he was a lover who, like a launched missile, could only be stopped by an explosion. The affair was a fairytale destined for self destruction. Amazingly, everyone, except him, knew this for a fact; for she was no ordinary girl. Aside from the wealth she stood to inherit, Tosca hailed from a family everyone felt safe not to discuss; powerful and evil was the way it was viewed. Yet, men continued to be attracted to this dangerously beautiful girl like insects to a glittering light. And even after she fell in love with the pauper many suitors kept waiting, like vultures for a corpse. One of them was favourably viewed by her family; he was the anointed fiancé, carefully chosen because he hailed from an equally powerful family. Still, only one person in that household could make him exist. 

But Tosca had no plans for him, she had already made her choice. And that choice was to create a tension never before experienced in the neighbourhood; so intense and impetuous was it that the gossip-loving villagers began to watch, with bated breath, as the saga of the two reckless lovers unfolded. The drama lasted only briefly. Their ill-fated marriage, when all attempt to stop it had failed, was mysteriously financed by a source the entire Syracuse mainland would forever talk about in whispers. Somehow, it was suspected that someone would die but no one knew it would be the girl; this mystery, of course, was uncannily solved in the minds of those who knew that she had been given a choice – between life and the boy – and she had chosen the boy. A choice that would haunt the reckless pauper for several years after her death.

* * *
As fate would have it, his second wife, five years later, became my mother. She was a woman who, like him, had nothing more to lose in life. A lonely woman whose entire family had been wiped out during the Allied invasion of Sicily in World War 11, a war which, to her, had never ended. It was as if nothing worse could happen to her now as the worst thing had already happened. So, she reasoned that it probably wouldn’t hurt her to pass the time with a marriage that might, with luck, kill the boredom of waiting for the unknown. And kill the boredom this marriage did - like most marriages - where it matters: under the bedcover. Sex, that elixir of conjugal entrapment, became the bread and butter of their life, with good result. Two kids. And it was judged enough. Therefore a third - my birth - was, more than being a mistake, a joy killer.

Still, it could be argued that the story of my life began with a simple act of love. And, indeed, with a simple act of love it would all have ended, had the circumstances been different. But they were not. My parents, who were not the best of friends after my birth, laboured under no illusions that my conception was a fatal act of biological betrayal. They had taken all the precaution, and had, without a recourse to contraceptive pills - which were a rare phenomenon then – gone to the extent of denying themselves physical pleasure several times. Still, this had happened. Furious, they wanted to quash this Un-immaculate conception, and indeed they would have, had abortion not been a taboo in the superstition-dominated Syracuse mainland. So, alas, a persona non grata, named Annabella, I was tossed into the spectacular mirage that would forever be identified as life; and condemned, not to watch from the sidelines but to participate in all its bungling illusions.

Therefore, my idea of life had been jaundiced from the beginning. Not only because in the vast, tumultuous, violent, intolerable, and brusquely driven island of Sicily, where I was born, an uncanny reality has been interpolated into the human psyche. An incubus that made one wallow in the illusion of being alive even though not necessarily living. But indeed because I had lived the experience, swinging, like a spurious pendulum, full of motion without movement. Season to season. From uncontrollable downpour to adorable sunshine. From the intemperate climate that see autumn drop out of the universe, like an uncooked yoke out of an eggshell, to the cruel-hearted winter that crash into summer like an unwelcome guest at a ceremony.

Living is like dying and dying like living. Nothing seems to matter. Yet everything matters. Life. Death. Marriage. Virginity. Honesty. Family bond. Criminality. Funerals. In fact, personal despair, like mine, habitually clash with the larger, circling societal despair. It is an inexplicable and macabre reality. The veritable Dance of Death, as tempestuous as a hurricane, as inevitable as a girl’s first menstruation. Here, desperation  can assume the same passionate intensity of a love affair - the fate of a helpless, romantic race.  But personal despair had never been desperate enough to transform itself  because societal despair has never been judged desperate enough.

I was born into this reality, to a father who loved me obsessively because of my uncanny resemblance to a woman he once loved to death, and to a mother who despised me for exactly the same reason. First, biology had betrayed her with that third conception, then it had moulded its fruit in the image of her loathed predecessor. It was enough to make her mad. And she was mad. But, more than her disdain for that part of her husband’s wretched past, she was a woman who did not believe in love. She saw life as a duty. From the beginning she had viewed her marriage as a duty. It was her duty to marry her husband, to bear his children (two as they had originally agreed) and raise them. Sternly. To cook his meals, clean his house, cater for his sexual needs and mourn him when he died.

In my mother’s opinion, my elder brother and sister were fairly normal kids; they led acceptably normal lives, craving no love (at least not from her) and absolutely no undue attention. So her motherly duties to them were carried out with absolutely no inhibition; she tended them with care, the closest thing in her heart to love. But I was raised differently (by my father). He made me aware, early in life, that I was someone special, a beautiful little girl who should rightly crave attention; I was, to him, the reincarnation of a woman before whom men were condemned to do obeisance. In my father’s eyes I saw adoration; and in the innocence of my youth I expected same from everyone. My mother’s frosty attitude therefore startled me.

At first I mistook her scorn for a form of adoration, but when she went for weeks without directly addressing any sentence to me, I began to wonder why. As I grew up I became increasingly consoled by the fact that everyone knew she loathed me and that she bore her husband a grudge for his exaggerated display of affection towards me. By the time I was fourteen I could find nothing more amusing than her ferocious stare when I spoke to her. Slowly the atmosphere at home grew tense, my father and I began to look like two mischievous conspirators, sitting at a corner of the living room, whispering and giggling, arms clasped around each other. 

It was more than my mother could bear. She unabashedly displayed all the sickening symptoms of a jealous wife who seemed aware of having lost to the other woman. Except that in mom’s case the other woman was her fourteen year old kid. Her most creative act of jealousy was effectively displayed at the dinner table, when she would audaciously plant herself between my father and I. Not satisfied with that, she banned what she called stupid conversations during meals. The children, she told her husband, would discuss matters relating to their education at the table or eat in silence. Then her dark, watery eyes would glare impetuously from left to right in an effort to discourage smiling stares between my father and I. Amazingly, no one complained. Indeed, when she was in that mood it was safe not to argue.

To leave me with as little time as possible to spend with dad, she assigned duties to us kids, making sure that I remained in the kitchen. It was my duty to wash the dishes, my brother’s to clear the table and my sister’s to make coffee. She, of course, supervised. Even before meal time I always ended up peeling potatoes or helping her prepare her famous home-made cakes. And because I spent so much time in the kitchen I knew how to cook better than my elder sister, learning only by observation as mom hardly spoke to me. One day, between her stone-faced silence and the cooking, I told her, boldly, that I was miserable. Needless to say I was creatively ignored, she did not as much as glance in my direction. My outburst was greeted with a yawn. But when I told her that I loved her and that I would like to grow up to be as efficient as she, the vegetable oil almost fell from her hand in surprise. And for the first time my mother cried but she cried only with her eyes. 

I noticed that her pace of activity had slowed after my unexpected declaration of love. My outburst, I assumed with joy, must have touched a cord in her heart. In her eyes I saw that tears had just begun to form. I couldn’t believe this was happening. Mustering courage, I told her again that I loved her. And as I said the word it became true and I wanted it to be reciprocated. Never before had my heart yearned for her affection than at that moment. The silence in the kitchen - despite the frizzle of oil on the cooker – seemed deafening. I waited anxiously, watching her, trembling. Then suddenly, she turned and in a sweeping gesture, pulled me to herself. The shock of it made me sob as my head rocked against her enormous breasts. But I would spoil the magic a moment later when I ran into my father’s arms just outside the kitchen, ostensibly, to celebrate. The harmonious atmosphere suddenly turned bleak again. It was as if the demon in my mother was unleashed each time she saw me in my father’s arms. 

This demon greatly confounded me, and because its import – which lay in the ugly past just before their marriage – was lost on me, it frightened me terribly. Even my father seemed nonplussed by it, he was unable to explain it to me, to delve into the substance of this maternal hate beyond the usual banality of my physical appearance evoking dead demons. I was never to know that my mother was completely shattered to see that the man she married was still helplessly in love with Tosca, and worse perhaps, that this Tosca had reincarnated in her own womb. My young mind had assumed, perhaps rightly, that my dad’s inability to explain was his way of shielding me from some truth that was too harsh for me to grasp.  So I grew up feeling awkward. Nonetheless, in the neighbourhood, it became known that I was daddy’s girl, the envy of many young girls who craved such rapport with their fathers and the target of local boys who were mysteriously encouraged to distract me from my blind attachment to my dad. 

At home, my mother’s frown became a permanent fixture on her face. She wore it like a loud make-up. She carried it like a weapon round the house everyday and displayed it like an unhealed sore. And like cholera, her jealousy soon became infectious. My brother was her torchbearer. He became a master fault-finder on her behalf. But beneath the surface he, like her, suffered immensely from self-hate. His inability to form romantic alliances was blamed on our lack of regard for his sexual orientation. In an era of juvenile passion for running with the hare and hunting with the hounds - when boys indulged in strategic flirtations and others kissed and told – my brother was a shamefaced gay. His inability to accept himself made him nasty to those who did. Sometimes, to my mother’s utter pleasure, he would tease me by asking, “Where’s your husband?” when he simply meant, “Where’s dad?”

My sister, Ilaria, was different. At sixteen, she paid as little attention to home as possible. Being beautiful herself, with long blonde hair inherited from our mom, which she often tied into a ponytail, she enjoyed enough attention in the neighbourhood to keep her busy. Extroverted, seemingly too mature for her age, she was never refused permission to go out on dates. Those were expected to be platonic dates, beyond which grave consequences existed. The cinema, the theatre and dancing classes were the places that provided her with the unquestionable cover she craved. I was however not ignorant of the adventures that took her so frequently out of home. Many indeed were the times that she needed me for an alibi. 

Attending the same school, I had seen the kind of company she kept, the secret letters she wrote and the replies she got. More than once I had caught her necking outside the local library where she loved to go in the evenings, often with the excuse of group studies. And because she knew what I had seen she extended a hand of friendship to me.

‘Annabella’, she often asked, laughing, ‘isn’t he cute?’

It seemed to me that as far as Ilaria was concerned they were all cute. ‘He says nice things to me’, was her favourite explanation. I would giggle, then nod, to her utter pleasure. 

At such moments she was both radiant and bashful. And she never forgot to add, ‘You’ll keep your mouth shut, won’t you?’ Though she knew I was not particularly interested in gossiping anyway.

 I soon became her confidant. Occasionally, I carried messages to her from one of her numerous admirers; then we would sit together and assess the boys, from their hair-do to their mannerisms. And then passed crass judgements that we’d be forced to review the very next day. My sister and I became close. Her uninterrupted flow of candies and chocolate, the source of which we both knew, were usually shared with me. What we never shared were the thoughts ravaging my insides like a tornado. Those were my private agony. If Ilaria sensed that I was like a kid sitting atop a keg of gunpowder she never mentioned it. Remarkably, we never discussed the illicit rivalry that was so evident on the family dinner table every evening. 

The family, in fact, never came up in our little, girlish talks. Dad and mom, of course, were no-go areas, for the simple reason that the subject made us both uncomfortable. Ilaria, I presumed, was too occupied with the romantic fire of her adolescence to let family matters stand in her way. For me though the situation was both heartbreaking and indelible. Undoubtedly, a part of me hungered for my sister’s kind of liberty because deep inside me I knew that that liberty was also a form of embracing life, a normal process of growing up, a veritable part of youth. But tried as I did, I could never be like her. So, we grew up under the same roof in entirely different ways. An extrovert and an introvert. As close as a magnet and a pin. Yet as distant as the sun from the earth. Two sisters. Two worlds.

It was like that until the day Ilaria met a boy, who would soon make her blind to everything and everyone else. I recognised the effect he had on her when our little, girlish game of assessing the boys suddenly ended and a new, secretive Ilaria quietly replaced the sister I knew. I tried, in vain, to find the magic that had catapulted her to this place that she alone could be; to trail, with the subtle fingers of curiosity, the violent passion that had seized her like epilepsy. For this boy, amazingly, neither possessed the athletic built that arrested her attention in the past nor the social dignity that often made her drool. The secret, it seemed, lay in a more profound place. And by this little trick of the heart my sister was slowly taken away from me, but I couldn’t accept the obvious until she whispered to me, one day, that she was madly in love with the boy. 

From that day and  forever I would inevitably associate love with madness.

                                                     2
From an anonymous journal   (Years later)

In the first moments after dawn, the Quirinal Palace in Rome, like a giant anthill on a rock-hewn crest, is illuminated by the panoramic splendour of the ancient structures, which surround it. In front of this building is a lofty fountain, and the sound of its cascading waters, at dawn, breaks the rhythmic silence of the neighbourhood. This splendid palace, conceived in 1572 by Pope Gregory X111, and completed in the 16th century, is, of course, no ordinary building. With its 1,200 rooms, 460 paintings, 1,600 civilian and military staff and 60 horses, it has hosted 30 popes, four kings and all Italian presidents since the end of the Second World War and the fall of the monarchy. 

On this particular morning, the palace’s occupant was a grey-haired leader named Stefano Da Crema. He was an adventurer, whom the Italian media loved to describe as politically naive. For him, though, the worse form of naivety was proving your critics right. Indeed, since January 29th 1996, President Da Crema had been ashamed of his inability to prove his critics wrong. But not today. When he awoke this morning, he felt, unlike other days, a sudden lifting in his spirit. Very well so, it was the day he had been waiting for. A day of challenge and, to some extent, fulfilment. He opened his eyes and stared into the semi-dark room, then switched on the lamp on his bedside table and glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. It was 5.00 a.m., his usual hour. Da Crema kicked the bedcover to his wife’s side of the bed and rose stiffly. Out of a long, imperishable habit, he reached for his favourite tumbler and poured a generous amount of Vodka into it. This ritual, as usual, marked the beginning of his day. He then ambled to a sofa facing the television and lowered himself into it.

Without glancing in the direction of the large bed where his wife slept, he grabbed the remote control and switched on the television. After years of this ritual, he no longer feared that he might wake her. Forty years of blissful marriage told him that only an earthquake could wake his sweet, old Deborah before 7.00 a.m. Da Crema lit his cigar, sipped the Vodka and read the horoscope report on the Tele-video screen. ‘Mars brings you a good dose of energy both for work and for sport,’ said the report, of his zodiac sign, Sagittarius, ‘make the most of it, using this rare opportunity to set in motion your work projects that had hitherto stalled.’

President Stefano Da Crema became excited. This was it, he thought. What a great way to begin this most important of days? The day was January 29 – and it was something of a D-day to him. Indeed, in a few hours time he would be on his way to Venice for the reopening of the world famous opera house, La Fenice; and that ceremony promised to be one of the millstones of his years at the Quirinal Palace. This was the last year of Stefano Da Crema’s presidency and his seventy-ninth year on earth. A lover of ironies, he had chosen this particular day for the ceremony for its significance. It was on this day six years ago that his country watched in helpless agony as La Fenice went up in flames; then followed the damning revelation that this was indeed the handiwork of Italy’s unhealing sore, The Mafia.
Da Crema, to whom an opera was a religion and La Fenice the sacred temple, had persuaded the parliament to raise millions of dollars for the restoration, vowing before a doubtful nation that he would fight the underworld to the last man. And today he would be expected to make that pledge again. He was ready for it. The speech he would read today would leave no one in doubt about the legacy that he intended to leave for his country. Enough, he had said often, was enough, the country’s patience with the underworld was running out. And so was his. He sipped the Vodka, drew a lungful of smoke from his cigar and contemplated that awful scenario again. As he did so, time suddenly stood still, then spun backwards.

It was January 29, 1996 again and restoration work was going on at the opera house. The canal which ran along the back of the building had been sealed off and drained so that it could be dredged and made navigable and accessible to the emergency services in the event of a fire. The work was expected to be completed two days away, on January 31. The orchestra and choir were on tour in Poland. The theatre was empty that night except for the porter and the restoration workers. Two fire doors were wedged open with concrete blocks, and the fire alarms, smoke detectors and sprinklers had been turned off, because, somehow, they kept being set off, by mistake.

Then suddenly, without warning, unseen hands moved and the theatre went up in flames as the workers, the numbed firemen and many Venetians watched in dismay and alarm. In nearby buildings telephones began to squeal and fire-fighters were summoned from far and near. But it was an effort in futility. The fire’s rapid spread seemed to indicate that the theatre was touched at several points.  Still, different theories emerged of the possible cause of the fire – a short circuit in a drinks machine, a discarded cigarette butt, overheating caused by the arc lights used in the course of the restoration work.  The theories were very annoying and insulting to the collective intelligence of the citizens, for none of it made any sense. Therefore, when an unprecedented outrage swept through the country like a hurricane, it seemed totally justified. 

Everyone knew this was no accident. Indeed the Italian media made sure no one in position of authority had a goodnight sleep. And because the circumstances surrounding the blaze were suspicious right from the start, Italy’s celebrated anti-Mafia magistrate, Jacopo Quaranta, was appointed to head a technical commission charged with the duty of investigating the dynamics of the blaze. He, in turn engaged five experts; and as was widely expected, the experts’ findings showed that there was no foundation at all in the accident theory. Remarkably, their investigations  revealed the ubiquitous hand of the Mafia. And Jacopo Quaranta knew exactly whom he was up against – this time a person not an organisation; and that made a hell of a difference. 

There was a Sicilian demigod no one had ever identified by name. Aptly described as the Octopus,  he was reputed as the greatest Mafia boss of all time; his influence and criminal tentacles stretched from the Mediterranean to the United States. Being the highest-level reference point for all Sicilian organised crime families and clans, it was revealed that the various Mafia Dons operated in an untraceable hierarchical pyramid that invariably led to him - the grand commander. This Octopus had been waging an unrelenting war against the Italian state for years now. First, there was the fire that destroyed the Petruzzelli Opera House in the beautiful city of Bari on the evening of 26 October 1991. It was followed by the Uffizi bomb of May 1993.

Now, it was the turn of the world famous opera house nicknamed The Phoenix for its enduring beauty and charm. No doubt, the country was trapped in an unending nightmare. In fact, though the order to touch La Fenice could have come from any point in the pyramid, Jacopo Quaranta was certain that this was the handiwork of the Octopus himself. He knew because their paths had crossed before. It was no coincidence therefore that it was he the parliament appointed to head the commission of enquiry. If he couldn’t stop the Octopus no one else could. Indeed, he and his brother, Renzo, who was the head of the special squad, DIA (Direzione Investigazioni Anti-Mafia) had already formed a distinguished anti-Mob duo christened: the Quaranta Brothers. And for years they had been after the Octopus with an unprecedented vengeance. 

Celebrated in the media, respected by politicians and adored by citizens, the Quaranta Brothers, though far from reaching the demigod, had scored some notable successes in their anti-Mafia campaign over the last few years. A series of arrests and documented confessions from captured Mafiosi had sparked off renewed hope in the country. Then in 1999, a day before Christmas, just when the magistrate was believed to be within reach of his target, something happened. At midnight, while his bodyguards slept, as if drugged, the magistrate simply vanished from the face of the earth, without a trace. His disappearance shook the nation remarkably. And as years passed, any hope that he was still alive, perished.

***
   VENICE.  10.00A.M.  SAME DAY.  
Stefano Da Crema stepped out of the presidential gondola gallantly and was at once taken aback by the array of television cameras, microphones and journalists, from the United States, Russia, Japan, the European Union and God knew where else. Who invited them for Christ sake? he wondered. He had arrived here in the company of the Quirinal Palace Press Corps and had no idea anyone else with a press badge would be waiting for him. For some reason the presence of the world press jarred him. But then, he thought, if this was an indication of the importance of the event and indeed the fame of La Fenice, well, so be it. But if someone else had invited the world press it could mean that the Cosa Nostra - as the Mafia is known in Italy - had a hidden agenda here today. Da Crema acted brave. He nodded to the journalists and waved to the cheering crowd and moved on with his entourage.

After six years of hard work and a stalled investigation, the day had finally come for the reopening ceremony of this famous opera theatre nicknamed The Phoenix for its enduring beauty. And, like the fabulous Arabian bird after which it was named, that burned itself every 500 years or so and rose rejuvenated from its ashes, La Fenice, had risen today, January 29, significantly, from its ashes. A creation beyond description, this huge and charming place – pinkish and box-like, with velvet stage curtains and silver flowers – had not lost any of its charm in more than two hundred years. And some of the greatest world class opera shows had been staged here since its inauguration in 1792. Just like in all its postcard photos, standing here, the effect of the theatre was like that of capturing a typical Venetian night over the lagoon.

The crowd stared in admiration. Stefano Da Crema made the speech of his career and paused now for a thundering ovation. Then he was given a ceremonial pair of scissors to cut the tape and declare the theatre open. He smiled patronisingly as he waited for the huge coverings to be rolled back so the beauty of the restoration work could be appreciated and the ceremony started. Journalists and their camera crews worked feverishly. Then, as the huge covering parted and cheers began somewhere in the crowd the president’s eyes caught something that wiped the smile from his lips. Everyone else saw it too and at that moment the smile froze on every lip.

Built into the wall, at the exact point where the president was expected to cut the tape, was the anti-Mafia magistrate, Iaccopo Quaranta who had been missing for at least three years. Only his face and neck were visible, the rest of his body had become part of the brickwork of the now fully restored opera theatre. Nothing about his clipped moustache and coiffeur grey hair had changed except that his usually piercing green eyes were closed in death.

For one mad moment no one moved, not even the television cameramen. All eyes were on the man who was so callously plastered into the wall, a cold shiver running down many spines. Over the years, the Mafia had been credited with a chain of diabolic derring-do but the Cosa Nostra had never attempted anything as hair-raising as this.

‘Porca miseria!’ (God damn it!) The president screamed in uncontrolled shock as he clenched and unclenched his fists. The Minister of Culture, standing beside him, suddenly took ill, muttering under his breath, “non è possibile, Gesù Cristo.” (Jesus Christ! This is not possible.) 

As the first shockwave washed over, television cameramen, photographers and reporters went berserk. Unable to withstand the humiliation and this national disgrace, President Stefano Da Crema turned in disgust, and, with his entourage, walked away from La Fenice, without a word to the media. Head bowed, teeth gritted, he couldn’t stop the pounding in his heart. Shame washed over him, he felt feel like a groom disgraced before his bride. He shook in agitation and fury, clutching his chest as if he would collapse at any moment. This time, he thought silently, the thing he had feared most had happened to him; the Octopus, God damn him, must be made to reap what he had sowed. Enough was now enough.                                   





      3
When I was fifteen years old I fell in love with my father. Madly. It was on my birthday that love and madness contrived, gravely, to rob me of my youthful innocence. The day was a rather sombre one. I had looked forward to it with serious earnestness; and no excitement. My mother had insisted there would be no party and there was none. But there was a birthday cake, which she did not share; nothing special happened except that my heart was suddenly stolen. I would never know exactly how and why this madness took possession of me; or whether it had happened suddenly or gradually. What I do remember is that it had seemed, at first, like a cruel joke, like an infatuation caused by mother’s cruel isolation of me in the scheme of things. Nonetheless, this unholy passion, like a smouldering fire, consumed me, slowly. And mercilessly. 

Admittedly, this incestuous flush was not provoked by the idle supposition that I might have been a reincarnation of Tosca. I didn’t see how the frantic throbbing of my heart and the lewd hunger that smothered me could be the stuff of dead demons. The feeling was real. I first became aware of it that evening at the dinner table, when my father handed the birthday cake to me and our hands touched. In that split second the feel of his palm suddenly electrified me, it rocked me with a passionate intensity I could not understand. I became aware of myself glowing with a sexual arousal that was at once absorbing and spasmodic. I fixed him with a penetrating stare. And as our eyes locked, the lingering sensation of his touch gripped me like a high fever. A butterfly started to flutter under my blouse. Panting, I began to caress the cake in my hand, not unaware of my mother’s baleful glare. Undoubtedly, of the four people at that table with me she alone recognised the sexual excitement that swept me like a cyclonic storm. 

I could not help myself. Not at that table. Not in the days that followed, when this smouldering fire began to eat deeper into the secret places of my heart and held me in a spellbound state. I found myself hovering around the bathroom door whenever my father shaved, quaking with incestuous fever at the sight of his bare-chest. I shockingly began to realise that he was an attractive man. And there was a certain quality of vanity to his attraction; his quiet dignity aside, this vanity commanded attention, though he seemed utterly unaware of it. Each time I smoothed his shirt and adjusted his tie I wanted him to notice me, to feel the sexual tension that announced itself with my presence, to recognise the message my laboured breathing embodied. Minutes soon became hours to me and hours days. And as my longing grew into frustration, I tried to make him see, with the eyes of a man, that I had lost my youthful innocence, that I was no longer the kid he knew.

Many were the times I lured him into the bedroom that I shared with Ilaria, when she was in the living room watching her favourite TV show. Dad, in his patronising innocence, seemed to be at my beck and call. Being an ardent story-teller, he had little resistance even for a one-child audience. And I considered this my ace. Often, halfway through his incomprehensible narration of Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, I would start to undress, interrupting him sweetly to ask for my night-gown lying rumpled on the bed. Then my eyes would follow the movement of his hands like a snake-charmer watching the rhythmic performance of his charge. Certainly he had to notice the beauty of my nudity, the glory of my womanhood. But as often as I tried, I found that Shakespeare had formed an impenetrable barrier between my erotic choreography and his attention. And my hatred for Shakespeare soared with every failed attempt.  

In desperation I developed a habit of breaking down in tears for no apparent reason. It simply worsened my agony, because his consolation hugs inevitably made me tremble, his compliments penetrated the pores of my skin, and his fingers caressing my hair sent shivers all the way to my groin. I grew helpless. Whenever my father’s light blue eyes were focused on me I read uncountable meanings into the gaze. His bright, bewitching smile, which my mother considered mischievous, became seductive to me. I would gaze dazedly at his smooth jaw after he had shaved. It was a very masculine jaw, accentuated by his beautiful moustache and his pouting red lips, which seemed to blaze with erotic fervour. I longed to kiss those lips; their appeal was irresistible, they beckoned on me daily. This  longing, needless to say, clung to my young heart like a leech. 

***

I stared across the historic park in the hot summer evening the way I imagined Tosca did on that foggy autumn evening more than twenty years earlier. It was a bright, humid day. An impotent sun stood like a curse in the cloudless sky. A mass of tanned, sweating bodies sprawled on the grass in a homogenous picturesqueness, as if doing obeisance to some unseen deity. There was something about this park that called up troubling pictures in my mind. Did it look like this twenty years ago? Was it a perfect love nest when deserted? Did the ghost of a woman who allowed herself to be loved to death still roam here in the silence of the night? Calmly, my eyes swept over the spectacular greenery of this memorable place like one peeping into another world, another life. As I did so, I felt a certain sentimental attachment to it. 

Indeed, I fancied there was an affinity between me and the woman in whose image I was uncannily made. Standing there, I tried to conjure up the image of Tosca in her unbuttoned windcheater, twiddling her thumbs nervously, her insides ravaged by demons over which she had no control, her young heart palpitating with conflicting emotions. For that too was the story of my life. She knew, in the deep recesses of her heart, that she loved him; she also knew, like me, that she was not free to love him. But for a very different reason. Nonetheless, my heart went out to her. Effusively, I planted myself in the imaginary spot she must have stood when the reality of the situation dawned on her. Harshly. Before her world came tumbling down. This was a history-making place. But unlike Tosca, I did not have to search the clustered flowers for him with frantic unease, afraid that they might have got him, because, mercifully, he was right there next to me. 

Twenty years had since scurried past. And, this time, he was neither hiding nor did I have to scale an iron fence to be there with him. This evening, we were, like many others at the park, free. And this freedom had been purchased for me with a precious life. I cherished it, on her behalf, though daddy was still inveterately unaware of the madness that had taken possession of me. It was a whirlwind romance that existed only in my head. Admittedly, I lacked the courage to put into words what I had blatantly expressed with actions that had gone largely unnoticed. I felt no anger now. Somehow the secrecy of it had begun to intrigue me; finding no effective way of letting him know, I had devised a scheme to distract him from Shakespeare and lure him towards sentimentality; and that meant a bit of outdoor life. We took walks to, I insisted, the places he used to meet with Tosca.

At first the idea seemed to have excited him. It was an idea, I thought mischievously, that offered him the possibility of reliving the fantasy of his youth; a kind of romantic pilgrimage to the land of a fairytale that had been brusquely snatched from him. It might have been my imagination, but the idea appeared to have made him at once radiant and, I think, a little nostalgic. On the way, walking hand in hand, he became loquacious. He regaled me with stories of that cloudy era, when love was not a matter of the heart but a discreet family arrangement, when circumstances of birth created prohibited love zones across which trespassers paid a huge price. He didn’t need to add that he was one of those trespassers who would pay the price of freewheeling for the rest of his days.

His excitement, in these circumstances, was usually transient, first building up to a crescendo while we walked; then gradually ebbing like a tide as we approached our destination. It was as if he lacked the courage to face the burgeoning emptiness in his life, an emptiness that his former rendezvous made evident. I could observe that even after more than twenty years, those places still evoked memories that haunted him. Undoubtedly, a part of him had died the day Tosca did. And it seemed to me that he still looked upon himself as a condemned man, he still saw accusing fingers pointing in his direction; and because he had not forgiven himself for her death, he did not expect anyone else to. So, it must have amazed him that he had actually been allowed to live. Not that living made any real sense to him.

On this particular summer evening, I stood in silence and watched him torture himself. The park was crowded, windless and humid. Children were running around, pursued by giggling mothers. A handful of men lay face up, shirtless. My father stood away from two young lovers who were kissing noisily; he didn’t seem to notice them. His eyes were searching for her behind the clustered flowers. The place where they had had memorable picnics and planned for a future that did not exist, where their bodies were entwined in unforgettable moments of physical pleasure; where, in each other’s arms, they once lived. There was a distant look in his eyes. He wore the expression of one torn between two different realities; it was the vacant expression of a bull in a china shop, a bull castrated in the midst of coitus. He cut the image of a player compelled to stay on as a spectator after his game had been abruptly interrupted.

It broke my heart to see that my father, rendered impotent by fate, was now merely going through the motion of living, completely uninterested in his immediate environment. He was alive on the outside but dead inside. Perhaps this was what had brought out the demon in my mother, I thought; she must have known, by every woman’s instinct, that she had ceased to matter, that for him the present no longer existed. That he was permanently living in the past. That he was still obsessed with Tosca. That her husband was in love with a ghost. Standing quietly in this history-making place, I sadly became aware that my carefully constructed fantasy, like Tosca’s, had also come tumbling down. With a heavy heart, I called to him and when he finally turned I made no effort to hide my tears.

***
The impotent sun was still perched, immobile, in the sky, when we walked gloomily out of the park. Faint clouds scurried across the once clear sky like infantile sketches in a nursery classroom. I stared at the ground as we walked, not bothering to take his hand as I often did; and he did not seem to notice. An uncomfortable silence hovered around us like a miasma. We walked on, oblivious of passers-by, of kids on bicycles, of other people’s voices, of the uncouth neighbourhood puppies that took immense pleasure barking at everything that moved. Of course, we couldn’t notice them; we belonged in a different world, a sad, sad world. We belonged in a world where dreams were callously snatched from dreamers and abruptly replaced with a nightmare. We belonged in a world where men went to bed with a stiff problem and awoke with a soggy solution, spent but unfulfilled. 

The wind had now disappeared altogether. We were languishing in an irritating temperature of over forty degrees. Even I, who hardly sweat, had begun to feel my clothes stick to my body. Silently, I watched our indefatigable shadows on the ground, dwarfed and slightly distorted, happily keeping pace with us, without sharing in our inner turmoil. A short distance from our home we turned left and trod softly towards the derelict house in the woods, where the air was cooler and the atmosphere, if not the mental state, appeared to blend well with our sordid reality. At moments like this, predictably, we never went home; we invariably stopped over at that house in the woods. It was the home of my father’s lunatic friend, the wretched old man, Siro, who lived with his loquacious parrot.

 Siro was nearly seventy years old, with a scarred, wizen face and an ugly tangle of dirty, greyish hair that was sparsely distributed across his scalp, as if the creator was measuring the limits of his generosity. His torn pair of jeans and green sweater, which he wore religiously, at all seasons, now seemed like a part of his skin. For years, he neither bathed himself nor changed his jeans and sweater. He couldn’t remove and wash them even if he was compelled to because he was a sick one-armed and one eyed man. His right arm had been chopped off by an unknown assailant, who also tried to burn him alive after his cover was blown. Siro had been a spy in 1943, during the Second World War, when the Allies turned to the Mafia for help in the invasion of Sicily, and unwittingly gave the organisation a vigorous re-launch afterwards.

In the field of espionage Siro was a master defector but, when the war was over, he was made to learn, rather harshly, how the Mafia rewarded its own double agents. This spirit of opposition to the law,  born of the long struggle between native Sicilians and their foreign overloads, did not however create itself originally as a secret criminal society. In fact, it did not take a criminal turn until the nineteenth century. Its existence had once been necessary, as Sicily, the largest island in the Mediterranean, was one of the most continuously occupied lands in the region, with every subsequent period in human history leaving its mark in some form. The Mafia therefore shaped itself as the natives’ response to this domination. But, with the sudden boost given to it by the Allied forces during the war and its subsequent creation of links with the criminal underworld in the United States, things changed dramatically.

So, with vigour, a desperate nation launched a massive campaign against it, creating the DIA (Direzione Investigazioni Anti-Mafia) and a crack team of spies and insiders. That was how Siro became an informant for the state; he was secretly but handsomely paid to work as a mole inside the organisation, a job he did with distinction. But when he was eventually found out he hardly knew what hit him. Indeed, his uncanny escape from his burnt home after the attack still seemed like a miracle, though he ended up with a pathetically scarred face. He also lost his left eye and right arm, along with his mind. So, he could no longer live in the kind of luxury that once appeared to be his birthright. There was no longer a retinue of men and women over whom he could play God; no wife to go home to, no kids to buy gifts for. Thus reduced to a human vegetable, his hunters nursed no further desire to hurt him; his repulsive situation, for them, was a better punishment than death. 

So now, living like a vagabond, Siro became a living testimony of how not to mess with the Mob. He was a mobile horror, an itinerant lunatic. For years he roamed the town, from the Archaeological Area to the Syracuse mainland. Finally, when old age caught up with him, he rather miraculously ended up in his late grandparent’s abandoned home in the woods, where his only companion was a lonely parrot, an incredible repeater of human speech. Siro unleashed his pent-up emotions on it, in a stream of invectives he considered his magnum opus. And the parrot repeated them to passers-by to his master’s utter delight. Siro’s head was full of wars, strategies and casualties. His mind was cluttered with spy stories and a cache of classified information.

A list of names. Heads of crime families and clans. People on the Mob’s hit-list. Politicians on the Mob’s payroll. Phoney collaborators. Double agents. Movements of narcotics and arms. Foreign contacts. A fascinating chain of money laundering activities. And lessons the state had not yet learned. He watched the seasons changed, four times a year, without fail and he explained the workings of nature to his parrot. He watched governments struggled with the post-war depression and he explained the mechanics of change to his parrot. He watched clan heads rise and fall and fearsome Mob rivalry result in bloodbath, crystallising in unending street violence and creating new hierarchy. Still, he lectured his untiring parrot.

No one took Siro seriously. Except my dad. He was, apart from the parrot, Siro’s most faithful audience. What exactly fascinated him with these stories, I would never know. I had an idea, though, that it was because Siro, notwithstanding his madness, still possessed extremely useful information about many things. He knew, for instance, something about Tosca’s parents; he had his theories about how Tosca’s mother died and indeed why Tosca was killed, two weeks after her fairytale marriage, instead of her husband. He also seemed to know how my father, a one time famous pauper, ended up owning a tobacconist’s shop, an information dad had never shared with anyone including me. In the post-war era, this kind of shop simply nominated Sali & Tabacchi (Salt & Tobacco) had become a fad all over Italy. It was the place where, oddly, salt (which the state had a tight monopoly on) and tobacco could be purchased. Lottery tickets could also be processed there.

To start a Tobacconist’s shop one needed some capital. It was an investment that was closely regulated and taxed. My father could have raised the needed amount only if he had saved enough money from his meagre salary as a farm worker or if he got a loan from somewhere. I had no idea which was the case. All the same, for the second time in his life, he became an object of curiosity. First, an unknown source had financed his botched marriage with Tosca and now, twenty years later, he had mysteriously dug up enough capital to invest in a tobacconist’s shop. I had heard frightening rumours about the shop, one of which being that it was a front for information gathering activities. I never paid any close attention. But when we started spending time with Siro, a certified lunatic, and hearing some of the hair-raising things he said, these rumours began to worry me. 

What was the real nature of my father’s friendship with Siro? Why did the ex-spy’s seemingly silly stories fascinate him? Could he, by any chance, be working for the state, informing on the Mafia? Or was he a victim of cruel rumours aimed at discrediting him for crossing those prohibited love zones of years ago? Perhaps I was too young to understand; but knowing what had happened to Siro I could not help being afraid for my dad. Alas, my fear was not an unfounded one. The terror, when it struck, left no one with time to reflect. Indeed, it happened that the August holidays of that year became his last. It was I, a day after the feast of the Assumption, who found him in his tobacconist’s shop, his moustache glistening with fresh blood, his mouth opened in a permanent yawn and his throat obscenely gashed.

