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Prologue
My blood dripped from the back of my head to the floor in a steady rhythm, marking out the seconds since the blow to my head.
Each drop that burst against the floor thinned the first terror and turned it into something almost sweet — resignation.
I hadn’t fought back. I’d only offered my body up to the three of them.
One hadn’t dirtied his hands yet. He had merely conducted the beating, elegant as an orchestra conductor. The other two obeyed without hesitation, handing their maestro violent harmonies thick with pleasure.
Violence, a timeless music.
Rage, one of the strongest muses there is.
Each blow landed harder than the last, and the blood began to pour.
Now and then the two of them rested the ends of their clubs on the floor — a breather from the hard work — and the tips left concentric circles behind, like the coffee rings under an espresso cup.
They stopped for a few seconds. Then they went back to it.
In the lulls, when the snarl and the short breaths settled, I tried to look around.
A few reddish flecks had found the walls, the beige Ikea sofa-bed, the white short-pile rug — the same as the one in my grandmother’s house.
I felt cold, then hot, then a chill that wrapped around me and sank deep into the wounds.
I could feel my skull laid open, my brain bared to the final blows: the last act of this opera of death, in which I was, all at once, the script, the actor, and the stage.
When I clenched my jaw, a couple of molars were gone. I caught sight of one of them along the lines of blood, as though traced by some illustrator overflowing with ideas.
Was this the end?
Was I going out like this?
All the books I had read, the films I had seen, the songs I had heard; all the memories I had lived — would the whole of it vanish for good under a single, merciful coup de grâce?
Or would the memories go out slowly, not on that floor but under the wail of an ambulance siren?
Only then did I remember the time my grandmother decided to put our dog down, Argo.
He was suffering too much. A constant whimpering and writhing.
The tumor had eaten deep into his brain, so she called a hunter with a good heart, a man named Manuel.
He turned up about an hour later, climbed down from his jeep, loaded his double-barreled shotgun, and asked us to go back inside.
I heard a single shot. Then he joined us in the kitchen.
My grandmother thanked him and offered him a cup of tea with some Dutch cookies.
In that house we never spoke of it again, but I couldn’t stop turning it over and over.
If killing was wrong — the fifth commandment, carved in stone by God himself, or so they told us at catechism — then why couldn’t I see a murderer in him?
Manuel: hunter, model family man, able to stroke his son’s hair and then pick up a weapon and put a shot through the head of a living creature.
I thought of saying: I’m begging you, be as loving as Manuel the hunter. Put an end to my pain with one merciful gesture.
The third man, the one dressed in white, the one who still hadn’t dirtied his hands, was running the operation. He was grinding his teeth so hard I could almost hear them crumbling under the pressure of his jaws.
His rage was blind. If it had been up to him, he’d already have killed every old person in the place. He’d have slipped into their rooms late at night and finished them all off, quietly, just like good Manuel the hunter.
He was in it for the money, and so were his soldiers, but with him there was something more. He wasn’t just some higher-up running the job.
It felt personal. His eyes wanted to see my flesh punched through by a bullet, for the pure pleasure of it.
“You made this plenty complicated for us, Carlo,” the man in white said.
I lowered my eyes.
My head seemed to have stopped bleeding the way it had before, and it came to me that nobody was going to burst in and arrest them. They would take it all, and I would die in some old folks’ home.
No. I wouldn’t say a word. As long as I never told them where it was hidden, they wouldn’t kill me.
No, they weren’t stupid. They had a method, they were trained, even if they couldn’t quite keep a lid on that explosive rage of theirs. And they didn’t underestimate me either.
They knew me well, and they knew who my grandmother had been.
Like grandmother, like grandson.
They suspected I was a son of a bitch just like her, and so they feared me.
The three of them looked at me, pleased. They tilted their heads to study their handiwork from different angles.
I felt like a Picasso done in tenderized meat, waiting on its last few touches: spit and obscenities flung at whoever had brought me into the world.
The moment was coming. The third man, the one in white, had his muscles clenched and the iron bar raised, cocked back, ready to be driven down with everything he had toward my head.
“Carlo, Carlo, Carlo. Where did you hide my grandfather’s diamonds?”
One
It all began over two glasses of Borsci liqueur on ice, in the bar of a small southern town called Uscio sul Mare.
Gianni and Gregorio were two thirty-year-olds, children of the economic boom.
For them life moved fast — much faster than it had for their parents, plain farmers with a war behind them and a notion of progress that stopped at the gasoline tractor.
Truth be told, not every thirty-year-old in 1977 was like Gianni and Gregorio.
Plenty of them wore outrageous bell-bottoms and grew their hair down to their shoulders, sure, but not all of them looked to the future with that kind of grit and drive.
As a rule the young men were the traditional sort: they preferred to get married, take out a mortgage, and have kids to cart around in a Fiat 126.
These two, though, were too far ahead to live like everyone else their age in town.
Word went around that they were a couple of homosexuals.
A pair of queers, the gossips whispered.
Not that they flaunted it — but in a town that small, if you didn’t have a girlfriend by thirty, and on top of that you were forever arm in arm with your best friend, then people suspected you might be playing for the other team.
Two women at the market:
“And look, God forbid, signora mia, everyone’s free to do as they please — but within their own four walls.”
A man at the betting counter, frowning over his slip, turning to the owner:
“I know a guy. A real male-male, this one — but he plays it all female-female, you follow me? Don’t ask me how. So he takes himself off on vacation to Greece, and you won’t believe it, he comes back and tells the brother of the nephew of Pinuccio the barber — who’s a bit of a fairy himself, mind you — that now he’s gone male-female, and the smart money these days is all on the female-male. I’m telling you, you can’t pick a single blessed winner anymore — can’t tell who’s playing for which side.”
Residents aside, Uscio sul Mare had never been a bad place. Quite the opposite — it could boast one of the finest beaches on the whole peninsula.
So, as I was saying, that day Gianni and Gregorio decided to meet at the town bar for a chat, and over those two glasses of Borsci liqueur — one ice cube each, cold in the middle but still too warm at the edges — they got to talking about ways to turn that pleasant but dim-witted little nowhere of a southern town into something more…
“More everything, Greg. I’m sick to death of this place. There are only two things you can do with it: burn it down, or take it to the height of its glory. Nero or Trajan — you with me?”
Gregorio nodded, still chiming the ice against the side of his glass.
“The only way is a clean break in how people think. We need fresh blood. But how?”
The “how” arrived a few minutes later, the moment they stepped out of the bar.
A Fiat Campagnola came around the corner, driven by the elderly Signora Steno, a widow of more than ten years with cataracts as thick as calluses.
The story goes that when she went in for her last eye exam to renew her license, she walked by mistake into the butcher’s next door, settled herself into the chair at the register, and — shutting one eye at a time — started reading the signs tacked to the wall:
WE / DO / NOT / EXTEND / CREDIT
and then,
VEAL / TO / ORDER.
“So, Doctor — can I drive?” she asked the butcher.
“Of course, signora, they’ve just brought in a prize bull, all ready to ride.”
In the end the actual eye doctor strongly advised her against getting back behind the wheel, then settled the matter with three hundred thousand lire tucked into his coat and a duly stamped “FIT TO DRIVE” for the motor-registry papers.
But back to Gianni and Gregorio, out in front of the bar, at the edge of the road, working a couple of soft-pack Dianas loose with a sharp snap of the fingers under the box.
Signora Steno’s car swerved hard, climbed the curb, caught Gianni from behind, took him for a ride a good ten meters along the hood of the Fiat Campagnola, and then flung him against the wall of the town hall.
In the most dramatic moment of it — Gregorio in tears, cradling Gianni’s head — the two confessed their love for each other.
It wasn’t a fatal accident, though Gianni spent a short convalescence first in a wheelchair and then on crutches, and he was left with a slight limp and a strange way of arching his fingers whenever he had to take hold of a pencil.
And yet what marked them both, deep down, wasn’t the scars on the body so much as the ones on the soul.
They realized they were vulnerable: bound for an inevitable aging and physical decline. Who would look after them if they got sick, or once they were old?
In a town that closed-minded, no less!
Gianni could practically feel the cold blade of a robber against his neck on the way home from his weekly burraco game. He pictured a goose-pimpling whisper in his ear, then one clean cut to the throat.
Gregorio pictured the cords lashing his wrists to the bed while a pair of gay-hating home aides made off with their life’s savings — pausing to set a candle on the nightstand and crack open the gas valve.
And so, on one of their many sleepless nights, they hit on the greatest idea of their lives. Decisive, revolutionary, and potentially lucrative: to build the most welcoming, the most cutting-edge, the safest retirement home of all time.
“Just think about it,” said Gianni. “It’s the answer to everything: we’ll take care of the old folks who are alone, the ones with no children, the ones left to fend for themselves. We’ll draw new people to town and get the local economy moving. The closed minds will have to open up or they’ll be left behind. And last but not least, we’ll have a safe, staffed place where the two of us can settle in when we’re old, too. We’ll put in every penny from the insurance payout. We’ll pull it off — I’m sure of it!”
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