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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Kidnapping and Assassination of Aldo Moro

      
        
        Rome, Italy, March 16 to May 9, 1978

      

      

      Note to reader: The Italian terrorist group known as the Red Brigades will be referred to by its Italian name, the Brigate Rosse (BR), in this book.

      A SUNNY MORNING IN ROME

      A little before nine in the morning on March 16, 1978, sixty-one year-old Aldo Moro, ﬁve times Italian prime minister between 1963 and 1976, emerged from his ﬁfth-ﬂoor Rome penthouse apartment on Via Forte Trionfale to be driven to the Italian Parliament for a historic session that would be a crowning achievement in his thirty-year political career.

      It was the Thursday before Palm Sunday. Temperatures had been rising the last few days, and Italians had been showing up on beaches to enjoy the warm weather. Spring was in the air.

      As president of Italy’s largest party, the Christian Democrats (CD), Moro would present to Parliament at ten o’clock his controversial plan v to form a coalition to rule Italy called the Compromesso Storico, which would include the Communist Party.

      Italy would become the ﬁrst European nation to form a coalition with the Communist Party despite strong opposition from NATO allies and especially the United States. Moro’s gamble was to bring unity to Italy, which was grappling with the crippling forces of economic collapse and waves of terrorism.

      Moro was Italy’s foremost statesman, known for his ability to mediate among political friends and foes alike. As a reward for his long service, he was likely to become president of the Republic in December.

      Moro was also a loving father and grandfather. He and his wife of thirty-three years, Eleonora, had raised four children, including two who still lived with them along with their two-year-old grandson, Luca.

      Moro had aged in his thirty-plus years climbing the ranks of the CD. His hair had turned gray, and he walked with a slight stoop, but he was still vigorous and healthy. Every morning he lugged briefcases from their apartment loaded with books, pills, government papers, and

      Waiting that morning in the Via Forte Trionfale courtyard was Moro’s bulletproof, dark blue executive Fiat 130. Seated in the front newspapers. were his driver, Domenico Ricci, and Oreste Leonardi, a Carabinieri warrant officer (maresciallo) nicknamed Jude who’d been Moro’s bodyguard for ﬁfteen years.

      In the second escort car, a cream-colored Alfa Romeo, were three more bodyguards armed with Beretta M-12s. It was the ﬁrst day of duty for one bodyguard, thirty-year-old Francesco Zizzi.

      A few minutes after nine o’clock, Moro’s two-car motorcade embarked on a route that would take them through the quiet Via Fani neighborhood so Moro could have a few minutes of silent prayer at the Church of Santa Chiara nearby.

      The only stop sign along the route was at the intersection of Via Fani and Via Stresa.

      Moro’s departure that morning had been closely observed by a man wearing a ski cap on a Honda motorcycle. The motorcycle rider rode to Via Fani and looped around, signaling to waiting colleagues that Moro’s motorcade was minutes away.

      Within the previous hour, a highly organized and deadly drama had been unfolding on Via Fani.

      At around 8:20, a blue four-door Fiat 132 had dropped off two men in blue Alitalia uniforms near the shuttered Olivetti Bar. Two other men dressed similarly were already standing beside potted plants in front of the Olivetti. The four men carried briefcases, one with the logo of Alitalia Airlines.

      Within minutes, eleven men and one woman had arrived in three Fiat 128s, one Fiat 132, and one Mini Cooper. They parked near the intersection of Via Fani and Via Stresa. All of the vehicles had been stolen recently off Rome streets and equipped with police sirens and ﬂip-over license plates.

      The drivers, passengers, and men standing by the Olivetti were all carrying concealed automatic weapons. They waited for Moro’s motor cade, which took four minute to reach Via Fani.

      Moro was reading a newspaper in the backseat when his driver, Ricci, stopped at the stop sign.

      Immediately, the woman in one of the Fiats backed around the corner and blocked Moro’s Fiat. Moro’s driver tried to make an evasive move but was blocked by the Mini Cooper, which had pulled up behind the escort Alfa Romeo.

      The dozen who had gathered that morning sprang into action, pulling automatic weapons from briefcases, bolting from cars, and ﬁring a fusillade of bullets into Moro’s stalled motorcade.

      The woman and her passenger in the Fiat that blocked Moro’s car opened a cross-ﬁre barrage at Ricci and Leonardi in the front seat.

      The four men in blue uniforms ran across the street from the Olivetti. Two ﬁred machine pistols at Moro’s three bodyguards in the Alfa Romeo. The other two men opened the back door of Moro’s car and dragged him out.

      The ambush on Via Fani was over in seconds. Moro’s driver, Ricci, and bodyguard Leonardi were dead in the front seat, their bodies covered in blood.

      Two bodyguards in the Alfa Romeo’s front seat were killed instantly, one gripping the handle of his police radio. The bodyguard in the backseat stumbled out, kneeled, and ﬁred two shots. The man on the Honda killed him with one shot to the head.

      In twenty seconds, some ninety shots were ﬁred from automatic weapons on Via Fani. Broken glass and spent shells littered the street in puddles of blood. Moro’s newspapers ﬂuttered near the Alitalia bag that had carried an automatic weapon.

      The four Fiats, the Mini Cooper, and the motorcycle sped away.

      A minute later, Moro’s captors transferred him to a German van on Via Massimo, which sped off and disappeared.

      At 9:25 that morning, one of Italy’s national radio networks broke the news:

      “We interrupt this broadcast to bring you a dramatic announcement that seems almost unbelievable, and though there is no official conﬁrmation as yet, unfortunately it appears to be true. The president of Christian Democracy, the Honorable Aldo Moro, was kidnapped in Rome a short while ago by terrorist commandos. Honorable Moro’s escort was composed of ﬁve police officers. It is said that they are all dead.”

      At ten o’clock, a coded teletype alert from the Ministry of Interior ordered Italian police to institute Plan Zero, a secret plan to deal with a national crisis. But Plan Zero had inadvertently never been dispatched to police commanders. It was hurriedly typed, copied, and dispatched around the country. It was a sloppy blunder, one of many that would plague the investigation of one of Italy’s most sensational crimes in postwar history.

      Roads in and out of Rome were put under surveillance. Airports, borders, train stations, and harbors were alerted. But Moro and his captors were already in a secret location near the center of Rome.

      At ten ﬁfteen, telephones in newsrooms in Rome, Milan, Turin, and Genoa received a recorded message:

      “This morning we captured the president of Christian Democracy, Moro, and eliminated his bodyguards, Cossiga’s ‘leatherheads.’ A communiqué follows.—Brigate Rosse.”

      Five thousand police began a house-to-house search around Via Fani. Officials believed that possibly sixty Brigate Rosse members had been involved in the kidnapping: driving cars, obtaining weapons, and maintaining a hideout where they were keeping Moro.

      In the police ﬁles was a report ﬁled earlier that month by Moro’s bodyguard Leonardi about suspicious movement around Moro’s home and one of his offices. The day before Moro’s abduction, the nation’s highest police official had called Moro’s office to say that the report had been investigated and that there was no cause for alarm.

      The next day, March 17, Brigate Rosse delivered clandestinely their ﬁrst communiqué to Rome’s daily newspaper, Il Messaggero, along with a polaroid photo of Moro in front of a Brigate Rosse banner.

      The photo had a sinister touch: the double “S” in the word Rosse above Moro’s head resembled a Nazi swastika. The photo was published in Italian newspapers on Palm Sunday. At noon, the ailing, eighty-yearold Pope Paul VI delivered his sermon at St. Peter’s and asked for prayers for Moro, his longtime friend.

      Since the turbulent 1960s, Italy had been rocked by hundreds of acts of domestic terrorism known as Anni di Piombo (Years of Lead)— bombings, kidnappings, and assassinations committed by right-wing fascists, left-wing Brigate Rosse, and unnamed groups.

      The terrorism was concentrated in the northern provinces of Lombardy and Piedmont, the center of Italy’s rapidly growing manufacturing industries. From 1955 to 1971, nearly ten million Italians had migrated from poor, southern regions to work in factories and on assembly lines of automobile plants such as Pirelli and Fiat in Milan and Turin.

      Waves of migration caused a severe crisis in housing and sanitation.

      Workers—mostly young, uneducated men from agrarian backgrounds— were forced to live in attics, basements, shacks, and cement buildings with no electricity or running water called Koreas. Squalid housing, low wages, and dangerous working conditions led to widespread protests, riots, kidnappings, and sabotage by workers and revolutionary-minded university radicals.

      The year 1969 was a particularly bloody one across Italy. There were 145 bombings, many in public places, such as the University of Padua and the Milan fair, and aboard trains. On December 12, sixteen were killed in Milan’s Piazza Fontana (near the Duomo, Milan’s cathedral) when a bomb exploded at the Banca Nazionale dell’Agricoltura. The violence led many Italians to fear that the country was on the brink of a violent revolution that could topple the government.

      Many terrorist acts were carried out by the left-wing Brigate Rosse, founded by two sociology majors, Margherita Cagol and Renato Curcio, at the University of Trent. Cagol and Curcio married and moved to Milan to mobilize protesters and spread their Marxist-Leninist ideology that capitalism was born in violence and would be overthrown by violence.

      Throughout the 1970s, Brigate Rosse brigatisti robbed banks, kidnapped judges and industrialists, and dealt in arms and drug smuggling to ﬁnance their operations. Their movement grew, and BR cells sprang up in Rome, Genoa, and Venice.

      Curcio was arrested in September 1974 for kidnapping an auto executive and was given a prison sentence of eighteen years. But Cagol and a band of brigatisti broke him out of prison in February 1975. They went into hiding and began writing a strategic document charging Christian Democracy as being “the enemy of the state.”

      Three weeks later, Cagol was shot and killed by Carabinieri during a raid on a farmhouse where a kidnapped Italian industrialist was being held. After Cagol’s death, Brigate Rosse assassinated Carabinieri, judges, and even lawyers appointed by the courts to defend BR members.

      Curcio was recaptured in January 1976 along with four other brigatisti. Cagol’s death and Curcio’s arrest left the BR leadership to Mario Moretti, a union activist and former student at Milan’s Catholic University. Moretti’s ﬁrst act as a BR member after he joined in 1971 was to commit a mugging with Curcio. In 1976, Moretti moved to Rome and became the mastermind of Moro’s kidnapping.

      When Moro was abducted, Curcio and ﬁfteen members of the Brigate Rosse were awaiting trial in Turin. Four days after Moro’s kidnapping,

      Curcio and his Brigate Rosse brigatisti were led in chains to a security cage in a Turin court for the beginning of their trial. Curcio asked to read a statement. After the judge refused, the brigatisti began yelling, and the courtroom erupted in chaos.

      Curcio shouted, “We . . . have Moro in our hands!”

      Ten days after Moro’s abduction, the Saturday before Easter, BR released its second communiqué. It contained a list of grievances against the Christian Democrats, including a disturbing phrase: “The interrogation of Aldo Moro is under way.”

      On Easter Sunday, Moro wrote a letter to his wife, telling her he was fairly well, was well fed, and was being treated with kindness. He signed off: “I bless you all; I send my dearest regards to all and a strong embrace.”

      Over the next few weeks, letters from Moro and Brigate Rosse communiqués were dispatched clandestinely from the “people’s prison” to Moro’s family, friends, and Christian Democratic colleagues. The letters and communiqués fueled debates in Parliament and were splashed across the front pages of newspapers. They were analyzed by Moro’s colleagues, the Vatican, psychologists, and journalists, as well as by an American terrorist advisor, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Steve Pieczenik, dispatched from Washington. Some read between the lines and believed that Moro was possibly being drugged, tortured, and deprived of food, sleep, and medical care.

      From the beginning, Moro’s Christian Democrats and the Communist Party forged an intractable position not to negotiate for Moro’s release. Their decision was endorsed by the media as if unanimity was a position of solidarity.

      As Moro’s days of captivity stretched into mid-April, initiatives were made to break the politicians’ hard line. These included attempts by Moro’s son, Giovanni; the Italian Boy Scouts; Socialist Party leader Bettino Craxi; the Vatican; UN Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim; and Amnesty International.

      On April 18, BR Communiqué VII made the shocking claims that Moro had died “by means of suicide” and that his body was at the slimy bottom of Lake Duchessa, in a remote mountain location. The document was proved a forgery, but not before two thousand police and mountaineers trudged on snowshoes to the remote area and Chinook helicopters dropped divers to break through the frozen lake in search of Moro’s body.

      Two days later, the real BR Communiqué VII announced that Brigate Rosse had launched a grenade attack on police barracks where BR members were held in a maximum security prison. The communiqué conﬁrmed that BR had assassinated a vice commander of Milan’s infamous San Vittore prison. Since kidnapping Moro, Brigate Rosse terrorists had also kneecapped the Christian Democrat former mayor of Turin and killed a prison guard where Curcio was being held.

      Communiqué VII also included a second polaroid of Moro. This time he was holding a newspaper with the previous day’s La Repubblica headline: “Moro Assassinated?”

      Il Messaggero rushed a special afternoon edition with a banner that read: “Moro Is Alive.”

      Acrimonious debate by Italian politicians and the media about negotiating a prisoner release of Brigate Rosse for the recovery of Moro dragged on for agonizing weeks. Many believed that Moro’s fate had already been sealed by squabbling, indecision, and political treachery by his friends and foes in the Christian Democratic Party and the Communist Party.

      In truth, Moro had been doomed from the morning he’d been abducted on Via Fani.

      On the morning of May 9, Aldo Moro showered or had a bath but didn’t shave. He ate no breakfast and dressed in the clothes in which he’d been kidnapped: dark blue socks and a white shirt with blue stripes and his initials on the pocket. He put on his cufflinks, knotted a blue and white tie, and dressed in his dark blue suit and trousers with suspenders. He put on black moccasin shoes. Inadvertently, he put on his socks inside out.

      His wallet, wristwatch, and bracelet were put into a plastic bag. Four BR members walked him to a basement where a red hatchback Renault was parked. They ordered him to get inside. Moro squeezed his ﬁve-foot, ten-inch body into the car and lay on an orange blanket.

      Moro was shot in the chest eleven times with a .32 caliber machine pistol with a silencer. Seven bullets pierced Moro’s left lung but missed his heart. He died from a massive internal hemorrhage.

      A few minutes after noon on May 9, a man entered a phone booth at Rome’s Termini central train station and dropped two telephone tokens into the slot.

      Termini was swarming with tourists and businessmen making travel connections as they did every day. Police and Carabinieri roamed Termini, suspiciously eyeing the homeless, pickpockets, black marketeers selling cigarettes from boxes strapped around their necks, zombielike heroin addicts begging for coins, and hustlers from Naples enticing people to play gioco delle tre carte (three-card monte).

      It was a hot, hazy summer day. By evening, a dark cloud would hang over the Italian capital, as events would make it one of the most tragic days in Rome’s three-thousand-year history.

      At 12:10 p.m., Professor Franco Tritto, a friend and teaching col league of Moro’s, answered the phone call from the Termini. “Is this Professor Tritto?” the man at Termini asked. “Yes. . . . Who is this?” “This is Dr. Nikolai.” “Nikolai who?” “Is this Professor Tritto?” “Yes, but I want to know who I’m speaking with.” “Brigate Rosse. Understand?”

      It was the dreaded call he had been fearing. “Yes.”

      “All right. I can’t stay on the phone very long. Here’s what you should tell the family. It doesn’t matter that your phone is tapped. You should go there personally and tell them this. We are expressing the last words of the president by informing them where they can ﬁnd the body of the Honorable Aldo Moro.

      “You must tell the family they can ﬁnd the Honorable Moro’s body on Via Caetani. That’s the second cross street to the right on Via delle Botteghe Oscure [Street of Dark Shops]. Have you got that?”

      “Yes.”

      “There’s a red Renault 4 there. The ﬁrst two digits on the license plate are N5.”

      “Dr. Nikolai” hung up and melted into the Termini crowds as police Panther cars sped toward the station, alerted by the tapped conversation.

      But police cars became stalled in traffic, and by the time they reached Termini, the caller had disappeared.

      Within minutes, political leaders in the Christian Democratic and Communist Parties were alerted about the call. That morning, they had been debating a Brigate Rosse prisoner exchange for the return of Moro.

      By one o’clock that afternoon, the streets around Via Caetani were swarming with police and Carabinieri. Christian Democratic and Communist politicians streamed out of their headquarters and ran toward Via Caetani.

      By ghoulish design, the Renault was parked equidistant from the headquarters of the Christian Democrats on the Square of Jesus (Piazza del Gesu) and the Communist Party on the Street of Dark Shops. Leaving Moro’s body in such a symbolic location was a morbid mockery of the politicians who had quarreled for weeks about rescuing their colleague and friend.

      Christian Democratic Minister of Interior Francesco Cossiga and Communist Party shadow Minister of Interior Ugo Pecchioli were allowed to cross the police barricade and accompany police to the Renault. When police looked inside the hatchback, they saw an overcoat draped over a body with strands of gray hair protruding. The hatch was opened and someone lifted the overcoat.

      Underneath was Moro’s body lying on an orange blanket. His legs were tucked behind, his left arm over his bloody chest, his back against a set of rusty snow chains. His eyes were three-quarters closed.

      A Jesuit priest from the church on the Square of Jesus who had known Moro worked his way through the police cordon and administered last rites.

      The autopsy on Moro revealed he had not been tortured or bound, and no drugs had been administered to him. In a letter to his wife, he insisted that there be no public funeral. Moro was buried on May 10 with only family members and close friends attending. Burial was in the cemetery of St. Thomas the Apostle in Torrita Tiberina, a village north of Rome where the Moros had bought a farmhouse in the 1950s. In his hands was a rosary from Pope Paul VI that had been given to Eleonora by an emissary from the Vatican.
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        Milan, Italy, July 2011

      

      

      To most people who knew him, Fabio Cecconi was a young man with a bright future. He was someone about whom Italians would say one day, “I knew Fabio when he was young, before he became famous and inﬂuential. He makes me proud to be an Italian.” Fabio was brilliant, well educated, polite, and handsome. People respected him and sought him out for advice. They listened to him when he spoke. He didn’t like foolish talk or idleness. Young women fell in love with him and wanted to marry him and have beautiful, well-mannered children.

      Fabio was also humble, largely as a result of his widowed mother, who had struggled at menial jobs to raise him and his older brother, Luca. She had cleaned people’s toilets, mopped their ﬂoors, changed their babies’ diapers, and cleaned up after their pets. Fabio’s mother had taught him to be respectful and obey the law. He had never been in trouble or been questioned by the police, and he only occasionally got a parking ticket. He was a good driver, didn’t drive over the speed limit, and was courteous on the road when driving from his tiny Milan apartment to Università Statale.

      When Fabio graduated with honors from Università Statale in Milan, his mother shed tears of joy. Professors and fellow students shook his hand, patted him on the back, and said he had a ﬁne future in politics, teaching, or writing. He would go far in whatever career he chose.

      While he worked as a research assistant for a political science professor at Università Statale, Fabio met inﬂuential people: members of the Italian Parliament, journalists, authors, and labor union lead ers. He fantasized that one day he would become a university lecturer, write books, make speeches, be interviewed on TV, and eventually get elected to the Chamber of Deputies. He believed government should help people get a good education, provide good health care, mandate worker safety standards, and ensure a comfortable pension. He was a socialist. He wanted to help people. What good was one’s life unless it helped people?

      Fabio’s world crumbled the day he was ﬁred from his university position in May 2011. He was so devastated that he went into a depression. He had never been a spiritual person, but he felt his soul had been scarred.

      For days, Fabio wandered around Milan, sipping cappuccino in cafés, walking through Parco Sempione, going to the Brera museum, and seeing foreign movies. He wandered alone, crushed by his ﬁring, too embarrassed to tell people he was unemployed, uncertain about his future. He had to create a new life.

      With the free time, Fabio stayed up late at night rereading political science and history books and browsing websites about the political and economic crises in Europe since the near collapse of world economies in 2008. After a few weeks, he began to seek out his inﬂuential contacts, telling them he was going to become a journalist and write articles about politics and the Italian ﬁnancial crisis. He interviewed them, took notes, and discussed serious current issues.

      The inﬂuential people admitted to Fabio that prospects for an economic recovery in Italy were bleak, even hopeless. The Italian political process was paralyzed. There was no ﬁnancial or political leadership, only confusion and chaos. The times were dangerous, the most perilous since the end of World War II. Civil unrest was right around the corner.

      After two months of reading, interviewing contacts, and spending lots of time alone, Fabio began to make decisions about his future. His decisions were more than bold; they were radical, things he had never considered before.

      Fabio believed that Italy was ripe for dramatic change. His years of studying the French, Russian, American, Chinese, and Cuban revolutions had proven that insurrections were led by visionaries who were willing to shatter the existing political system to bring about radical changes. Dangerous times called for dangerous measures. History belonged to those bold enough to create dramatic changes, even if it meant personal

      But Fabio couldn’t create change by himself. He needed a few people he trusted to join him. He would start with a small cell. In time, he could grow the cell after its members had boldly revealed their existence with radical actions—strategic bombings, a political assassination, and eventually hostage-taking. Those radical actions would capture the sacriﬁce. attention of the world. Italians would learn that they no longer had to tolerate the old ways of political corruption, incompetence, and bribery, which had brought profound misery to millions: the young, unemployed, poor, disabled, and even immigrants.

      When Fabio was ready to share his plan with people he trusted, the ﬁrst person he sought out was his older brother, Luca, whose once-prosperous construction business had collapsed after 2008. Luca was now virtually bankrupt—and very angry.

      Fabio rekindled a relationship with a former lover, Vera Pulvirenti, a once-famous Sicilian fashion model he’d met at a bar one night when she had collapsed in his arms from an almost fatal mixture of alcohol and drugs. He had taken her back to his apartment, made her vomit the toxic cocktail, given her coffee, and kept her awake until she was out of danger.

      That had begun a four-year passionate affair in which Vera had learned about politics from Fabio. In turn, Fabio had learned about the glamorous but treacherous world of Milanese fashion where vulnerable young women fell prey to predatory men, unscrupulous managers, and ﬁnancial advisors. Vera’s career had ended at age twenty-two after a near-fatal motorcycle accident had left her face scarred.

      Fabio had recently met a former demolitions expert, Alfredo Gori, at the bar where Fabio had worked to supplement his meager income from the university. Alfredo was another unemployed Italian full of rage, one of many Fabio knew.

      With Luca, Vera, and Alfredo, Fabio planted the seed of a radical political movement. He shared his own views on Italy’s dire economic and ﬁnancial conditions and the mood of despair and hopelessness. He told them that unemployment among young, university-educated Italians was approaching 30 percent. Many were forced to live with their parents while they searched in vain for work. Thousands of small businesses had been forced to close, and some owners had committed suicide when the government had withheld payments on contracts.

      One by one, Fabio had asked Luca, Vera, and Alfredo a single ques tion: “Would you join a group that was going to make bold changes in Italian politics, even if it meant using violence?”

      Luca had raised a sledgehammer and smashed a cement block that shattered and sent bits of stone and concrete ﬂying around his warehouse yard. “That is what I would do to the Italian government!” Luca had said.

      When Fabio had asked Vera, she had pointed a ﬁnger like a mock pistol at the TV, where a host was interviewing a scandal-plagued member of the Italian Parliament. “I’d shoot him between the eyes and watch him bleed to death on the ﬂoor, writhing like a snake.”

      Alfredo had smiled at Fabio when he’d asked the question and replied, “Have I told you about the weapons and explosives I stole from the army before they kicked me out? I was a noncommissioned officer in Albania with an explosives and land mine detection unit.”

      * * * * *

      Fabio had not seen his sixty-four-year-old Zio Gino since he’d visited him on his birthday in March at a nursing home an hour north of Milan. Gino was a former Brigate Rosse brigatista who’d been arrested and sent to prison after the Moro assassination in 1978.

      On a hot Sunday afternoon in July, Fabio borrowed his brother’s car and drove to Cesano Maderno to see his Zio Gino. Outside of Cesano

      Maderno, Fabio drove down a narrow asphalt road in a rural area with olive trees, vineyards, and small farms. When he came to a grove of cypress trees, he turned onto a shaded gravel lane and drove through a narrow valley where hot winds were rustling cypress branches and carrying a fragrance of lavender in the dry, dusty air.

      The gravel lane widened into a parking lot in front of a sign: Casa di Riposo San Donato. In the center of the parking lot was a fountain, a little larger than a horse trough, drained of water. A statue of Mary was on a raised plinth in the dry fountain, which was littered with twigs and dried leaves.

      The Blessed Mother looked tired, her sculpted arms bone-bleached by the sun and streaked with black mildew. Pigeons roosted on Mary’s crowned head and strutted along her outstretched arms before ﬂying off over ﬁelds of weeds and tree stumps.

      Fabio parked in front of a two-story building that housed a clinic run by the nuns. He got out and surveyed patches of dried grass and weeds along stone paths lined with ministatues of cherubs. Fabio watched nuns in white aprons and caps escorting elderly residents in robes and slippers who shuffled alongside, clinging to the nuns’ arms.

      Fabio walked along the stone path to a courtyard behind the clinic with four one-story stone residences for the sick and elderly. At the last building on the left, an old man was asleep in a wooden chair under an umbrella.

      Fabio walked over and stood beside his dozing Zio Gino, whose knobby hands were folded in his lap, clutching a handkerchief. Gino’s faded robe was open at the knees, revealing blue veins snaking down pale, bony legs. Yellowed cadaver toes poked from Gino’s tattered slippers.

      Zio Gino’s sunken chest rose and fell, each breath ending in a watery rattle. Corkscrew hairs sprouted from his nostrils, ears, and eyebrows. Wisps of stringy white hair were pasted over his bald head, which was blotched with liver spots and moles.

      Fabio put a hand on Gino’s bony shoulder, which felt like a stick. “Ciao, Zio Gino. Sono io, Fabio,” he said, leaning down to kiss him on both cheeks. His uncle startled awake, blinking watery eyes, trying to

      “Puu, puu,” Gino muttered, squinting in the sunlight. “I was dozing,” he said, struggling to sit upright. He took a deep breath, making a noise that sounded like a cat being strangled. “You said you’d be here in the morning,” he said in a raspy voice. “It’s almost time for lunch.”

      “Sorry, Zio. Traffic was heavy coming out of Milan. Too many trucks and tourist buses.”

      Gino scowled, scratching his bearded chin with yellowed ﬁngernails, focus. making a sound like nails brushing across sandpaper. “Beh, too many everything . . . cars . . . trucks . . . motorinos . . . driving like they’re going to hell. Motorinos . . . I hate them. . . . They should bury them all in a pit and pour gasoline over them.”

      Fabio sat down next to him. “It’s dangerous to walk in Milan anymore. I saw a woman get run over by one. The bastard never even stopped. Just kept going.”

      “I never want to leave this place. I’d get mugged or run down by one of those damned motorinos.”

      “You’re better off here, Zio. It’s quiet and peaceful.”

      “Ha! Quiet, all right, like a graveyard. But I’m used to it. I don’t want to be around people. You’re a professor now, right?”

      “No, I don’t have a job anymore.”

      “What do you mean? I tell everyone my nephew is a professor at Università Statale, a smart boy, going to be an important man one day.”

      “I was never a professor, Zio. I worked for one after I received my postdoctorate degree.”

      “You worked for an important professor. He was going to get you a good job one day.”

      “It didn’t happen, even after eleven years,” Fabio said. “My professor promised me he’d recommend me when a position opened. I worked as his poorly paid assistant for eleven years, waiting for a position to open.

      But I was broke all the time. I made more money tending bar nights and weekends.”

      “Terrible. You should be teaching students how to become brilliant like you. You read books, make speeches, inspire people. You’re a leader. I don’t understand what happened.”

      “Nothing happened; that’s the problem. He paid me eight hundred euros a month to correct exams, read student papers, prepare his lessons, and do his research. I was his chauffeur; I arranged his travel, walked his dog, and took care of his son when he was with his mistress. But he ﬁred me last month without warning. He said I’d been an excellent researcher, but he was hiring his nephew to take my place. He had pressure from his sister; her son hadn’t had a job in ﬁve years. Now he has my job.”

      “The bastard! How could he do that?”

      “University positions are like everything else in Italy. Rank and promotions are based on who you know or who you can bribe to get a good job.”

      “That’s a disgrace!”

      “It is, but I have no way to appeal. A professor doesn’t have to answer to anyone.”

      “Goddamn prick. How could he do that? You’re smart, you read good books, serious books. You know politics . . . history . . . philosophy. The smartest one in our family. What are you going to do?”

      “I’ll tell you later. Are they taking good care of you here?”

      “Ha! They think they are, but I’m rotting like an old log in the woods. The clinic is bankrupt. They might have to close and throw us out. Imagine that: old people dumped like sacks of garbage. What kind of country tosses out old people? I have nowhere to go.”

      “I’ll talk to Mamma. Maybe she can help.”

      “How is my sister?” he asked, looking up with watery, red eyes deep in bony sockets.

      “She’s ﬁne. I’m going to see her next week. She’s working for a family who’s taking her to Côte d’Azur for the summer to take care of their children.”

      “She’s still working? She should retire. She’s getting old—almost as old as I am.”

      “She can’t afford to retire. After Papa died, she had to work to raise Luca and me. Two jobs sometimes, cleaning rich people’s homes, paying for our schooling, sacriﬁcing to put food on the table every night. You know what it was like; you lived with us when you got out of prison. You were good to Luca and me after Papa died. You helped Mamma raise us during those years.”

      “Your mamma’s a saint, always putting other people’s needs before her own. Tell her to visit me. She hasn’t been here since my birthday. My youngest sister . . . the only other one left in our family. So pretty when she was young . . . beautiful dark eyes . . . full of mischief. I wish I had stayed home more when she was growing up. She always had boys coming to our home to take her to cafés and bars. They were crazy about her, but you should have heard what she said about them: ‘He’s a scoundrel. He’ll do anything to get a girl to spread her legs.’” Gino’s laugh ended with a wrenching, phlegm-ﬁlled burst.

      Fabio squeezed his uncle’s bony arm. “I like when you tell me about my mother. You’re right; she is a saint.”

      “When your father came around, everything changed for her,” Gino said. “He had a good factory job, was honest . . . hard-working . . . went to mass every morning. I liked him. Oh, how your mother worshiped him. She told everyone she wanted to marry Roberto and give him many sons . . . enough for a soccer team. She loved him so much and then watched him die after that accident at that damned Alfa Romeo factory. He wasn’t the only one to die or get crippled back then. People got maimed—crushed arms, broken backs, concussions—or poisoned by fumes: acids, sulphur, mercury. It was a horrible, dangerous place.”

      “Mamma hated to see Papa go to work in the morning. He’d come home so tired he could hardly eat dinner.”

      “He was a good man. I miss him.”

      “We all do, Zio Gino.” Fabio reached into his wallet, pulled out a wrinkled piece of paper, and showed it to his uncle. “I still carry Papa’s union card. He died making Alfa Romeos for rich people to drive.” Fabio kissed it, gently folded it, and put it back in his wallet. Changing the subject, he asked, “How have you been, Zio?”

      “Pshaw. . . . No one comes to see me anymore,” he said, blowing his nose into the stained handkerchief. “My children don’t visit except on my birthday and Christmas. My friends are dead or soon will be. Growing old is hell; don’t let anyone tell you different. Die young and you won’t have regrets.”

      “The men in our family do die young, Zio—Papa when he was only thirty-seven, crushed when a beam fell on his chest. Papa’s father fought the Nazis as a partisan in World War II and saw Mussolini’s corpse hanging in Piazzale Loreto in 1945. He was only forty when he died after the Fascists tortured him in prison. His father, Giuseppe, died in World War I when he was only twenty-seven. He saw his baby son only once before he was killed ﬁghting the Austrians in the Alps in 1916.”

      “Yes, I remember. Your father told me about the tragic history of his family. Good men, all dying too young. A shame.”

      “I’ll be thirty-seven in November,” Fabio said. “If I live six months after that, I’ll be older than he was when he died.”

      “Don’t die. I need you. Your mother needs you. Italy needs smart men like you.”

      “But I came here to talk about you,” Fabio said, brushing a hand over his zio’s sweat-damp head, smoothing the strands of white hair. “How’s your health?”

      Gino wobbled the hand with the soiled handkerchief. “So-so. . . . If my liver doesn’t fail, I could last another year. But who cares?”

      Fabio reached over and took his hand. “I do, Zio Gino. I’ve always looked up to you.”

      “Ha!” he sputtered. “Why would you want to talk to an old revolutionary?”

      “You inspired me, Zio. I admired what you did.”

      “Ha! You mean, getting arrested and spending ten years in prison? What’s to admire about an uncle who spent his best years rotting in rat- and ﬂea-infested San Vittore with murderers and rapists?”

      “You did it for a cause you believed in.”

      “Ha! A wild-eyed terrorist, spouting slogans and hiding in a ﬁlthy apartment, afraid the police would come one night and arrest me. Look where I ended up. Rotting like a mangy dog.”

      “Brigate Rosse was an important part of Italian history. You almost brought down the Christian Democrat government and created a revolutionary state. You were one of them.”

      “Revolutions!” Gino coughed and leaned over to spit on the ground.

      “History’s crap. Don’t let anyone tell you any different. I was young . . . hot-blooded. I didn’t want to work in factories anymore. I wanted to be part of something bigger. I was fed up with being a slave on an assembly line. If I’d stayed, I’d have ended up dead like your papa.”

      “You were a hero to ﬁght the bosses. That’s why I admire you. You had the courage to take to the streets for what you believed in: a better life for oppressed people.”

      “But you didn’t come to see a sick uncle and listen to him bitch. Why did you come?”

      “You told me stories when you were in the BR. You inspired me.”

      Gino scratched his chin whiskers. “So long ago . . . forty years. I was crazy back then . . . could have made a good living if I’d become a tailor like my father. He was disappointed when I ran off to join those radicals. They ﬁlled my head with Communist dogma . . . going to change the world . . . all the Marxist and Leninist bullshit. I didn’t care about that stuff. I just wanted to blow up cars and mug factory bosses. Foolish me, a former altar boy . . . becoming a revolutionary.”

      “Same as Stalin. He sang in the choir and was going to be a priest But he liked robbing banks to fund the Bolsheviks.”

      “Stalin wasn’t a revolutionary. He was a murderous tyrant! Killed millions of his own people.” Gino coughed, a watery rumbling noise that started in his lungs and rose to his throat. He put the handkerchief to his mouth and spit into it.

      “Let me get you some water,” Fabio said. He got up and walked inside his uncle’s building. Inside the lobby, elderly patients in patchy robes were dozing in wheelchairs or on sofas with blankets over their legs. They looked half-dead, hollow eyes staring out the window, lost in memories.

      Fabio went to a table with pitchers and water glasses. He poured a glass and brought it out into the sunlit courtyard. Gino grabbed the glass with a shaking hand and gulped several swallows. A trickle of water ran down his chin.

      “Thank you,” he said, putting the empty glass on the table.

      “Tell me more about your days with BR, Zio.”

      “Why? Are you going to become a revolutionary?”

      “Yes.”

      Gino’s eyes widened, the wrinkles around his sockets folding over each other. He held up a bony ﬁnger that quivered like a twig in the wind. “Don’t do it. You’ll end up miserable and alone, like me. You’re still young, with your whole life ahead of you. You have a beautiful girlfriend, Vera, wild and a bit crazy. Don’t make her a widow.”

      Fabio wasn’t going to tell him that he and Vera weren’t lovers anymore; it could confuse him. “Don’t worry, Zio. I’m doing this for the people in Italy who have no voice. I don’t want to live in a country run by criminals and liars.”

      “Ha! Criminals . . . liars . . . hoodlums. Throw them all in jail!” “Tell me why you joined Brigate Rosse. What was it like?” “Why do you want to know?” “It’s important.” Gino looked into Fabio’s eyes. “I knew you’d come one day, Fabio.

      You were the only one interested in those days. You were different from other children; you questioned everyone. Never satisﬁed with what was. You were a troublemaker in school, yet you were a good university student. What are you going to do?”

      “I’ll tell you later.”

      Gino sighed, poking a withered hand inside his robe to scratch his chest, a mat of white wrinkled hair revealing itself. He looked around the courtyard to see if anyone could hear their conversation. “I know why you’re here,” he whispered. “You’re going to start something. I know it. I can see it in your eyes. You’ve come here to get a taste of what it was like to be a revolutionary.”

      Fabio nodded. “Tell me.” Another glance around the courtyard. Gino cupped a hand over his mouth. “Don’t make the mistakes we made. We lost popular support with too much violence—assassinations and kidnappings. Too much spilled blood ruined BR. We scared people. Don’t make that mistake; you’ll regret it.”

      “I’m starting small with a few people I trust.”

      “How many?” he said, screwing up his face.

      “Just a few . . . I don’t want to say any more. Someone might come here and ask about me.”

      “I won’t tell them a word!” Gino sputtered.

      “Our cell is small, but we can ignite a larger movement. The time is right; people all over Italy—on the streets, in universities, in bars, in coffee shops, in factories—are fed up with the corrupt Berlusconi government and the ﬁnancial mess created by European bankers.”

      “Berlusconi caused this, the bastard,” Gino said, spitting out his words.

      “He’s not alone. His PdL party and its cronies in Parliament are all corrupt. The Popular Democrats and the left wing have been pussycats, afraid to confront Berlusconi and bring justice to Italy. They were in power for seven years and did nothing about Berlusconi’s blatant conﬂict-of-interest charges with his TV stations. Communists used to carry banners and promise equality for working people, not just the rich. Now they sail on their yachts, sip wine with beautiful women, and wear cashmere sweaters like movie stars.”

      “So true. They’re as worthless as a dry sow. Berlusconi’s a clown— a dangerous clown!” Gino sputtered. “A convicted tax cheat! He paid child prostitutes—for sex! He’s a ﬁlthy old goat having sex with children! Castrate him! Send him to prison! Throw away the key! Let him rot with the criminals!” Sweat was running down Gino’s red, wrinkled face, and the blue veins on his neck were throbbing.

      “It’s not just Berlusconi. It’s the system—judges, lawyers, Parliament, bankers, mayors, journalists.”

      “Italy is ﬁlled with cancer. Things have to change before . . . before the whole country goes bankrupt . . . and there’s a revolution. Hopefully, before I die.”

      “We’ll have to do some violent things in the early days, but not as extreme as Brigate Rosse.”

      “Luca . . . is he in your group?”

      “Yes. He and I have been planning this.”

      “How is his construction business?”

      “He’s almost bankrupt. The economic crisis in 2008 ruined his business. He used to have thirty workers and made a lot of money, but it’s all gone. He gets a small job now and then, but he had to let his workers go.”

      Gino nodded, studying Fabio’s face. “You know how to get people to follow you. You were a leader even back when you were in school. But the police have antiterrorist goons who smash marchers’ heads, tap phones, spy on students, and beat prisoners in jail. They’re ruthless. Don’t think they won’t hunt you down and shoot you like they did Renato . . .

      Roberto . . . Patrizio.”

      “Tell me why you joined BR.”

      “I was young. Foolish. Milan and Turin were ﬁlled with illiterate peasants from Reggio Calabria . . . Abruzzo . . . Sicily. They came to work in the factories with only the clothes on their backs and the sacks of bread and salami their mothers had packed for them. They lived like dogs in shacks . . . cement blocks called Koreas . . . with dogs, cats, sheep, and goats shitting in the road. You’d have to step over the mounds of animal shit just to get home at night.

      “I was in love with a girl from Reggio Calabria, Lorella. We met at a BR meeting. She was beautiful . . . hot-blooded . . . passionate. I loved her. She took me to her village. It was pitiful, people living in cement blocks with dirt ﬂoors. They worked at dangerous jobs . . . stamping metal sheets to make Fiat car bodies . . . punching rubber sheets at Pirelli to make tires. So noisy that people lost their hearing. Poisonous fumes were everywhere, and no safety equipment. The bosses worked them like dogs until they got sick, died, or quit.”

      “I studied labor strikes and BR at the university,” Fabio volunteered. “I wrote my thesis on the police hunting down Mario Moretti after Moro was assassinated. Brigate Rosse saw people’s misery and organized cells in factories; they handed out leaﬂets encouraging workers to take over the factories. They kidnapped factory managers, blew up their cars, kneecapped bosses. The police inﬁltrated and arrested the leaders, but the protests kept going.”

      Gino nodded. “I know . . . I remember well. . . . The times were crazy . . . and dangerous.”

      “We want to inspire people to take to the streets and spread protest across Europe.”

      “You can’t start a revolution anymore, Fabio. Italians don’t want to overthrow the government; they just want better lives for themselves and their children. Forget all that Marxist crap. It worked in Russia until the people learned that the Bolsheviks were lying to them, feeding them propaganda instead of food. China has become a brothel with whore capitalists pretending to be Marxists. Castro was a dirty joke.”

      “We’re not alone,” Fabio said. “England has radicals. So do France, Germany, Spain, and Greece. We’ll get their attention and let them do it their way. I just want to cripple the government, bring it down if we can.”

      Gino’s eyes drooped. The afternoon sun was lower in the sky, lighting underneath the umbrella. “I’m tired, Fabio. I had a bad night. I get up to pee during the night and wake up constipated in the morning. I suffer day and night.”

      “Thank you for talking to me, Zio Gino. You’ve always been a hero to me.”

      “Hero. . . . I’m no hero, just someone who sacriﬁced ten years of my life for blowing up cars and robbing banks. Thank God I didn’t kill

      “I’ll come back . . . one day.”

      “I hope you do. I want to see you again. Be careful. I don’t want to read in the papers that you’ve been shot or arrested. Give your old zio some peace in his last days. I need it. Bless you, Fabio,” he said, reaching out to kiss his hand. anyone.”
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      Palazzo Stoppa-Belgiojoso on Via Cosimo del Fante is one of the prestigious apartment buildings in Milan’s Corso Italia section. Neighborhoods around Corso Italia contain homes of wealthy families as well as offices of professionals who cater to the wealthy: architects, high-end real estate agents, accountants, notaries, physicians, boutique fashion designers, and international law ﬁrms.

      The four-story, burnt orange stucco Palazzo is one of the jewels of the neoclassical apartments preferred by wealthy families to the new, garish glass temples rising in Milan’s outer suburbs. The Palazzo has a reputation among real estate agents and the Milanese upper class for its elegant touches: the uniformed portinaio who checks identiﬁcation when he does not recognize a visitor; terraced balconies with pots of geraniums and petunias on balustrades where residents sip wine at sunset; a row of mature oaks pruned, watered, and fertilized by an arborist.

      Every morning, Porsche, BMW, and Volkswagen SUVs pick up pampered children in front of the Palazzo, escorted by diminutive, uniformed Filipina nannies, to chauffeur them to Milan’s elite private schools, Collegio San Carlo, Sir James Henderson School and Leone XIII.

      Half an hour later, another ﬂeet of black and dark blue luxury cars picks up the children’s well-tailored fathers, who carry briefcases and morning newspapers, to whisk them off to Milan’s power centers of ﬁnance, trade, media, government, and technology.

      Vera Pulvirenti had been fortunate to buy a ﬁrst-ﬂoor apartment at the Palazzo in 1996, the year she earned her ﬁrst billion lira as one of Milan’s youngest and most famous fashion models.

      In those days, Palazzo residents greeted Vera warmly, lavishly praising her beauty and inquiring enviously about parties she attended, celebrities she met, and handsome young men she dated. Every day, residents would notice gifts and vases of ﬂowers delivered to Vera’s apartment by admirers and suitors. These items would pile up until Vera returned home at night or from vacations in Switzerland, France, or the Greek islands.

      When residents mentioned how fortunate she was to receive so many ﬂowers and gifts, Vera brushed them off and said, “Oh, take them away, please. I get so many . . . they ﬁll up my apartment. I have no more room—and ﬂowers make me sneeze!”

      But four years later, fate dealt Vera a cruel hand. In Côte d’Azur, she almost died in a motorcycle accident that killed her Russian boyfriend, soccer star Vladimir Gribov. Two months after the accident, newspapers published photos of Vera leaving the hospital in a wheelchair with bandages around her head; one leg in a cast from a broken hip; lacerations around her neck, arms, and face; and an ugly scar on her right cheek.

      After returning to the Palazzo, Vera was initially treated with pity by residents who inquired about her recovery. But soon, wealthy and snobbish women looked the other way when they passed Vera on the street or in the building. Spoiled children mocked her as they dashed in and out of the building. Teenage boys taunted her, calling out as they got on scooters parked in front of the Palazzo, “Hey, Vera, wanna go for a ride? Promise I won’t crash.”

      But the most agonizing humiliation came when Vera’s phone didn’t ring. Photographers and magazines begged off that they didn’t have work for her. Despite plastic surgery, Vera’s ugly scar was noticeable. It looked like her face had been peeled off and then stitched back by a clumsy tailor.

      As years passed, Vera increasingly retreated into her apartment as a refuge against humiliation and ill fortune. She had three locks installed and removed her name from the metal plate on her door, replacing it with a photo of her Persian cats, Jezebel and Rocketa. For eleven years, she survived by running a small video business, bartending occasionally, and selling her possessions.

      One hot July evening, a week after Fabio’s visit to his uncle, he and three other men stood outside the gate of the Palazzo and pressed the buzzer to Vera’s apartment. When she buzzed the gate open, the men walked through the courtyard into the building and headed down a long hall to her apartment at the end. They heard the clicking of opening locks, and the heavy door swung open.

      Vera was holding a glass of wine in one hand. A cigarette dangled from her lips. She was tall and wore designer jeans that bulged at her hips. A tight halter top ﬂattened her breasts and revealed a tummy roll at the belt. Her long black hair was tied back in a head scarf. Antique earrings ending in a loop studded with fake emeralds dangled from her earlobes. “Fabio! Welcome—” Vera started to say before Fabio shushed her. “Shhh . . . wait until we’re inside.” The men entered and Vera shut the door behind them, clicking the locks to secure it.

      “Come in, come in. I’ve been waiting! Fabio, you bring such handsome men to my apartment,” she said, embracing him and kissing his cheeks.

      She held his hand as they walked through a dark, narrow hallway into her small apartment. “I’ve missed you. You never visit me anymore.” “It’s been a busy summer,” Fabio said. “I haven’t seen a lot of friends.”

      “Aah, just an excuse to keep away from an old girlfriend,” she said, turning to his brother, Luca.

      Luca was four years older than Fabio, a head taller, and leaner. When they stood next to each other, it was easy to see they were brothers. Both had gentle eyes, broad faces, and almost feminine mouths. Luca looked more like their father; his long, black hair was combed over a high forehead. His face was rugged and bronze-tanned from working outdoors. Fabio more resembled their mother: thin lips, a small chin, and a pale complexion from years spent in libraries and classrooms.

      “Luca! You’re as handsome as ever,” Vera said, stretching up to exchange kisses. “You still have the same girlfriend? Claudia, wasn’t that her name? From Pescara, right?”

      Luca shook his head. “No, no. That ended a while back. I’m always looking around, though . . . you know me.”

      “You should always have a girlfriend, Luca. It’s good for your blood.”

      Fabio turned to introduce the other men. “Vera, this is my friend Alfredo that I told you about. You’ll like him. He’s fearless, a real adventurer. He has climbed the Matterhorn, gone scuba diving in the

      Canary Islands, and parachuted out of a small plane. He spent two years in Albania with the army.”

      Alfredo was a tall, good-looking man with broad shoulders and muscular arms with tattoos of Maori designs. His long, brownish hair was combed back like a mane, reaching to his shoulders. He wore a leather vest over a tight cream-colored shirt that clung to his chest like a reptile’s skin.

      “Ooh, and he’s a handsome one,” Vera said. She sucked in her breath and looked him over from his head to his brown boots. “Is he married?” She gave Fabio a lascivious wink.

      Alfredo let out a husky laugh. “Only once,” he chuckled. “A mistake of my youth. She left me to marry a schoolteacher. She thought I was too rough and uncouth. She was right . . . I’m much better at outdoor sports. Not so good with indoor activities . . . making small talk . . . pretending to like people you don’t . . . saying nice things you don’t mean.”

      Vera poked Alfredo in the stomach. “You look like you’re built for one indoor sport,” she said. “Are you rough and uncouth in bed?” They all laughed nervously, taken aback by Vera’s brazenness. Alfredo eyes widened. “Aah, that’s a secret only a few women know.” Fabio cleared his throat. “Ah, Vera, this is Marietto,” he said, putting his hand on the smallest man in the room. “He works for Luca. Helps around the warehouse, drives trucks, and does all sorts of odd jobs.” Marietto was a short, wiry man with a slight beard, wrinkles around his eyes, and a sad look. “Hello, Marietto. Nice to meet you,” Vera said, reaching out her hand. He took it but dropped it almost immediately. “Thank you, Vera,” he said demurely. “I’m honored to visit your home.”

      “I’m glad you’re here,” she said, taking the cigarette out of her mouth. “I’ve got wine and pot in the kitchen. I was going to ﬁx a meal, but I’m not much of a cook.”

      She slapped her hips, which ﬁlled out her jeans. “I don’t dare eat anymore. Every time I have a meal, I put on another kilo. You should have seen me when I was young and thin. Now I look like a cow.” Vera’s living room was long, narrow, and virtually bare of furniture. A straight-backed chair sat in one corner, and the coffee table was cluttered with fashion magazines, newspapers, dirty wineglasses, an ashtray, and a pack of cigarettes. Under the table, two fat Persian cats rested on a ﬂuffy rug, staring warily as if one of the men might be hiding a small dog under his shirt. In a corner, partially covered by a soiled drape, was an overﬂowing litter box.

      An electric chandelier with several burned-out bulbs hung from the ceiling. Three ﬂesh-colored mannequins in stark poses stood in a corner like refugees from Milan fashion week. Two of the mannequins were nude; one was draped in items of clothing and jewelry that looked like they’d been ﬂung from a closet: a strapless red dress scooped low in the back, clumps of gaudy necklaces drooping from the neck, loops of wired earrings, and a rainbow-colored cloth hat on the head.

      One wall displayed cover photos from Vogue, Glamour, and Elle magazines with Vera wearing fashions of the late 1990s. She was very thin and sexy, with long eyelashes, alabaster skin, and full lips painted with dark red lipstick.

      “I’m proud of these covers from when I was young and famous,” she said, gesturing toward them. “Thanks to them, I was able to buy this overpriced apartment. I wasted the rest of my money on clothes, drugs, travel, and pampering boyfriends. God, was I foolish.”

      Luca, Alfredo, and Marietto moved to the wall to examine the photos more closely.

      “This is my favorite,” she said, pointing to a Vogue cover on which she was posing with one hand cupped under her chin. Her pose accented her long neck, high cheekbones, and dark eyes. Her hair was swept back like strands of black silk.

      “That’s stunning,” Alfredo said. “You were gorgeous! I wish I had known you then.”

      Vera puffed on her cigarette and cocked her head like she was admiring a Renaissance masterpiece. “I was so young then . . . twenty years old. I was dating a forty-two-year-old movie star who got me on cocaine. He’s dead now, poor bastard. He hit his head diving off a boat at Capri, chasing his twenty-three-year-old girlfriend. He was ﬁfty-six,

      I think, and died like he lived, chasing young pussy. They couldn’t close the coffin at his funeral; he still had an erection.” Alfredo let out a burst of laughter and put an arm around Vera. The Persians bolted from under the table at Alfredo’s loud laughter.

      They ran for Vera’s bedroom, their long, white fur sweeping across the dusty ﬂoor. “We’re going to get along well, Vera. I like your spirit,” said Alfredo. She pushed back. “No funny business. I’ve had enough men to last a lifetime. Isn’t that right, Fabio?”

      “Vera’s one of a kind,” Fabio said with a smile. “She’s smart, tough, and hard as nails. Don’t get on her bad side. You’ll regret it till the day you die.”

      She reached over to pat his cheek. “Fabio . . . one of my favorite men. He rescued me once. . . . I was doing bad things. . . . He picked me up when I was down and taught me to live again.”

      “A long time ago, Vera,” Fabio said. “Those were good years.”

      “Before I met Fabio, I didn’t care about politics. I never read newspapers, only Cosmopolitan, Glamour, Vogue, and gossip magazines. He got me reading books and talking about art, music, philosophy, and especially politics. He loves to talk politics.”

      “He was reading books while the rest of us kids were riding mini-motorbikes and playing Pac-Man and Space Invaders in bars,” Luca said.

      “Fabio is brilliant,” Vera said. “He should be a professor and write books. People listen to Fabio. He has ideas . . . good ideas. I love him like a brother.”

      “You’re too kind, Vera,” Fabio said. “Thank you.”

      Vera put an arm around Fabio. “So, when he came to me a couple of weeks ago, I listened to him and told him, ‘I’ll do anything you want.’ We have to do something before this country slides into a swamp.”

      “I knew you’d want to join us,” Fabio said. “We need people like you, who have passion.”

      “Passion. . . . I haven’t had passion in a long time!” she said. “If I can’t have it with a man, I want passion to believe in something. And

      I believe in what he wants to do.” She raised her hands and made ﬁsts. “Action! I want action. We have to do something to stop the politicians from bankrupting the country and kicking us all into the gutter!”

      Alfredo said, “She’s good. She’s just what we need. No bullshit . . . no whining . . . just tough and determined.”

      “That’s me!” she said. “Hey, enough of this. Let’s drink some wine and get loaded. Come into the kitchen.”

      Vera led them into her small kitchen, where she’d cleared the table and set out four bottles of wine with heavy glasses next to a plate of marijuana joints.

      Three pots on the stove held spoons encrusted with dried sauce and strands of pasta. Dirty plates, utensils, and glasses were stacked in the sink. The refrigerator was covered with magnets, postcards, scribbled notes, a calendar, coupons, recipes ripped from magazines, and photos of her cats.

      A garbage can in the corner was overﬂowing with soup cans, empty frozen-food packets, paper coffee cups, dried tea bags, banana skins and orange peels. The air was a mixture of coffee grounds, spoiled fruit, stale bread, and the dirty litter box.

      “My kitchen’s ﬁlthy, sorry,” Vera said, opening the refrigerator and taking out a platter of cheese, sliced meats, and olives, which she put on the table. “I’m not much of a house cleaner. I wait until I can’t ﬁnd what I’m looking for, and then I throw everything in the garbage and

      The men pulled back chairs and sat at the table, reaching for the bottles and pouring glasses of red wine.

      Luca held up his glass and said, “To Fabio. We’re going to cleanse Italy of corrupt politicians and judges.”

      “Alla nostra,” they said, clinking glasses. [To our health.]

      “I wish it was that easy,” Fabio said, sipping his wine. “All we can start over.” do is light a spark that will get others to act. We’re only ﬁve; we’ll be “Talk to us, Fabio. Tell us what you want us to do,” Alfredo said, the ﬁrst.” lighting a joint.

      Fabio looked around the table. “You know how bad the news is. Italy is facing its worst crisis since the end of World War II—and it may get worse. EU ﬁnance ministers are meeting in Brussels again to save the euro. They’re pointing their ﬁngers at Greece and Italy as the worst places for government bonds.”

      “It’s terrible,” Luca agreed. “Everyone I know is out of work or thinks they’ll be ﬁred.”

      Fabio said, “Revolutions start when people take extreme measures to change history. The last couple of weeks, there’ve been demonstrations in London, Paris, Rome, even sleepy Brussels. They even protested at the Milan stock exchange last week.”

      Vera laughed. “I saw it on TV. One protester had a poster of Berlusconi as a clown wearing a crown behind bars with a prostitute on his lap.”

      “Berlusconi’s in his last days,” Alfredo said. “He can’t survive. Let’s push him over the cliff.”

      “It’s not just Berlusconi,” Fabio said. “Italy has a cancer of corrupt politicians and bankers they sleep with. Bankers give politicians money for campaigns. In return, politicians don’t pass laws to protect small businesses and workers. It’s a scandal. They’re all to blame.”

      “Someone should line the bankers against a wall, shoot them, and dump their bodies in the sewer,” Alfredo said. He drained his glass and

      “I hate bankers,” Luca said. “They want to take my construction business and throw me into the street. I’m selling a backhoe and dump truck tomorrow to pay my bills. Fabio lost his university job so his professor could hire a nephew in his place. If it was me, I would have beat him and thrown him out the window.”

      Vera lit a joint and blew smoke over their heads. “How about me? reﬁlled it.

      I had to sell my old jewelry, furniture, shoes, and clothes—even one of my cars—just to pay the condo fees. I’m a year behind on maintenance charges. If I don’t pay, next winter they’ll cut my heating system. I’d sell the apartment, but the real estate market’s in the toilet. I’m fed up with Berlusconi and his cronies. He’s a buffoon who screws underage prostitutes, cheats on his taxes, bribes judges, and will never spend a night in jail. He should be castrated and hung upside down like Mussolini. Vaffanculo!”

      “I started working when I was fourteen,” Alfredo said, “laying cement, digging foundations, driving a garbage truck, cleaning out sewers. I worked hard and thought I’d always have a good job. During my military service, all I learned was how to shoot guns, blow up buildings, and dig up unexploded land mines. How is that going to help me get a job?”

      “Why did you leave the army?” Vera asked.

      Alfredo smirked. “Oh, you know how it is in the military. You’re around oaﬁsh men all day, getting dirty and muddy, sweating like pigs, ﬁlthy all the time. You go out drinking at night, get crazy, and curse officers for their stupidity. Month after month. It makes you crazy. One night when I was in Albania, a couple of buddies picked up a farm girl on the road and brought her back to our barracks and . . . well, you know. Things happened . . . and I got kicked out of the army.”

      “Did you rape her?” Vera asked.

      He shrugged. “She got roughed up a bit . . . spent a few days in the hospital.”

      “Bastard! You shouldn’t hurt girls, especially young, stupid ones. There’s enough free sex around. You just have to know how to get it.”

      Alfredo grimaced, turning away from Vera. She reached across the table and grabbed his wrist, squeezing until he pried off her ﬁngers. “I’m sorry. I was young and stupid.”

      “You can’t help being young,” she said. “You can help being stupid!” She spit out the word stupid. She backhanded him, slapping his tattooed arm.

      Alfredo ﬂinched
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