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The Egyptian Imam

Milan

February 17, 2003

Shortly before noon on a bitterly cold February day, a plainclothes maresciallo (marshal) of the Carabinieri military police shouted “Polizia!” and stopped a Muslim man on Via Guerzoni in Milan. *1

The Muslim was an imam dressed in a traditional galabia tunic and taqiyah skullcap on his way to noon prayers at the Islamic Cultural Institute on Viale Jenner. The policeman flashed his identification and asked for the man’s papers. Hasaan Mustafa Osama Nasr, also known as Abu Omar, handed over his passport, residency permit, and identification papers. He said in broken English that he didn’t speak Italian.

The policeman took his time examining Omar’s papers. Suddenly, a white cargo van that had been parked across the street pulled up, and the panel door swung open. Two husky men pulled Omar into the van and pushed him to the floor. The door slammed shut, and the van sped up Via Guerzoni into Milan’s heavy traffic.

Omar was kicked in the head, chest, and stomach. A rag was stuffed in his mouth and a mask pulled over his eyes. Within minutes, the van reached the Milan suburb of Cormano and entered the eastbound A4 autostrada, where it was joined by a car and another van as escorts. The vehicles sped north past Bergamo, Brescia, Verona, Vicenza, Padua, and Venice. The caravan left the A4, turned north on the A28, and four hours later reached a security gate at the joint Italian–U.S. Air Force Aviano Air Base, two hundred miles from Milan. *2

Omar, a fifty-eight-year old Egyptian, was a radical imam at Milan’s Islamic Cultural Institute (ICI), considered by the American CIA and Italian intelligence as a center for recruiting European Muslims to go to al Qaeda training camps in Afghanistan. Since the 1990s, the ICI, a former garage converted into a mosque, had become a spiritual refuge for thousands of Muslims living in Milan. During Friday services, worshipers spilled onto the streets, kneeling on prayer rugs on sidewalks and around the block, snarling traffic and forcing retailers to close during prayers.

Italian intelligence knew the ICI was the European headquarters of Gamaa Islamiya, a terrorist Egyptian group responsible for killing hundreds of Egyptians and Westerners in attempts to overthrow the Egyptian government. Tunisian, Libyan, Moroccan, and Algerian radicals also found a spiritual home at the ICI. *3

Omar and his captors flew on a military plane to Ramstein Air Base in Germany and transferred to a private Learjet contracted by the CIA. The plane flew to Cairo, where Omar was arrested and taken to a prison, where he was stripped, prodded, whipped, and isolated in a small concrete box. He was repeatedly tortured. He was beaten with clubs, shocked with electrical prods, his hands and feet shackled, and forced to lie on a mat on a hard floor, freezing in cold weather, constantly attacked by mites, fleas, and mosquitoes.

After seven months, Omar was transferred to the notorious Tora prison complex known as Al-Aqrab, “the Scorpion,” where he was interrogated twice daily. Both sessions lasted for hours. He was stripped and pushed onto to a wet mattress, with guards sitting on wooden chairs over him as electricity surged through the mattress.

After attempts to locate Omar, the Italian police investigated reports that he had been kidnapped. The antiterrorism police, Divisione Investigazioni Generali e Operazioni Speciali, or DIGOS, had raided the ICI in 1995 under code name “Sphinx” and had found tools for forging passports and legal documents, radical Islamic publications, and forged papers. On September 4, 2001, DIGOS discovered downloaded photos of the Twin Towers taken at night on a computer at the Via Quaranta mosque in southern Milan, suggesting there was prior knowledge of the 9/11 attack in the Milan Muslim community. *4

DIGOS studied logs of cell phone SIM cards from cell towers on the Best Western hotel near Via Guerzoni and tracked 10,317 calls made between 11 a.m. and 1 p.m. They narrowed the calls to eleven made to each other in a flurry around 11 a.m. The calls trailed off until seven more SIM cards were tracked near Cormano, calling each other from escort vehicles approaching the A4 autostrada. DIGOS identified another thirty-four SIM cards, a network of connected callers, leading up to and after the kidnapping. DIGOS traced the owners of the SIM cards with further data collected from hotel registries, car rentals, and frequent flyer numbers. They identified twenty-five Americans, many with post office addresses near the CIA headquarters in McLean, Virginia. *5

One of the cards belonged to the CIA station chief at the American consulate in Milan. Another SIM card was linked to an American diplomat in Rome known to be a CIA agent. A third SIM card was traced to the American security chief at Aviano Air Base. One caller had photos of Abu Omar on his laptop computer, taken before his kidnapping.

Prosecutor Armando Spataro was assigned to the case to see if charges could be brought against the suspected kidnappers. Spataro was a highly respected jurist who had prosecuted cases in the infamous 1980s Anni di Piombo (Years of Lead) involving left- and right-wing terrorists, including the infamous Brigate Rosse (Red Brigades), who had murdered hundreds of people in hopes of igniting a violent revolution in Italy.

In April 2005, Spataro issued indictments and arrest warrants for nineteen Americans traced from SIM cards. The warrants were valid throughout the European Union, making Italy the first country to take such legal actions against American citizens. Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi summoned the American ambassador to Chigi Palace in Rome for what was described as a stern lecture on Italian sovereignty. *6

In July 2006, two high-ranking officials of the Italian Military Intelligence and Security Service (SISMI) were also charged with assisting the CIA in the operation.

The kidnapping of foreigners is a violation of American law under the United Nations Convention Against Torture signed by President Clinton in 1994. But after 9/11, President George W. Bush authorized American agencies to kidnap and transport suspected terrorists to foreign prisons to be tortured under the term “extraordinary rendition.” Abu Omar was one of hundreds of suspected foreign terrorists American agencies “rendered” after 9/11. *7

In June 2007, the Tribunal of Milan set a trial for the twenty-three Americans in absentia. Italian law allows trials for defendants who do not show up in court. In November 2009, Judge Oscar Magi convicted twenty-three Americans, all but one of whom were CIA agents. Many were given prison sentences, including the Milan CIA station chief. Two high officials from the Italian Military Intelligence and Security Service (SISMI) were also convicted. In December 2010, the sentences for the convicted Americans were increased to seven to nine years on appeal, and these Americans were ordered to pay damages to Omar. *8

Italy’s Justice Ministry issued a formal request for extradition of the convicted agents. The United States refused the request. Any of the convicted who traveled to the EU faced extradition to Italy.

In April 2016, the Portugal Supreme Court authorized the extradition of one of the convicted CIA agents, a dual citizen of the U.S. and Portugal, to face prison in Italy after she traveled to Portugal in 2015.

Abu Omar spent four years in Egyptian prisons before he was released. In December 2013, he was convicted in absentia by an Italian court of terrorist crimes. He remains living in Egypt.

1. Steve Hendricks, A Kidnapping in Milan: The CIA on Trial (New York: W.W. Norton, 2010), p. 32

2. Ibid., pp. 122–123

3. Lorenzo Vidino, Al Qaeda in Europe: The New Battleground of International Jihad (Amherst, New York: Prometheus Books, 2006), pp. 216–219

4. Vidino, p. 226

5. Hendricks, pp.167–169

6. Hendricks, p. 220

7. Hendricks, p. 147

8. Hendricks, p. 273
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June 22, 2013

The note read simply:

Marco, I’m in trouble. I’m worried about my family. Can we meet Sunday morning for coffee at Caffè Cavour? Gianni

Agent Marco Molinari stared at the note from his brother-in-law. It had been hand-delivered to the duty officer at the La Spezia Polizia di Stato headquarters, where Marco worked. The sealed white envelope had Marco’s name scrawled on the front by a pen running out of ink. It looked like Gianni was in a hurry.

Marco was puzzled as to why Gianni had sent a note to the Questura instead of calling if his family was in danger. Strange. The reference to Gianni’s family was disturbing; Gianni was married to Marco’s sister, Elisabetta. Betta and Gianni had two young children, seven-year-old Anita and three-year-old Davide.

Gianni was a midlevel customs agent at the La Spezia port, between Genoa and Pisa on Italy’s northwestern coast along the Ligurian Sea. La Spezia was an important commercial port and arsenal for the Italian Navy. Gianni was assigned to the port’s inspection unit, which off-loaded and inspected shipping containers arriving from ports in the Mediterranean, Asia, and the Middle East.

Marco reread the brief note, stuck it in his coat pocket, and headed to the parking lot behind the police station. When Marco reached his car, he took out his cell phone and punched Gianni’s cell number. Marco had to find out if this was an emergency that needed immediate attention. As an experienced police officer, he was trained to be suspicious.

Gianni answered after one ring. “Pronto, ciao, Marco.”

“Ciao, Gianni. Are you having dinner?”

The background noise of the family dinner table answered Marco’s question. Three-year-old Davide was banging his fork on a plate and screaming, “No, no! Don’t want, Mamma!”

Marco visualized the chaotic dinner scene that he had experienced on visits to their apartment: Betta struggling to feed Davide while he jerked his head left and right, pushing her hand away, food flying across the table and onto the floor.

Little Davide was a problem child, prone to outbursts. He was aggressive around other children, and he often fell down and screamed when he didn’t get his way. He had an emotional condition that doctors hadn’t identified yet. Davide’s behavior was a strain on anyone who encountered him, especially his family and neighbors.

In the background, a TV was blaring an irksome commercial offering low, low rates for cell phone service. It bothered Marco that Betta’s family ate with the TV on in the kitchen, a noisy distraction that added to the chaos.

“Yes,” Gianni answered. “I didn’t expect you to call so soon.”

“I have your note. You should have called if you needed to talk right away. Are you in danger?”

“No, no, not right now. But I have to talk to you.”

“Should I come over now?”

“No. It can wait until Sunday. Can we meet Sunday?”

“Of course. Are you sure it can wait? Your note worried me.”

Gianni said something, but his words were drowned out by Davide’s high-pitched wail in the background and the sound of him banging his fork on his plate. Marco could hear Betta trying to calm Davide down and taking him out of his high chair—he still had to be restrained in one, even at his age. “Davide, Davide . . . shush, shush . . . good boy. . . . Let’s go in your bedroom . . . find your pajamas . . . so we can play before bedtime.”

The kitchen TV blared another commercial of a weekend sale on summer clothes for children, the announcer bellowing about low prices and clothes that children needed to be popular with their playmates, and promoting Disney Princess and Ninja Turtles schoolbags, Spider-Man’s cool diaries and Winx’s pencil cases that children would need for school at the end of the summer.

Gianni said, “Davide’s been sick all week. Betta called me this afternoon to come home and help her. He’s been fussy, not letting her change his diaper, crying all day, refusing to nap.”

“I hope he recovers soon,” Marco said, distressed about his sister’s family problems, which seemed to only get worse, never better. “It’s hard when you have a sick child.”

Gianni sighed. “It’s been one thing after another. Davide had a cold and the flu in May and fell out of his bed one night and bruised his head. Last week someone pushed him off a swing in the park, and Betta had to rush him to the hospital. Poor Betta; she hasn’t had a break in so long. It’s so hard on us when Davide is not in kindergarten. Thank God Anita is going to the public summer school.”

“Yes, I know Betta is worn out. About your note, Gianni, are you sure you want to wait until Sunday? What about tomorrow? I could come to your apartment.”

“No, tomorrow isn’t good. I’m taking care of the children while Betta has an appointment with her gyno. She hasn’t gone since Davide was born. She’s been neglecting her health to take care of the kids. Betta said I can have an hour Sunday morning. I will pick Michele up at noon and bring him to the apartment for the day.”

Michele was Gianni’s twelve-year-old son from an earlier marriage. Gianni had gotten his girlfriend pregnant in high school, and their marriage had lasted only five years. After a nasty divorce, Gianni had been left with monthly child support payments to Michele’s mother. It was no secret how stressful it was for Gianni’s family when Michele came every other weekend. Michele resented it that his father had another family whose children were too young to play with. To add to the stress, Michele was going through puberty, becoming emotional and moody. There were frequent arguments when he spent the day, with lots of shouting, arguing, and slamming of doors until Gianni took him to a video arcade or the park to kick a soccer ball around.

“I can make it Sunday morning at ten.”

“Yes, thank you,” Gianni said, his voice anxious.

“I’ll see you then,” Marco said. “Give my love to Betta and your kids. We’ll get everyone together soon.”

On his drive home to Costa di Murlo, Marco played back the hurried conversation with Gianni. Marco wasn’t surprised about Gianni’s note; he had suspected something was going on. His sister had confided to him that Gianni had been acting strangely the last couple weeks, moody and depressed. Some nights after work, he’d go for walks alone or stay in their bedroom with the door closed.

Marco had observed Gianni’s withdrawn behavior when the family had come over for Betta’s birthday in May. Marco’s wife, Serena, had prepared a typical Ligurian menu: trofie pasta with pesto; leek and potato pie; zucchini stuffed with meat, cheese, ham, and grated bread; homemade focaccia; cima alla Genovese; lemon and pine nuts cake. She had put a bouquet of fresh flowers on the table and had presents for Betta, as well as gifts for Davide and Anita.

While Betta and Serena had talked in the kitchen, Marco had kept an eye on the kids playing by their pool on the patio. Gianni had spent the afternoon slouched on the sofa, drinking beer and watching a soccer match between AC Spezia Calcio and Carrarese on Tele Liguria Sud. When Marco had tried to engage him in conversation, Gianni had answered in one or two sentences, barely taking his eyes off the TV.

Marco knew Gianni had serious financial problems. Gianni supported two families on a modest customs officer’s salary. He had even asked Marco for money when his landlord threatened to evict them if they didn’t pay their back rent. It was a sad situation; Marco felt helpless, knowing his sister was struggling with a difficult marriage, a child with emotional problems, and constant money worries.

A once attractive, vivacious young woman, Betta now looked harried and worried, with rings under her eyes and stringy, uncombed hair. She dressed in clothes that should have gone to charity.

If only Betta had not met Gianni . . . had finished university . . . and had found a loving man with a good job and a promising future.

But what did Gianni mean when he said he was worried about his family?

Later that evening, Marco and Serena were on the deck of their hillside apartment overlooking La Spezia’s harbor, sipping chilled Sciacchetrà from Cinque Terre after dinner while their children paddled in the little pool next to Serena’s herb garden. Marco had given her Gianni’s note and told her about the stressful conversation while Davide was throwing a temper tantrum.

Serena studied the note as Marco gazed at the fiery orange sun ball descending across the azure Ligurian Sea.

Sparrows and other songbirds were swirling overhead, settling in the eucalyptus trees and oleander bushes as the evening air cooled and crickets chirped in the garden. It was a peaceful end of a hot, humid summer day.

“That poor family,” Serena said, laying down the note. “Every day they have a new crisis. It grieves me. I don’t know what to say. They have so many problems . . . poor little Davide; I think he’s autistic or has Asperger’s syndrome. How are they going to handle that as he grows up? Poor Anita seems lost; all her parents’ attention goes to Davide. She needs more affection; she seems needy. Betta is overwhelmed, trying to be a nurse, mother, and wife, with little support from Gianni. Michele’s weekend visits all end in disaster, with the children crying, Betta and Gianni arguing, and Michele scowling and angry. He can be so mean. Do you know what he called Betta one night when he was leaving? He called her ‘brutta puttana.’ The nerve of that dreadful boy! I don’t see how Betta can put up with all the chaos.”

“What can we do?” Marco said. “I’ve given them money. We see them once a month . . . what else is there? I feel hopeless. My heart aches for Betta . . . and the children.”

Serena changed the subject. “What kind of trouble is Gianni worried about? Is it serious, something legal, or just family problems? Their marriage is in trouble; we know that. Is there something else?”

“It probably is serious,” Marco said with a sigh. “But I don’t think he wants to talk about their marriage. God, I hope he’s not losing his job. What a disaster that would be.”

Serena pressed her lips together and then sighed. “Could be. . . . Poor Betta.”

Marco was at the Caffè Cavour at ten o’clock on that hot Sunday morning, sipping cappuccino and reading the weekend Corriere della Sera. He was seated at an outside table under an umbrella near Piazza Garibaldi, where he could see Gianni approach from any direction.

It was the usual Sunday morning parade on the sun-blazed piazza: young mothers pushing prams with toddlers wearing sun hats, walking in groups of two or three, alternating talking and texting on cell phones; male pensioners following shorthaired terriers and dachshunds on leashes; widowed nonnas strolling, arms linked with each other, stooped over with age and from lifetimes of raising children and grandchildren. Some of them were huddled under umbrellas against the intense sunlight.

Marco glanced at his watch. Gianni was late. Typical. At ten thirty-five, Marco ordered another cappuccino. When he returned to his table, he spotted Gianni hurrying into the piazza from behind the chiesa where he’d likely parked his car, near the primary school.

Gianni’s head shifted nervously left and right as he approached Caffè Cavour. He looked like he’d just gotten out of bed and grabbed clothes off the floor; his wrinkled shirt was untucked, the front drooping over his belt. Gianni’s running shoes had tattered laces. His uncombed hair poked from under a cap. He hadn’t shaved for a couple of days.

Marco rose and pushed a chair towards Gianni. “Ciao, Gianni. Come va?” Gianni refused the chair and motioned to the café. “Let’s go inside. It’s too hot outside,” he said, his voice tense. His left hand was twitching like an electrical current had jabbed his elbow. “The air conditioner in my car isn’t working.”

Gianni hurried past Marco into the café, went to a corner table, and sat where he could see everyone in the café, on the patio, and on the piazza.

Marco ordered an espresso at the bar and brought the cup and saucer to the table. “Thank you,” Gianni said, avoiding Marco’s eyes as he sipped the inky-black espresso. Abruptly he said, “Let’s go outside. I need a smoke.” He tipped his head back, drained the bitter coffee, and set the cup on the tiny saucer.

“I thought you wanted to be inside—” Marco said, but Gianni had already risen and pushed back his chair.

Marco followed Gianni and found an empty table in the shade of one of the café’s umbrellas. It was hot and muggy, 38°C already. People were staying in the shade of trees or awnings around the piazza.

Gianni reached into his back pocket and pulled out a Marlboro Rossa tobacco pouch and Rizla cigarette papers. He pinched brown flakes out of the package and dropped them into the paper, with some falling next to his saucer. He rolled the flakes in the paper, creased the ends together, and licked them before popping the rolled stump between his lips. He lit his lumpy cigarette with a plastic lighter, inhaled deeply, and then exhaled smoke over his shoulder.

Marco disliked smoking, believing it was a filthy, dangerous habit and an insult to people forced to breathe nearby. “You look tired, Gianni,” Marco said, sipping his cappuccino, wishing Gianni would take off his sunglasses. “Did you sleep last night?”

Gianni took off his sunglasses, revealing bloodshot eyes that made him look older and world-weary. “Not much,” he grunted. “Betta was up with Davide most of the night; he was coughing, crying. I got up a couple times to take care of him but then couldn’t go back to sleep. I’ll need a nap this afternoon.”

“Davide’s been sick a lot, hasn’t he? How’s Betta handling the stress? I’ve left messages for her, but she doesn’t seem to have time to call back.”

“It’s not her fault. She’s busy day and night. She needs rest, but I don’t know how or when that can happen.” He made a fluttering wave with his hand as if brushing away a fly.

Marco watched Gianni, his fingers twitching as he rolled the cigarette around. “What’s going on, Gianni? Your note worried me.”

Gianni picked a piece of tobacco off his lip and flicked it on the ground, avoiding Marco’s eyes. He glanced furtively at people walking by in the shade, then again stood, motioning with his head that it was time to leave.

Gianni walked into the piazza and tossed his cigarette butt into the gravel path, glancing nervously in one direction, then another. Marco followed behind. Gianni meandered around the statue of Garibaldi, the hero of Italy’s Risorgimento, mounted on his horse, leading his Redshirts into battle. He glanced up at the statue of the former sea captain who had refused a seat in the Senate to retire to the small island of Caprera and raise cattle. Gianni had told Marco once that Garibaldi was his personal hero; Gianni had even named his daughter after Garibaldi’s wife, Anita.

Gianni looked away and strolled around the monument, which was on a stone plinth in a small circular garden with pink and white petunias enclosed by a wooden fence.

Marco followed a half-step behind his brother-in-law, observing his odd behavior, like that of a man seeking to run away and hide from strangers. Marco pointed to a corner of the piazza shaded by trees. “There’s an empty bench over there,” he said.

Their shoes crunched on the gravel path, kicking up dust and dried leaves. Neither spoke until they were seated in the shade. Gianni took out his Marlboro Rossa packet again to roll another cigarette. “I’m in trouble, Marco,” Gianni said. “Big trouble.”

“Tell me.”

Gianni lit the cigarette, took a long drag, and exhaled to his side. “I made a big mistake,” he began, almost blurting out his confession. “A guy—Indian or a Paki, I couldn’t tell—came up to me a couple months ago when I got home. He was nicely dressed . . . spoke perfect Italian with a Genovese accent. He knew my name. He asked me if I wanted to make some easy money. Fast. I was suspicious.”

“You should have walked away.”

Gianni spoke in a staccato fashion, like he wanted to rush through his pathetic tale. “He asked how Betta and the kids were. I was shocked. How would he know my family? He knew the school where Anita goes. He knew Betta took Davide to the park every morning. How did he know that? I was going to walk away . . . then he asked if I could use some extra money to buy new clothes for Betta and the kids.”

“He probably had been spying on you for some time. What was his name?”

“He called himself Mimmo, but I didn’t believe him. It’s probably just an Italian nickname he uses.”

“Foreigners often use phony Italian nicknames.”

“But his Italian was good. He talked fast. He was only there about five minutes. He said he wanted to help my family.”

“How much did he offer you?”

Gianni narrowed his eyes, avoiding looking at Marco. When he answered, it was with a hushed voice. “Five thousand euros. For an hour’s work.”

Marco balled his hands into fists. He was furious with Gianni but didn’t want him to know. Bribing a customs official was a police matter, not just a family issue. “That’s a lot of money, Gianni. He offered you a bribe.”

Gianni took another drag, averting his eyes. “I know. Damn it, I should have walked away.”

“What did he want you to do?”

Gianni closed his eyes for a moment, sweat glistening on his forehead. When he answered, he spoke in bursts, making Marco believe he hadn’t confided in anyone about the incident that had likely caused him sleepless nights while he had suffered in silence.

“A container ship was coming into the harbor in a few days. He knew I was on a team that inspected containers. He wanted me to sign papers for one container without inspecting one of the boxes in it. He knew about the paperwork, who has to sign it. He knew my supervisor’s name and even showed me a copy of his signature. I was shocked that he knew so much.”

“Where was it going?”

“Milano.”

“What did you do?”

Gianni grimaced like he’d bitten into a lime. “I . . . I did as he said. It was easy. My supervisor signed the papers I gave him, and the container was taken to the warehouse and left on the truck a couple days later.”

“What was in the shipment?”

“I didn’t ask.”

Marco was stunned. Gianni had committed a serious crime that could send him to prison. But why had he taken so long to tell him? “You took a bribe, Gianni. You could lose your job and be in trouble with the police.”

Gianni sucked his cigarette hard, ash falling on his soiled shoes. “I know . . . but the money . . . you know we don’t have much. Betta doesn’t work. Two young children take a lot of money. I pay support for Michele. I’m always broke. If it wasn’t for the money my father gives me, we’d be living on the street.” He blinked away tears, reaching up to wipe his eyes.

“Why did you wait to tell me? We could have arrested this criminal.”

Gianni grimaced, looking like he had painful gas in his stomach. “There’s more,” he continued, speaking rapidly. “Mimmo came back a month later. Same deal. Another envelope with five thousand euros. Another shipment. Just look the other way and sign the documents. He asked if Betta was okay, as he hadn’t seen her recently. He was watching our apartment. She was at your mother’s in Parma for a couple days. Remember? Serena was there as well.”

“I remember.” Gianni’s story was getting more complicated; he had apparently taken another bribe. Where did this end?

“The shipment came. I signed the paper and gave it to my supervisor, who signed without reading it. The container was put in a warehouse for delivery. It was also going to Milano. I felt guilty, but I’d already spent the money he’d given me before. I was tempted by the money.”

“Everyone has a price, Gianni,” Marco said, restraining his anger. He had to hear the rest of the story, which he suspected was more incriminating for Gianni. “Some people are corrupted by money. For others it’s sex, a new car, a promotion, or a better job. People are tempted by what they don’t have.”

Gianni nodded, head lowered. He dropped his cigarette onto the gravel and squashed it with his shoe.

“What was in the shipment? You had the manifest.”

“The paperwork said bicycle parts and clothes from China. Machine parts from Pakistan.”

“There was something else in there.”

“I know, but I didn’t inspect.”

“Does Betta know what you did?”

“No!” he said, raising his head, reacting as if he’d been slapped on the face. “If she did, she’d kill me! She’s angry with me . . . we’re . . . having problems. Marital problems. I’m sure she’s told you.”

Marco leaned back and took a moment before he answered. Betta had mentioned that Gianni had been acting strangely the last few weeks, distant and sullen. But he didn’t want to let Gianni know Betta was confiding in him. “She did mention that you were worried about something. I called you a month ago, but you didn’t return my call.”

“I’m know. I’m sorry. I was afraid to tell you. But after . . . this week . . . I knew I had to see you.”

Marco blinked. There was more. “What happened?”

Gianni looked away, pinching his forearm with his fingers like he wanted to rip off his skin. He reached for his Marlboro Rossa package but then stopped, stuffing it back into his pocket. “Mimmo was back Tuesday.”

“Another bribe?”

Gianni shook his head. “Not a bribe. A threat.”

“What did he say?”

“He asked if I thought Anita was safe at her school. He said that the walls around the playground have a breach; someone could reach in and grab a child. He was trying to scare me, Marco. And he did. I was terrified! Someone grabbing Anita? I couldn’t sleep for nights after that.”

Marco held his breath. He and Serena loved Anita almost like their own child. Serena was Anita’s godmother. They had been at the hospital when she was born and had taken care of her so Gianni and Betta could have a weekend vacation before Davide was born. “You should have called me immediately. I could have had an officer there in minutes. We could have arrested him.”

“It happened so fast. I was angry, and I was afraid for the kids. I wanted to hit him. He said another shipment was coming next week. If I didn’t let it through, something might happen to Betta or one of the kids.”

A warm breeze from the harbor rustled the towering palm trees in the park, making a soft scratching sound above their heads. A dried palm frond drifted to the ground, landing at Marco’s feet. Marco was furious at what he was hearing: his brother-in-law admitting he had taken bribes, his family threatened. Possibly Marco’s own sister’s life was in danger. How could Gianni have been so foolish?

“You’re in trouble, Gianni. So is your family.”

“Can you help me, Marco, please?” he begged, finally looking at Marco, tears running down his cheeks into his scruffy, unshaven beard. “I don’t know what to do.” He wiped tears away with a knuckle, embarrassed by his confession. He lowered his head into his hands, leaned over, and started to sob.

Marco took out his cell phone. “I’m going to call the vice questore immediately. He might want to send an officer to your apartment to see if this Mimmo comes back. But you have to tell your story to a prosecutor.”

Gianni made a sorrowful moan, like he’d been kicked in the belly. “Oh, no . . . do I really—”

“Yes. And you’re coming to the Questura with me tomorrow for questioning. We’ll need a statement about everything you told me.”

Gianni uttered another moaning wail, turning away from Marco so he couldn’t see his face.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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“Dottor Paganini, Gianni D’Imporzano is in the interrogation room,” Marco said the next morning when he met his boss, Vice Questore Riccardo Paganini, in the hall. Officers from the Questura were making their way to the conference room for the morning briefing.

The gray-haired Paganini was the second-highest-ranking officer and a thirty-year veteran at La Spezia Questura, the Ligurian provincial police, who handled traffic, fraud, extortion, armed robbery, homicides, Mafia and drug crimes, kidnappings, smuggling, and antiterrorism. Paganini was a highly respected police official who had risen from being a street cop to being a detective in narcotics and later homicide. He eventually had been selected to be vice questore.

Paganini looked at his watch. “Good. We’ll question him this morning. My deputy will take over the morning briefing.”

“I would like to be in the interrogation room with him,” Marco said. “He’s very nervous. I had to talk to him several times last night to make sure he would come this morning. He was having second thoughts after telling me about the incident. I told him I would be with him when you question him.”

Paganini narrowed his eyes. “I understand. Witnesses and suspects often freeze up when we question them. Having you there should help; he can’t lie or hide facts if you’re in the room. He’s your brother-in-law?”

“Yes, he’s married to my sister. Yesterday he confessed to me that he took a bribe to let shipments pass inspection without being examined. The person who bribed him threatened his family last week.”

“We could have questioned him last night, but you know how it is with summer. I was diving on a boat when you called yesterday, and we didn’t get back until nine o’clock. I called prosecutor Marmori immediately, but he was in Rapallo for a family wedding and couldn’t come back until late last night. He’s coming to my office so we can get more information before we question D’Imporzano.”

He took Marco’s arm and led him down the hallway. Paganini removed a key from the keychain on his belt and unlocked the door to his office, motioning for Marco to enter. He then gestured for him to sit at a chair in front of his desk. Paganini picked up his phone and punched a number. “Agent Molinari is in my office. Can you come down? Bene. Ciao.”

Paganini put the phone down, logged in to his computer, and checked messages. Marco sat silently, listening to an antique clock ticking. He let his eyes roam around the office as he listened to the clock and waited for Marmori to arrive.

Paganini’s office was like a library with artifacts he had collected: leather-bound books, antique clocks, and watches. The walls were covered with daguerreotype photos of the La Spezia and Genoa harbors in the late nineteenth century; fleets of three-masted wooden ships with huge sails and long lines; sailors rolling barrels up gangplanks; rows of wooden warehouses; crates of Italian olive oil, food, clothing, and machinery; and pallets of granite bound for ports around the world.

Two minutes passed, and then there was a knock on the door. Marmori entered, Marco rose, and they exchanged formal greetings.

“Buongiorno, dottore,” Paganini said, turning away from his computer. “We need to hear from agent Molinari before we question his brother-in-law, who was bribed about material that came into the port. Marco, tell us what he told you yesterday.”

“Yes, dottore. Gianni says that a man named Mimmo bribed him. The name is probably phony. Gianni took two bribes of five thousand euros earlier this summer. Last week, Mimmo threatened his family if he didn’t let the shipment go through this week.”

“Is it drugs?”

“I don’t know.”

Paganini nodded. “We’ve seen more heroin and cocaine coming from Pakistan and Afghanistan recently. This could be a big shipment. We’ve got to act fast and get whoever is behind it.”

Paganini glanced at his watch. “Start from the beginning, Marco. I want to know everything before we question your brother-in-law. Leave him in the interrogation room; it’s good to let witnesses sweat a bit while we’re talking about them.”

Two hours later, Marco joined Gianni in the interrogation room, an austere, windowless room at the Questura. Two overhead light bulbs emitted harsh cones of light onto the table, the five chairs, and what looked like minimalist brush strokes on the worn linoleum floor. The light didn’t fully illuminate the corners of the room, which looked an eerie gray. But the light did reflect off a two-way mirror, making the room look like a carnival haunted house. In one corner at the ceiling, the black bulb of a video camera stared into the interrogation room like a silent spy.

Gianni looked around the room suspiciously, as if the walls had eyes and ears and were watching and listening silently, hearing his rapid heartbeat, and seeing the film of sweat on his forehead. After he had surveyed the room several times, he focused on a gray electronic console with dials, buttons, and LED lights on the table near Marco’s arm. He shuddered, his arms shaking. Marco said, “It’s okay. Don’t worry. I’m here with you.”

Gianni emitted a loud sigh and leaned back, looking only slightly less apprehensive. The lighting, stale air, and metal chairs were not supposed to put suspects at ease; they created a sinister atmosphere to generate tension while detectives let suspects “cook” for an hour or so before their interrogations.

Even with Marco next to him, the room unnerved Gianni. He couldn’t relax. His dark eyes shifted around, again focusing on the dimly lit corners, the empty chairs across the table, and the two-way mirror. He chewed on his fingernails, which were raw and swollen, and glanced at the mirror. He knew detectives were staring at him from behind it. He wasn’t so much breathing as panting in the stale air, his heart pounding against his ribs. Gianni was claustrophobic and became fearful and anxious if there wasn’t an open door or window that he could see through.

Marco put a hand on Gianni’s forearm, which was damp with sweat. The move startled him. “Take your time when they ask you questions,” Marco advised him. “Don’t try to bluff. Don’t be evasive. Be honest and give details. If they suspect you’re lying, you’ll be here all day and night. You’re not here as a suspect; you’re not being investigated. You’re here as a witness, that’s why you don’t need a lawyer . . . yet.”

Gianni nodded, his eyes still darting around the room. He was especially unnerved by the two-way mirror. “Y-y-yes . . . yes, of course,” he stammered. “I’ll tell everything.”

“It won’t be pleasant, but you’re doing the right thing. We have to get to the bottom of this.”

“I know . . . I know . . . but I feel so . . . bad. I didn’t mean to do anything wrong, it’s just that—”

“Don’t say any more. They’ll be here soon.”

“They’re watching, aren’t they?” Gianni said, staring at the two-way mirror.

“Don’t worry. It’s fine. Try to relax. I know this is hard. But I’m here.”

Gianni reached for the Marlboro Rossa tobacco pouch in his shirt pocket, clumsily dropped flakes into a Rizla cigarette paper, lit the stump, took two quick puffs, and flicked the ashes into the metal ashtray, scored from thousands of squashed cigarette butts and mounds of tobacco ash. Gianni faked a smile, but the gesture looked painful. “I’m glad you’re with me, Marco. I couldn’t do this alone. I’d break down and cry or do something bad.”

“Don’t worry. I’m here,” Marco repeated, worrying that Gianni might have a breakdown if they had to wait much longer.

Gianni smoked aggressively, squirming in his metal chair like a nervous schoolboy, raising one buttock and then the other to ease the discomfort of the hard surface. With his nubby fingernails, he scratched the back of his hands, leaving streaks of white on his tanned skin. Circles of sweat stained the armpits and collar of his shirt, which looked like he’d picked it off the floor that morning.

There was a loud click. The door opened, letting fresh air into the room, which smelled like a musty closet. Gianni flinched and his head jerked toward the door.

Three men carrying file folders entered the room and sat on padded chairs across from Marco and Gianni. Paganini pressed buttons on the electronic console, turning on an audio recorder. In a flat voice, Paganini recited the date, time, and names of everyone in the room.

Then he looked at Gianni. “Signor D’Imporzano, I am Vice Questore Riccardo Paganini.”

He gestured to a tall man on his right, who sat erect as a hawk on his perch. He looked to be in his sixties, with thin white hair and the bearing of a judge. “This is public prosecutor dottor Stefano Marmori.”

Paganini looked past Marmori to a broad-shouldered man seated next to him. “This is detective Angelo Carbonara.” Carbonara looked like a bulldog, with a thick chest and forearms that stretched his suit coat. His dark, hooded eyes examined Gianni as if he were a dead fish splayed on a mound of ice at an outdoor market.

The file folders lay unopened on the table in front of the interrogators. Gianni’s eyes shifted nervously from one to the other, fearful that the brief, official beginning of his interrogation might lead to physical threats or even torture; he hated pain and knew he would not last long if he was slapped or beaten.

Paganini asked the first question. “Signor D’Imporzano, we need to hear the story you told your brother-in-law yesterday.”

“Yes, dottore. I’ll tell you everything. I know I have to, it’s j-just that I—” Gianni stammered, his eyes shifting from Paganini to Marmori, avoiding the glassy stare of Ispettore Carbonara.

Paganini raised a hand. “Start at the beginning. Take your time. Don’t leave anything out.”

“Yes, yes,” Gianni said, wiping a film of sweat from his brow. The cords on his neck were taut as a rope. “I . . . I was coming home from work one evening in May . . . around the eighteenth,” he began, as if he was struggling to get each word out. “I think it was a Thursday, before I took the family to the Farinata Festival in Portovenere. My kids are crazy for farinata, you know. I parked my car near my apartment and was walking along the sidewalk. A man was standing in my path. He greeted me by name . . . asked me how I was . . . like he knew me. . . . I’d never seen him before. . . . I didn’t recognize him. He wasn’t from our neighborhood. He looked Indian or Pakistani—dark skin, black hair, dressed in nice clothes, a blue sport coat, tan slacks, expensive moccasins . . . like he lived on a yacht, maybe.”

“Did he tell you his name?” Paganini asked.

“He said it was Mimmo, a funny name for an Indian or Paki. I think he was using an Italian nickname.”

“Last name?”

“He didn’t say.”

“Go on. Take your time.”

“He asked me how Betta and the children were. My wife’s name is Elisabetta. My children are Anita and Davide. Betta is Marco’s sister.” He glanced at Marco, who was looking at Paganini.

“Yes, we know. Go on.”

“I was surprised—shocked, even—that he knew their names. I asked how he knew. He said he saw them on his morning walks. I asked if he lived in the neighborhood. He said he didn’t but that he had a friend who lived nearby who he often came to visit.”

“What happened next?”

Gianni coughed, stubbing out his cigarette in the dirty ashtray. “We exchanged a bit of small talk on the way back to my apartment—it’s at the end of the block—the weather, soccer, the neighborhood. He knew where to buy good bread, fresh meat, and the best coffee shop. It’s like he wanted me to think he was a neighbor. He asked about my job, how it was going. . . . Then he asked if I would like to make some money.”

“How did he express it? What words did he use?”

“Something like . . . could I use some extra money . . . to pay bills, you know, buy something nice for my children and wife. He said families with young children need extra money. . . . He was trying to be friendly. . . . He was . . . slick . . . like he knew what he was doing.”

Paganini nodded. “Did he mention how much money?”

“No, not at that point.”

“What else did you say?”

“I asked him what he meant. He said he knew customs agents are not paid well and families have needs that are more than our salaries provide. He patted his coat pocket like he had something for me. . . . I said I didn’t need any money; our family was fine. He looked up at my apartment and gave me a smile like he knew I wasn’t telling the truth. Our neighborhood . . . is . . . you know . . . not the best. It’s noisy, with motorbikes and motorcycles going by at all times of the day, teenagers hanging out at night and making a lot of noise. It’s a busy street with lots of families with children—”

“What neighborhood?” Paganini asked.

“We live in Quartiere Umbertino. On Via Firenze.”

Paganini nodded. “I know it. Go on.”

Gianni coughed again, cleared his throat, and continued. “He patted his coat pocket again and said, ‘Betta and the children need new clothes.’ I was insulted and was going to walk away. Then he said, ‘I want to be your friend. . . . I can help you, Gianni.’ He kept using my name. Then he said, ‘I have a present for you.’ He put his hand in his pocket like he was going to take something out.”

“Did anyone on the street see you talking to him?” Prosecutor Marmori asked. It was the first time he had spoken.

Gianni shook his head. “Maybe. I really don’t know. It’s a narrow street . . . a busy neighborhood . . . children playing in the street . . . running and kicking soccer balls. The closest park is three blocks away, so the children play in the street when they’re not in school or at home. Cars park on one side and on the sidewalk, so there’s not much room to stop and talk. There’s not even a coffee shop close by.”

“Was there anyone who saw you talking to the man?” Marmori repeated.

“Ah . . . I don’t know. It was a long time ago.”

“What did he say next?” Paganini asked.

“He took out an envelope and handed it to me. I didn’t take it. He slipped it under my armpit, like this.” Gianni demonstrated, slipping a hand under his sweaty armpit. “Then he said, ‘Here’s a gift for you and a note inside. A ship is coming into port next Wednesday. The note has a container number. When you inspect that container, there will be a wooden box with a serial number that’s on the note. Sign the customs authorization and get your supervisor to sign off. Tell him you’ve done your job. He won’t know that you didn’t inspect the box. Customs agents like you are busy. It will only take five minutes or so. Five thousand euros for five minutes’ work. How many weeks do you have to work to earn five thousand euros?’”

“How did you answer him?”

“I don’t remember . . . something like . . . ‘That’s a lot of money.’ He smiled and said, ‘You’ll earn it by following instructions.’ I asked him how he would know that I followed instructions. He didn’t say anything for a moment, and then he looked around to see if anyone was watching.”

“Was there?”

He shook his head. “Just children playing in the street, that’s all. I don’t remember anything else.”

“Then what did he say?”

Gianni stole a quick glance at Carbonara, whose eyes were locked on him. “What he said upset me: ‘If you don’t follow instructions, I’ll find out. Then I’ll come and get my money back. But you don’t want that; you really don’t. The money’s yours if you do as I ask.’”

Marmori asked, “What did you think he meant by that?”

Gianni was still nervous, his eyes blinking. “It was . . . like a threat. It meant someone at the dock was watching me.”

“Do you know who could be watching you?”

Gianni shook his head, twisting the tobacco pouch in his hands. “I never noticed. . . . Hundreds of people work on the dock every day—customs inspectors . . . dockworkers . . . police. Some I know. Many people, not always the same ones.”

Marmori opened his file and scribbled on a notepad. He looked up at Gianni and said, “Keep talking. What happened next?”

“The envelope fell to the ground. We stood there. He didn’t pick it up. I looked down at it . . . I didn’t know what to do . . . I felt uncomfortable . . . it was . . . an uneasy feeling, just standing on the street . . . looking at each other. He never took his eyes off me.” Gianni sighed, took a deep breath, and continued. “I . . . I picked it up . . . tried to give it back to him . . . but he put up his hand and said, ‘It’s yours, Gianni, a gift from me to you and your family. It’s not polite to give gifts back.’ He was smiling . . . like he had given me a Christmas present or something. It felt . . . so . . . strange . . . like in a Mafia movie.”

“Did you put it in your pocket?”

“No. . . . I held it in my hand. . . . Mimmo smiled and touched his forehead like this.” Gianni made a gesture like a quick salute. “He said to have a good evening with my family . . . that I was lucky to have a pretty wife and children. Then he turned around and walked away.”

“What did you do?”

“I . . . I was shaking, not sure what I should do. I wanted to run after him and give the envelope back, but I felt almost . . . paralyzed. . . . I couldn’t believe what had happened. It was like it was happening to someone else, not me. Someone I didn’t know had given me money on the street. . . . It was like a dream. . . . That’s the truth. I mean it.” He opened his cigarette pouch to roll another cigarette, then stopped and put the pouch back on the table.

“Why didn’t you follow him and tell him to come back?” Carbonara asked.

“I was going to . . . but I felt like I was dreaming, like I told you, and when I woke up, he was gone . . . around the corner.”

The three officers looked at each other, blank expressions on their faces. Then they looked at Gianni, and Marmori asked, “What did you do after you woke from . . . this dream?”

Gianni’s face drooped. He looked down at the table, his hands gripping the tobacco pouch. “I wasn’t thinking right. . . . I was in shock. . . . I went up to my apartment . . . kissed my wife . . . hugged my children. . . . I just wanted to be home with them.”

“What did you do with the envelope?”

Gianni looked at Marco before he answered. “I . . . I put it in my dresser.”

“Did you open it?”

A wave of anxiety washed over Gianni’s pale, sweaty face. He looked at Marco as if he wanted him to answer for him. “Tell him, Gianni,” Marco urged. “Tell them the whole story.”

“I didn’t open it right away. . . . I was too frightened. . . . I waited until after dinner. . . . I was upset. . . . I couldn’t eat. . . . All I could think about was the envelope and . . . what was in it.”

“What was in the envelope?” Marmori said.

Gianni looked at Marco, then back at them. “A stack of fifty-euro bills, a hundred of them, with a clip around them.”

“And the note?”

“A typed note. Short, just four lines: the date of May 28; the ship name, Oceana; the number of the container; and the serial number of a box in the container. I put everything back in the envelope and shut the dresser.”

It was quiet for several moments. Paganini, Marmori, and Carbonara stared at Gianni, who looked nervously from one to the other, not sure if he should say anything more.

“What did you do with the note?” Carbonara asked.

“I . . . I put it back.”

“Did you follow his instructions?”

Gianni looked down at his hands in his lap. In a trembling voice, he said, “Yes . . . yes, I did.”

“What did you do with the note?”

He looked up but avoided their eyes. In a low voice, he said, “I . . . I tore it up and threw it away.”

It was silent in the dank, smoky interrogation room. The legs of Gianni’s chair squeaked as he twitched, his hands clutching his tobacco pouch.

Marmori broke the silence. “What did you do with the money, Gianni?”

Gianni squirmed and lowered his head. “I . . . I spent . . . some . . . I’m in debt . . . never get ahead . . . so many bills . . . rent . . . medicine for my children . . . food . . . car repairs. . . . I drive an old Audi. . . . It needed new brakes, a transmission, tires. I pay child support for my twelve-year old son. Every month I end up deeper in debt.” He looked at Marco, tears welling in his red eyes. “Marco knows my . . . situation. . . . He’s lent me money. . . . I hate being in debt. . . . I just don’t know what—”

“Did you spend the money to pay bills?” Carbonara asked.

“Yes! Yes, I did! I got the car fixed. . . . That was expensive. . . . I had to get a new alternator; a new muffler; new upholstery in the backseat that was torn; a new car alarm—that was broken. All that cost more than two thousand euros. . . . I wish I could have bought a newer car, but I had other bills. I paid my landlord our back rent. . . . I owed my ex-wife child support I couldn’t pay before.”

“Did you spend any money on yourself?” Carbonara asked.

Gianni said, “Well, I—I bought a dress and a purse for my wife . . . and a few things she likes . . . perfume . . . soaps . . . a scarf. . . . I gave her money to have her hair styled. She looked so nice afterwards,” he forced a smile that lasted a second and then disappeared. “She doesn’t dress up much. I was glad I could make her happy. I took her to dinner one night . . . a neighbor took care of the children. . . . We hadn’t had dinner out . . . alone . . . in a long . . . long time.” Gianni stopped abruptly. His face sagged like he was about to break down and cry. He sniffled, pinched his nose with two fingers. Marco put his hand on his arm. “Are you okay? Do you need a break?”

Gianni sniffed. “No . . . I’m okay. . . . I just felt this . . . sick feeling in my stomach. . . . I don’t know what else to say. I’m sorry.”

The officers waited, letting Gianni recover. Then Paganini said, “We’ll take a break in a few minutes.”

“Yes . . . yes . . . thank you.”

“Did your wife ask how you could afford these things?”

Gianni nodded. “She wanted to know. I said that I had gotten a raise at work, and my mother had given me some money. She does sometimes, but not much. Just enough to buy toys and books for my children, that’s all.”

“Did you spend any on yourself?”

Gianni looked down at his hands again, avoiding their eyes, and mumbled something unintelligible.

“Speak up. We can’t hear you,” Marmori said.

Gianni looked up, cleared his throat, and spoke louder. “A pair of shoes. A belt. A hat to go to the beach. I took my family to Genova for a weekend to take the children to the aquarium and the pirate ship.” He smiled weakly, remembering the weekend. “We hadn’t had a vacation since Davide was born.”

The officers looked at each other. “Let’s take a break,” Paganini said. “Gianni, we’ll be back in ten minutes. I’ll have someone bring water. Get yourself together; we have more questions.”

The three men left the room and followed Paganini to his office. Seated in a chair across from his desk was Giuseppe Magnani, Gianni’s supervisor, who’d been briefed about the situation by Paganini.

Paganini sat behind his desk. Marmori and Carbonara sat next to Magnani. “Dottor Magnani, we’ve questioned D’Imporzano about the incident I told you about,” Paganini said. “It has grave legal consequences for him. Before we go back and continue our questioning, we’d like a little information from you. Later we’ll need an official statement.”

Magnani looked around nervously, unsure of how to respond to senior police officers. “Of course, I’ll cooperate. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

“Thank you. We appreciate your cooperation. Tell us about D’Imporzano.”

“What can I say?” he said, his voice nervous. “He’s a good agent, not a great one. Shows up on time, works overtime when necessary. He doesn’t have a strong personality; other agents tease him. He takes it and doesn’t talk back to them. He’s quiet. Does his job and goes home. I had to discipline him once for taking too long to do his inspections. He seems bored sometimes, not focused, and keeps to himself. He’s not a team player; doesn’t play on the soccer team or talk about sports like the other men. He seems to be daydreaming when he isn’t working. I never know what he’s thinking. But he’s a decent man with a young family. A good father, I believe, but I’ve only met his family at holiday office parties. They don’t stay long; his little boy has some kind of emotional problem. It’s hard on Gianni, I know. Maybe that’s what he’s thinking about.”

Paganini said, “He apparently has taken bribes and will face criminal charges by the time we complete our investigation. Because of the sensitive nature of the case, we must have complete silence about our investigation.”

“Why, yes, of course. I understand. I’ll cooperate any way you want.”

“Thank you. A ship is coming into the port in three days. We need to inspect it for contraband. Probably drugs. We need the inspection to appear routine. Someone may be watching. We don’t want to alert them that Gianni has confessed. We’ll need to determine what is in the shipment and who it is intended for.”

“I understand. You’ll have my full cooperation.”

“We will have plainclothes officers at the wharf when the ship arrives and is off-loaded. They’ll need badges. If anyone asks who they are, say they’re government bureaucrats from Genova doing a routine visit.”

“That happens often. Sometimes announced; other times they just show up and spend a few hours.”

“Good. Now we have to ask Gianni more questions. You can go now. Thank you for cooperating.”

Magnani left. When the door was shut, Paganini said, “We need to turn the screws on D’Imporzano. We need to know everything. Do you think he’s hiding anything?”

Carbonara shook his head. “Too early to tell. But he’s cooperating, and I don’t think he’s lying. Yet. I can spot a lie as easy as tying my shoes. It’s second nature for me.”

“It’s obvious he’s scared,” Marmori said. “He’s a weak character. Probably poor self-esteem. Criminals often have poor self-esteem; they do things to feel good about themselves, things that get them in trouble.”

“We need to find out if he still has the notes. He had another encounter with the Mimmo character last week when he was threatened by him.”

“So who is Mimmo working for?” Carbonara asked.

Paganini shrugged. “We don’t know. Some drug operation, probably connected to illegal North African immigrants who supply hashish and cocaine all the way from Tuscany to Milano
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