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A child who doesn’t read is a child who doesn’t dream. 
 

Anonymous



 
 



 

AUTHOR’S NOTE 
 

This story was originally written in Italian and published by Edizioni 
Il Foglio, in February 2017. An excerpt from an early version of the 
English translation appeared in Trafika Europe, in Spring 2018. I then 
felt the need to rework the original novel and turn it into a new novel, 
which is the one you have now in your hands. 

The present edition was realized by Articoli Liberi, a nonprofit 
organization based in the south of France. Our mission is to offer free 
books to schools all over the world. We use the proceeds from the online 
sales to print extra copies and distribute them for free. The objective is to 
promote the importance of reading by reaching out to the young. As the 
former President of Uruguay, José ‘Pepe’ Mujica, once told me, 
everything begins in the schools. 

 I want to thank my brother, Andrea, who helps me the way Theo Van 
Gogh used to do with his own brother; and Eleonora, attentive wife, 
mother and proofreader. 

f. i.



 



~1~ 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Meli Montreux was always tired every morning she arrived. 

She gave me the impression that someone hadn't let her sleep. I 
imagined that a big hairy brute forced her to stay up all night. 
When she walked in, she sat down placing her chin on the palm of 
her hand. Her honest face, framed by her short, disheveled hair, 
didn't show the traces of violence that I found in the other social 
workers. It couldn't be described like any other face; probably it 
came very close to what I would call now perfection. Meli often 
wore long skirts with flowers, and smiled with her lips closed. 

Up there in Sospel we had a big black cat found on the street. 
That night, he was waiting for the fat from my ham; he stared at 
me from the sill of a window so low that it could also work as a 
door if you had long legs. I ate without looking outside and didn't 
share my ham with the cat. I didn't have the time because, a few 
days later, I died. 

On the hill across the way, there was the white building where 
the General lived. He was explaining to the cleaning woman how 
to wash his balcony, one tile at a time. The cypresses with a few 
branches out of place swayed, imitating the clouds. A beetle came 
in and began to beat against the wrong wall. It's going to end up 
killing itself, I thought. In the meantime, I listed the scenes I had 
seen in the previous days. 

I very much enjoyed making lists. 
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1. A mother thanks cars while crossing the street: her 
daughter imitates her and thanks the cars. Another 
mother doesn't thank the cars: her daughter imitates her 
and doesn't thank. Heredity of civility. 

2. The hairdresser complains about the stink from the 
public toilets. There's pee everywhere, she screams, but 
the pee is perfumed by anise, so that the hairdresser 
hopes no one has heard her. 

3. This morning the girls were playing with the cat, 
which, at least apparently, didn't smile at them. From 
the back of the garden came the deep chirps of the 
blackbirds and the pleasant cold of the land. 

 
I liked the cat, too. Early in the morning, we were the only ones 

in the garden. We kept each other company while waiting for the 
others. I felt the calm of the green, old estate. The caretakers 
arrived at seven in the morning. On the weekend at seven-thirty. 

I was the custodian. I’ve always been a custodian. At night I 
was the only one to watch over the children. I brought books and 
sweets with me. I had been reading almost a book a day ever since 
my own childhood. As for the pastries, the kids and I ate them in 
secret, at least a couple each. The ones with a lot of cream were the 
hardest to hide. 

In that place on the edge of Nice, I could imagine the city any 
way I wanted because I didn't hear its noise. When I left in the 
morning, after my night shift, I felt my legs heavy and lazy. I had 
time to see details that, otherwise, I wouldn't have noticed: like 
the noise the hairdresser made when she placed nail polish in the 
window (the hairdresser was also the beautician of the town) the 
little bottles clattered against each other or hit the glass and made 
the same sound of pebbles on the beach, a liquid pleasing 
knocking. There was also the girl with the long neck, who left 
home with a bunch of flowers in her hand. She might have been 
the daughter of the florist, a woman with the same neck, whose 
shop was a little down the street, but I enjoyed imagining that she 
received a fresh bunch every evening, and that the next morning 
she passed them on to someone else. 
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~ 

 
Meli gave me a lift back home. Something was wrong with the 

planning that indicated our days of freedom. There were three 
custodians and only three children. The others were with their 
families for the weekend or had been sent to institutions for bad 
or older kids. So I took the opportunity to escape, and she, who 
was still there after the end of her shift, smiled at me when I 
asked: 

‘Where do you live, Meli?’ 
‘In Nice.’ 
‘Would you give me a ride to the port?’ 
‘Sure,’ she said, ‘I'll go with you.’ 
The General was the director of that place. He had screamed on 

the phone, “Don't let him leave. It's his last day, but he doesn't 
know it.” (He was on the loudspeaker). 

The children said, ‘See you tomorrow.’ 
And I said, ‘See you tomorrow.’ 
I knew that tomorrow was a vague word, like wealth, or life. You 

spoke it and wondered whether you shouldn't be saying yesterday. 
I told them, in any case, that you can never be sure of anything 
and maybe we would see each other again. But the kids needed 
mothers and fathers, which we didn't think likely to happen. They 
couldn't have cared less about promises. 

One of the social workers (a tattooed guy with a cigarette 
behind his ear) said to me: 

‘We're the ones who take care of the kids. You have no 
qualifications, you're here to guard the building at night and to 
make sure none of them escape.’ 

‘I know how to handle kids,’ I answered. 
But he wasn't paying attention to me, he was muttering ‘ces 

putains d'italiens’  imagining that all Italians looked like me. 
The kids were upstairs watching Pirates of the Caribbean, 

imagining that the house was a docked ship. They shivered with 
the freedom of ancient mariners.  

Meli went upstairs to say good-night. We had to kiss them on 
the forehead, it was the only gesture of affection permitted. But 
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we couldn't have cared less about the rules, we hugged and kissed 
them all the time.  

Meli took a while before coming down. In the meantime I said 
to the cat: 

‘Today I forgot, but tomorrow I'll bring you the best fat you've 
ever had. I've got a piece of prosciutto from Parma that I bought in 
Ventimiglia the other day.’ 

The cat didn't believe me. He was convinced I was someone 
who didn't keep his promises. 

I remember the smell of that place, a mixture of anise and 
sweat. The sweat was of the children; it was in the clothes they left 
lying about. As for the anise, I don't know where that came from. 
It was an old Masonic estate that we called the Yellow House (but 
it was not yellow). It had been restored by the people that took 
care of kids without parents, or with alcoholic parents who beat 
both them and each other. There were two or three such cases, 
they were my favorites because when you talked to them you felt 
they could understand whatever you said. Their little faces were 
serious and their hands not about to make war: that night there 
were no mutinies among the young pirates. 

Meli came down without making a sound. I only became aware 
of her when I saw her in front of the grown-ups’ hall, a big room 
with an oval table like the ones of bigwigs. Sitting down at such a 
table, you might believe that sooner or later the director would 
appear with his assistants behind him and say, ‘Sirs, shall we 
begin the meeting?’ 

Meli was ready, serene and disheveled, waiting for me to get 
my books. I used to read the kids entertaining novels, like those of 
Daniel Pennac with his funny tribe, or of Eduardo Mendoza, or 
the stories of freedom by Jack London. ‘No, sir. Go to hell sir. It's 
the best I can do for you sir,’ I taught them. 

Meli and I left in silence. I could have waited for the next day; 
the first bus passed at six-twenty. I wasn't in a hurry, I would 
have been fired and I found it out in a stupid phone call. Meli 
understood my thoughts, her intuition was like that of the cat 
sitting on the little wall of antique stones and watching us climb 
toward the parking lot where her Peugeot was waiting for us. I 
didn't look the cat in the eyes. 
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We left the old villa behind us. The huge garden was alive. The 
frogs were going to give themselves a heart attack screaming like 
crazy. They would go on with their racket all night, and then, at 
the first light of dawn, they would disappear. In their place, the 
first sparrows would come, emerging from the vibration of the 
rain-wet branches to awaken the garden with their songs. The 
meadow was long and wide, part of it was enclosed, adjoining the 
only other house in the area, the little, spotless building of the 
General who went there only because he enjoyed watching 
someone sweep his balcony. The foster home was up there on the 
edge of town because the inhabitants of the village had refused to 
welcome a group of orphans who might be noisy or even 
dangerous to their children, scrubbed and well-behaved kids who 
shuttled between school and home, home and school, never on the 
streets, never in the park, the park is for bad boys. 

At the far end of the meadow was another small building, the 
guest house for the mothers and fathers who sometimes repented 
and tried to regain the trust of the little beings no longer under 
their authority. On the weekend, they were allowed to spend time 
with the children, under the constant watch of the social workers. 
There were times that we had to grab the kids away from them. 
They beat them because they didn't have their precious bottles to 
grab onto, and, after struggling with themselves, they gave in and 
took it out on their kids, just like they had done before. Seeing the 
low roof of the parent guest house made me recall the last time I 
had rescued a six-year-old girl and had held her with me in the 
grown-ups' hall, while her mother flung her fists and feet against 
the door. The ambulance took a quarter of an hour to get there. 
They couldn't find the street because the house was at the end of 
an unpaved road outside of town, hidden behind a row of 
plantains and oak trees. That girl's name was Odette. 

 
~ 

 
I looked at Odette's bracelet as though I were looking at the 

time. Maybe one could measure time better without watches. Why 
divide it up into minutes when it would be easier to divide it into 
memories and previsions? You look at something belonging to the 
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past = time has passed. You imagine something belonging to the 
future = time has not yet passed. 

I stepped out, gave the cat a smile and went away with Meli. 
The night was calm, up there it was a little colder than in the city, 
it even snowed in the winter. But I wouldn't see the winter.  

No, I would not. 
The darkness of the countryside surrounded the house. The 

only sound was of our footsteps as we drew closer to the parking 
lot.  

Meli seemed happy. She had walked up and down that street 
for two years, always alone; I was the first person in two years to 
step into her car. The climb to the lot was steep. Her skirt was 
shorter now, and when she got in the car and stretched out to 
clear the crumpled papers off the seat, her legs shone as though 
the moon were passing right above us. On the seat were empty 
Coca-Cola cans, newspapers and cookies. 

When I got in and looked at her, she said, ‘Sorry, no one ever 
rides with me.’ 

With one foot I stopped a can that started to roll around as 
soon as we took off. 

‘Why are you holding onto the safety belt that way?’ she asked. 
I told her that if I passed it over my head the way the law 

demanded, I would last two minutes before going crazy. 
‘The laws aren't reasonable?’ 
‘Almost never.’ 
‘You're an outlaw?’ 
‘Maybe, especially if I have to die with a nylon belt tight 

around my neck.’ 
‘Odette was right—you're strange.’ 
I hadn't been alone with a woman for a long time, with the 

exception of my wife…  
My wife used to wait for me to come in with eyes half-open.  
I hadn't warned her about my sudden departure nor of the 

speakerphone call. I didn't even have a self-phone with me, the 
way most people do, but I'm not most people. Most people is an 
invented phrase. 

‘If you go away, Odette will feel hurt, and so will the others.’ 
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‘I know,’ I answered. ‘But I told them that when they grow up 
they shouldn't bend themselves to someone else's will if that goes 
against their good judgment.’ 

‘You're always talking about judgment.’ 
‘I talk about many things, I spend hours and hours with the 

kids, especially with Odette.’ 
‘I sometimes wonder who you are,’ said Meli. 
She looked at me now and then. Our eyes kept meeting as we 

followed the curves that led into the city, and that particular 
moonlight made her a more complicated person. 

She asked me about my past and my future. Then I asked about 
her past and how she ended up at the foster home. 

Meli became a social worker after a three-year program; she 
was employed at different centers, public and private (the public 
ones were awful, she said) and for almost two years she took care 
of the children who were now watching TV. Every social worker 
had different children they followed personally, kids who were to 
be reinserted into their families or entrusted to new families, like 
packages to be wrapped and expedited, delicate objects you 
couldn't turn upside down. Meli was the only one who hugged 
and kissed the foster children, and that was why I liked her. 

‘Where will you go now?’ she asked. 
‘I'm leaving, I'm going to Naples to help some friends set up a 

library for children.’ 
‘Why Naples?’ 
‘It's my home town. I lived there when I was little.’ 
‘And you'll work with children? How old?’ 
‘About the same as ours.’ 
We talked about our kids' future, like mommy and daddy on 

the way home, even though the back seat was empty. I hadn't 
chatted with a woman in that way for many years. My wife didn't 
count. We didn't even make love anymore. I didn't interest her 
anymore as a man, maybe just as a procreator. 

When she came to take my place in the morning, Meli wore a 
camisole under a zip sweatshirt with white stripes on the arms, 
the kind boys wear.  
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From time to time, I interrupted my story and the car would 
slow down: my words and her feet were following the same 
rhythm. 

I spoke with something like the thoughtlessness of a drunk 
rover. Sometimes I touched her shoulder to lend more intensity to 
my voice and she noticed it. My words and fingers made her 
tremble a little. A car can be very small: size is another mania 
invented by human beings who want to weigh other human 
beings.  

The trip was short, but grew longer as Meli became interested 
in the project for a children's library. 

‘This way?’ 
‘Yes, you have to go around the church for the port, but you 

can drop me off here.’ 
‘Don't worry about it, I like talking with you,’ she said. ‘It's no 

trouble at all.’ 
‘You live on the opposite side of Nice. You are wasting your 

time.’ 
‘Believe me,’ she said, ‘I've got nothing to lose.’ 
A few years later, a sentence like I've got nothing to lose would 

assume meanings that at that time I didn't want to grasp.  
When we passed behind the Irish pub, I said I often went there 

with my friends. It was a sort of invitation. 
She said, ‘I don't like closed places where there's loud music. I 

prefer a bag lunch on the beach.’ She wanted a real invitation, but 
I couldn't. And she understood. 

 
~ 

 
The Yellow House was divided into two parts. There was the 

main structure, the one in which spiritual seances had been held, 
now dedicated to the Big Kids, from ten to fourteen years old, and 
another more protected building, which originally functioned as a 
stable and was now the house for the Little Kids. Sometimes very 
little ones arrived, all crying because they missed their mommies.  

One night I placed two of them in detention because I had 
never had eight children to put to bed before, and I had no idea 
how to make them respect the rules, so when they began to act 
crazy, I put one in one corner and the other in another. Each time 
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they opened their mouths, I added five minutes onto the 
punishment. It was late, they were tired even though they didn't 
want to show it. They waited for the last minutes to be done so 
they could run straight to bed. 

Those kids had the incredible ability to test us with trials like 
that. After losing their parents, they didn't think it fair that they 
should have to respect anyone just because of the stupid laws they 
imposed. The adolescents were the most difficult to handle: you 
couldn't discuss anything with them. They knew that their 
situation as parcels waiting to be delivered would not improve 
with the years, and that they could rely only on their own strength 
and not on us, who were forbidden even to give them presents. 
The rule was to leave the presents on the enormous oval table, and 
then to distribute them among the kids without saying who had 
brought what. And only on special occasions like birthdays or 
religious holidays. 

In that place, I also saw abandonment. I understood what a girl 
feels when she sees her little sister returning to her mother's while 
she has to stay there. 

Odette was about to be adopted by a good family, a couple 
from Monaco. Nonetheless, her eyes, clear and full of soft, passing 
fears, were veiled by a sadness that made them aqueous and 
melancholy, especially when she thought back on the mother. 

‘It's not your fault,’ I said to her one time, ‘your mother is 
crazy, you'll see that she will change her mind and come to get 
you, but by then you will be somewhere else. Yes, you will.’ 

‘With you and with Meli!’ Odette had said. 
The guy with the tattoos had found out that I took the liberty of 

giving advice to the kids and had taken me by the collar: 
‘You're no longer allowed to speak with our kids!’ 
‘Technically they aren't yours, and they aren't kids anymore. 

When they found out they are alone in the world, they became 
adult. Or would you prefer that I told her that her mother is an 
angel, that she doesn't gulp down a bottle of Chivas every night 
before going to bed with the first guy she runs into, and that soon 
she'll be back with a little white kitty in her arms?’ 

‘It would be better if you didn't say anything at all. You know 
nothing about education.’ 
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‘I know what it means not to have a mother or father. If I was 
in their shoes, I would like someone to tell me the truth now and 
then.’ 

‘The truth... but who do you think you are?’ 
I didn't tell him the details of my long chats with Odette and 

the cat, nor that, before tucking her into her bed full of treasures, I 
spoke to her about Rosario Rossi and wrote her telephone number 
on a piece of paper, which Odette folded in half and then in half 
again, before putting it back under the pillow. 

 
~ 

 
I don't remember how it was organized, but there was a 

register, like those used in hotels, with the decisions made about 
the lives of eight, sometimes ten little human beings. For example, 
that was the place to note down doctor appointments or visits 
made by parents for those kids who still had them, the reactions of 
the parents and our efforts to convince them that the happiness of 
their kids was worth more than a bottle of whiskey. 

I read all the registers I could get my hands on. I was greedy 
for their stories. They brought back some old memories... These 
daily reports were divided into chapters written in various 
handwritings. Meli was the only one who used a blue pen, a color 
less serious than black.  

After a while I wasn't just reading; I also wanted to write 
something, and here are a few examples: 

 
1. August 10, 9:30 p.m. I helped Odette prepare her backpack for 
her departure. The adoptive parents will be here tomorrow 
morning. She was very excited; before going to bed, she showed 
me her secret treasure under her pillow and entrusted me with 
the bag containing presents for her new parents. She was afraid 
that someone might steal it. She cut out an old picture of herself, 
one of the first taken when she arrived here, three years ago, and 

she pasted it into a frame built for the occasion. The remains of 
the photograph, she put them under her pillow along with the 
other objects. She also made bracelets; she gave me one. It's 
yellow, my favorite color. And hers as well. 
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2. August 10, 11 p.m. The scrapbook for Odette, the one that all 
of you asked me to fill out, is ready, but there were barely fifteen 
photos inside. How can it be that three years of her life might be 
summed up in fifteen pictures? The rest of the scrapbook is 
empty. I hope she'll fill it with colorful butterflies and the 
autographs of her new friends. And I also hope that she forgets 
about you. 
 
3. August 16, 2:30 a.m. I threw into the ditch on the other side of 
the fence all the old Masonic statues that frightened the kids. 
They were scattered everywhere, on the driveway up to the 
entrance and in stone hollows. A few didn't even have a face. In 
their place, you will find the geraniums from the second floor. 
 
4. August 18, 12 a.m. We were hungry tonight, and once again I 
found the kitchen door locked. I checked the rule book which 
says “the children are not allowed to ask for food during the 
night, only for tap water.” What crap. I gave ice cream and chips 
to everyone. 
 
5. August 18, 1:00 a.m. After the midnight snack, we played with 
the fireflies and I succeeded in making them forget those movies 
that you inflict upon them every night. If they continued that 

way, they would become stupid, or deaf, or both. 

 
~ 

 
It was the first time I talked so much with Meli. I had watched 

her talk with others, waiting, and now I didn't know how to take 
advantage of every single minute. The child waits days and days 
for the beginning of the holidays and suddenly finds himself 
alone on a desert beach. 

‘I live here,’ I lied; it was farther along, at number 9, but I 
couldn't appear before my wife in the company of a more 
beautiful woman. 

One time, my wife made a poor girl who was our guest get up 
at six in the morning because she had to go to work early and she 
didn't want me to stay home alone with another woman. ‘Do you 
mind coming with me? I work nearby,’ she said to her. ‘It will be a 
little early, but it's worth it.’  ‘Sure, why not!’ ‘Fantastic, we'll see 
the sun rise, and we can have breakfast together before I begin my 
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shift at the office. Then, if you want, you can go to the beach, 
which is right around the corner.’ ‘Yeah, sure, it'll be good for me 
to wake up a little early, even if I'm on vacation,’ our friend 
answered. 

And here's the translation: 
‘You, tomorrow, will get up at dawn and go out with me 

because there's no way in hell I'm going to leave you at home with 
my husband.’ ‘Okay, okay, if you put it that way, I'm coming. Not 
that I care for your husband. He is fat!’ 

But Meli, did she know that? What did Meli Montreux want? 
She intuited that there was someone else at home, otherwise I'd 
have invited her to come up. Instead she left me at the corner, 
before driving back to the street that climbs up to the Promenade. 
She stopped asking me questions, she stared at the wheel, which 
seemed an object invented to hypnotize girls with sleepy eyes, 
and now and then she gave me a furtive glance. I felt like a thief 
leaving an empty house. I was obsessed with the idea that those 
brutes wouldn't let her sleep, not even that night. I looked at her 
while she made a U-turn. She smiled at me one last time, in that 
way of hers. Meli always smiled with her lips closed, and yet she 
had all her teeth. 

When I found myself alone on the wet street, with not even a 
stray dog to keep me company, I understood that she had given 
me an opportunity and I was thinking about stray dogs. 

The bars were closed. Several hours had passed while speaking 
with Meli. On the other side you could see some lights, perhaps 
the Italian restaurant or the brasserie owned by the Parisians; I 
went on my way, dragging myself, along the shining sidewalks of 
losers. Behind me, my little flat and my wife half-awake. 

My marriage had happened by accident. Most of the things I 
had on my hands had happened through some mistake, and the 
mistakes, they were all my doing. We met at a party; she must 
have put in my glass a poison brewed by her mother. Much later I 
discovered that her mother was born in Sanfatucchio, the Italian 
town of witches. 

Until then I had been a free man. Free, a vague word I used 
because I didn't care how others judged me, or what the right 
thing to do was. (Right is another vague word). 
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My wife had appeared during a period when my imagination 
was thriving, and she proceeded to steal it. 

I couldn't go back because I hated the tone she used to address 
me when I came home. ‘You're earlier than usual,’ she used to say, 
or ‘You're later than usual,’ or, ‘What were you doing all night? 
You didn't answer me!’ ‘I didn't have my phone with me. Look, 
it's over there on the table.’ Then I left behind me the place where 
I had spent my detention and went to the Parisians'. 

They were playing cards so they left me in peace in a corner, 
they remembered me: I was the one from Rue de Foresta, the 
custodian with the jealous wife. At least I had a table where I 
could sit down and reflect a little. 

And here are a few of my reflections: 
 

1. Meli has gone. 

2. She doesn't know it, but I stole her number from the register. 

3. The guy with the tattoos would never forgive me. 

4. My wife is sleeping. Maybe I'll always imagine her that way, 
half asleep. And if some people aren't able to sleep alone, is the 
fault of those who are supposed to occupy the place next to 
them? 

5. Maybe my wife will ask her mother to prepare a stronger 
spell. 

 
If my life had been a romance novel, that night I would have 

taken out Meli's number and called her. She would have turned 
around on the Promenade in the rain and risked being hit, and 
with tears in her eyes she would have come back to the port, and 
I'd have run toward her, Meli! Meli! I'd have yelled along the 
dock, and finally, to the applause of all the passers-by, we would 
have kissed under a palm tree. 

As things in life don't work out the way they do in novels, I 
spent all night staring at that little piece of paper. 

I didn't call her because I was married. And I didn't go home 
because I wanted to see her again. I had to reach a decision, 
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otherwise the Parisians would kick me out the door. They didn't 
like hesitant clients, they had these menus crammed full of 
descriptions, every wine label, their origins, the vineyards, all the 
stuff that makes confused people even more confused. 

The next morning, I left, trying to forget Meli and my wife. I 
had put them in the same zone in my brain. There was no more 
room. It wasn't my fault if my brain was little and full of stuff. Yes, 
it was. 

 
~ 

 
Being a custodian for fifteen years had been my way to rebel. 

Everyone went to work in the morning, getting stuck in traffic 
jams, while I headed home. What I did was work but also play. I 
played at not working because I was alone at night and could 
imagine being whatever I wanted. During the day you have to 
share the world with others. At night instead you don't. And now 
that my job had gone to hell, and I didn't have the intention of 
watching the implosion of my domestic situation, the only thing 
to do was to work up the contacts I needed to leave for Naples. 

Maybe Meli had thought I was joking. After all, everybody says 
that he's leaving for Naples, that he’s ready to change his life, 
build a library, or that his wife is about to kill him. 

Several hours had passed. I didn’t even go home to collect my 
things, not that I had many anyway since all the space in the 
wardrobes had been requisitioned by my wife.  

But I had a lot of books . . . 
I needed to get them before she replaced them with a mirror. 

When my wife looked at herself in the mirror, she had those little 
eyes, that saw every corner of the room behind her, as though 
instead of mirroring herself she were mirroring the rest of the 
world. My wife had chestnut hair the color of trees, with resinous, 
woody reflections. Before the spell cast by her mother, I had loved 
that hair. 

Perhaps it was too late, perhaps I had already taken the lethal 
gulp, and I wouldn't go more than a few kilometers before feeling 
a strange need to go back, the way I did every morning, when I 
went back home. For the moment I was there, in the street. Was 
the road real or was it the one in the novels of Jack Kerouac? ‘How 
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long did it take you to write your book?’ someone asked him. 
‘Three weeks,’ he answered. ‘And for how many years did you 
live on the road?’ ‘For seven years.’ 

 
~ 

 
I spent the rest of the night on a romantic bench facing the sea, 

and the next day I went to see Rosario Rossi. The sea was black 
and dense, like in the novels of Jean-Claude Izzo, which taught me 
gratitude for my city, not the one where I was born, but the one 
that welcomed me with open arms. 

Signorina Rosario Rossi lived in Ventimiglia. She was an 
Argentinian who arrived in Italy in the Sixties, when she was 
never ashamed to say she worked as a prostitute. I knew her since 
when I was a little boy. She often came to see me; she couldn't 
take me away with her because, she said, she wouldn't have had 
the means to support both of us. For a long chapter of my life, 
those years in which you hate everything because you're looking 
for some meaning to it all (adolescence), I hated her. Then, little by 
little, we became closer, like two old friends. She was a kind of 
adoptive mother. 

Since her girlhood, Rosario had been a great drinker of mate tea 
and a passionate follower of cats in order to save them (and 
herself) from tragic deaths. She was at least seventy years old. 

The last time we saw each other, she told me that someone was 
building this library, in Naples, and they needed people. She 
promised to help me go there as soon as I wanted. In other words, 
now. 

‘This is your chance,’ she said. 
‘So if I show up there and mention you, I can get a job.’ 
‘Not really a job. It would be a mission, because they're not 

paying anyone. Tell them that Don Vito Palladino, the parish 
priest at Chiesa di Santa Caterina in Padua, is looking for 
volunteers, or better still, that he sent you, then they'll even give 
you a room to stay.’ 

‘I'm not going to say that any parish priest sent me. Just give 
me the address. I'll figure the rest out myself.’ Then I asked: ‘But 
how do you know that?’ 
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Rosario blushed and said, ‘It's a complicated story I'll tell you 
some other time, when we have a quiet moment! Call me now and 
then, and tell me what you're up to.’ 

I told Rosario about my recent misadventures, my defeat as a 
husband and a custodian. I hadn't been able to hold on to either 
the first or the second job. And I confided in her some of my 
secrets. She was just like a mother, a mother with whom I got 
drunk and watched the sunset from the old esplanade along the 
sea.  

We parted in front of the station. Signorina Rosario Rossi had 
hair that was curly and thick like a clown's wig (but I never told 
her, about the hair). She looked worried when she arranged it, 
trying to find some meaning known only to her. 

On the corner there was a guy playing the sax. The sun had 
almost disappeared but was still pleasant. I was drinking my 
cappuccino while people at the other tables were trying to 
establish their authority: mothers over children, husbands over 
wives, office managers over employees, clients over the office 
managers. I want to talk to the person in charge, they screamed, 
I'm the guest and you have to do what I say! All of them crazy for 
power. 

The cappuccino from the bar and the dirty clock of the station 
on the small piazza had the same shape. The seat outside felt cold 
when I sat down to wait for my train. The name of the bar owner 
was the American, or rather, people called him that. He laughed 
and seemed to know why you were laughing too; he was a 
fortune-teller of the streets. Bartenders have the rare ability to 
read your smiles. People in a bar don't laugh the same way. 
Everyone expresses the last bit of road he walked before stepping 
in and ordering a coffee, and they can tell whether it's someone 
who is a few steps from home or has walked hundreds of miles. 
They're not spending their lives behind a counter to learn how to 
make a coffee! 



~17~ 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Cannes. Monday, 2:00 p.m. 
 

A distinguished-looking young man, in a pale suit, with a 

handkerchief in his jacket pocket and impeccable cuffs, stepped 
out of the elegant Galeries Lafayette department store, right near 
the Croisette and the Palais des Festivales, heading toward the 
nearest corner. Behind him, a salesman dressed in black called out 
with a raised hand, ‘You, wait a minute, sir!’ The guy slowed his 
pace and turned around, he was wearing sunglasses, you couldn't 
see the color of his eyes. ‘I'm in a hurry,’ he said, ‘I'm catching the 
train for Paris at 2:15.’ He checked the two crosswalks, pausing as 
though listening to the sea behind the buildings. He had in hand a 
big shopping bag from the clothing department and a smaller one 
from the shopping center, where he got the latest generation 
laptop in exchange for other supposedly guaranteed products. 
‘You forgot this,’ said the salesman, ‘your receipt.’ The guy faked 
a smile and threw the piece of paper into a garbage pail along 
with his glowing cigarette butt. He adjusted the two bags on his 
shoulder; the sound of his purchases made him smile again: he 
had a new wardrobe and an expensive computer, all in these big 
packages, and what made it even more interesting was that he 
hadn't spent anything. 

Morel had dull blond hair that he disguised under light layers 
of brilliantine, which he inherited from his father’s shop. Right 
before dying, his father had made him promise that he too would 
become a barber. This was why Morel used the language typical 



A  P E R F E C T   I D I O T 

~18~ 

of that trade whenever he could, although he never used a pair of 
barber's scissors in his entire life.  

Meli would hear him often repeat: ‘The client is served,’ or, 
‘Here we go, with all the extras,’ or some other similar metaphor, 
such as, ‘We'll climb out of the Horse while everyone is sleeping 
drunk.’ Every time she wondered which horse he was talking 
about, she didn't have the courage to ask about it. There was a 
heap of things she didn't have the courage to do. Her ignorance 
(and she would come to believe that it was a true malady) didn't 
permit her to. 

The day was quiet, it was the last time that Morel saw the city, 
it would have to be if he didn't want to go back to prison: before 
getting his new suits and computer, he'd gotten himself into 
several messes.  

Meli didn't know that yet. They met at the station, both of them 
going to Milan. Of course, there was no such 2:15 train to Paris. 

Morel had landed in Cannes by chance two years earlier, 
having just returned from the United States. He had gotten a job 
in a luxury hotel famous for its seedy guests, thanks to false 
documents identifying him as Lionel Miller, a French-German 
resident of Nice. In his false C.V. he had listed a series of 
establishments, all in the area of Miami, Florida, in which he had 
served as assistant to the director, responsible for the élite 
clientele, as well as spa director and even revenue manager, 
another position desired by his colleagues, guys and gals from the 
area who had never been too far away from France, at least not 
long enough to understand that the new manager was a real 
professional. In reality, Morel had never been in a hotel, at least 
not to work. But his affability and persuasiveness convinced the 
director and manager in charge to take him on at a salary that 
three quarters of the personnel would have found enviable. Thus 
he was hired, and he drew attention when he rented a couple of 
suites for an exorbitant sum to two Norwegian families. Cannes 
had been for Morel a source of almost unlimited earnings; he felt 
as though he were leaving it because he was bored. ‘Too much 
and too easily’ was the story he told on the train. 

For example, in that hotel he got a group of princes from Qatar 
to pay seventy thousand euros for five suites that were worth at 
most five thousand. 
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This is what happened: one evening he was, as usual, talking 
with his colleagues after his shift, a shift that he chose himself. 
They were seated at the hotel's casino bar, drinking one bottle 
after another. ‘When you're with the emirs you can't refuse even a 
glass,’ he said. The hotel was fully booked, the only rooms 
available were these suites on the top floor, which the caliphs 
chose because of the oriental style with its vivid colors; the fabrics, 
the rugs, the low sofas stimulated their imagination. Morel offered 
them at a crazy price, and one of the emirs got up and 
disappeared for a few minutes, not even long enough to open 
another bottle, and returned with a case full of money. 

The day Morel met Meli, he didn't have any suitcases, only the 
big shopping bags and a leather shoulder bag. Perhaps he stashed 
his money away; they had put in his hands a letter-sized envelope 
just grabbed in the hall, the kind with the little transparent 
window so you can read the recipient's address inside and 
through which he saw instead around ten large, violet bills, five 
hundred euro notes. ‘My tip,’ he said. A sincere smile this time. 
You can understand from a person's smiles what pleases him and 
how much. 

There was something in his face, however, that mystified her; 
at the beginning she had attributed it to the number of books he'd 
read, to his ability to discuss any topic, or to the confidence that 
gave him that rare capacity to be quiet and listen without 
hurrying to speak of himself. He knew how to tell you so many 
stories, yet without saying anything, so that you could listen to 
him for hours without getting any sense of who the man standing 
in front of you really was. He was leaving that part of France, rich 
and corrupt, and the emirs' money was going with him as well. 
The bills were in the computer package, along with a series of 
counterfeit documents, receipts for payment in his name, checks 
made out to him, letters of recommendation in six languages. 
Morel was a master of this kind of thing, and of many she couldn't 
know about, since she didn't look into the other bags. 

He shook her hand and passed her one of the bags while 
climbing on board. Meli should have given him his stuff back, or 
not have helped him at all, the way a lot of people do. Instead she 
accompanied him and sat with him. She had the desire to talk to 
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someone: desires are not malicious, they happen on their own, 
and she wasn't clever enough to know which ones were harmless 
and which dangerous. 

‘Cedril Morel, from Paris.’ 
‘Nice to meet you. Meli Montreux.’ 
Morel carried his leather bag as though it were a schoolboy 

backpack and had on his shoulders these bags with clear jackets 
sticking out of them. An elegant guy on the train for Milan, 
perhaps a designer, Meli thought. She was struck by his small 
ears, behind which he smoothed locks of light hair. Morel's fingers 
had no sex when they moved on his head. 

They sat down across from each other. From the little window 
one could see the low clouds over the Banane, the curved zone of 
the city that marked the boundary between rich and poor. 

Once they understood they were both going to Milan, they 
became more comfortable and let the conversation flow. 
Nonetheless, when you meet someone you enjoy talking to, you 
end up asking yourself why: mistrust arises when you're at ease, 
as though feeling okay were a mistake and not a right. 

‘You want one?’ 
He took a cookie with two fingers and ate it in little bites. That 

lightness comforted her, and the cookies became delicious. 
Meli was a little over twenty years old when she got on that 

train. She was stepping into a new skin, like that of an innocuous 
snake: her venom was full of sugar. She had spent her childhood 
in the south of France, a place that in her eyes lacked 
contradictions and therefore fascination. Her parents had raised 
her in Marseilles, on Cours Julien, not far from the Canebière. In 
Meli's memories of that place, the bars were always open, 
equipped with school benches and chairs found on the street, the 
terrasses were bright in the morning then, in the long spring 
afternoons, submerged in the soft shade of low, colorful buildings 
buffeted by the Mistral. She recalled the various antiquarian and 
independent bookstores that she only observed with fascination, 
never having had the courage to enter them, because, like myself, 
she'd been entrusted to social services. She had spent part of her 
adolescence in a place that, sooner or later, she would want to talk 
about with someone in order to believe that everything that had 
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happened when she was a little girl hadn't happened through any 
fault of hers. 

The neighborhood where she grew up wasn't one of the 
quietest; it was frequented by bums and losers who stole couches 
from the living rooms of so-called decent folk and used them to 
furnish their portion of the street. She had the experience of being 
aggressed and learned how to defend herself. The period of her 
Marseillaise adolescence ended on a certain evening, not long 
before this story began, when someone tried to rape her (and she 
broke his nose!). She became so frightened that it changed her a 
lot, in the way that frights can change you, because they bring you 
closer to the awareness of death. 

 
~ 

 
At the Gare of Cap D'Ail, two train inspectors asked to see their 

tickets. Meli took hers out and waited for it to be handed back 
with the usual bored thank you, punching a new hole in their life. 
In the meantime, Morel had stood up and pretended to go up to 
them. 

‘I was just about to look for one of the crew,’ he said. ‘I was in 
such a hurry to get on that I couldn't get a ticket, I have to do it on 
board.’ 

One of the two employees was an ugly man, Meli imagined 
him as a child embarrassing his family, who had to lie about not 
finding him lovely: his ugliness concentrated in the nose, beneath 
those eyeglasses with the magnet at the center, and in the thick, 
eyebrows that met above. Even his skin, red and porous, 
confirmed the impression of a congenital tragedy, which he could 
not unload. Perhaps for that reason, something strange happened 
and, faced with this pageboy with pale eyes and designer clothes 
who was stating his wish to acquire a ticket for Milan, the 
inspector answered: 

‘It's fine, sir. Sit in an area where there are no reserved seats.’ 
It was the first time in her life that Meli had witnessed a scene 

of this kind. Why wasn't this inspector fining him? Was it possible 
that Morel had that much power over everyone he met? Meli 
couldn't tell, from Morel's reaction, which was almost devoid of 
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emotion, whether he was speaking the truth or inventing 
everything. The fact that he had on him a bag full of money and 
that he could have bought tickets for everyone, demonstrated that 
cheating was for him only a form of entertainment. 

He smiled at her when they found themselves alone in the 
compartment; no one had reserved those seats, so the reassuring 
expression he made with his lips was for her benefit. 

Watching him move among the other breathless passengers, 
she was struck by odd thoughts, scenes in which the two of them 
were together in the Irish pub, as though they already knew each 
other, while the sun set behind the hills, watching their beer grow 
red from the fire of that side of the port. 

The train had pulled out of the station, they were approaching 
Menton when Morel said, ‘Your family came from which part of 
Italy?’ 

‘My mother was a school teacher from Turin, my father was the 
son of Canadian circus artists and was born on the coast near 
Sorrento,’ Meli answered. ‘They both left Italy when they were my 
age and met in Marseille. I grew up there.’ 

She realized that Morel had spoken for an hour, telling her 
about the United States, his Tunisian heritage, and she couldn't 
understand his connection with Paris and Italy. His French was 
perfect, he had a huge vocabulary, and the same went for his 
English, which he spoke with a perfect if complicated New York 
accent. It seemed part of his family still lived there. She heard him 
speak English because he got a call from Miami. Morel turned 
toward the window, the rose and yellow buildings becoming soft 
blotches while she listened: ‘This is Chris Waite, go ahead. No, I'm 
sorry, I'm living in Europe now, we folded a while ago. No, we 
didn't sell. You can find the products in the Propreskin salons. 
Yes, exactly, and, tell me something, who gave you this number? 
Oh, that's right.’ Another smile in her direction. Morel had 
decided to trust a perfect stranger? She was young, but could have 
had a policeman for a father or have been one herself, a 
plainclothes agent looking for people like him in order to get 
promoted. Was it possible that looking at her in the eyes, he 
understood she was of the same species? 
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Meli looked at her own legs for a moment. They were too 
exposed but she didn't cover them. They were alone and he hadn't 
lowered his eyes, the way most men do. 

Outside of Genoa some people got on and off, but still no one 
took the seats next to them. A group of Americans was going from 
one railway-car to another, as though the train were their home. 
Meli and Morel laughed without speaking but were thinking the 
same thing. In the meantime, the tale kept going forward, and yet, 
she was sure of it, a fundamental element was lacking in all these 
stories: the protagonist. As he spoke about the United States, 
about the part of his family dispersed in Tunisia, another part in 
Lyon, he described these places with curiosity. He actually spoke 
Arabic with someone on the phone, but he gave her the 
impression of never having been there. His mother was of 
Tunisian origin, but another mother of his was French and she 
made shopping at a certain supermarket in the center of Avignon, 
where she always got into fights while standing in the checkout 
line. The French family, then, was half-Spanish and at Christmas 
would get together at huge gatherings to eat paella and sobrasada. ‘I 
love sobrasada so much,’ he kept saying, and she was beginning to 
taste it in her mouth when she wondered in silence, without 
looking him in the eyes; is he filling me with useless facts. In 
reality, Cedril Morel was still a stranger, she wouldn't know 
anything about him even if the train went as far as Sicily. Thus she 
decided to play his game. She was not as good as he was; her 
tongue wasn't as refined, but it was worth trying. 

‘People who come to the Riviera seem to have just stepped off a 
cruise ship,’ Meli said, ‘looking around here and there like little 
chicks.’ She indicated with a glance (the sharpness of which she 
tried to conceal) a couple that had just passed by in order to run 
after the conductor and beg him to raise the air conditioning all 
the way. Middle-aged couples are sweet, when one gets angry the 
other does too. 

Morel smiled and said, ‘When I worked for Marriot in Florida, I 
was able to sell a solitaire ring for 160 thousand dollars to an old 
man like him. He'd seen it in the hotel lobby before he left—
sometimes shops like Tiffany and Bulgari put them on display—
and he hadn't made up his mind to take it. So I got in touch with 
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the store in New York, the one the old man would have gone to 
once he returned home, and I had the ring sent there. It was a 
wedding gift for his daughter. He was so moved by my gesture 
that not only did he buy it, but he also had a gift sent to me to 
thank the blond Cupid from Europe.’ 

Morel showed her the watch that he wore on his right wrist, a 
Rolex worth six thousand euros. A few years before, Meli had met 
a guy who wanted to make her a gift of a similar one, and she'd 
left him. No gifts, no compromises. The fool was ready to cover 
her with jewels, but she couldn't get herself to accept them, not 
because she couldn't (some men seem born on purpose to be 
duped) but rather because she couldn't face being judged for it.  

Meli couldn't stand the weight of judgment. 
‘I could buy a house with all that money,’ she said.   
‘Money comes and goes,’ Morel answered, ‘the important thing 

is to understand beforehand where it's coming from.’ And he gave 
her the impression of knowing where.  

There had been a flood in Genoa, the usual story of 
infrastructure unprepared for the violence of nature, the arrogant 
Man forced to his knees by the rain, dozens of people drowned 
like rats. Another less poetic way to put it would be: shoddy 
materials, cuts in the spending of construction companies, money 
laundering, speculation. 

Those were years of transformation. Everything was being 
transformed, including things you couldn’t see, and organized 
crime became invisible with the development of computers and 
modern counterfeiting systems, which Morel soon taught her.  

Meli decided to go deeper into the matter, although she didn't 
tell him so. At least, not explicitly. She gave him a half-smile. For 
men are masters of fantasy, they can, in a woman’s smile, find all 
the words they like. 

‘What were you doing in Cannes?’ he asked her. 
It's lovely to speak with someone who makes you the subject of 

every conversation. It's not easy; we all try to be the protagonists, 
Meli thought. She told him the story of how as a child she lived in 
Marseille with her parents. It seemed useless to tell him now that 
it was the social services who took her away from them and that 
for the past two years she'd worked as a social worker, the most 
honest job they offered her. When faced with someone who 
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belongs to a certain half of the world, it's pointless to speak of the 
other half not to feel more alone in your own. 

 
~ 

 
To make a little extra, Meli had also worked as a waitress in a 

boulangerie in Cannes. That was the only reason why she was 
there: to cash a check from an employment agency. She waited on 
tables, in a rustic decor, with big wooden spoons in fresh jams and 
whole grain bread: rich people loved to pay double in order to 
have the illusion they were eating healthy foods. She hated that 
place. The classical music never stopped, the symphonies went on 
forever and played too softly even for those who stood right 
under the loud speakers. ‘Music played too softly can drive you 
crazy.’ 

In the morning, when her shift began, the city seemed a normal 
place. The crows and sea gulls liked to fight on the Croisette. When 
an engine started up, the seagulls flew away and the crows 
remained. Meli swept around the tables outside at an hour when 
all cities are the same, before kids run to school and business men 
parade by in their black suits like models careful not to fall off the 
catwalk, that moment at which the azure glow of dawn begins to 
dissolve into the lazy, dirty light of morning. The Asian 
businessmen spoke with their mouths full, something her mother 
used to do. 

‘That was one of the few honest jobs I could get on the Riviera.’ 
‘All cities change,’ Morel said. ‘We're living in the top area of 

France, maybe in Europe, for that particular kind of activity.’ 
Morel was expressionless. You had to read his emotions 

through the lines, like in a book written in a language you don't 
speak. 

‘You speak English,’ he asked, ‘as well as Italian.’ 
Something about her intrigued him, and for some strange 

reason that has existed as long as Man and Woman, that 
something was in her head, not under lace lingerie, which, in any 
case, Meli didn't wear. 

There were a few segments of the trip in which the sun struck 
him by surprise (and Morel didn't like surprises, because they 
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can't be controlled) lighting up his face so that you could see his 
eyes behind the glasses he hadn't taken off; his eyes didn't smile. 
She didn't like them, but she paid no attention. She also noticed on 
his neck and cheeks the expensive cream that some men use to 
conceal the rings under their eyes. That was normal where they 
lived; no one paid attention to it anymore. She was from 
Marseille, where people have very different concerns, and she 
found it ridiculous. However, she had learned to ask herself the 
reasons for things she didn't understand. On this train, finally, 
Meli was having an education in how to be a better person.  

The inspectors passed through again, smiling, and Morel 
smiled at her. It's enough! she said to herself. 

They were almost in Milan. He hadn't asked for her number or 
suggested they see each other again. She wondered if he'd do it 
too late like those who don't hear the last two digits and never call 
you back, or whether instead he didn't care about her number. 
Cannes was full of pageboys with refined tastes, raised on cocaine 
and call girls, two things Meli didn't know much about. They 
heard the last announcements, the sound of people gathering in 
the corridor, and the whistling of brakes. The frenetic rhythm of 
the metropolis rushed toward them. 

Morel mentioned a business appointment in the Brera district. 
The sense of the unknown was enough to make his words 
delicious. She listened to them with an interest she wouldn't have 
had under other circumstances. Morel had to meet with an 
associate of his, a certain Łucas Ciepiela, whom she gathered was 
Polish, even though Morel had also spoken in Arabic during the 
same phone call. When he stood up, her good breeding led her to 
avoid looking at his pants, but she had one of those spontaneous 
eye movements that dart where they want to for a second, and he 
caught it. When her turn came to stand up, she realized that she 
was taller. Morel slipped his hand into the inside pocket of his 
jacket, the right one, so he had to be left-handed, and drew out a 
business card. 

‘This is my number,’ he said. ‘Come join us tonight on 
Piazzetta Brera, toward ten. There's a bar on the corner; the 
building is yellow.’ 
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Meli didn't answer. She put his card in the bag, and turned her 
shoulders towards him as she stepped out first. His phone rang 
again, he turned it off. 

‘See you tonight,’ he said, and headed toward the opposite side 
of the corridor. The cold air Morel left behind didn't require a 
reply.  

She buttoned up every last loop of her light jacket. Her skin, 
however, was hot and maybe a little flushed. She recalled a 
gesture she'd seen him make several times: he caressed his collar 
when he said that a phone call wasn't important, although it 
seemed to be so. Perhaps it was his wife, who was waiting for him 
at home. 

Milano-Centrale-siamo-arrivati-alla-stazione-di-Milano-Centrale-I-
signori-viaggiatori-sono-pregati . . . etcetera, etcetera. 

 
~ 

 
Milan Train Station, 6:30 p.m. 
 
If the control that elements and persons have over us is a 

problem, it's because we let them control us. Meli took a walk to 
think it over. Why am I considering his offer? she asked herself.  

Meli Montreux, who had escaped Marseille, was now in a new 
city, where people spoke a fascinating language. She learned a 
little Italian in school and her parents taught her the rest: there 
were two different Italians, one northern, the other southern. 
Italians were at ease with physical contact: the first thing that 
caught her eye was that way of trying to make human connection 
with gestures and smiles. But she had barely arrived. First 
impressions sometimes remain only first impressions. 

In Milan, Meli had an aunt, her mother’s cousin who was a 
researcher working in the Noverego library. In her school days, 
Meli had spent her vacations on Elba Island with her family. She 
called her aunt from a bar on Corso Buenos Aires. Her self-phone 
was somewhere in the suitcase, buried under clothes. 

Her aunt, whose name Meli never told me, answered on the 
first ring. She was always in a good mood: ‘I'll come get you with 
the car,’ she offered.  
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Meli's suitcase was heavy, and she was struggling with it. The 
story of the magic wheels only works in airports, on those marble 
floors smooth as butter, but on the street it becomes twice as 
heavy. 

As she headed toward a taxi, about to discover whether her 
Italian was still comprehensible, she felt like when she went to 
mass on Sunday morning as a child and saw her friends running 
around and playing tag in the gardens behind the church. Had 
nothing changed after so many years? Was she still a child being 
dragged by one hand to church? No, Morel was anything but a 
priest. 

‘Alla stazione, per favore.’ 
The taxi driver took her to the station. She waited for her aunt 

in front of the stairs to the metro, the spot where, years before, 
they'd said good-bye when Meli was about to leave to become a 
social worker. The men of Milan stared at her, they turned around 
and clapped their hands when she walked by the bars. 

Morel knew she would go to the appointment? The more she 
thought about it, the more she felt she'd do it. 

Her aunt was about to arrive. Meli couldn't wait to take a 
shower and take off the clothes sticking to her skin. And the eyes 
of those taxi drivers that stuck to her clothes, they too would end 
up in the washing machine. She glanced at the shop windows, but 
fashion wasn't there, fashion was in the cheap clothes on the 
elegant shoulders of the girls in the street.  

Her aunt greeted her without studying her. Meli had changed a 
lot since the times of the bonfires on the beach on Elba Island. 
Now she was a niece who needed help. 

The aunt of Meli Montreux limped. Meli knew why, but she 
never mentioned it, as though avoiding the subject would make 
the problem disappear. Her leg was on backwards, the kneecap, 
instead of being in the middle as it would be on a normal leg, was 
turned inwards, so that the poor woman was forced to bend her 
leg in the wrong direction and thus ran the risk of landing on the 
ground with every step she took. Besides that, she was a perfect 
woman. 

The mistake most people make, Meli thought, is to judge. If we 
took care of our affairs and left others in peace, we'd all live a long 
time. Meli had put up with the judgments of her family, then 
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those of her co-workers at the boulangerie, who thought of 
themselves as jewelers and cut bread with black gloves, then with 
those of the employees at the Yellow House, all of them perfect 
parents if you listened to them talk. And finally, the judgments of 
a stranger who accidentally stumbled into her life. That's how 
things happen on trains. If you climb into the wrong one, the 
entire course of your life takes another turn and you meet 
different people who take you different places. 

She would have liked to learn how to play chess, but she had 
convinced herself that she was too stupid to understand it. 

Now she felt she was being moved by a skillful player. There 
are unique pieces, others that have their double on the opposite 
side of the board, destined to be moved onto black squares or 
white ones, without ever touching each other, and, finally eight 
identical pawns. She felt she was one of those, and she wasn't 
important in the game. She might have been a Horse or a Bishop 
in some other time, but for the moment she didn't want to know 
about it. 

When she stepped out of the shower it was already eight 
o'clock. She had peeled off all the corruption that was everywhere 
in Cannes. She asked which towel she should use. The aunt 
answered from the other room, ‘Use the violet one.’ The violet 
one, she repeated to herself, but their eyes weren't listening to her 
command. Thus she chose one at random. 

 
~ 

 
Milan, Piazzetta Brera. 
 
At eight o'clock sharp, Morel met Ciepiela, the photographer. 
Łucas Ciepiela was a Jew of Polish origin, who escaped 

Warsaw at the age of seventeen along with his then fiancée, now 
wife. They studied in London, where they learned that there 
existed better places in the world. When they visited Warsaw 
many years later, they noticed that everything they'd left behind 
no longer existed. Only snow and widows' tears remained. For 
thirty years, Łucas Ciepiela and his wife lived in Italy. They (he 
especially) had a strong northern accent and the sharp, quick 
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cadence of the Milanese and a controlled vulgarity. Looking at 
him thus, with that sulky expression, Ciepiela didn't seem as rich 
as he made out to be, but that didn't matter at all to Morel. 

They went to the corner bar under the yellow building. The 
muscular bartender knew Ciepiela very well. The chairs didn't 
squeak, the feet of the table didn't wobble on the floor the way 
they do in real life. 

While she was walking along Via Brera, Meli asked herself 
what to expect from this meeting. She knew so many pigs who 
had tried to pick her up in Cannes by pretending to offer her a job. 
Morel struck her as different, maybe he likes me, she wondered. 
She was almost sure, that he didn't belong to that category of men. 
She knew a lot less about this Ciepiela. A Polish photographer, 
and what else? 

Ciepiela was on the short side, he wore light, expensive glasses, 
red gym shoes, schoolboy shorts, and had an old Leica around his 
neck. His wrinkles were dark and hard.  

Before introducing herself, Meli observed them for a moment. 
After all, they expected her at ten. The evening was warm, 
springtime in Milan, polluted and yet luminous; the trees floated 
in the urine. 

Morel asked the photographer something that Meli could not 
hear through the glass window, but their conversation wouldn't 
remain a secret. So here is what they said to each other. They 
spoke in French. 

‘Did you have a good trip?’ 
‘A revelatory trip.’ 
‘After having bought six tickets, what did you expect? 

Champagne!’ Ciepiela called out to the bartender, with the 
arrogance typical of regular customers. ‘Let's drink a toast. Have 
you already spoken with the girl?’ 

‘She's about to arrive. We'll talk to her now.’ 
‘Speaking of which,’ Ciepiela said, ‘they called me again from 

Qatar, they want to know what happened with their seventy 
thousand euros.’ 

‘They're so sweet, even if they try, they can't see past their 
stupid seventy thousand euros,’ Morel said. 

‘You've never been that interested in money, Cedril. Isn't that 
so?’ 
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Morel made a gesture of contempt, grimacing like a child that 
won't get off his rocking horse. 

‘So. What's she like?’ asked Ciepiela. He was foaming about the 
mouth. Now Meli knew what kind of guy Ciepiela was, even 
though the slobber might have been triggered by something else, 
maybe even the wine. 

‘Delicious,’ Morel said. ‘Short hair, like a doll, with a straight 
and strong back.’ As if he were describing a dog, Meli thought 
again. ‘Escaped after threats from our Indian friend.’ 

What the hell! How did they know what had happened to her 
before she left! Even worse: what did our Indian friend mean? They 
knew the guy that had tried to assault her? It couldn't be true! 
What did they want from her? Their words were obscured by 
their laughs and toasts. Maybe the sentences changed as they 
traveled through space, or maybe she was imagining everything. 

Ciepiela went on explaining: ‘Any way, the old emir is dead.’ 
‘How so?’ 
‘Felled by Viagra. That's what happens when you have seven 

wives.’ 
‘And when did he burst?’ 
‘Maybe right before you stole that money from his brothers.’ 
‘One moment,’ Morel interrupted him again. ‘I sold him a 

room, or rather, five. So what if I inflated the prices a little!’ 
Ciepiela wasn't one to laugh easily. He talked without letting 

you talk, he didn't laugh and didn't let you laugh. He went on: ‘If 
the sultan is dead, maybe those bills aren't worth anything.’ 

‘I don't understand.’ 
‘It seems that before he expired, Saud Bin confessed all his 

sins.’ 
‘I bet you'd do the same.’ 
‘Every night.’ 
But what the hell were they talking about! 
‘I was there,’ Ciepiela said. ‘I know what I saw, and there were 

also the people that you've swindled. Those bills came from an 
authorized press. I spoke with Saud Bin before he left this world 
for good. The watermark paper the emir gave me was authentic, 
I've got several stacks, it's the same paper used for the shares of 
the Saudi General Oil Corporation, one of the most important oil 
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companies of the Arab Emirates. They showed me the machinery 
in a warehouse near Naples, lost among the fields of tomatoes.’ 

‘What were the caliphs doing in the middle of tomatoes?’ 
‘I can explain this to you later. Tell me about Meli Montreux.’ 
Morel said, ‘Meli won't be of any use to us if we're not sure 

about a certain question.’ 
‘That question, as you call it, has cost me ten million, and our 

Indian guy still hasn't called us.’ 
‘Millions of what?’ Morel asked. 
‘Lire. The Italian financiers are nostalgic guys, they still think in 

lire. But trust me, the girl can still be very useful. I wouldn't have 
asked you to bring her along, otherwise.’ 

Great, I'm a package about to be delivered! Meli said out loud 
to herself. When she approached them, they didn't seem at all 
surprised to see her. They whispered something to each other, 
something she'd never have the pleasure of hearing, and didn't get 
up. 

‘Come and have a drink.’ 
Meli picked up their glasses of champagne, the color of urine, 

and splashed them in their faces. 
‘I see you know each other,’ Morel said, laughing. 
Ciepiela looked at her as though she were a painting up for 

auction. Her face had a veiled look of indignation. In Milan they 
must have been used to angry girls who assaulted people, 
because, when Meli sat down and the two crooks wiped their 
faces with paper napkins (the paper was stiff and didn't absorb 
the wine: what a pitiful scene!), nobody in the bar paid attention. 

Ciepiela continued his report. ‘The watermark paper,’ he said, 
‘was in the possession of my friend Saud Bin, the brother of the 
guys you tricked in Cannes. The ink and the printers for the 
counterfeiting, on the other hand, are in Naples, in a hidden and 
protected farmhouse. That's where we made the first bills. The 
mayor and councilors cost us a hundred thousand euros; they'll 
split it throughout the campaign.’ 

‘How much?’ asked Meli's new friend and playmate. 
‘A million, but there's enough paper for much more, without 

counting the stock certificates,’ answered Ciepiela, still foaming at 
the mouth. 

Now Meli was certain that he wasn't foaming on her account. 
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‘Millions of lire?’ 
‘No, euros this time,’ Ciepiela said. ‘They were the first, 

perhaps the only ones, to value their own stock in euros. Why else 
would the Americans have kicked them out of the market? And 
that's not counting the money for your suites…’ 

‘A kind of advance payment.’ 
‘We can call it that.’ 
They toasted. They spoke about all this money as though it 

were candy stolen from a child's hands. They had the same 
sadistic joy in their eyes. Outside, the pigeons were dying in 
seagulls’ mouth. It was night, the city was beginning to turn into a 
dangerous place. 

‘Where are they now?’ asked Morel. 
‘Still in Italy. Cannes and Monaco were good places to launder 

some of it and to look around for an imbecile like you that might 
fall for it.’ 

Ciepiela laughed for the first time. And so did Meli. 
Morel made excuses. ‘You can say to your friends dressed in 

white that I already spent some of it at Lafayette.’ He dusted off 
the sleeves of his jacket. It had to have been the most expensive 
one in the store. ‘What I don't understand,’ he added, ‘is what's 
wrong with the bills.’ 

Ciepiela pulled out a fifty and placed it on the table next to the 
ones put there to pay the bill. 

‘Which is the fake?’ he asked. 
Morel sat still staring at the table, he didn't see any difference. 

He couldn't understand why the money wasn't worth anything. 
Then he raised his chin toward Meli, and gave her a questioning 
look. It was the first time she looked him in the eyes. She glanced 
at the bills lying on the red table as though in their blood. Meli 
could feel they were growing more tense as she bent her head. 

‘It's this one!’ she finally said. And as she said it she realized 
she had just stumbled into an intriguing mess. 
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Rosario Rossi was a kind Argentinian lady with hair a yellow 

of antique furniture. After offering to help me, she made me 
promise that I would keep her up to date and give her news of 
what I was doing, because that's how elderly folks can enjoy long 
trips without leaving home. I've never had a mother to give news 
to. I grew up without even having a concept of news. Everything 
happened for a reason. A beautiful theory, when I think that I 
couldn't make a decision about either my marital or extramarital 
life, with the inevitable consequence that I was blowing 
everything off. 

Rosario had assured me that in Naples I'd find people who 
could use my help. Thus I got back on the train and left for Padua, 
where I'd meet that Vito Palladino, the parish priest who was 
organizing everything. The fact that I hadn't set foot in a church 
for at least thirty years, I'd have to omit. I didn’t want to go back 
being a custodian in another place like the foster home in Sospel, 
which persecuted me in the most dangerous form an object or 
person can assume: memory. What could I do about it if those poor 
kids were up there and no one cared to take them back? 

The regional express trains of the French company, better 
known by the abbreviation TER, don't stink or break down all the 
time, but hide unexpected surprises. I lived in Nice for many 
years escaping the surprises brought by the TER. This time, for 
reasons just mentioned, I decided to go about things differently. 
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I climbed on board while the loudspeaker repeated: assurez-
vous-de-n'avoir-rien-oublié-dans-le-train. 

Doing what you shouldn't do is a beautiful problem, because 
after a while you don't know who you're looking at when you see 
yourself in the mirror. I lost fifteen years this way, working at the 
wrong job. It was best to think at least about this: I learned 
nothing from other jobs, I did not paint, I did not sell, I did not 
teach, not, that's how I would summarize my situation. All of me 
was in that not. I did not exist. I did not do. I not. 

 
~ 

 
Monday evening, 8:00 p.m. 
 
I was in Padua, surrounded by dozens of statues of popes. The 

bells of at least three churches were ringing and the statues were 
dancing happy. 

Don Vito worked in the Statistics Library on Via Cesare Battisti, 
a small street full of arches in the city center. They opened at eight 
in the morning, so I spent the night in a cheap hotel near the 
Theology Department. The front door of the hotel was right on the 
corner of a side street. Black tunics were going in and coming out, 
a little store selling holy garments and calf leather shoes flickered 
under the arches. I was surrounded by real and wannabe priests: 
there was actually a seminary full of kids ready to embark on that 
path. It seemed like an assembly line. 

I made myself comfortable in a room on the second floor of the 
big building, an ex-convent turned into dormitories, a place that 
would have made me shiver if I'd looked at it in the light of 
certain memories...  

Coming here just to talk about Naples with a priest I had never 
seen before seemed a little crazy, not as a thing in itself, but 
because I didn't have a dime, maybe not even enough to pay for 
the room. 

It was still summer in most of the city, except the narrowest 
alleys, where, however, I had no need to go. 

 
~ 
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When I was a child, there weren't as many rules as there were 

at the Yellow House, kisses forbidden, scheduled times to get 
hungry, others to be thirsty. 

After the disappearance of my parents, who died under the 
rubble of their own apartment (still to be paid off), I had to get by 
on my own. The explosion was the fault of an old guy on the 
second floor, who left the gas valve open all night. When the first 
switch got turned on the next morning, which happened to be the 
one in my parents' bathroom, the whole building went down. No 
survivors except me. 

They put me in some other place. I don't even remember who 
told me everything for the first time, because I must have been 
very little when it happened. However, I read about it in many 
newspaper articles, which Rosario, believing she was performing 
an act of love, had cut out and collected over time. Love works 
like that, everyone tries in their way. And that's how a seventy-
year-old prostitute can become your adoptive mother. 

During the first years, there were a few moments of nocturnal 
delirium when I became convinced that she was my mother, and, 
since she was ashamed of it, she had preferred to invent 
everything and to choose a page at random from a chronicle of 
Naples folklore, not without interesting sparks, in order to decide 
who to reveal the parents' identity to. I lived for forty years 
without knowing who my father and mother were. Only the 
protagonist of a South American soap opera could have 
understood how I felt. 

I was taken to a foster home, a kind of public institute, in an 
Eighteenth Century building on Via Leopardi, not far from 
Posillipo, in front of the red sunset of my city. It was the sunset of 
sacred fire, the same that flowed underground and spread in 
reflected, invisible forms through the air we breathed. My people 
were all in that fire, they were part of it. There wasn't anybody 
from Naples who was immune to the psychological heat of 
Vesuvius. In spite of the psychological heat, the place where I lived 
was humid. I recall the chill I felt when I arrived, but maybe I 
brought the cold along with me, a little carrier of shudders. The 
social workers put me in the arms of a sister (the sisters, all of 
them hairy and fat, ran the place) and she caressed my face. Her 
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hand was rough, her breath stank like the stagnant water in those 
vases filled with roses in front of statues of the saints.  

‘What's your name, beautiful boy?’ the sister asked me. I didn't 
answer. 

Regarding Naples and my infancy there are many details I 
could reveal. I recall everything with a certain clarity, and yet, I 
realize I spent all that time trying to forget it. I remember the 
noisy streets, the sounds of people and things, life in a tumult 
amid the stalls in the street markets, the music made by dragging 
out the last syllables of words, the struggle against daily tedium 
thanks to the means the other children and could I rely on: our 
mouths and our hands. Naples was thus a cradle of human and 
marine forces, and you could feel it, all you had to do was listen in 
any street. Your bones, and not your ears, knew how to listen. It is 
the bones that are forged with the music of my city, from the 
alleys of Forcella to the cement monsters of the business district. 

Life, for a child like me, didn't look like it was going to be easy. 
I would have neither a healthy, long-limbed body, nor a thick 
head of hair full of light. I wouldn't be nourished with high-
quality food, nor would I hang out at athletic centers with the 
water polo teams, nor in gyms, much less libraries. In Naples I 
couldn't ever carry a book around without being mocked by the 
other kids, because the other kids hated anyone who rebelled 
against resignation. 

I began to take refuge in reading. I read other people's stories 
because I didn't like my own, and I had the innocent illusion I 
could escape it. Escape is the dream of the poor. I got novels by 
foreign authors in the Resina market in Herculaneum. It was a 
huge place, especially for a child. I could stay there for entire days. 
I remember that these enormous containers would arrive, full of 
old, used clothes. Inside the German jackets and overcoats, the 
American, French, English uniforms, you could find all kinds of 
objects: watches, post cards, ball point pens, eyeglasses, the 
property of whoever had worn those clothes, unaware that one 
day an amorphous mass of kids would inspect them. With the 
avidity of the famished, we ransacked everything. The others 
looked for money. I looked for books. 
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For me, just taking in the smell of those old clothes (in 
Neapolitan called pezze) was enough to make me imagine leaving 
one day. Sometimes, inside the pockets, there were old books, I 
appropriated them without having to compete for them. It was 
stuff that rarely sells, that you could take away with you for a few 
cents. I was little and dirty, I passed unobserved under the stalls 
of the vendors who sang like roosters. They invented songs to 
attract clients and the beautiful girls who passed by. Woman was 
an inspiring muse, a weight-bearing pillar of that society. I carried 
with me a cloth bag stolen from the sisters and filled it with 
everything I could load on my back. I fell in love with book 
covers, like those on the first Molinard editions, without 
drawings. Before knowing the contents, I could smell them. For 
me, reading was from the beginning a physical activity. The 
weight of those bags stolen from the institute was intolerable, and 
yet no one forced me to do it. Then it became a mental activity. 
Not only did I learn how to read, but to do so in various 
languages. All I had to do was find the same novel in Italian and 
make a comparison page by page, sentence by sentence. When I 
left the convent, at the age of eighteen, I was ready to go live in 
another country, and that was how I ended up in the south of 
France. 

 
~ 

 
This story began on the train, shortly before I arrived in Padua. 

I was in the only occupied compartment. The others were all 
empty, besides two people in the first, at the back of the car. I 
landed in one of those middle seats: sitting there you don't know 
where to look or what to think, because you're all so close together 
that it seems the others are reading your thoughts. 

Across from me was an Indian guy, jeans, a purplish red shirt, 
a golf club symbol, or something similar, embroidered on the 
pocket. And a broken nose. To his left was a woman from Genoa 
who was betraying her husband. I know she was from Genoa 
because we chatted a bit, and she told me she'd just spoken with 
someone who was waiting for her in Verona while her husband in 
Genoa was waiting for her, pissed off, because he'd been looking 
for her for two days, and other similar details that, like the golf 
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symbols, weren't important for me to know. And I know she was 
betraying her husband because an hour later he called her, and 
she said to him that she was leaving to return to Genoa. 

To the right of the Indian guy, whose name, if he was the 
owner of the tennis bag above his head, had to be Bapinu Bando, a 
crazy young Roman woman was sitting. I know she was crazy 
and from Rome because when she arrived she asked everyone if 
there was open seating and free drinks like on trains in Rome, (I 
answered yes in order not to contradict her). 

To my right, next to the window, was a guy with eyeglasses 
watching a foreign film in black and white. He was wearing 
headphones, but one of the protagonists, a monster with a 
deformed face and a mild, solitary mood, said Oh Scheiße! I read it 
on his lips. Now and then I glanced sideways to see what had 
become of the good monster, until the owner of the computer 
lowered the screen so that only he could see it. 

And the sixth passenger, on my left, a French-African girl, with 
a low-cut neckline that got noticed by all the men who passed by. 
She listened to pop music without headphones and no one asked 
her to lower the volume. 

The Indian guy (and this is why I believe that everything began 
on the train) also had with him, besides the athletic bag, a large 
box wrapped in transparent scotch tape, which had changed the 
structure of the box, both holding it together and deforming it. 
The box bore a writing in yellow, Banani Bazar 110 Dahkra-1213 
Bangladesh, and finally there were telephone and fax numbers, 
0088-02-800, etcetera. 

In the outskirts of Vicenza, everyone got off, except Bando. We 
hadn't exchanged a single word because he was busy the whole 
time staring at the girl next to me, and I hadn't wanted to 
interrupt the noisy breathing of his broken nose. Now and then he 
smiled at me, but it was like he was smiling at himself. Now he 
had his shirt unbuttoned and you could see a white undershirt 
with his chest hair peeking out, black and thick. With his clean 
and perfect nails, he looked like he had just stepped out of a 
beauty parlor. I hadn't had a shower in two days and I had a hole 
in my right shoe, that I covered with the left one. 
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At a certain point, the train braked and the big box fell on his 
head. A sharp blow. Poor Bando, doubled over, looking at my 
feet! 

I stuck my head out of the deserted compartment. I didn't 
know what to do, whether to call for help, or not to call in order 
not to be accused, TV cameras, inspectors, police, next station, 
purplish red shirt. No one saw the blood running from his nose–
but the nose was already broken! He still had the puffed up 
cheeks typical of his people, smiling even after death. Prohibited 
to touch the victim, there might be invisible fractures and a 
careless movement could be lethal. I could hear the first aid 
manual in my head, and I listened while the sweat began to run 
between my toes. It would have been much simpler to reach a 
decision about my life, which felt like an existential tragedy with 
no exit, or to continue to take refuge in books. Instead of running 
into a guy and a box, both bruised. 

For almost an hour I went on with this dilemma. It was like a 
television quiz show: in order to know the right answer you have 
to try, or you lose everything, both the money and the answer. 
Bando had his hair combed just right, a shiny black, smooth as a 
horse's mane. He was there, smiling at me in silence. Maybe he 
wanted to tell me something. Every time someone dies, you get 
the strangest ideas about what he wanted to say. All of a sudden, 
someone who dies becomes a custodian of ancient secrets. And 
Bando carried a secret with him: the contents of the box, were they 
bananas, underwear, or something heavier? Maybe precious 
stones. A guy who arrives from Bangladesh with such a big load 
and the clean hands of a ballerina could be a merchant charged 
with delivering ten kilos of jewelry. He who dies can be anything 
at all. But he wasn't wearing rings, his pudgy, hairless hands were 
devoid of the kind of gems you see on the hands of people who 
sell them. 

One time, when I was a kid, I knew someone who sold 
precious stones. He was from Pakistan, his name was Massimo 
because his real name was unpronounceable. This Massimo wore 
a ring on every finger, except the thumb, and played a kind of 
draughts with triangles. I was only a boy and Massimo had 
compelled me to transform my playing piece in this horrible game 
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without imagination. It was only a matter of dice: you rolled the 
dice and waited for the highest number. 

Anyway, if he didn't have stones, it had to be something 
equally heavy, because Bando was broken in two. 

There's no one on this train, I said to myself, maybe it's a sign, 
maybe it means that I need to carry poor Bando's mission to the 
end and deliver the merchandise. Let's imagine for a moment that 
there are precious gems in that box. I could buy a ticket for myself 
and all the children, even if it isn't a great idea to take away with 
me fifteen kids, who are looking for a home. Thus, prey to all 
these fantasies, I took the box. It was sealed with scotch tape, in a 
few places it had gotten soft, it felt like I was holding in my hand a 
ball made of paper and socks. I squeezed it under my arm, 
holding the side with the writing against my body, and slipped 
away in silence. Every empty door restored relief.  

The following station was Padua. I had forgotten the reason I 
had left. Adrenaline makes you forget everything and turns you 
into an animal, which can get by with only instinct. Abstract 
thoughts are an invention of civilization. 

I got off in a hurry and headed straight toward the exit. The sky 
was gray, it melted into the ceiling of the waiting room, for which 
reason I had the feeling of gasping under the surface of water, 
coming up again to breathe. Only when I crossed the threshold 
and slipped into a group of students following crosswalk lines 
traced on the piazza, did I feel secure. On the other side, under a 
marble portico, in the shade of a huge lighting shop, I finally 
turned around and checked the movements of the railway 
personnel. Nothing awry. There was a local police patrol, fat 
agents chatting with a newspaper in one hand and a cigarette in 
the other. The train had already left. 

 
~ 

 
Wednesday morning, 6:30 a.m. 
 
A humid city full of papal statues made me shudder, but 

maybe that's what I needed in order not to think about the 
children's library, the only thing worth fighting for. 
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I had to meet that priest, Don Vito, and I found myself 
laughing because, when it came to priests, Padua was full of them. 
He could have been any one. According to Signorina Rosario, the 
library where he worked was nearby, in the old town, Via Cesare 
Battisti. Early in the morning, I went there to take a look around. 
Shortly before turning into the little alley where the library was, I 
found a small piazza, swept clean. People were in a hurry crossing 
each other's paths.  

Like a river, we choose the same direction taken by others 
before us, but sometimes there's someone who's more comfortable 
going another, opposite way. One of these was an old man with 
his hair pinned up on his head, who stood there, in the middle of 
the piazza, not moving, staring at the roofs of the houses. 

I went into a bar that was still closed. The owner excused 
himself for not having set the tables and invited me to sit down in 
a room ready for lunch or dinner, or for a wedding. Then I 
excused myself because I didn't have money for a tip, I only had 
change for a coffee, which wasn't even good, so bitter that it made 
me think about the following: the flavor of coffee depends neither 
on sugar, nor on the quality of the beans, but on what you have in 
your mouth before drinking it. 

I drank that bitter coffee and I tried not to think about the kids, 
or the cat. It was easy only to forget my wife, or ex-wife, I didn't 
know how much time, technically, had to pass before I could give 
her the new title. 

Across from the half-empty room of my bar, the figure of an 
old, sprightly guy revealed itself. He had greasy hair and wore a 
Tee-shirt that stuck to his belly. And he had this dazed air: I'm 
going this way, no, better that way, he seemed to be repeating to 
himself, which consoled those who, like me, didn't feel like the 
only imbeciles in the whole piazza. The old man turned toward 
the bar and made a tiny sign in my direction, one of those cordial 
gestures you exchange when alone at the doctor's or a bus stop. I 
returned his gesture and I kept staring my cup. He kept looking at 
the roofs of the enormous buildings behind which bell towers and 
bank signs stood out, and the morning light, a little less cold, 
continued to replace the nocturnal. 

It was impossible to forget the children, it wasn't even what I 
wanted to do. I needed to make order in recent events and to 
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understand how I might transform a memory that hurt into one 
that could do me good. I was only a custodian and couldn't have 
done anything to change the rules. 

The smell of the croissants arrived along with my theories on 
life. 

The guy with the belly and the Tee-shirt drew closer, cursing in 
dialect. 

The same apologies from the owner of the bar, another smile at 
me and my cup. It was then that I noticed a detail about his dress: 
the elasticized Tee-shirt was in reality a kind of uniform made of 
that synthetic material used for aprons and shopkeepers. And he 
had a white band around his neck that left no doubt about it: the 
guy was a priest, yet another one, and this information seen in this 
manner wasn't disconcerting, given the city where we were, not as 
much as what I learned a few minutes later. 

‘He might know of the place you're looking for,’ said the bar 
owner. 

A golden wave passed under our noses. The perfume of hot 
sugar can help you when someone presents himself to you in 
these terms: ‘I'll go with him, don't worry about it, I work there. 
The library that you're looking for’ (he was addressing me with 
the informal Tu) ‘is here nearby, at the end of these arches. They 
open at eight, but if you hurry, I have the keys.’ 

‘I'm in no hurry,’ I said. ‘On the contrary, it's better if I spend a 
little time here.’ 

The priest, perhaps because he was a priest, understood that 
something was wrong. He asked me, and I told him about the 
children, about Meli and my desire to leave. He paid for both our 
coffees. 

‘How did you end up in Padua if you're going to Naples? Did 
you get lost in the fog?’ he asked. The bar owner laughed. The 
croissants laughed, too. 

I explained: ‘I'm here because I don't have a cent or a job. A 
friend in Ventimiglia told me that I'd find a priest here, yes, in 
short, a colleague of yours, who was looking for people to help 
open a new library. Don't take offense, but I've never liked priests, 
and yet, if this colleague of yours could give me a hand and help 
me get away, I'm ready to pretend to be a believer. You see, I've 
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been a custodian for years, I work at night, and during the day my 
wife squanders all my money.’ 

‘What's the name of your friend?’ 
‘Rosario Rossi.’ 
‘And what led you to believe her?’ 
‘I've known Rosario for many years. Before I got married, she 

was the only one to give me a tip. You're about to do something 
stupid, she told me, and things would always turn out the way 
she predicted.’ 

The priest's expression changed, showing all the wrinkles of 
someone his age. It was a sweet transformation, like what you see 
on the lips of children who are taking their first communion and 
know they won't be able to turn back. The road to sanctity has 
been traced, from now on I have to be good, those poor kids 
repeat to themselves, but why? Sometimes it's nice to be bad, what 
a curse, the guy upstairs is aware of everything it seems, I have to 
stop thinking about naked women, I have to concentrate the way 
the catechist says, otherwise . . . 

Anyway, what had I said now? The priest turned toward the 
bar, took a brioche, the one I was staring at, he divided it in two 
with the solemnity of a rite, and said, ‘Take. Let's share this before 
talking about your trip. Yes, I'm Don Vito. And don't look at me 
that way. What were you expecting? The Pope? The only thing we 
have in common is the same brand underwear!’ 

From this coincidence (not about the underwear but meeting 
the priest so casually) I should have understood many things, the 
first being, that coincidences don't exist without our intimate will 
to recognize them as such. 
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Milan. Thursday afternoon. 
 

On the third and last floor of the fat, yellow building 

overlooking Piazzetta Brera, Łucas Ciepiela, the photographer 
obsessed with the Stock Market, received Cedril Morel, who had 
just been informed of their collaborator's death on the same train 
where he met Meli. They were in agreement: ‘We are getting off at 
Milan,’ he had said to Bando. ‘You a little farther on. Choose the 
station yourself. Let me get in touch with you.’ 

Ciepiela used to get agitated before dealing with any topic that 
had meaning. The first five minutes, Morel knew, were only a 
warm-up. During that phase, the photographer took out various 
booklets from one of his bags. When he bent over, he had to hold 
his camera with one hand, like a rich lady attending to her pearl 
necklace with proud jealousy. The pictures were of the place that 
Ciepiela had recently visited and people he met. Ciepiela showed 
them off, but Morel didn't know anything about photography, he 
was interested in the subjects of the images, not their composition. 

‘To look at a photo from the correct perspective you have to 
turn it upside down,’ Ciepiela said, ‘and turn it the opposite way, 
against the light, like this.’ 

‘All of them in black and white,’ said Morel, ‘always in black 
and white, and if you reverse them I don't see the faces anymore.’ 

‘You don't understand. It's about the proportions.’ 
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Ciepiela seemed to calm down and collapsed into a low leather 
armchair. He emitted a dirty sigh, almost a belch, which Morel 
appreciated because it meant one could start a conversation. 
Under the high window without handles, there was the bar where 
they had met the young Marseillaise. That was how Ciepiela 
defined her. 

‘We gave the Indian this one task, to take that stuff to Milan,’ 
he said. 

‘That I know. I spoke to him before he left, I even helped him 
seal it up with all that Scotch tape, a box from Bangladesh. Now it 
turns out our Bando is quite the romantic.’ 

They lowered their heads in memoriam. 
‘The police assured me it was an accident,’ Morel said. 

‘Someone hit the brakes outside Vicenza, and one of the suitcases 
must have hit him on the neck, maybe our box, but the police 
hasn't mentioned it. Killed by the merchandise he was supposed 
to deliver. What an imbecile!’ 

The lean body of the photographer stood out against the 
window. ‘How come there are no handles on it?’ Morel asked. 

‘Because business men tend to jump out every time they go 
bankrupt. They should all have windows like mine.’ 

‘Smart!’ 
‘Foresightful, let's say.’ 
In a corner, inside a large cabinet, Ciepiela kept over two 

hundred cameras, various models and periods, inherited from his 
father. After having worked twenty years in consulting agencies, 
he became a specialist in bank trading. By the time he started 
dealing with Morel and the emirates, he was dedicating himself to 
a few niches in the market. He could, with his hobby as he called 
it, earn millions but he could also lose them. ‘While I close my 
eyes, like this,’ he said, ‘I could lose a thousand dollars.’ And the 
tension accumulated in front of the monitor for ten, twelve hours 
a day would be released every time he met someone, like now 
Morel, who, between one rant and another on subjects he had no 
interest in, tried to glean some information. 

‘The European market,’ Ciepiela continued, ‘was like one of 
those little Swiss towns, a carefree family rowing on the lake, their 
kitty sleeping in a basket, the kids excited playing games, not a 
leaf moving on the shore, everything green and surrounded by a 
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certain magical atmosphere until, guess what came along: not one 
of those little fishes the happy family usually caught, but an 
enormous shark that swallowed all of them! And you know what 
the name of that shark was?’ 

‘No,’ Morel answered, bored. 
‘The European Central Bank.’ 
Ciepiela was a poet and I didn't know it, Morel thought. Why 

should I care if he lost his little place among the gamblers and is 
no longer allowed free entry to the casino? 

‘Our problem now is to find that box of bananas,’ he said. 
‘Bananas?’ 
‘Yeah, but I'm sure that whoever stole it will have had the 

sense to put another in its place.’ (They were wrong). 
There was an intimate connection between these two strange 

individuals. The first, an expert swindler, was used to playing 
with large sums as though they had no value, and the second, a 
kind of trader, that operated behind the front of a photography 
studio. They loved and venerated a single form of well-being. But 
how far would they go? What were they willing to do? 

They were still speaking in the same positions, one of them 
seated, the other standing, in front of the gray window pane. 

Ciepiela asked: ‘Do you know anyone in the railway police? 
Don't ask me, I've spent enough on bribes to get Bando through 
customs.’ 

‘You've already told me that. I'll pay you back. Maybe I know 
someone who could give us more detailed information. In the 
meantime, let's devote ourselves to the lovely Meli. We will use 
her for the second part of the operation.’ 

Ciepiela spoke with his mouth full of olives. When he laughed 
he ran the risk of launching pits against the glass. Morel looked at 
him with contempt to demonstrate that very few people deserved 
his consideration. 

‘How much watermark paper do we have now?’ Morel asked. 
‘According to what you told me and given the favors owed you 

by the white tunics, we're sitting pretty,’ the photographer 
answered. ‘We can print bills for several million.’ 

‘It's the stock certificates I'm interested in. I already told you. 
But we're not going to print anything at all without the girl.’ 
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Padua. Statistics Library. 
 
Don Vito would forever change my conception of the 

ecclesiastical world, which had been compromised by someone I 
met in my childhood. 

While walking under the portico along Via Cesare Battisti, we 
spoke again of my work as a custodian, a kind of excuse to avoid 
serious work and wait instead. And it was true, what I was doing 
was waiting. Waiting for day to come, for things to improve, for 
my wife to change. Things change; people don't change. 

I was seized by a fit of sneezing before we stepped inside. Don 
Vito looked at me, amused. I must have seemed as strange to him 
as he did to me. 

‘Where are you from?’ 
‘From Naples. I lost my parents when I was a child and ended 

up in a foster home.’ 
‘And why are you telling me this?’ 
‘Because you're a priest.’ 
‘Have you finished sneezing?’ he asked. ‘What the hell! The 

devil's got you!’ 
Padua was less cold, maybe because the memory of the 

children in Sospel was a warm memory. Don Vito slowed down 
his pace to allow me to conclude my reasoning and, before 
entering the courtyard outside the Department, gave me a sign 
asking me to wait. He headed toward a small chapel to speak with 
his sisters (sisters of the Church) about questions related to their 
work.  

I remained by my little wall, against the icy bars of the gate, 
and my eyes still lost in the memory of another garden, the one in 
which the cat had once killed a squirrel. Odette had found it and, 
when I arrived, she was reconstructing the scene of the crime in 
order to uncover the motive behind the murder. 

Odette lived in a world all her own. When you asked her what 
her name was, she answered Grace Kelly and we too called her 
Grace Kelly. She hid under her pillow everything that had a 
certain value or a relationship with the past. And, since all the 



F R A N K   I O D I C E 

 

~49~ 

social workers, either the tattooed guy or the girls, including Meli, 
knew this habit of hers, no one dreamt of taking away her 
treasure, as she called it, even if it meant not changing her sheets 
for weeks (sheets full of crumbs and chocolate cookies). Since 
those imbeciles hadn't told her anything about her life, and she 
didn't want to become a psychopath, she was recreating it on her 
own. 

At night I had the opportunity to think about many things that 
those in charge of taking care of her and the other children by day 
couldn't have imagined on account of all they had to do, 
certificates, homework, showers, snack time, and so forth. I could 
do everything at night, as I sat with the cat in the rustling silence 
of the garden. 

The squirrel had died after a strenuous battle. After a first 
attack near the parents' cottage, almost on the edge of the 
enclosure of the vast estate swallowed up by the valley, the victim 
and his executioner had moved to a more spacious area in order 
to play with equal weapons, as was indicated by the traces that 
Odette had marked off with the red ribbon stolen from the closet 
with the Christmas decorations. 

When she accompanied me over there to see the scene of the 
crime, and together we found that the victim's body had been 
carried away, Odette took my hand for the first time. I didn't have 
children. I was obsessed with the idea that I wouldn't succeed in 
being a good father because I hadn’t had an example to follow. I 
grew up like them, except for the garden. And yet when she gave 
me her hand and pulled me toward the meadow, I felt she could 
have been my daughter. 

There was something in that garden that now came back to me 
and I still couldn't explain. At night it was populated with boars 
and foxes, and the frogs started their concert as soon as the light 
began to fade. Sometimes, the toads that showed up in front of the 
door to the house were so large that even the cat was afraid of 
them. At night, observation becomes a filter between you and the 
world. During the day I might see everything without being able 
to seize it. Solitude, moreover, helped me look inside myself and 
observe everything that I wouldn't have seen during the daytime. 
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Being a custodian had been my way not only to fake working, but 
also to be in the world, or at least to be in it in a meaningful way. 

Don Vito called me and led me inside the library. The students 
were sitting on the benches in the courtyard, chatting about dogs 
against cats. The library was right after the main entrance. In front 
of us were the study rooms full of heads bent over books. Outside 
the window, the lazy, wet ivy was waking up. 

 
~ 

 
Milano Segrate. 
 
Meli and her aunt were in the little apartment remembering her 

high school years: ‘If I hadn't returned to Marseille, if I'd remained 
here with you in Milan...’ 

‘You like this library job?’ she asked her. ‘You've always loved 
books.’ 

‘Books and everything inside them,’ her aunt answered. ‘For 
me, loving books means loving life itself. It's as though I might 
find inside each one of them a piece of my existence, the 
fragments that need to be put back together, a kind of analysis 
that the author, without knowing me, subjects me to and that I, in 
turn, subject him to.’ 

Meli wasn't good at speaking about literature. She felt inferior 
to the persons she had before her, even when they didn't give her 
any reason for it. She looked around and felt herself wrapped in 
something new, a kind of living air, made of words and titles that 
reproduced themselves in her mind while she read. It gave a title 
to her existence. That's what reading some of these books meant to 
her.  

Her aunt owned a quantity that impressed Meli. Working in a 
library, she got first pick when there was a charity sale or a 
giveaway. While she dried her hair with the wrong towel, Meli 
couldn't stop glancing at the shelves and caressing the covers that 
stood out as though they were fresh scars waiting for treatment. 

They seated on the couch, a soft couch for readers, on which 
the aunt spent entire afternoons immersed in research, in the 
company of her favorite characters. The subject of their 
conversation happened to be me. 
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‘Tell me about your work in Sospel. Why did you leave it?’ 
Meli explained: ‘Up there, they take care of children who have 

been victims of violence and have no parents, or whose parents 
are unfit to take care of them. They try to reinsert them into their 
families, or into new families as in the case of Odette, and to 
maintain the ties between siblings. This wasn't done for Odette, 
who hasn't seen her sister in many years . . . It's a stressful job, I 
left it in order to get away from a telephone that might ring at any 
moment because you've forgotten to sign a certificate of illness, or 
because you didn't provide enough details in your report about 
how things went in the meeting with an alcoholic mother, who 
begged you not to disclose to your superiors that she hasn't 
overcome her problem but can no longer live without her 
daughter! How to deal with that kind of request? The stress of 
these last years, I can't describe it.’ 

‘Maybe the solution is to stop giving a damn about what 
people think, Meli.’ 

‘But imagine that your books are children and that you have to 
loan them out from the library! Up there I had to decide who is 
capable and who isn't. The parameters, the violence, money, 
alcoholism, everything was nonsense. I've known well-to-do 
parents, exemplary ones, with a villa in Monaco, summer 
vacations, winter vacations and Easter vacations, but incapable of 
loving. And poor parents, with drug problems, ready to kill 
themselves because they had been denied custody. So that you 
end up softening the criteria. If you wanted to risk leaving a 
minor in the hands of a father just out of the jail, you could do 
that, but if the kid was brought back with bruises everywhere, 
then you were the one who ended up in jail!’ 

I had underestimated Meli and the others because in the end I 
crossed paths with them for barely an hour in the evening or 
morning. And if it was the case that Meli arrived exhausted every 
morning, perhaps it wasn't because she passed wild nights with 
big hairy brutes. I saw with my own eyes the battlefield when I 
arrived: clothes and shoes everywhere, confiscated cigarettes, 
fights and screaming to be subdued, and you might have twelve, 
sometimes fifteen (awake) kids in charge. 
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After telling her about our last ride to the port of Nice, Meli 
showed her aunt the business card Morel had given her in the 
train and also told her about the other meeting, the one with him 
and the photographer. Her reaction wasn't what Meli was 
expecting. On the contrary, she reassured her and drew her 
attention to something: 

‘They asked you to count the money.’ 
‘More or less,’ Meli answered. 
‘And because you'll be counting it, you expect to get a share of 

it?’ 
‘I'm supposed to recognize which ones are fake in order to 

enable them to manufacture more, all perfect. What I didn't 
understand is why they chose me. Then yesterday evening it 
became clear. I was the only one who could distinguish a fake bill 
from a real one, when they really seemed identical.’ 

‘And how did you do it?’ 
‘I don't know, somehow I knew that one was real and the other 

not.’ 
‘Did you take a random guess?’ 
‘No! They asked me that several times. They noted which ones 

were false, and my choices were spot on.’ 
‘In short,’ her aunt said, with all the calm she had gleaned from 

the books that were everywhere, on the floor, table, shelves, and 
chairs, ‘in short,’ she said, ‘it seems that they can't do without 
you.’ 

‘They asked me to stay in the area. Once they get back 
something they've lost, they'll show up again to begin.’ 

‘And you feel like taking part in this operation?’ 
Meli looked at the apartment, at all the details that made it a 

real home: the postcards, the old hats bought here and there, the 
dust, the bookshelves full of objects. She told herself that she, too, 
could have a similar place if she didn't waste all her earnings, or if 
she could find a little stability in her work or her sentimental life, 
and she answered yes. 

She remained unaware of why she in particular was able to 
distinguish the bills that didn't turn out right. She would soon get 
her answer to that question, she only had to wait a little longer. 

They ate a delicious risotto, which her aunt prepared while 
listening to Meli's tale, then they returned to the living room 
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couch and, sipping a cup of herbal tea, they exchanged other 
stories and memories, less important for our tale, so a summary 
will suffice.  

They spoke about Meli's adolescence, spent on the Corniche 
des Oliviers, where there was a building similar to the one in 
Sospel, but less mysterious. It was suited for housing minors with 
parents judged unfit. ‘But judged by whom!’ Meli sighed, in an 
outburst ten years overdue. ‘The State can decide who is a worthy 
parent, even when, according to the parameters established by the 
law, almost nobody is.’ Meli was angry. Was that why she left? 
Maybe when, at the corner of Rue de Foresta, she told me that she 
had nothing to lose, she wasn't referring to a man, but to family. 

When she was a girl, Meli had exhibited signs of restlessness, a 
strong desire for freedom she struggled to suppress. Teachers 
tried everything to make her pay attention and study something. 
To no avail. Meli Montreux was ungovernable. Besides physically 
dragging her, there was no way to get her to go to school. 

She wore her hair short in a man's haircut that she got on 
purpose at the barber in the Panier, Rue de l'Evêché, next to the 
bakery belonging to the big Moroccan lady, where as a girl she 
used to steal anise navettes. Marseille, a city of free people and free 
hair. She didn't let hers grow out until she was twenty. Someone 
like Meli, when you met her, gave you the feeling of racing on the 
highway in a shiny little car and passing you on the right while 
playing music with the volume up all the way. At the same time, 
just because she had so relished those years of escaping 
institutions, she now demonstrated, with her lapses into silence 
and the serene gaze of someone who knows what she's looking at, 
that she was more than ever trustworthy when it came to minors. 

The house on the Corniche des Oliviers was on a cliff 
overlooking the valley. ‘From the living room,’ Meli said, ‘you 
could see all the way to the sea, but our rooms looked over the 
courtyard, they were at street level, an isolated street. The town 
had forced the residence to move as far as possible from the 
center. Me and my friends, we escaped whenever we could, but to 
get to the closest bus stop you had to walk for a quarter of an 
hour, and it was very cold up there in the winter. At night the 
custodians were charged with monitoring the state of the rooms 
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every hour, checking that none of us had slipped out of her bed 
and into someone else's. In order to do this, they would pass 
through the corridors with an infrared device that made a metallic 
sound, a constant and regular beep every time it was pointed at 
our doors, at the center of which was another device, a kind of 
button, colored with green spray. For years, I'd wake up in the 
middle of the night, sweating, under the illusion I'd heard that 
beep again.’ 

With the miserable allowance the French State gave her, Meli 
would go to Quick with her friends. She ate everything they 
forbade her to eat. The more they told her no, the more that meant 
yes. Meli confused the meaning of those two words, as though not 
being able to tell the difference between vanilla and chocolate ice 
cream. The fast-food joint where she spent her long afternoon 
escapes was on the 202, between shopping centers, in a deserted 
zone, very hot and immersed in the white noise of the highways, 
with the humming of cars being like seas in a storm. If she closed 
her eyes, she seemed to be at the beach in the Calanques with her 
parents, listening to the whistling off shore of the boat full of 
tourists going to the Island of Montecristo, the Moyenne Corniche 
frozen with traffic, everyone in cars honking as though it were a 
Sunday tradition and, finally, that strong, constant wind, which 
had raised her like a mother, making her feel her own weight and, 
thus, her own presence in the world. 

 
~ 

 
Padua, Via Cesare Battisti. Thursday morning. 
 
We stopped at another bar, right before the entrance to the 

Department. There was an old man working there who saluted all 
the passersby and found a name for each one of them, nicknames 
that, at least apparently, weren't theirs but invented on the spot. 
What he said wasn't that clear because he couldn't speak Italian, 
he only spoke Paduan and it seemed as though he were screaming 
at sheep to get them to stop. Next to him was a girl who could 
have been his daughter, or a waitress.  

Don Vito caught me a few times looking down the girl's 
cleavage. I couldn't hide the scarcity in that area of my life, ever 
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since I had divorced (as the days went by, my escape acquired 
more legal trappings), I didn't know how to admit, and even less 
to a priest, that I wasn't making love even in my dreams. 

Don Vito showed me the area in which he worked. He was in 
charge of antique books. ‘I prefer them,’ he said, ‘at least you're 
sure to read interesting stuff. They publish any kind of rubbish. 
Contemporary writing would piss me off if I had to deal with it. I 
don't have the patience to dig through trash cans of shit this high 
to discover the pearls of literature hidden at the bottom.’  

The silence typical of places of study, interrupted only by some 
educated sneezes, conferred a greater intimacy on our chat. From 
the courtyard you could hear the muffled sounds of visitors 
seeking information from the lady trapped in the cubicle at the 
entrance. 

‘So, when do you want to leave?’ the priest asked, before 
introducing the subject of their projects or showing me some 
picture of the place where they were building the library. 

‘As soon as possible,’ I said, ‘but I don't even have the money 
to pay for the room.’  

He took care of the hotel bill and offered me to stay in the 
convent, not far from the church Rosario Rossi had told me about. 

‘I like you,’ he said, ‘I don't care if you hate priests and the 
Catholic Church. What matters is something else, I'll explain later, 
right now let's not waste time on such bullshit and let's look at the 
photos.’ 

Don Vito showed me the pictures of Naples and the children 
we would build the library for. They came from needy families, 
victims of a blight more powerful than the plague: ignorance. 

‘Ignorance,’ the priest said, ‘is the only thing you can't defeat 
with intelligence. And it's also the cause of the ethical decay that 
can only be overcome with reading; reading means knowledge, 
knowledge of the external world and the internal one. In short,’ he 
concluded, ‘reading is the only way I know you can get your own 
idea of what's happening around you and not get screwed over by 
politicians or television, the way you folks in the south do. People 
like you don't even read one book in a year.’ 

The way he spoke about the south, it seemed as though he 
were describing a devastated African village, and yet I couldn't 
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blame him. It was true that many in this area didn't even speak 
Italian, as was the case in a lot of the tiny towns scattered from 
north to south, from Bolzano to Reggio Calabria, towns hidden on 
the map, so small that administrative programs missed them. 
Thinking about my origins helped me feel what people call a 
sense of belonging, which I confused with nostalgia. All I could do 
was make myself useful and participate in the founding of the 
library.  

Looking at these children made me think again about the ones 
left up there. 

The pictures were worthy of a photojournalist. He had 
certainly not taken them, his fingers were so fat it would have 
been difficult to bend them. While he spoke about the project, for 
the first time in my life I felt I might do something good.  

‘The group of colleagues leaves on Monday. There's a train in 
the early afternoon.’ 

‘Another train?’ I screamed. ‘I swore I'd never take another 
train in my life!’ 

‘I'm sorry, honey,’ answered Don Vito. ‘You weren't expecting 
me to buy you a first-class flight! This is a parish, not a bank.’ 

‘But the library, if I'm not wrong, is a property of the Vatican.’ 
‘Half of Italy is. You going to find fault with that?’ 
‘Please! All I need is for a lightning bolt to come and hit me! It's 

enough if you guys just pay your taxes. I don't care if you've 
decided to own the world. There are so many people who want to 
do the same.’ 

‘Don't pick on me,’ said the priest. ‘You can discuss it with my 
superiors. There's not much I do about it, and then, you know I 
don't give a damn if they,’ he pointed upwards, ‘become the 
owner of the entire world!’ 

‘Whatever you say!’ I answered. And meanwhile I thought 
that: 

 
1. Maybe the priest is a banker. 

2. Some Italian bankers are priests. 

3. All Italian priests are bankers masquerading as priests. 
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‘You'll take care of the children with particular needs since you 
have worked with cases of that kind, and there are loads of cases 
of that kind where you come from,’ he said, and laughed while 
speaking, ‘then maybe they'll assign you other duties.’ 

‘No problem, Father.’ 
‘And stop calling me that, you're not believable.’ 
‘It's your professional title. There are people who've never had 

one. Like me.’ 
‘Yes, I know, I know, let's skip the Southern whining now! I'll 

be the one to call you, in any case we won't have anything else to 
discuss before Monday. I've already told you that I like you and 
have confidence in you’ (this, he hadn't told me). ‘Now you must 
get ready. To move down there’ (down there meant Naples). ‘You 
have to inform your family. Are you married?’ 

‘Never! And I have neither children nor any relatives, I need to 
take care of something else.’ 

Don Vito put my contact in his pocket. He had those big 
pockets priests and nurses have, so big they can hold crucifixes 
and stethoscopes. And said, ‘Not that I care, but do you have 
enough money to get by until Monday?’ 

Once I knew a priest, I didn't tell Don Vito about it. This priest 
blessed me and my books, perhaps he thought they were sacred 
texts, instead they were novels by French authors he didn't even 
know, Sartre or Marcel Proust, now it wasn't important to recall 
the titles. Only it seemed, with regard to the poor priest who was 
so intent on finding the time to help me, like I ought to think of 
the other one, of the blessing. 

We parted under the portico. He had to go back inside. They 
were calling him from the archive because The Interior Castle by 
Teresa de Ávila had just come in, a seventeenth-century copy. 
Don Vito was a kind of custodian, too.  

‘I'm coming, coming,’ he cried. ‘What a pain in the—’ 
 

~ 
 
I went for a walk and made a couple of phone calls. I passed 

again in front of the bar with the old man from Padua who didn't 
know how to speak Italian. Farther ahead, on the piazza, I 



A  P E R F E C T   I D I O T 

~58~ 

discovered the new town layout inspired by the frenzied 
enthusiasm for the Milan style, interrupted by those canals more 
typical of the Venetian lagoon.  

When I spoke with the only two people who were perhaps 
waiting for me to call them, I was forty years old, a veteran of so 
many nights without sleep. 

Meli's number was on a scrap of paper, safe in a sock. 
Rosario's, I knew by heart. My phone call with her wasn't so 
interesting. I had found a kind of mother in her and I was already 
sick of telling her everything, I felt she fed off of my stories, it was 
almost as though I could see her with her eyes closed while I 
talked to her about Don Vito.  

My conversation with Meli has remained in my head, with all 
the details, and I'll transcribe it now. 

‘I was waiting for your call,’ she said. ‘I would have liked to 
call you but I didn't know whether your wife. . .’ 

‘I don't have a wife anymore.’ 
‘How come?’ 
‘I only have to find a way to get my books back. If I can't get it 

done, I'd like it if you could get them back for me.’ 
‘I don't understand. We barely know each other.’ 
‘You will,’ I said. 
‘If I'd called you, I wouldn't have been sure you'd recognize 

me. I'd have said, I'm Meli, Meli Montreux, social worker at the 
children's home in Sospel, that little village in the hills, and I'd 
have added, we knew each other when you worked there as a 
custodian, I drove you home the eve of your departure and you 
spoke to me about your departure.’ 

‘What you didn't tell me,’ I answered, ‘is that it was also the 
eve of your departure.’ 

‘I didn't know it yet.’ Meli had a small voice that forced me to 
grip the receiver and bring it closer to my ear. ‘The moment came 
for me to leave France,’ she continued, ‘to have new experiences. 
I'm twenty-three and I have never been out of the region! I intend 
to take a sabbatical year and go live in some other place. I don't 
know where yet, nothing is set, but I'm thirsty for change. I left by 
myself, I don't know a soul outside of the province. That's why I 
wanted to call you.’ Then she changed subject: ‘I'm reading a 
beautiful book by Álvaro Mutis, a story about men of the sea.’ 
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I said to her: ‘He often placed his stories on cargo ships, the 
only place where Maqroll the Gaviero felt at peace with himself.’ 
And I added, ‘I, too, would have liked to have been a man of the 
sea.’ 

‘You make it sound like you tried it and didn't succeed.’ 
‘More or less, I've tried a bunch of things.’ Meli was silent. 

‘Where are you now?’ I asked. 
‘In Milan. I know, I didn't go very far, but I'll explain you 

everything.’ 
‘And where do you want to go?’ I finally asked her. 
‘To Naples, along with you.’ 
While she whispered that word, Naples, one letter at a time, I 

felt everything was acquiring meaning, I tasted more of that bitter 
coffee I'd had with Don Vito, which, however, still stung my 
mouth. I thought again of her last words. She had left, and 
something had happened that she couldn't tell me about on the 
phone. 

Meli told me she was waiting for a call from work, but she said 
the word work the way children say school or doctor. 

‘I have to hang up, I'm waiting for another phone call.’ 
‘You're waiting for a bunch of phone calls today.’ 
‘It's a colleague. We're going to go have a drink together.’ she 

paused and asked: ‘You will call me again?’ 
‘Wait! I have to talk to you about the books.’ 
Useless. Already hung up. 
 

~ 
 
Milan. Łucas Ciepiela's photography studio. 
 
Cedril Morel was endowed with the arrogance he had learned 

as a child by observing his father, a modest barber obsessed with 
millions. Cedril was that blond child who waited seated on his red 
iron horse, a horse without eyes or ears. He would wait and 
observe daddy while he cut clients' hair and told them about his 
plans to get rich. This was how little Cedril had learned to love 
money. A child who loves money is no longer a child. 
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Although his father earned a modest living, he cultivated a 
worship of money until his death. He desired it so much and 
planned a thousand ways to get it, all unrealizable given the 
position he and his family occupied. This first Morel family was 
not the one he spoke to Meli about during their trip. It could also 
have been invented, one of his many stories. 

His father made up a new one every day: bread with fake flour, 
perfume with flowers stolen from the graves. He was the one who 
instilled in Cedril the idea that deceit could be the only resource. 
At the same time, he hadn't had the courage to leave the barber's 
shop and put into action his plans to get rich, which thus 
remained innocent dreams.   

Growing up with someone that obsessed with money had 
made him develop this attitude of a rich buffoon, unaware that 
one could be rich in many other ways. He convinced himself that 
there were no alternatives, that swindling was the only way to 
hold at bay the panders he chose to surround himself with, 
although he didn't like this as much as he would have liked 
knowing normal people.  

The problem with the rich, Morel thought as he left Ciepiela's 
office, is the poor, their envy, always waiting for us to make a 
wrong step, ‘And don't tell me that's not true’ (now he was talking 
with imaginary poor people), ’you are my problem,’ he repeated. 

In the elevator there was piss coming from some incontinent 
dog or by the sac hanging on the pants of some old guy, who was 
reduced to a humiliating life. Morel knew nothing of all this. He 
didn't consider the problem of how the world outside that 
elevator really moved. 

He wore a blue jacket, not one of those stolen in Cannes, which 
he gave to a homeless guy right in front of the building. For Morel 
was made that way, after getting what he wanted, he threw it 
away. He wasn't tall and didn't have muscles, he seemed a kid. 

 
~ 

 
Łucas Ciepiela had a bit of a belly from drinking the beer and 

prosecco he gulped down every afternoon while going around 
and taking pictures. He was impassive even when he was alone, 
looked at Morel move away in haste, photographed him, stopped 
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on the edge of the pavement while lighting a cigarette, and then 
returned to his experiments. When Morel came in, he'd almost 
finished, he was developing his last portraits, he only used black 
and white film, and he was about to scan and put them on line. He 
couldn't stay away from those damn computers for even an hour. 
Even if he deluded himself that he used them for pleasure, he had 
to admit that his other activity, the one connected to the banks, 
kept him glued night and day to the two monitors he always had 
turned on. 

A few of his unframed photographs, hanging on the edges of 
the enormous bookcase, depicted him inside a little mirror. 
Ciepiela had wanted that portrait to have a little place among his 
objects. No one would have noticed without approaching and 
studying it closely, like a photo inside a photo. Why not take a 
self-portrait like anyone else? Maybe he had some, but had neither 
exhibited nor published them on the sites he collaborated with. He 
was a man with enormous potential at least in the field of 
photography. Some of the images were impeccable in terms of 
both their quality and the stories they told, but he didn't care. It 
was as though he desired anonymity, hiding himself in that 
mirror. 

It was his fault, in a certain sense, that this whole story began. 
He was the one who went to Naples and meet someone he 
wouldn't even tell Morel about. The only thing Morel was 
interested in was money, because he enjoyed wasting it. What 
point would there be in telling him how things had gone? 
Nevertheless, the moment had come to go back over his recent 
trip. 

Ciepiela had been to Naples a few months before meeting 
Morel. They'd gotten along well since their first meeting at the 
Monte Carlo casino, where they played with the bills stolen from 
Morel (and lost them). 

In Naples, the same place where Don Vito's library was taking 
shape, Ciepiela had received the bundles of watermark paper as a 
gift from the sultan of Qatar. The dying old man had chosen him 
after understanding that he was the right person, with little light 
in his eyes, few smiles wasted, a person who wouldn't be stopped 
by legal obstacles and would take things to their conclusion. For 
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the old Saud Bin, it was a revenge and, more precisely, of 
cuckolding.  

An employee of Oberthur, one of the fourteen presses 
authorized by the European Union that printed euros for the 
Central Bank, a certain Patrick Dupont, had escaped to the south 
along with Nadia, Saud Bin's seventh wife. It seemed that the 
other six had covered for her when she fled and Saud Bin only 
became aware of it several months later. He was then able to have 
Dupont traced to Naples, where he took refuge under the false 
name of Giovanni Lo Iacono along with the beautiful Nadia, and 
he had him accused of the theft of the watermark paper and 
slammed into jail, in Poggioreale, in a cell shared with twelve 
other detainees and one toilet. 

The old emir, hurt by this amorous defeat, could have taken 
revenge the way most people do, becoming the betrayer, or 
shooting his wife and her lover. Another coitus interruptus (by a 
bullet). And what was the probability of him hitting one in the 
back and the other in the face? Pretty small, considering any 
version of the Kama Sutra from which one might deduce that there 
aren't that many frontal positions compared to the ones in which 
the two lovers are turned in the same direction. Saud Bin had 
decided to do as he pleased. People have their own fixations. 

In that printing press, they manufactured, among other things, 
the shares of the Saudi General Oil Corporation. 

Under his eyes, Ciepiela had the watermark paper just shown 
to Morel while a few kilometers from the center of Naples, in an 
old farmhouse, was the machinery for the printing. It was all 
there. Transporting it to Milan hadn't yet been possible, not even 
in a lorry. National trade underwent regular inspection and when 
the gains were that high, it wasn't enough to offer the bundle 
inside the circulation booklet accompanied by the typical phrases 
that any lorry driver knows: can I buy you a coffee, officer? Or 
even, are you hungry, you want to eat with me? I'm eating, I’m 
eating. 

From the top floor, with one hand gripping the Leica and the 
strap wound around his wrist, Ciepiela observed Morel's nervous 
gait and asked himself how he would find the box. 

 
~ 
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Milano Segrate. 
 
Meli. Why was it her they chose? 
Morel had been watching her for a while already. He had 

noticed Meli, one morning in Cannes, while he was sitting at a 
table in the boulangerie where she worked, pretending to drink a 
coffee, and the rest we already know: the train trip, the chance 
encounter, the appointment in Piazzetta Brera. 

The equilibrium of Meli's life had been disrupted by the 
molests of Bando. Meli had felt almost forced to leave the city. On 
the phone, she didn't tell me about it. It must be difficult to tell 
someone you barely knew, that you've been molested by a bastard 
with such a big smile that you'll feel disgusted by anyone who 
smiles at you for the rest of your life. Seeing someone's teeth 
would be like seeing them armed. You'd have the fear prey feels 
before the predator. 

I listened to Meli while she whispered Naples with her delicate 
voice. Maybe she knew already when we spoke and now, with the 
help of her aunt, she was reaching a decision. 

Meli didn't like to use makeup, she wore her hair tied back 
and, when she let it loose, it was impossible to comb, it was fine 
on its own and didn't need cream, spray, accessories or dyes. Meli 
seemed to hide nothing. She gave me the means to believe in her 
as well as her body.  

I still imagined her with that sweatshirt and the floral skirt. I 
didn't know that she had organized her wardrobe before leaving. 
It wasn't just about giving up her sweatshirt with lace bras, but 
rather she thought of buying something a little more adult, let's 
say, putting an end to a phase of her youth, that long escape from 
the villa on the Corniche where she had built a personality for 
herself, fighting with the other adolescents and finally becoming a 
social worker, the kind that other kids with stupid parents might 
be referred to. That period ended with her departure after the 
Indian attacked her, the Indian who was now cut in two, a 
negative destiny that he brought upon himself when he agreed to 
work for Morel. Perhaps Morel was surrounded by an aura of 
unfortunate events that would soon involve all of us. 
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When Morel called her, a rapid exchange of looks with her aunt 
prepared her and she answered with a distracted ‘hello’, the hello 
of the hairdresser between one shampoo and the next. Meli said 
‘Hello’ and, without further excuses, entered into the operation 
conceived by this elegant, intriguing stranger. 

‘We're still looking for something important,’ Morel explained. 
‘In the meantime we can get together so I can explain a couple of 
other details to you.’ 

‘I'm free, and Milan doesn't make me feel like taking long 
walks,’ Meli said. 

‘Okay, tomorrow then, at lunch.’ 
‘Better in the afternoon. If I eat at lunch, I get groggy and am 

incapable of doing anything for the rest of the day. I'd run the risk 
of making you feel awkward, one person eating and the other 
watching. Let's get something in the bar where we met the other 
evening.’ 

‘Okay,’ Morel laughed. 
 

~ 
 
Morel passed by to get her in front of the gates of Parco 

Europa. From a car that Meli couldn't have identified, Morel 
extended a dry, hairless arm and called her. She waited for him to 
deign to get out and say hello like a normal person and not like a 
truck driver hitting on a sidewalk prostitute. He stopped the car 
and joined her. 

‘We don't have time to lose,’ he said, ‘the appointment is at six.’ 
‘What appointment?’ 
‘Didn't I tell you? They're waiting for us at the Plaza, in the city 

center, I said that we weren't available for lunch and made a date 
for an aperitif. Aperitifs are fashionable here.’ 

Meli didn't give a hoot about fashion, as I understood those 
cold mornings she spent at the Yellow House, without heels or 
brand name handbags. Anyway, she smiled and got in the car. 

‘I spoke with my collaborator, Ciepiela. You met him the other 
evening, in the bar. . .’ 

‘I got it,’ she interrupted him. 
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‘Ciepiela told me that we can't do much without the 
machinery, which I'm not about to describe to you now and for 
the moment it's in a safe place. We're trying to get it sent to us.’ 

‘Why don't you ask your Indian friend!’ 
Meli didn't want excuses, only the truth, but the truth, with 

someone like Cedril Morel, was a slippery fish in shallow water: 
you see it at times and then you don't see it anymore, and if you 
want to grab it, you've got to get right in the water with it. 

‘That guy Bando's job was to ask you to come to Milan to meet 
us,’ he answered. ‘That was the deal. The rest he did on his own. I 
swear it.’ 

‘Don't swear. People who swear are almost always liars,’ Meli 
said. 

Had she believed him? She concluded from the sound of his 
voice that it was best to believe him. He wasn't touching his neck; 
thus he wasn't lying. 

‘Then we met on the train,’ Morel continued, ‘and the rest you 
saw.’ 

‘I'd like to know if your friend is willing to confirm this 
version, or if I'm going to find out you're both crazy.’ 

‘You have to believe me, Meli, because the Indian is dead.’ 
‘Dead?’ 
‘Dropped dead. His neck broken under the weight of the 

package that he was supposed to deliver to us.’ 
‘It seems like a joke...’ 
‘Life always seems like a joke. Only in novels are you going to 

find facts full of harmony. In reality everything is so funny, 
casual, devoid of dignity. Men don't share a precise code, 
sometimes lives are bought and sold, they get mixed up with 
politics and money, people die and couldn’t die, they kill because 
they're scared of being killed, or they get rich, like me, because 
they're afraid of death, with the vain conviction that they can push 
it away.’ 

That son of a bitch knew what he was doing with both his 
words and his voice. A few details, like the watch received as a 
present in the United States and an impeccable, white shirt, did 
the rest. Meli trusted him now. An expensive watch = a strong 
man. A clean shirt = a successful man. 
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The satellite navigator spoke in Italian. It could have been a 
rental car or one belonging to him: she didn't care which. What 
really interested that girl? Morel tried to figure it out while 
glancing sideways at her quiet hands that rested on her knees, her 
legs not moving, no sign of seduction, no perfume or excessive 
makeup, all of which ruled out the possibility that this wasn't the 
nth social climber who leave the provinces without her underwear 
ready to go to bed with half of Milan to get money and jobs. What 
then was Meli Montreux? 

Meli thought again about the children. She had a weakness for 
Odette, who left for Monaco, where a couple with plenty of 
money and energy, had obtained guardianship after a long 
sequence of inspections as they went through the trial period. 
Meli was charged with following up on several children, 
including Odette. She had been in Monaco to monitor the 
relationship between the girl and her new parents, how they were 
treating her, the quality of food, things of that kind. And she 
couldn't stop thinking about the fact that her judgment, her 
reports, presented periodically to competent offices, would be 
decisive. Was she therefore responsible for whatever might 
happen in the future? Difficult to put things in those terms, 
especially given that people can change. A business man who is 
self-assured and sweet to his wife and little girl might turn into a 
violent and dangerous alcoholic. How long ought they to follow 
the kids? According to the law, until their majority. Telephone 
calls and visits were scheduled regularly in an exemplary 
government program. And yet Meli had this atrocious doubt 
concerning the love that they would receive. Love cannot be 
measured in any detailed report or Excel chart. 

One evening I asked one of the social workers (not Meli) how 
they managed not to get attached to them. I was shocked by the 
prohibition against hugging them and other rules of that kind. 
They answered that they did get attached and how! But if a good 
family was found that was ready to take them on, one couldn't 
hang onto them up there. There were kids who didn't benefit from 
any state support, who remained ignored because they passed the 
age established for help, and yet they were as needy of support as 
the others, like Victori, the Romanian, or Hakim, the Algerian, but 
with Hakim there was also a problem of discrimination. In these 
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cases, the social workers shared the costs and kept them. The 
average cost for each child, for the French State, was a hundred 
euros a day. Running a place like the one in Sospel could cost 
thirty thousand euros a month. The social workers, therefore, 
weren't really stupid. 

For Meli, who was now sitting in the car with Morel going to 
the appointment with certain emirs of Qatar, Odette was like a 
daughter; she had many doubts about her adoptive family, a 
series of unjustified doubts that contradicted the excellent 
certifications provided by her new daddy and mommy. 

A-Trenta-Metri-Svoltare-A-Destra-Poi-Arrivo-A-Destinazione. 
‘Ready?’ Morel asked. 
It's obvious it's not a simple drink, Meli assumed, as calm as 

though she were the director of the Plaza.  
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Nice Est. Friday morning, the beginning of the school day.   
  

Odette had been living with her new parents for a few days. 

She hadn't had to change school because the place where they 
lived wasn't far away. Every morning he took her in the big car 
full of buttons, and every afternoon she came to take her back in 
another, smaller car with the same nauseating smell of new 
leather. She was in second grade in elementary school, at the Don 
Bosco Institute, behind the Acropolis Palace, a Catholic school 
where you went through the chapel to reach the classrooms. 
When her classmates saw her arrive in the shiny 4x4, they 
whistled and applauded. They knew about her new life, finally 
two normal parents, breakfast with caramel bears and so many 
new clothes. It seemed like this applause wasn't honoring all that, 
but rather her smile because it was the first time she arrived at 
school laughing with joy. 

She entered through the big gate, turned to check on the car 
and, as soon as it had turned back toward the main street, she ran 
away along the little alley where the church and school sat 
uncontested in the city. Her backpack, full of cookies and 
clippings of the photographs cut out together on the eve of her 
departure for Monaco. I imagined her with her new parents, her 
room, the dolls, pretty family pictures on the walls. A mistake. 
There's no need to imagine people in unreal places. 
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The grass along the street was humid and full of bugs. Odette 
jumped on the stairway, she was wearing new shoes, which hurt 
her feet, but there was no time to go back and choose another 
more comfortable pair. They bought her at least ten pairs, all 
different colors because they didn't know her favorite. Her new 
parents knew very little about her. They knew she loved animals, 
for which reason, although the rules of the house forbade it, they 
let her keep the cat; but he was neutered, a procedure the he 
hadn't appreciated as an exclusive present for feral guys. If he'd 
had a choice, he would have preferred being left along the 
highway. To live without an important and visible part of his 
body, wouldn't have been easy. Why is Man so cruel? the cat 
wondered. He was used to chasing after toads, and now he was a 
kind of stuffed toy. He loved Odette, he had been the one to 
choose her, and yet he doubted he would have accepted to 
undergo the operation of his own free will. Maybe he would have 
said to her that they were bound to go each a different way. ‘Good 
luck, Odette, with your new family. I'm staying in Sospel to pick 
up stray girls.’ Odette had said that they were celebrating 
National Pet Day at school, and all the kids who had one were 
invited to bring it in, with the prize being a good grade. 

Odette hugged the big cat and ran toward the center. She didn't 
know the city, she had been there only a couple of times with 
Meli, during the summer vacation, but she remembered the smell 
and the uncertain color of the sky. 

The cars frightened her. She knew she shouldn't leave the 
sidewalk, so she confined herself to following the pedestrians 
along the sunny and filthy chain bookstores and garages on 
Avenue Gallieni. The Palais des Congrès, on her left, reflected the 
balconies of the last floors like a construction out of one of the 
science fiction movies she saw with the other kids. 

One time she said to me, ‘If you go away, don't forget to leave 
me your address so that when I grow up I can come find you.’ I  
didn’t give much importance to her words. Kids say things like 
that. Instead... 

Odette was the youngest one up there, but maybe the wisest. 
Somebody is born with the gift of wisdom and knows how to 
behave in every situation. 
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The cat didn't complain because he was used to putting up 
with the caresses of ten, twelve kids, and yet, among all the ones 
who had adopted him, he had chosen Odette. He knew her secrets 
and the projects she had in mind. He was a young cat, full of 
unused energies, born of a Persian that had escaped one of the 
smaller buildings, maybe the General's. Sospel was full of cats like 
him, almost every family had one. A little farther up, there was 
the feline refuge, where you could adopt one for free. Someone 
who didn't find a child could keep going and at least take home a 
kitty. 

Our cat was found in the garden, at night, it was raining. The 
children had dried and fed him. Since then he'd stayed there and 
chased away any other animal. His eyes were an intense yellow.  

Odette had blue eyes and a little smile you couldn't get out 
your mind. 

 
~ 

 
Milan, Hotel Plaza. 
 
Meli was sitting together with Morel on a hard blue leather 

couch. She liked the way he smelled because it prompted her to 
ask a couple of questions. She was curious to know if she could 
recognize what was true in his words. Maybe she wasn't 
interested in the real content of his answers, but only in their 
sound. 

‘How did you find me?’ 
‘In the boulangerie, I sat there for a while with my coffee. You 

arrived and gave me the lunch menu.’ 
‘They forced me to insist on it with those who stayed at their 

tables too long.’ 
‘You arrived and showed me the menus.’ 
‘And then?’ asked Meli. 
While Morel was getting ready to give her the explanations she 

asked for, the white shirts came out of the entrance, and as soon as 
he saw them, he said to Meli: ‘I'll tell you later about it. Now I'm 
going to make you laugh. Watch how we're going to get out of 
here with our pockets filled.’ 



F R A N K   I O D I C E 

 

~71~ 

His way of speaking about money was new to her. Everything 
was since she had left. Morel laughed because, in the end, he 
didn't assign value to anything, not even to what he owned. 

Meli stayed on the defensive. For a girl as lovely as she was, in 
environments like this, where Morel wasn't the only one to think 
about the value of things and people in this way, she ran the risk 
of being thought a prostitute. And, judging by the way they 
looked at her when they approached, scanning her from top to 
bottom, perhaps she was right. 

The emirs were bored because they hadn't yet found in Milan 
interests worthy of their wallets, although entire streets, like Porta 
Nuova, belonged to them. They had been to the most renowned 
restaurants in the city. In one early twentieth-century building on 
Viale Caldara, there was an entire floor reserved every evening for 
them even if they didn't go there for months. Persian rugs and 
luxurious carpets on the stairs. The entire restaurant was their 
property, this way they could be sure they wouldn't eat any evil 
pork. They ordered everything five times, the most expensive 
Italian wine. And when a waiter inquired, ‘Perhaps the gentlemen 
would enjoy a single dessert, although they've barely touched the 
thirty dishes just served,’ they had him fired. 

Having reached the Plaza, they took on some attitude because 
the guy they were supposed to meet owed them valid 
explanations regarding the watermark paper that had 
disappeared at Oberthur. 

Morel, clean and smiling, was waiting for them with feigned 
servility. He received them and excused himself for the little 
misunderstanding at Cannes, the evening he sold them the suites. 
The reason this skinny guy was so sure of himself? Very simple: 
Morel knew that, without the object hidden in the box, they 
couldn't get very far. But these men were also there not for some 
squalid and widespread greed to get richer, but out of simple 
jealousy, jealousy for money. Just like him. 

They all took their positions facing Meli, who adjusted her skirt 
with annoyance. The same floral skirt that had given her the air of 
a little girl, now seemed like the latest style. A Tee shirt, shoes 
with low heels, Meli could have been a model anywhere between 
Paris and New York. 
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‘Order whatever you want. Łucas Ciepiela is paying,’ Morel 
said. 

Saud Bin II, the sixth brother of the deceased Saud Bin I, who 
had been present at the scene of the gift to Ciepiela, was the first 
to answer, saying: 

‘This evening you're not here in manager's uniform or some 
other disguise?’ 

They spoke English and smoked different kinds of cigars. Meli 
felt like throwing up. 

‘You overestimate me,’ Morel said, ‘I'm a simple guy, I was just 
lucky enough to get my hands on a bundle of watermark paper.’ 

‘Which, may I say,’ answered Saud Bin II, ‘was something we 
gave you.’ 

Meli followed along with difficulty because she lacked the 
elements that would have enabled her to understand just how 
much power lay in Morel's hands, now immobile and crossed on 
one knee like those of an eighteenth-century pageboy, or in the 
much noisier hands of the five men in dressing gowns. They 
seemed as though they'd just stepped out of a masquerade ball 
with little crowns on their heads, their hats colored like kitchen 
tablecloths. There flashed through her mind the image of Bando 
who tried to take off her garments. A shiver of disgusted 
embarrassment distracted her while the others continued chatting. 

‘My collaborator will know how to put that paper to good use. 
It's only a matter of a few days, the time needed to receive the 
pieces.’ 

‘Do you know how much the financiers who helped us set 
everything up cost us?’ 

‘I can guess and I'm not happy about it, I didn't think that here 
in Europe everything was so complicated. If we were in Tunisia, 
I'd have a dozen friends ready to help us,’ Morel said, ‘but if you 
trust me, I promise you that we'll have printed everything by 
Monday, money and shares.’ He gave a look around, there wasn't 
anyone, the room was full of distracted people, too self-involved 
to notice these two words, money and shares, ambiguous words. 
‘We could still use, let's say, five thousand for getting around. We 
have to go to France again and maybe to Bangladesh, if a certain 
thing doesn't turn up. But that doesn't mean you can let me go 
without a little help, a bit of support...’ 
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‘Okay, okay,’ answered one of the caliphs, ‘but this time no 
tipping! You weren't by any chance hoping we'd be your 
benefactors!’ 

‘I stopped hoping that when you said you'd make me spit out 
the money you kindly gave me in Cannes. But let's be honest! 
What difference does it make to you if there are seventy thousand 
less in your little savings account passbooks?’ 

‘We care about every single cent. Pay attention and don't waste 
the paper. We're taking a room here. Keep us posted. And what 
about you?’ Saud Bin II turned to Meli, ‘are you leaving with him? 
Why don't you stay a little longer? We will give you a nice 
present.’ 

‘Give it to your—’ 
Morel interrupted her, whispering in a low voice, ‘Don't 

contradict them.’ 
They were all standing around a crystal table. Meli kneed him 

in the balls and left. As a first date, it hadn't gone that badly. The 
emirs laughed, getting their beards dirty with crumbs and saliva 
and forgetting about the way they had just been insulted. 

Morel ran after her and caught up to her, right in front of his 
Mercedes. The fact that she went in the direction of his car and not 
in any other direction demonstrated that her escape was a false 
escape. 

 
~ 

 
That night my wife called me. 
‘Where are you?’ she screamed. She was furious, but she had 

brought it on herself. For years I'd warned her that I would 
disappear, it was to be expected, a matter of circumstances. Her 
words were studied with precision, like the blade of a knife that 
she knew how to use. She was a sharpener of knives, a deceiver of 
poor nocturnal guardians, and about to get her punishment: 
solitude. 

‘I'm not returning, I'm leaving for good.’ 
‘So much the better for you,’ she answered. ‘I only wanted to 

tell you that I'm going to put a mirror in the place of your old 
books. They're just gathering dust. The air in this place is 
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unbreathable. I can't bear it anymore, I'm going to free up the 
walls.’ 

‘If you throw those books away, at least do it in front of a 
school, that way kids will get to read them,’ I said. 

‘You haven't seen the statistics? Kids don't read anymore since 
the Internet. You should know that, given you've spent the last 
months of your marriage in a home for orphans.’ 

‘They were not orphans. Many of them had parents, but totally 
untrustworthy ones, like you! Moreover, the statistics are about 
adults, not kids. And, regarding my books,’ I added, ‘if you could 
put them aside for a while, I'd be grateful. I'll send someone to 
pick them up.’ 

‘I'm sorry, they've been confiscated.’ 
‘What do you mean, confiscated?’ 
‘Until you give me all the money you owe me, your books are 

staying right here!’ 
The matter of the books was closed. So I changed the register: 
‘Ever since we've been married, from the very day of our 

wedding, I understood I'd be unhappy. Being with you was like 
being shut up in a convent: not only am I imprisoned but I can't 
even do any swearing! Every morning I felt like doing my night 
shift over again instead of going home to you and, one other 
thing—’ 

‘I understand already,’ she interrupted. 
She had done nothing but interrupt me for fifteen years. A 

relationship founded on interruption, limitation, deprivation, 
containment of emotion. That's it, my wife was a container of 
emotions. 

Her indecision had worn me down. Because of it, I'd also 
become a useless being, flapping around from one place to 
another, because I didn't have by my side someone who gave me 
her opinion. My wife's opinions consisted in reaffirming other 
opinions, mine, previously expressed. Once I'd discovered that 
technique, it was easy to unmask her when she said, ‘But sure, 
that's a good idea, being a custodian is exactly what you should 
do,’ or even, ‘You're right, my love, one more night and that's 
enough, no more of this custodian business.’   

After many years of nights spent alone, since you have the 
opportunity to listen clearly to the thoughts going through your 



F R A N K   I O D I C E 

 

~75~ 

head, you learn to recognize the words that don't belong some 
place and that are put there instead. Like love, which was a word I 
never should have trusted. When she said love she wasn't think 
about love at all. Love was the most misunderstood word since I'd 
met her; she must never have pronounced it while thinking about 
long nights full of caresses, of embraces without clocks, kid, our 
kids. None of this counted for my wife. For her, love was only a 
way to say mine. 

I didn't know whether she was at home, sleeping with the 
comforting thought that someone had bought her the latest pair of 
designer shoes. I've never known what my wife was doing all 
those nights alone, so what could I have said to her if I'd found 
out that she spent them with someone else? My liberty came with 
a price, as everything does. There I was, living backwards and 
inside out, coming home when everyone was going out, and 
going out when everyone was coming home. People stuck in 
traffic in their beautiful cars bought on an installment plan, 
contracts on top of contracts, payments on top of payments, 
drowning because of their mania to possess. I couldn't pretend to 
snub the system because the system would always come out on 
top, I wasn't any better than those out there who could afford a 
family. If my wife no longer had any desire to make love, perhaps 
the fault was mine. It was I who hadn't give her any security. 
Security, an empty word, like refrigerator or kingdom of my longings 
(which is made of four words). 

She was now calling me and wanting to specify that my books, 
as I feared, were about to end up in the garbage. My whole life 
rested in those books, and yet paper has little value compared to 
the chrome plating of automobiles, my wife's fashionable clothes 
or the trinkets. 

‘I thought you were by my side even if I was a custodian and 
didn't earn much,’ I said. 

‘I've heard enough about the poor custodian, alone and 
abandoned. No one forced you. Jobs are made to be taken and left. 
You didn't even try to find a normal one.’ And it was true. ‘Every 
time I told you that I didn't like staying alone all night, you didn't 
give a damn because,’ she continued, ‘for you the only thing that 
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exists is reaching the dawn. Night is a stupid challenge you've 
created for yourself.’ 

‘Sure, what else could it be?’ 
My more-than-ever-ex-wife screamed: ‘BED! SLEEPING 

TOGETHER! SEX!’ 
I realized that she was also rather vulgar. 
‘As for the third point,’ I specified, ‘I have two or three 

theories.’ 
‘Let's hear them.’ 
‘Wait. I made a list: 
 

1. When I began working at night, you found someone 
else and every morning he goes away before I come 
home. 

2. You got a part-time guy and he comes only three 
nights a week and for only a few hours, just for the time 
required.’ 

 
‘Time that would be more than you need,’ she said. 
I noted that she liked to allude to my performance, without any 

metaphors. The women I knew didn't like metaphors, not even 
Meli. She too had been direct when she said: ‘I've got nothing to 
lose.’ And I hadn't listened to her. A woman not listened to, I said 
to myself, is like a sea full of daytime stars, which you don't 
understand. Or did you think you were an expert sailor? 

While I was thinking about everything I wasn't, she softened 
her voice, but I wouldn't fall for it. 

‘As long as I've known you,’ she said, ‘I haven't even brushed 
up against another man. I waited for you, every holy night.’ (Here 
she was starting in again with the story about the holy nights). ‘If 
anyone ever seemed like he'd found someone else,’ she concluded, 
‘that would be you.’ 

There was something about that woman that I couldn't explain 
to myself: the way she guessed everything that happened to me. 
Many of the details escaped even me, but she could list them like 
scenes in a movie. Her memory was at time inhuman. Something 
diabolical resided in that ringlet-covered head. My wife had a 
little head, her hair was curly and dyed black. With time it had 
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started giving me the shudders like everything bearing the colors 
of the night, which, because of its very absence of color, attracted 
and frightened me. Being with that woman had become as 
difficult as bearing the look of that strange entity we call night. 
Night: a vague word. 

 
~ 

 
Milan, Piazzetta Brera. 
 
Ciepiela was leafing through some of the cheap detective 

novels he bought from the newsstand. Here are the first titles at 
the head of the column: The mystery of the mattress that caught fire; 
Homicide on the dead-end track; The thief of the golden candy, and so 
forth... He piled them up under his desk, and, even though he 
knew the plots were similar and after many years he could figure 
out who was the murderer, he continued to buy them for the very 
reason that he liked the feeling of knowing the ending before he 
got there. In musical matters as well, he didn't have tastes that 
were true and original. He listened to jazz, not because of a 
devouring passion, but rather, it was his way of reassuring 
himself he had a personality. ‘If you have precise tastes, people 
will respect you,’ his father had told him before he left Poland. 

Warsaw was a difficult place. Ciepiela and his girlfriend had 
left on their own, and now that they looked back on it, they saw 
the road they traveled and that others had not been able to. To feel 
guilty is easy when half of your people hasn't made it and you are 
in the luckier half. 

Many of the records he listened to were borrowed, then 
regularly stolen from the library in Monaco, where his wife had 
opened an account in the name of a dead cousin.  

Ciepiela's wife was very attached to objects. They shortened the 
distance from the family in Warsaw. Nazi persecution, the wars, 
the military dictatorship of Jaruzelski, were over, and yet the air 
over there had remained rarefied, like after an explosion. 

The photographer carried a camera hung around his neck and 
an extra one in his bag. He had many bags, of precise brands that 
he looked for during his frequent trips, leather bags with many 
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pockets that adapt to the body. He always chose the longest and 
most crowded streets, Corso Garibaldi, I Navigli, to captures the 
scenes that nourished him, he didn't ask anyone for permission, 
nor did he give a damn about privacy laws or the protection of 
minors. If there was a child crying with a broken shoe in hand or 
with his face covered with bread crumbs, Ciepiela had to 
immortalize him. The poetry of the world waits for someone to 
describe it; not to do so would be a crime against humanity, it 
would relegate humans to the simple function of producing 
material goods. A stroke of luck, perhaps, for his wife, who could 
buy more stuff. 

All this was not as romantic as it might seem, because, in spite 
of the founding principles of his art, after twenty years of 
experimentation all of it had become a pure and cynical 
reproduction of weaknesses. Weaknesses cast into relief by means 
of contrasts and poses, in most cases embarrassing ones in search 
of a dignity rarely available to the subject. The self-portraits, on 
the contrary, were exhibitions of power, hard rocks behind or 
rough edges around him. His expression was impassible in the 
photos, too. He flaunted the security of someone who is forgetting 
that he was once poor and escaped from a life like that of the 
subjects he was immortalizing without discretion, robbing pieces 
of their lives because he could not find them in his own. 

When Morel called, Ciepiela was absorbed in this kind of 
reflection. Who have I become? he wondered. Why can't I laugh in 
any of these damn pictures? 

He picked up the receiver with the fatigue of someone who 
isn't tired but believes he is. He said: ‘How did it go with your 
friends?’ 

Morel answered: ‘A magnificent evening. They gave me ten 
thousand euros for travel expenses. As soon as the box is located, 
let's hop over to France to eat some socca . . . Speaking of which, I 
forgot to tell you something.’ 

‘I'm all ears,’ Ciepiela said. 
‘I made a couple of phone calls. Did I tell you I have contacts in 

Milan?’ 
‘I know, Cedril, you have contacts everywhere, people trust 

blonds, what can you do about it?’ 
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Morel laughed as though they were insulting somebody else, 
and continued: ‘I checked up on the passengers in Bando's 
compartment. They've all got a clean record, a gal from Genoa 
who's employed and having an extramarital fling, a young 
woman from Rome, escaped from a clinic, nothing interesting for 
us, except for one guy who seems to be the night custodian for the 
foster home where our Meli worked.’ 

‘It could be him,’ Ciepiela said. 
‘But on the train Meli didn't know anything yet! I talked to her 

once we got to Milan. The guy knew something about it, before I 
met Meli, for which reason we'd better find him.’ 

 
~ 

 
Morel managed to learn more about me by getting his hands 

on the list of my phone calls from the provider. That's what 
telephone plans are useful for! All he had to do was bribe a call 
center operator, who, for a thousand euros, printed everything out 
for him on unrecycled paper, the list of my phone calls and 
messages from the previous week, with the dates, duration and 
numbers. The last phone call was the one to Meli Montreux, not a 
surprise for him. The penultimate call was the one to a certain 
Rosario Rossi. 

Morel cleared his throat and dialed Signor Rossi's number. She 
answered at the first ring, she didn't expect calls from Italy, she 
didn't expect them from anywhere. She was alone with Patti 
Smith, one of her cats, absorbed by her crochet work. 

‘I'm calling you from the Hotel Plaza in Milan.’ Morel was very 
good at imitating regional accents, whether from Rome, Naples, or 
even Sardinia. It was a game he learned as a boy in his father's 
shop, which drew people of every origin. Then he said my name. 

Rosario let out a sigh like a gasp in reaction to a sudden gust of 
wind swinging a door shut. The metal bombilla she used to sip her 
mate bumped against the receiver, then there was a moment of 
silence, then she asked: ‘I didn't think that my friend had the 
money to sleep in a hotel. I thought they would put him up for the 
night.’ 
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‘And in fact that's what happened. Your friend didn't stay with 
us, but someone brought us his wallet. It seems he lost it 
someplace downtown, maybe at the station. That's why I'm calling 
you. Your number was written on a scrap of paper, on a sort of 
list.’ 

He didn't risk inventing the contents of the scrap of paper 
because he had prepared a plan of action believing that Rosario 
Rossi was a man. He must have realized from her voice that she 
was a middle-aged woman instead. He got her name but didn't 
know what our relationship was. Rosario confirmed her role of 
adoptive mother by making herself available. 

‘As far as I know,’ she said, ‘he must have slept some place in 
the old town of Padua.’ 

Morel, surprised, confirmed her: ‘Padua, sure, in fact I was 
talking of Padua. And you don't know the name of the hotel?’ 

‘No, I'm sorry. Don Vito, maybe he can help you. You can find 
him at the Chiesa di Santa Caterina, or in the university library, 
just next to the church.’ 

Morel promised he would personally return the wallet, 
‘because,’ he explained, ‘you can no longer trust the police.’ The 
role of director still suited him well, he had trained for it in prison, 
it amused him no end. 

 
~ 

 
Morel dialed Ciepiela's number, surprising him in the 

laboratory, and listened again to his collaborator's account: 
‘No way. We can't continue without the girl, and as soon as she 

understands it, she will ask for more.’ 
‘Who cares! As long as we can conclude! Meli will change her 

mind and come crawling back to us. She's not going to settle for 
being a waitress when she knows she could become a millionaire!’ 
Morel repeated. 

‘Otherwise?’ Ciepiela asked. ‘What do we do if she disappears 
to become a waitress in some bar? Why are you convinced that 
everybody wants to give up his situation as an honest citizen and 
become like you?’ 
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‘It's what has happened until today. Nevertheless, I've also 
considered that possibility, and, speaking of such things, I'm 
pleased to inform you that I've found the box,’ Morel finally said. 

That Ciepiela seemed to be fighting boredom. Comforted by 
the idea that the operation would reach its conclusion and by the 
vague thought that money would come of it, he felt it was his 
duty to explain something more about the production process: 

‘Once we've found the good gradation, we'll launch the 
printing and the bills will come out like chips. If Meli doesn't help 
us, however, it will take a little more doing; it's not something that 
can be dispatched in half an hour, that's for sure. The caliphs left 
us enough paper for six million, two for each of us. But it will take 
at least three days.’ 

‘We're four, let's make a gift to the others, and not be so selfish! 
I bet as a kid you didn't share your toys with your friends.’ Morel 
said, and added, ‘You're not afraid to talk about it over the 
phone?’ 

‘No, and don't laugh. When I was a kid, I didn't have the time 
to play. And, tell me, why might there be four of us?’ 

‘Me, you, Meli, and the custodian. When he finds us or we find 
him I will have to stop him from making Meli change her mind. 
To do that I'll have to convince him to change his mind, and I 
know only one way to convince people.’ 

‘Why are you obsessed with getting everyone to work for you? 
Why don't you just do him in like all the gangsters I know?’ 

‘Because the gangsters you know are the protagonists of your 
cheap detective stories, like the ones you have under your desk. 
Yeah, it's useless to hide them. I know they're there and that you 
read them when you're alone. But life is different from books. You 
don't kill people to settle debts of honor. In my father's day, 
perhaps, there was the kind of pride that would make you get 
shot at. Now the scams are done by us, pageboys, as you call us, 
with two fingers and a fast Internet connection. You no longer 
have to get your hands dirty . . . In short, Łucas, you don't have 
any idea how much a million euros is, and even less two million. 
For you it's exactly the same thing.’ 

‘The fact that I've never seen so much cash, the way you have 
in your preceding work experiences, which you brag about on 
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your excellent CV, doesn't mean that I'm not a dirty social climber 
thirsty for money,’ answered Ciepiela. 

‘If you feel that strongly about it, I'll give you half of my share. 
You will buy a gift for that poor abandoned soul.’ 

‘The abandoned soul has stolen the last twenty years of my life,’ 
Ciepiela answered again. 

The relationship of Łucas Ciepiela with his wife was based on 
conflict. He needed her but never would have admitted it. She 
never stopped reminding him of that. Patience had been the 
ingredient that had saved their marriage since the time they were 
two young Polish emigrants. Even now they were Polish, but they 
were no longer either young or emigrants. Time had purified 
them of all the attributes that family saga had applied to them, 
without which they felt much better. All the same, there were 
years and years, for example, when Ciepiela couldn't imagine 
touching that woman. He had decided to leave her in the 
anonymity of a secondary character, one of those who had no 
impulses of any kind, a wife that waited for him someplace, no 
name, no action. That was Ciepiela's revenge against a woman 
that he had once loved. Meanwhile, he devoured other women 
with his eyes, not letting one pass without turning his head. 
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Nice, Quartier des Musiciens. 
 

Odette was the most stubborn girl I knew. When I saw her for 

the last time, I told her not to get mad if her mother took to the 
bottle. There wasn't any need to speak to her as though she were a 
little bird. Odette understood better than an adult because she was 
endowed with both their capacity for judgment and a child's 
imagination, which gets trampled by bad people when we grow 
up. Bad people hate us because we love freedom. 

She had listened to me and said: ‘If it's true that my mother is 
crazy, why did she come to take my sister back?’ 

‘I told you, to nab the State subsidy.’ 
‘I won't believe it unless she tells me so,’ she concluded. She fell 

asleep while I tucked the blankets in around her and promised I'd 
keep watch over her backpack. It was the night before her 
departure. 

Now she was carrying that same backpack, in which she'd 
stuffed all that was necessary for her escape. 

Odette's backpack was a backpack for grownups. It was white. 
There weren't any dinosaurs or whales or all that kind of 
children's stuff, and she knew it because she treated it the way a 
woman treats her handbag, like both something boring that 
always has to be carried around and a magic object that contains 
all her secrets. It closed with laces, thus you also had to know how 
to make a knot, and not the kind of knot you learn how to do 
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when you're five, with the two puppy ears, but a strong one you 
can fasten and unfasten every time you want without it getting 
tangled. And even when it got tangled and more knots got created 
one inside the other, Odette had her technique for unravel them 
all. That, she never explained to me. 

When she reached the city center, she noticed a crowd of 
people who had come running on the tram lines, yellow barriers 
everywhere, policemen and red sticks around a lifeless body 
covered with a sheet, waiting for the ambulance, which could 
already be heard in the distance, along Jean Médecin. Intrigued, 
she ran closer and observed the scene. Then she pulled on the 
uniform of a policeman, who turned around and was 
dumbfounded when a little girl with a big black cat in a bag said 
to him, ‘It was him over there!’ 

‘What do you mean? Go home!’ said the policeman. 
‘The assassin is the guy under the arches, the one who's 

rubbing his hands together. You see him? He was the one who hit 
the victim and made it all look like an accident. The body is too 
close to the tram. It's impossible for him to have died hit by a car, 
because if he'd been hit, he'd have been thrown further away, and 
then he'd be lying with his head in the opposite direction... He 
was the one who left him on the rails. Ask the driver.’ 

The policeman smiled. Adults smile, as they don't know how to 
play seriously anymore. And yet something must have convinced 
him because the tram conductor had not been able to say whether 
the guy was already on the tracks or if he had hit him. The 
cameras would have confirmed Odette's theory, but, he asked 
himself, what was to be done now if the guy under the arches was 
really involved?  

Odette insisted, she pointed toward him again, gesticulating so 
that everyone would notice her, ‘It's him! it's him!’ she cried. And 
at this point the guy hidden under the arches began to run. Two 
agents followed and handcuffed him, blocking him near the 
cathedral. 

When they tried to find the girl to understand how she had 
managed to uncover what happened, she had disappeared. 

Exhausted from running, she stopped near the station and 
asked a passerby: ‘My mommy was in front of me, we were going 
to the vet and I lost her! Do you know where the vet is?’ 
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She didn't have the air of someone who was begging. Only a 
couple of people she asked brushed her aside and didn't answer. 
The third one, instead, took her by the hand and personally 
accompanied her to the closest veterinary office, believing her 
story and figuring that her mother was waiting for her. The cat's 
head, sticking out of the backpack, touched the old guy, a retired 
widower headed for the supermarket on the square, his only 
amusement besides reading Le Figaro in the company of other 
retirees on the benches of Dubouchage, in the shade of evergreen 
trees. I hope he won't want to go in with me, Odette said to herself 
when she saw the office and got ready for the second part of her 
plan. The old guy, as moved as if he'd accompanied his little 
granddaughter to school for the first time, left her at the entrance 
and gave her a coin to put in the money box (Odette had never 
had one). 

The vet was in the Quartier des Musiciens, on Rue Verdi, not far 
from the central station, my departure point to get behind Meli 
and set in motion the steps of an invisible pursuit that can be 
summarized as follows: 

 
1. Meli, looking for new experiences. 

2. Me, looking for Meli. 

3. Morel, looking for money. 

4. The emirs, impatient to multiply their millions. 

5. Odette, the only one who knew where she was going 
and how to get there. 

 
A kind of nurse in a white shirt came out of the examination 

room with gloves and mask, and asked: 
‘Who's next?’ 
‘We are!’ Odette answered, pulling the cat out of her backpack 

and entering with the spryness of an old lady. Both the nurse and 
her colleague looked disoriented. 



A  P E R F E C T   I D I O T 

~86~ 

‘Are you here alone? Where's your daddy? And your 
mommy?’ 

Odette answered with gravity: ‘They're in Italy, with Rosario 
Rossi.’ I was the one who had told her about Rosario and 
Ventimiglia. ‘Can you help me reach them?’ she asked. 

There had never been a request of this kind. To remove a single 
testicle, yes, or to depilate a poodle's ass, but never a little girl 
with a cat in her arms who asked to be accompanied to 
Ventimiglia. What was to be done? First of all call the police. 
Maybe her parents were looking for her. While the vet was getting 
ready to pick up the receiver, Odette added: 

‘Look, here's her address, the address of Rosario Rossi, and her 
phone number.’ 

She pulled out the note I gave her, folded several times over. 
She had kept it all the time she had been with her new parents. 

The vet called Ventimiglia. Rosario didn't answer, she was out 
running some errands. They tried to call her several times. In the 
meantime Odette settled in with the other children, all of them 
bored because their mommies didn't prefer them over their pets. 
The dog and the child speak the same language, they always 
know what you feel when you pet them. Odette sat down in a 
corner; the cat kept her legs calm when they began to tremble. 
From her little furry cat-scratcher house, she observed the others 
and felt heartened by the sounds of animals and human beings, 
while they stood in line. The cat let her squeeze him hard, he was 
quiet. 

 
~ 

 
Padua, Chiesa di Santa Caterina. Friday Evening. 
 
At the back of the church, don Vito cursed and wondered what 

to do with that box. When I entrusted it to him, I said: ‘Please, 
don't give it to anyone who isn't my friend Meli Montreux.’ 

Don Vito made sure no one was around. It was late, from the 
Library they had assigned him any duties for the whole day. 
People read less and less. And in church not a single believer had 
shown up with lists of sins to be absolved. The shutters had been 
closed for several hours. It was a solemn evening, as silent as an 
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eighteenth-century painting in which serene figures move sliding 
from one table to another and thank a correct and charitable God. 

From the end of the nave a dull sound could be heard. A 
candle had fallen, melted on only one side. The priest ignored it 
with disdain. He advanced toward the entrance. He wore sandals 
and socks like a German tourist, he didn't seem like a man of the 
Church, and maybe, on a closer look, he'd turn out not to be. With 
the box under his arm, he observed again the chilly feeling of the 
empty church. He glanced outside as well. The street was 
deserted. A little light still escaping the sunset on the blue roofs of 
the houses. He used a letter opener borrowed from the sacristy to 
undo what the poor Bando had considered the best package he'd 
ever wrapped during his brief life. The blade passed through the 
layers of tape like a precise scalpel into the flesh. He ripped the 
big sheets of paper, now soft and malleable. His gestures became 
more violent as he went on ripping. He threw into the corner the 
pieces of cardboard and tape that stuck to his hands, and the more 
they got laced through his fingers, the more he felt like he was 
doing something no one had asked him to, something sinful. The 
taste for sin... How many years had it been since don Vito hadn't 
felt it? 

At twenty-five years of age, Vito Palladino, the son of an Italian 
school teacher and a Parisian pastry-cook, had studied theology in 
Casterino, at a seminary on the border, along the cool road to the 
Alps. Most of his class fellows were of Italian origin. He, too, was 
in part, which is why he spoke both languages. His parents had 
reacted to his desire to take vows like any request coming from a 
son who would have had few other choices. Veterans of the war, 
the inhabitants of the little towns in the north didn't get on well 
enough to offer a future to their own children. They felt fortunate 
to know he was in seminary. ‘At least this way,’ they said, ‘Vito 
won't die from hunger.’ 

The young Vito, still a skinny novice, used to laugh with his 
mouth open, showing all his teeth. He hadn't been very sure of 
what he would become, and still wasn't, with the difference that 
since then he had learned to hide it. From time to time he let 
himself be tempted by little forbidden transgressions. Seen with 
the eyes of a youngster of twenty-five full of energy, the rules of 
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the seminary were the first step to become someone, but also a 
system to forget what you had been until then. 

On Saturday evening, he had, together with Mario Vitale and 
Roberto Francone, escaped to the country to see real life, people 
drinking in bars, old guys playing Scopa with Neapolitan cards 
and cursing when the King took a Sette Bello and the Ace of coins 
in a single play, or that pretty girl with strange hair who looked 
on while she pretended to be embroidering... 

 
~ 

 
The remains of the box ended up in the corner. Don Vito, 

having come back to his senses, now focused on discovering its 
contents. He was curious. He was. 

Surrounded by lots of soft paper and stuck under heavy stones, 
he found the object Morel was interested in. But what was it? And 
what was I doing with that stuff? 

From outside there arrived the sounds of bars open, shouts 
mixed with plates and chairs. Some tourists looking for a church 
where they might contemplate the splendor and impressiveness 
that was the pride of Catholic Italy, ventured into the chapel. Don 
Vito saw them and chased them away, cursing, ‘The devil's ass! 
You can never have a moment's peace in here!’ 

When he found himself alone, Vito was taken over by certain 
fears... For him, the most difficult question to face was: what am I? 
For a good part of his life, he'd had the impression he was doing 
good, but good for whom? Around the age of forty, when his 
position in the parish had become, so to speak, of undetermined 
duration, he had this sensation of total uselessness. What had he 
done and, above all, why? With time, you can convince yourself 
you're doing something for your own good, or for the good of 
others. The questions that tormented him were: did I do it for 
myself? Did I do it for the others? Things went that way, the way 
things go for every one of us, for those who understand it, and for 
those who fight against the truth, like me, until they give up 
fighting. 

He had a kind of collapse when, turning to look back, he only 
found a long and steady sequence of small errors, that gave him 
the impression of a mistaken life. The coming and going of the 
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novices in the seminary, from the bathroom to the counter, in line 
to empty then returning to drink, the glasses dirty with foam, one 
after the other, the bloated bellies of Mario Vitale and Roberto 
Francone, drunk. Illusion of happiness had so transformed them, 
while the aroma of the toilets from the back of the bar floating 
under his nose disgusted him. Vito had become a priest, and he 
had in his head nothing except a long trail of alcohol and shit. 

It was hard for him to believe that he couldn't get annoyed 
with anyone. Illusions are paid for with truth, dear Vito, he 
repeated to himself, you should have thought about it. A quiet 
life, with your woman and a garden full of strawberries (he liked 
the little wild strawberries, harder to find and cultivate) instead 
you talked yourself into being a priest and you ceded your 
woman to the bank! 

The question of the bank came second now. Now he had to 
forget everything he'd believed for years, start over again, and go 
back to be a free person, without titles. As a boy he was able to do 
that, he did what made him happy and didn't give a damn about 
anything else, then, the more he proceeded into that dirty forest 
he lived in, the more difficult it became to understand how to 
return to being himself, in other words, a man without 
brilliantine. 

 
~ 

 
Rosario answered the insistent calls from the veterinary office. 

The police hadn't been notified. Odette had persuaded those in 
charge not to do so because everything would be cleared up by 
that phone call. They believed her. After all, she didn't cry and 
didn't seem in shock. Odette, seated alongside the other patients, 
played with a little plastic mouse and with the cat, her escape 
mate. 

‘Your granddaughter and her cat are here. We don't 
understand why you let her wander around by herself. 
Fortunately, the girl had your number on her. Are her parents 
with you? What would you like us to do?’ 

For an elderly lady, who spent most of the day embroidering 
tablecloths and napkins, getting a call of this kind could be 



A  P E R F E C T   I D I O T 

~90~ 

shocking. A lost child? she repeated to herself, her parents with 
me? 

Rosario knew about the girl. I told her about her. She knew that 
Odette was in foster care and having a good time in a lovely villa 
in Monaco. Nonetheless, when they said to her, ‘Little Odette and 
her cat are here,’ she understood what had happened and knew to 
improvise an answer of this kind: 

‘There must have been a misunderstanding. Her mother 
thought I'd go by to pick her up from your office. We'd made a 
date there. And I thought she was the one who'd pass by! Could 
you keep her a little while in your shop? I'll run right over! Buy 
her anything she wants. I'll pay you back. If there's no traffic, it'll 
take me less than an hour.’ 

They gave the address to this grandmotherly woman and 
reassured her. How could they have done otherwise! Odette was 
so calm that she didn't even seem frightened, as though she were 
used to this sort of situation. 

Rosario hadn't driven on the highway for years. Her Marbella 
was parked in a rental garage since she used it only for little trips 
to the market in Bordighera or to go see a friend in Dolceacqua. 
With that old car, Rosario had been everywhere. As a girl, she 
escaped to Spain, France, Amsterdam and Berlin, she had 
transported friends and strangers, overtaken columns of tourists 
riding in their enormous Volkswagens, and had always arrived 
first. While she ran toward the garage, she walked without 
thinking about how she was dressed. She made a slow, anxious 
maneuver. The car died a couple of times along the steep climb 
out of the garage, then sped straight forward without a single 
hiccup. In forty minutes, a record time, ignoring all the red lights 
and speed cameras, Rosario reached the door of the veterinary 
office on Rue Verdi with her mate in one hand, a thermos of hot 
water under her arm, and the very chaste attire she put on to pass 
as a good grandmother. A scarlet red dress with a floral print was 
the best she found, even if it was low-cut down to her navel: a 
problem she remedied by putting a Parisian cameo pin right in the 
center, between her big, wrinkled breasts. And in order not to 
leave her legs uncovered, which would have been incongruous for 
a woman her age, she put on a pair of (violet) leggings. 
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Odette was seated facing the entrance, she was calm, looking 
around. The two people in charge had bought her the Cucciolone 
ice cream with the cracker and the jokes written on both sides, one 
black, the other white, jokes she was able to decipher only in part 
because she had learned many of the words just recently. When 
she saw the lady come in, breathless and half dressed, she 
understood that this was Rosario, and she jumped up like a little 
soldier. The cat followed her, slipping into the backpack. He knew 
the procedure.  

Rosario looked at her, she must have recognized her thanks to 
my descriptions of her big blue eyes in the middle of a little face 
that concentrated all its energy into a pointed chin, and to the big 
cat she carried on her back. The old woman threw herself at the 
girl's feet and covered her with small, fast kisses. Odette did not, 
however, enjoy it as much as she would have liked. Making 
yourself loved is not as simple as loving. No one had taught this 
to her. 

The owner of the clinic took Rosario aside, carried her into the 
main office where she felt like she was in school again. She looked 
at her with indignation and asked her: 

‘Madame—’ 
‘Miss, please.’ 
‘Are you aware that this girl was wandering around the streets 

by herself with a stupid cat in her backpack!’ 
The cat opened one eye, then closed it and stuck his head back 

down. 
Rosario said, ‘It's all my fault, I understood that her mother 

would come by to get her and bring her home. Instead we had 
arranged to meet here. We had an appointment for the cat. You 
know, he was neutered recently.’ 

‘I noticed it.’ 
‘And he needs constant psychological support. Anyway, I was 

the one who was supposed to take care of Odette, I just spoke to 
her mother. She's waiting for us.’ 

They believed her. Calling the police would have frightened 
clients away. The clients in the waiting room use to seat on the 
edge of their chair with their pet carriers on the knees, craning the 
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neck toward the other carriers to see who has the most beautiful 
cat. 

The girl welcomed the lady, although she was visibly out of her 
mind and there was no reason to suspect otherwise, given that 
this was the first time in their lives that they saw each other. 
Odette's surprised face struck Rosario because I hadn't done a 
good job describing it. How could I have!—not being I exactly a 
romantic poet able to capture the light dusting the soft warmth of 
autumn afternoons onto the sweet cheeks of a small abandoned 
creature? 

Odette took her pretend grandma's hand. They walked toward 
the car and didn't dare say a word until they were some distance 
from the office. Then Rosario took her in her arms. She was heavy, 
very tall for her age, and Rosario hadn't lifted anyone in many 
years. 

Odette asked: ‘Are you angry with me, Rosario? What's that?’ 
‘It's mate. You want to taste? It's like tea, but maybe you can't 

drink tea. But no, no, you frightened me, little miss! How in the 
world did you find your way here?’ 

‘I escaped,’ said the girl, ‘when they left me in front of the 
school, I waited until I was alone and came here. I also solved a 
murder case!’ 

‘But how did you find this place?’ 
‘I needed an excuse to get them to call you. I had your number, 

look!’ She showed her my notes. Rosario recognized the 
handwriting. ‘I didn't know how to call you! I don't have a self-
phone yet.’ 

‘The important is that I found you. Something bad could have 
happened to you. There are a lot of crazy people out there!’ 

They reached the car. Odette jumped in and arranged her bag 
with the cat on the back seat. Rosario didn't know what to do. ‘We 
should notify your parents,’ she said. 

‘Which?’ Odette asked. ‘The new ones or the old?’ 
‘The—oh, heavens! I have no idea! The new ones, I guess.’ 
‘I don't like the new ones. I want to be with Meli and...’ 
Rosario understood, interrupted her and took her in her arms 

again. They were seated in the car, motionless and double-parked 
while the traffic began to increase because of departures from 
school. 
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‘Listen,’ she said to her, ‘are you sure nothing happened at 
your adoptive parents'? They've been kind to you, right?’ 

‘Yes, they gave me so many gifts, they're the ones who gave me 
these shoes. They're lovely. Don't you think? Even if they hurt! My 
new parents are nice, but...’ 

‘But?’ 
‘I told you, Rosario, I don't want to stay with them.’ 
Odette was categorical about it, she crossed her arms and let it 

be understood that she would escape maybe another thousand 
times if they took her back to Monaco. And yet, there was the law, 
rules to follow in order to make little girls happy. Rosario was 
confused and didn't know whether to go to the Yellow House. If 
she'd done so, Odette would have been disappointed. She looked 
at her for a moment while fastening her seat belt and, with the 
composure of a lady, brushed away from her forehead her thick 
hair, which she had inherited from her first mother. Odette had 
chosen the right person to accompany her to Meli's. 

Rosario had a strange ability to observe people. For example, in 
observing Odette, she had the impression that the girl carried her 
mother's somatic traits, which would be a sentence for a child who 
wanted to hate her mother and wouldn't be able to. She was her 
mirror image, and her mother would remain in front of her every 
single day. 

Odette said, ‘Please, let's go find Meli! She can take care of 
talking to the others.’ 

‘The others?’ asked Rosario. 
Odette gave her a comforting look. ‘Don't worry about it, calm 

down, Rosario,’ she said, and the woman calmed down. They 
drank mate, Rosario taught her how to hold the silver bombilla 
while the hot water puffed up the herb spinning around, in the 
Argentinian way. Now Odette was a little girl full of mate. 

Determination is a natural gift, and wisdom, too. Odette didn't 
need lessons. You could see she wasn't like other children. She 
didn't have eyes full of illusions and greedy for attention. Her 
gaze was already critical. She studied the environment and judged 
silences, putting them in lists much more complicated than mine. 

 
~ 
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Meli was in her aunt's house, near Parco Europa. From the 

window in the living room you could see kids hiding to take 
drugs or sell them. 

She decided to find a normal job, as a waitress in a bar, which 
Morel would have held in contempt. She didn't know how she got 
the idea to accept a proposal of that kind.  She was fascinated by 
his combination of savoir-faire and a mixed accent, although she 
still didn't know anything about him. 

She didn't know, for example, that when they met in Cannes 
the first time, Cedril Morel had just gotten out of prison, after 
having served a sentence of six months for constituting a fake 
insurance company under one of his false identities, Lionel Miller 
maybe, or Chris Waite, of Miami. The anti-fraud officer from Paris 
and the local police had succeeded in catching him after a year-
long investigation, but since he had a clear record, they couldn't 
give him more than six months and a fine for sixteen thousand 
euros. 

When they met, Morel had just stepped out of prison, in 
Grasse, where, in order to enjoy the elevation of the place, he had 
managed to get a panoramic cell and had gone over again the 
hotel director's script. Then to console himself he spruced up his 
wardrobe at Lafayette. 

Meli threw herself, exhausted, on her Italian aunt's couch. The 
books all around her assumed the role of confidantes. ‘What was 
he expecting?’ she sighed, ‘a prize for his maniac friends? Their 
hands dirty with caviar that they spread on bread with their 
fingers!’ 

‘What were you expecting?’ the other asked. The sound of 
water for their tea, that punctual boiling that came from the stove, 
distracted them for a second. Her aunt moved, dragging her false 
leg toward the kitchen. ‘It was not a job for an altar boy,’ she 
added. 

Meli was angry with herself because she felt treated like an 
object. Think, think, Meli. Why did they ask you to analyze those 
banknotes? After having stared into emptiness, she asked her 
aunt: 

‘Can you access the national library system from home?’ 
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‘Everyone can,’ her aunt answered. ‘It's called SBN, it's online. 
You can use it to look for any book.’ 

‘But I'm not looking for a book, I'm looking for a person.’ 
Her aunt asked: ‘What can he do for you in this situation?’ 
‘I don't know,’ Meli answered, ‘but I feel he could get me out of 

this mess. I promised him I'd call him again, or rather, he 
promised me. I didn't even mention to him what was happening. 
I'll have to begin from Piazzetta Brera.’ 

‘Start at the end, which is always the most interesting part: a 
business that's already left one person dead.’ 

‘That was an accident,’ Meli specified. 
‘And you believed that? You're not afraid that the same 

accident could happen to you, too, after you've done your job? But 
what is your job, exactly?’ 

‘I-don't-know-auntie!’ 
Meli asked her aunt again to use the internal portal for 

librarians, accessing it with her personal code, and to look for a 
certain Vito Palladino, responsible for one of the sections of the 
Library of the University of Padua. 

‘If I'm not mistaken,’ she continued, ‘he told me he was in 
Padua to look for this don Vito guy, as he called him. It seems like 
a Mafioso name, but you never know whether he's kidding or 
serious.’ 

‘And that's why you like him.’ 
Interesting question. 
‘What made you think about it?’ Meli asked her aunt, who in 

the meantime had already sat down at the computer to find don 
Vito's contact information. 

‘When this story began, you seemed decided to throw yourself 
into any kind of experience. I know you wouldn't have done any 
old thing, but, at least listening to you when you arrived, you 
didn't seem at all concerned. And yet I've told you: there was no 
reason to expect a job offer in a kindergarten! It was after his 
phone call that you began to backtrack.’ 

Meli was grateful for her aunt's analysis. She tried not to let her 
see that she envied her a little, because in the foster homes where 
she had grown up, she hadn't had the chance to cultivate her 
personal culture. All her knowledge was in her head. She hadn't 
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been allowed the luxury of carrying with her too much stuff when 
they sent her from one house to another, all on the outskirts of the 
city. All far from any bookstore. 

‘Here he is! He has an appealing face. Vito Palladino isn't any 
old priest,’ said the aunt. ‘He's the Rector of the University, the 
director of the Statistics Library. It seems he has a great passion 
for ancient, out-of-print books, which he places personally. He is 
planning to build a new library dedicated to kids.’ Joy can be 
transmitted, it's not only to be found inside oneself, Meli thought. 
‘They've already chosen all the books. There's a sign on the web 
portal. You should tell your friend that I would like to contribute. 
A center dedicated to children, that seems interesting. Cultivating 
aware kids and giving them the right instruments for free access 
to knowledge means that one day there will be better people. And 
if there are better people, there will be better politicians. Ah,’ she 
added, ‘the group of professors and students will leave Monday, 
direct to Naples. From there they'll go to the outskirts where the 
new library for kids is going up.’ 

‘This Monday?’ 
‘Yes.’ 
‘Shit!’ Meli screamed. 
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Piazzetta Brera. Friday. 
 

I reached Milan in the late afternoon. My only clue was the 

name of the bar in which Meli had met her friends: I started by 
going there. 

I took the priest's personal car, a red Fiat 500. He let me have it 
with a trust he granted few people. I was drugged by the perfume 
of the little trees hanging everywhere. But where the hell had don 
Vito bought them? He had them in all colors! 

The little piazza was just as I imagined it, maybe it was a 
pedestrian area but I didn't give a damn. The bar had to be that 
one on the corner. I left don Vito's 500 in front of the entrance, 
with the parking lights flashing and the keys in the ignition. Let's 
see if someone up there protects it, or if it's all a joke. 

When I was a little boy and they abandoned me like Odette, I 
met some sisters a little different from Vito. They'd never have 
lent me any car. I was beaten, humiliated, starved, robbed, and 
deceived (especially about my name). 

The sisters, however, weren't wicked. The problem was that 
they could no longer hide their atrocious need to make love, and 
they forgot all those fairy tales about devotion to their unique 
Lord. Sister Domitilla, for example, she was the most beautiful, 
she was the one who tried to get it on with me. She took my hands 
and put them everywhere! The others, they were for the most part 
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ugly, they had hair on their arms, hairy arms like big men cross-
dressed as sisters. In other words, big hairy brutes! 

One time, when I was still in that phase between early infancy, 
spent in diapers, and the age of games, they left me for half a day 
on a stone step, drenched in pee, and I stayed there without 
rebelling. I didn't try to escape from that horrible place, I observed 
the other children with their dry bottoms who screamed and ran 
around like all kids do in all orphanages. For years, after that 
episode, I could smell the same stink, even the sensation provoked 
by touching my little red briefcase. It was a bag that Signorina 
Rosario had gifted me, made of that material that seems like 
plastic or rubber or something similar, smooth to the touch, and it 
closed with an iron clip, but the iron, given that it was a bag for 
kids, could be only plastic that looked like iron. 

I slipped into the bar. The clients were silent, sunk down into 
the red tablecloths like dead cows. The old proprietress of the 
store across the way was trying to catch a dove that had ended up 
in her window and, frightened, beat its wings against the glass. 

I nodded to the muscular bartender. He nodded back and said: 
‘We're about to close. What can I get you?’ 
‘A beer, I'll drink it in two minutes.’ I glanced at the window. 

You could see the car and also the store on the other side of the 
pedestrian alley, where the game between the lady and the dove 
continued. ‘I'm looking for a friend,’ I said. 

‘Blond or red?’ 
‘With crazy hair,’ I answered. 
‘No, the beer. Blond or red?’ 
‘Oh! Blond.’ 
‘And you had to meet here?’ 
‘Yes, but I'm four days late. We were supposed to see each 

other Monday evening.’ I assumed the dumb air that can 
sometimes help avoid arousing the suspicions of those masters of 
life behind the counters. 

‘At what time?’ he asked. ‘Monday evening we're closed.’ 
Maybe I misunderstood the name of the joint, or Meli had 

played a joke on me. I explained that it was evening, that my 
friend Meli Montreux was waiting for me there with someone 
else. I didn't know how many of them there were, nor that it was 
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about Morel and his assistant. Those were all things I learned 
later. 

The bartender explained to me, it could have been just one of 
the meager group of people they let in through the doors after 
closing time. And on that particular Monday, besides the 
employees of the bank that had lent him the money to open the 
bar, they reserved a table for the Polish photographer from the 
last floor, one of their best clients, his French friend and, in his 
words, a ‘lively’ girl, who had knocked down half a bottle of Dom 
Pérignon. 

‘You can't tell me where they are?’ 
‘It would be an infraction against my commandments.’ 
Had he understood that my little red car belonged to a priest? 

He told me that Ciepiela and his colleague had returned to France 
on that very Friday, and that he had no idea where the girl was. 

‘They returned to France, on business,’ he said. ‘I think they're 
interested in theater because Ciepiela had lunch here and before 
leaving he said: tonight they're doing Swan Lake at the Acropolis 
Theater. I thought he was joking, but he even showed me the 
tickets.’ 

‘How many?’ 
‘Two. One was for his colleague.’ 
‘His colleague, who?’ 
‘A certain Morel.’ 
It was that night that I learned his name. I gulped down the last 

sip, left the amount owed and again the same amount to thank 
him for the useful tip, and walked out. ‘Don Vito Palladino is 
paying,’ I said. 

I took a couple of steps toward the car, which was still there, 
and I noticed that the old lady had taken the dove, but she killed it 
with her bare hands and slipped it into the garbage pail. I 
remember all the details of that murder because it happened right 
on the eve of another murder. I should have interpreted it as a 
sign, a kind of premonition.  

Yes, I should have. 
The car was still there. It wasn't that late. I could arrive in time 

for the beginning of the show. 
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~ 
 
Odette, a six-year-old detective, absent during roll call at the 

Don Bosco Institute, perhaps the first fugitive in the history of that 
school, was in a car with Rosario, heading toward Italy.  

Signorina Rosario Rossi, very emotional by nature and by 
culture, couldn't stop caressing the little girl's fresh cheeks and her 
long hair. Odette was in need of kisses and caresses. They had 
been denied her for years, with the result that she had been 
transformed into a bigger kid, a little woman. She watched the 
light drops of a passing rain bathe the windows, Odette, a sailor 
survivor of the seven seas, and Rosario continued to cuddle her. 

After so many years spent in Italy, Rosario Rossi had lost her 
Argentinian accent, with the exception of a few words like 
maniglia, or casa, which she still pronounced with two s's, or io, 
which remained a kind of yo. 

Rosario had given in to the comforts of a domestic life and lost 
part of her wild nature. The time when she ran bare-footed along 
the banks of the Río de la Plata with her brothers and sisters, was 
long ago. As a little girl, Rosario would never have imagined she'd 
end up in a provincial city, doing what she'd done. That river was 
big and rebellious like the sea, it passed quite close to her house in 
Los Olivos, outside the center of Buenos Aires, far from the Villas 
and misery. Whenever it came to mind, the rhythm of her 
breathing would change. The unexpected incursion into her 
monotonous life of a little French girl without a father or mother 
had reawakened a soothed part of herself, that most intimate part 
forgotten year after year, in other words her youth. 

‘Tell me, Odette, are you sure that your friend Meli will take 
care of this matter?’ 

‘Trust me!’ 
A six-year old girl who says ‘trust me’ with that face, while she 

stares at the street ahead of her—you can't not listen to her. 
Rosario was a little confused. 

‘When Meli learns I've escaped,’ Odette said, ‘not only will she 
tell me I did the right thing, but she'll call the Yellow House and 
tell them to cross my new parents off the register.’ 

‘Is that how it works?’ Rosario asked. 
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‘Of course! We're the ones who decide, even if the social 
workers never tell that to the new parents, because sometimes 
these turn out to be worse than the old ones. One time, Thomas 
went to stay with two parents in Cannes and they hit him with a 
silver tray. Meli and her boyfriend reported them. They took 
Thomas back, and those two declared that he had made 
everything up, including the marks from the tray.’ 

‘I'm sorry you didn't find two better parents.’ 
Rosario didn't know what to say. Odette's tale made her legs 

shake and she would rather not have heard it. 
 

~ 
 
Nice, Acropolis Theater. Friday evening. 
 
It took few hours. Don Vito's Fiat shot forward like on the race 

track at Monaco. I gripped the wheel hard along the curves 
between Imperia and Ventimiglia. I threw all the little trees out 
the window, I couldn't stand them. 

I left the car in the parking lot at the Palais des Congrès, 
zipping in behind a small truck. I had very little cash on me. If I 
wanted to get in to see Swan Lake, I'd have to find some scheme to 
do it. 

There were a lot of people. I followed the flow and examined 
the crowd that had gotten all dressed up to go see the ballet. I 
checked their clothes. I would have recognized two ugly mugs 
with a beautiful girl like Meli. I had convinced myself I'd find her 
there, high heels, evening dress; but I didn't care about her 
dresses. I was attracted to the mystery that hung about her when 
she disappeared on that train. 

And yet, the moment had perhaps arrived for a confession to 
myself: when I got on the train for Padua, I knew that she also was 
there. I followed her, and I saw her with him. 

After numerous and happy families that I envied, and other 
people who weren't Meli, I saw the blond guy who was with her 
on the train. He was walking arm in arm with a man in red gym 
shoes and athletic jacket: it had to be them. A sudden reflex made 
me turn toward a cigarette vending machine.  
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In spite of fifteen years spent with my wife and mother-in-law, 
I hadn't taken up the vice of smoking, therefore, faced with such a 
vast choice, I hesitated long enough to make the real smokers 
behind me real mad. I chose a yellow pack, I was attracted by the 
color. I didn't insert enough coins, but from the iron mouth also 
came some change and I, who had never bought cigarettes before, 
elaborated at least two theories: 

 
1. The extra coins are an error of the dispenser = 
Generosity of Machine. 

2. Someone, because of the rush to run to the toilets, has 
forgotten them = Generosity of Human Being. 

 
I put the pack in my shirt pocket and, while I made my way 

toward the door, already felt like a macho man. I should have put 
a cigarette behind an ear, the way the tattooed social worker did. 

The ticket cost twenty-five euros. If I hadn't bought the 
cigarettes, I would have had just enough, I said to myself. Instead 
I had twenty of them, and the girls in the box office didn't seem 
willing to negotiate. 

The bouncers were checking the bags and making people 
throw out bottle caps. I tagged along with a little group of girls. 
While a bouncer was putting his nose in one of the handbags, I 
slipped in and made my way along the corridor toward the 
escalator that went up to the balconies. If I hadn't been mixed up 
in a money laundering business, I would never have gone to see 
Swan Lake and known that the name of the protagonist was 
Odette. 

While I was reading that name on the poster, I felt the vibration 
of my phone, which had in the meantime begun to function again 
because I was back in France. I read the name on the display and I 
saw it was Meli Soc. When I had saved it, I hadn't been able to 
insert her whole title. I wanted to write Meli Social Worker, or Meli 
Montreux Yellow House, but there was no space. 

I stopped before the door that opened onto section G and 
listened to Meli's message: ‘Odette is gone! Maybe I should tell 
you everything that has happened!’ 
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I moved forward between the purple seats. There were few 
people in front of me, the balconies were almost empty. Ciepiela 
and Morel sat two rows farther down. I could see the backs of 
their necks, one blond, the other shaved, and the adolescent bag of 
Morel. Between them was an elegant gentleman with a Mozart 
profile, sitting as straight as if he'd swallowed a cello bow. He 
might at first glance have looked like any old spectator, but after a 
few minutes it became clear he was the reason why these two 
were right there and not in some other place. 

Now I knew that Meli was in turn looking for me, that these 
two guys were a sure source of misfortune, and that they would 
do with her whatever they wanted. But how could I help her? 

One could hear the first notes of the orchestra, which was 
tuning its instruments. Everything floated in pitch-black darkness. 
I focused on those three below me and waited. 

The show was beginning. The curtain lifted and the lake 
appeared in all its mysterious light. The ballerinas waved ancient 
silk fans the color of ostriches. A child next to me applauded at the 
wrong moments, but maybe they were the right ones. 

When the twenty-four ballerinas jumped, you could hear the 
sound of their weight hitting the stage. I wondered how much 
grace each of these girls had when moving at home, in the 
morning, barely awake. How they took the milk out of the fridge 
and put it on the table. And I remembered Meli and how she 
moved, just like them. Therefore, twenty-four Meli jumped in 
front of me.  

None of us was there because of a passion for the ballet. But at 
least I might have enjoyed imagining how the ballerinas had 
breakfast. I saw them jumping from their beds to the bathroom, 
spinning without looking at the door corners. For ballerinas, doors 
do not exist, the body becomes one with space, and they can feel 
without using ordinary senses, sight, hearing, touch, and the 
others I didn't have time to put in a list. 

Morel whispered in a low voice: ‘There are six acts, we agree,’ 
he said. 

And the gentleman confirmed: ‘That's right, six. The tour ends 
in Switzerland.’ 
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I wouldn't have understood what they were talking about if 
Meli hadn't told me in her message about the agreement reached 
between Morel and a delegate from a bank in Geneva, the 
distinguished gentleman, agreement according to which he would 
be supplied with a secure checking account after the printing. 

When Meli had told me the whole story, unburdening herself 
to my voice mail, she had mentioned a couple of times those bills 
that Morel intended to manufacture with her help. She hadn't 
explained to me in what way she was to have helped him.  

The distinguished gentleman with a Mozart face was also there 
for another reason that Meli revealed to me in the same, long 
message: the emirs hadn't trusted Morel, they had expressed the 
desire that Mozart be present during the printing, which would 
take place in a secret place. 

 
~ 

 
Rosario and Odette continued their trip on the Italian highway. 
Odette didn't know that a swan with her name was dancing 

and fighting in order not to fall under the spell of an evil 
magician. She was afraid that her project would prove to be not so 
brilliant. After she'd found us, what would she do? Why was she 
convinced that Meli and I were a couple? Perhaps children see 
things that the rest of us can't see. 

‘Where are we going?’ she asked Rosario. 
‘To look for your friend, Meli's fiancé, who is my friend too.’ 
Now they both had the same belief. Soon everyone would 

think we were a couple, ready to foster Odette and the cat, in spite 
of the fact that Odette had genuine feelings for me, but the cat had 
to hate me. 

‘Tell me about him!’ 
Rosario spoke to her about me. ‘And Meli?’ she asked, ‘why is 

she also in Italy?’ 
‘I think to look for him...’ Odette answered. Did she now also 

know that I was following Meli? ‘At the same time he was looking 
for her. Isn't that romantic!’ she said in fact. 

Rosario had once been young and beautiful, with a body that 
was the envy of all the chaste young women of Ventimiglia. 
Things hadn't gone well for her, however, because she'd had to 
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suffer through the town gossip. There were fictitious beauty 
salons in which Chinese and Thai girls, not even that beautiful, 
prostituted themselves and with whom all the representatives of 
the Forces of Order went to bed. There were the frustrated wives 
who opened the doors of their homes to young postmen with big 
packages. There was all this and more too in Ventimiglia in the 
Seventies, a town investigated for Mafia crimes, under siege by 
the French who conducted their traffic there in exchange for small 
percentages paid to the same clients of the Thai girls; all managed 
by the Calabrian 'Ndrangheta, owner of the coast all the way to 
Marseille. But a girl from Argentina without any protection had 
been thought as a witch and burned every morning in the market. 
Going to bed with many men a day, for those people, was fine if 
done in private and immoral if done in exchange for money. 

She ended up in that town because the modeling agency in 
Milan, where she worked for a few years, kicked her out after the 
Russians arrived. ‘The Russians,’ Rosario said, ‘grabbed our men 
and our job.’ 

She hadn't so much as mentioned any of these events to Odette. 
But she wasn't able not to think about them while the girl spoke 
about love. Her mind flew to the years of her youth and her first 
boyfriends; but also to the suppers at the villas of the rich 
industrialists, always happy to host parties in their homes. She 
met the presidents of the most popular companies; she worked for 
La Scala of Milan and, along with her Company, toured half the 
world, Africa, Russia, the United States. She never refused an 
offer. They gifted her ivory horns, diamond necklaces, and crystal 
chandeliers. Then she found herself at a table being caressed by 
someone who wasn't even looking her in the eyes: that was the 
moment in which her life took a turn for the worse. No more 
parties at Rizzoli's and Mondadori's, the lords of publishing, 
owners of the magazines in which she appeared; no more luxury 
hotels or private cruises, expensive gifts, bank transfers, red roses 
by mysterious suitors. From that evening on, she would no longer 
care to know the name of her host. And when she asked herself 
why, she didn't know how to respond. For money? To punish 
herself? To run away from happiness, the way we all do? The time 
had come for her to take up again the thread of her youthful 
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obsessions and to get back the energy she needed in order, in the 
years she had left to live, to do only what she liked. 

For someone like Rosario Rossi, being a prostitute had meant 
many things. It wasn't a trade, or a vocation, or a constraint. As 
the years went by, going to bed for money had become a natural 
activity. She no longer remembered the feeling of refusing, nor the 
subtler one of the unknown that presents itself before us when we 
say no, and would like to say yes. She had known the pleasure of 
having in her own hands the control of every man. She was 
convinced that someone like her could obtain anything, and, in 
that regard, she committed the same error as Vito, because the day 
when she discovered that things weren't that way, all that she had 
was a vast collection of clothes (among which not a single dress 
was appropriate for picking up a grandchild) and a her eccentric 
hairstyle. 

The memory of the body is not as powerful as that of the 
senses. If she touched herself, she had the mad impression of 
being a virgin, but if she looked inside herself, closing her eyes 
and waiting with patience, she found again the miserable 
sensation of not saying no every time she had said yes. 

 
~ 

 
‘Where is Meli's boyfriend?’ Odette asked again. 
‘The last time we spoke,’ explained Rosario, ‘he blathered on 

about achieving freedom and other theories from one of his lists; 
and he was getting interested in founding a library for little kids, 
like you.’ 

‘What does blather mean?’ 
‘To blather is like talking without thinking about what you're 

saying; the way we all do. He just wanted to get far away. For 
years he lived an unhappy life, he took refuge in that work, he 
stayed away all night while he watched over you. Then, to help 
him make a change, I told him that a parish priest I knew, whose 
name was Vito, was about to open a library in Naples.’ 

‘Naples is in Italy?’ 
‘Yes, it's in the south, it's one of the most ancient and 

mysterious metropolis of Mediterranean sea. He was born there. 
When he was your age, he lived in a place like the home in Sospel. 
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I visited him every time I wasn't in abroad for... for work. 
However, I told him to go look for don Vito and ask him for a job. 
You understand, Odette? I don't know why I did it.’ 

‘Are you sure?’ 
‘But yes! And then, I think he would have left even without my 

help.’ 
‘Sure... to follow Meli.’ 
The cat was hungry. He lifted its face when Rosario's Marbella 

stopped in front of the snack bar at a gas station. They were not 
far from Padua. 

‘Why don't we eat something now and let your friend have a 
stretch,’ Rosario said. 

Rosario had a strange light in her eyes, a kind of enthusiasm 
that Odette couldn't decipher in spite of her experience with 
investigations of every kind; she needed a little more practice to 
understand certain lights having to do with parts of her body that 
were still slumbering. One day, a hormonal upheaval would 
transform her, would change her vision of the world, which 
would become more complicated. For the moment sufficed the 
idea that Rosario was accompanying her to see me again and to 
hug Meli. For what other reason would a seventy-something lady 
get into the car and cover six hundred kilometers in a day! 
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Nice, the old city. Friday night. 
 

I was along Rue de la République. The shops were closed, but 

it seemed like they were open. The statue of Garibaldi observed us 
with amused indifference. 

The ballet had been wonderful. The other Odette, the swan, 
wasn't dead, she even succeeded in re-embracing the prince. I 
stayed until the end because those three hadn't been able to agree 
on how to proceed. They exchanged letter envelopes and shaken 
hands before going out into the street.  

Now we were there, all four of us; they were walking about ten 
meters apart from each other. And ten meters behind the last one 
was me. Passersby couldn't have noticed anything, and neither 
would the flics we met along the way. 

Morel advanced along Rue San François. His skipping gait had 
turned him from a pageboy to a kid without class. 

The old city was poorly lit, all the stores were shuttered and 
double-locked with the occasional window half-open, others 
barred with tables and nails. People didn't like the world much. 

They stopped in front of an ancient building that looked out 
onto a side street. From the balcony of the first floor you could see 
hanging an old rusted sign with a socca on it, and some half-erased 
writing. One of the words was Or (Gold). 

I hid myself and waited. They lingered for a few minutes 
before the old shop, all three of them were smoking. The smoke 
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slid up the clear walls of the houses. What does a man who is 
about to manufacture six million euros dream about? I asked 
myself. Does he have enough imagination? Or will he limit 
himself to the dreams of the others?  

Morel said: ‘You can hold on to the money. The only thing I 
want is to make Saud Bin II and his gown-wearing friends mad.’ 

‘And that one? What's he doing here?’ asked Ciepiela, pointing 
to their host, impassive in front of the shutter. 

‘They're the ones who sent him.’ 
I was contorting myself to lend an ear while keeping my eyes 

behind the wall. I didn't realize that they'd come in until I decided 
to pull out my head. I didn't really understand what the blond 
guy, proud of his hair, really cared about. 

Mozart was somebody in shape. You could see he had a 
healthy body and ate a lot of fruits and vegetables. 

‘I can't see anything. Turn on the light!’ said Morel. He was no 
longer arrogant. It seemed that he wasn’t the one who had chosen 
the place. 

‘Not that way,’ said the photographer, ‘follow me.’ 
I spied on them through the low window, until they 

disappeared behind a wooden door at the bottom of the store. My 
heart had never gone so fast in all my many years as a custodian. 
All the blood held back was now gushing, uncontrollable. 
Suppressed emotions, sooner or later, reclaim freedom. 

I waited a few minutes. The narrow street was empty, not even 
a dog. I tried to roll up the shutters without jerking them. They 
had left them half open. I slid down like a mechanic under his 
favorite car. The store was closed, the machinery was dirty with 
something that might have been dust or the last round of flour 
used before it was abandoned. 

I had to bend down in order not to knock my head, I brushed 
my fingers against the black walls. 

I reached a flight of stairs; the stone was smooth and cold. 
Raising my eyes, I glimpsed the shape of the arches, under the 
shop. The walls were icy. I wondered where the hell I'd gotten 
myself into. 

 
~ 
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Signorina Rosario Rossi called Meli from a booth. Rosario 

didn't know what to do with a six-year-old child in her car. If the 
police stops me, she asked herself, am I guilty of something? 

Meli was at her aunt's home, she was trying to make up for lost 
years by reading one book after another. Foremost in her thoughts 
was the problem of Odette: they had told her she had run away. 

The phone call from Rosario arrived. She introduced herself 
this way: 

‘We don't know each other, dear, and to tell you the truth I 
don't even know where to begin. My name is Rosario, I'm 
Argentinian, I've lived in Italy for forty years. We have a friend in 
common who told me about you.’ 

‘Who?’ asked Meli. Rosario spoke my name. 
‘He talked about the children,’ she continued, ‘he told me that 

you left in search of new experiences, and that he'd have liked to 
follow you, but he wasn't able to because of his ex-wife.’ 

‘Ex?’ 
‘Almost ex. He'll tell you about it himself. And that's not what I 

wanted to talk about. You won't believe this, but little Odette is 
here with me.’ 

‘What the hell!’ screamed Meli. 
‘Relax. I'm not a kidnapper. Nothing like that. We met, well, 

she arranged for us to meet, but I'll tell you everything in person. 
Now we're going to Padua. There's a person we have to see.’ 

Meli asked if she meant me. Rosario said to her that she wasn't 
hoping for that as she hadn't heard from me for several days, then 
she explained don Vito's role in the business and asked her to join 
them. Meli accepted. They made an appointment in front of the 
church. Very romantic. She passed the phone to Odette. 

‘Hi Meli!’ 
Meli was crying, but she tried to hide it. ‘How are you, Grace 

Kelly?’ she asked. 
‘Good! We're eating a sandwich with ham and cheese. The cat 

left his cheese for me.’ 
‘You took the cat from the Yellow House with you? And how 

did you get the idea to run away! Everyone here is worried sick, 
Odette!’ said Meli. ‘Promise me you'll never do it again!’ and other 
usual advice, the kind of stuff kids forget straight away.  
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I'd have said to her instead that she had done the most 
courageous thing, and that from that day on nothing would ever 
scare her. Maybe she would become a magistrate, a prime 
minister, or even a queen. 

‘Calm down, Meli,’ Odette repeated. She was now the 
comprehensive mother and the rest of us were her children to be 
comforted. ‘Are you ready?’ 

‘Ready for what?’ Meli asked. 
‘I want to stay with both of you!’ Odette said. 
‘Come on. Obey Signorina Rosario. We'll talk later about this.’ 
Another set phrase. But Meli was just terrified. Was everything 

that was happening her fault? Maybe, and she would never 
forgive herself. 

She left her aunt's apartment forever, and the last book in the 
middle. One day, even many years later, she might be able to 
finish it. 

 
~ 

 
In the envelope that Morel had given to Mozart were details 

about the operation sent by the faithful Ciepiela, expert in 
computers and typography. In fact, he was the one who had set 
up a real laboratory with those same machines, the ones kept until 
then in a little town near Naples, and recently received care of the 
proprietor of the socca store, a front man who'd been bought for 
ten thousand euros. 

The laboratory was at the end of one of the tunnels. It took me 
an hour to find it, and the more I walked, the more astonished I 
was to discover the passageways under the city. They had been 
used as escape routes. Many of these dark and cold corridors 
passed under the hill of the castle and opened out among the 
rocks. When I saw the light filtering in under an half-closed door, 
I understood the moment had come to grow a pair and do 
something concrete to help Meli. I held my breath and went in. 

Mozart stood with Morel's letter in his hands, he was reading 
the data relative to the printing. The other two had their faces lit 
up by the monitor of the big computer soiled with red splotches. 
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Tomato sauce. A long story. Neither of them was amazed when I 
stepped forward and cleared my throat. 

‘You left the door open. You're not afraid of thieves?’ 
Morel had the damn smile of a good guy and clear eyes that 

shone even in the dim light of the cellar. 
‘Are you the custodian?’ he asked. ‘I thought you were fatter.’ 
‘But he is fat. Look at him,’ said Ciepiela, without raising his 

eyes from the computer. Mozart was silent. 
‘Meli told me you were looking for her. You're a little late 

because she held us up. If you'd arrived a few days ago, you'd 
have found us sipping a good Dom Pérignon all together.’ 
Ciepiela sneered. His saliva splashed onto the monitor. ‘I don't 
know where she is at the moment,’ Morel concluded. 

I glanced at the secret typography. 
Ciepiela had taken care of everything down to the last detail. 

He’d had a printer, a four-color Heidelberg Offset, shipped there 
from Naples by truck through a private company, a factory in San 
Marzano that boxed fresh tomatoes. There were typographical 
slabs, acids, tons of paper, shiny on one side and matte on the 
other, a wall's worth. And tables full of transparent sheets with 
the euro symbols and designs reproduced on fifties. 

‘I had all this stuff shipped while you guys were running after 
the Marseillaise,’ Ciepiela said. 

Ciepiela was proud of himself. Perhaps the photographer had 
become another person down there, a kind of wizard. It was with 
these materials that they intended to make counterfeit money. 
Ciepiela was in the middle of scanning an original bill right when 
I came in. His little eyeglasses shone. He had the artist's tools in 
hand. 

‘Where did you get this stuff?’ I asked. 
Morel studied me for a moment. Probably, he was deciding 

whether to kill me straight away or to wait for Meli so he could 
make her watch the show. It was also possible that, thanks to me, 
they'd also get to her again. In that cave everyone knew 
everything. A plot I imagined in this way: 

 
1. Morel, excited by the idea of obtaining, thanks to Meli, 
perfectly counterfeited bills. 
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2. Ciepiela, focused on a delicate job that will involve 
everyone present. 

3. That Mozart guy, motionless. 

 
‘What's that for?’ I asked. 
‘It's all stuff bought in the U.S.,’ answered Morel, ‘it cost us 

around five hundred thousand dollars. An investment that made 
our employers very proud.’ 

While I was doing my computations, Morel came over to me. 
His face was ashen and inexpressive. He looked at me straight on 
and said: ‘Are you really dumb enough to have shown up here 
without telling anyone about it? And why? For a girl? Now tell 
me, what would you do in my place?’ 

‘Do what you wish, as long you leave my friend alone.’ 
‘Ah! Friend! Ah! You didn't even—’ Ciepiela screamed from his 

desk. 
It was clear. My behavior must have seemed unreal to them. 
‘Why is Meli so important for your work?’ I asked. 
‘Work, what a beautiful word to define what we're doing! Isn't 

that so?’ 
Mozart didn't answer, he just smiled, he was bored. He was 

doing nothing besides checking the TV cameras in the two corners 
of the room. 

‘You're wondering who put them here?’ continued Morel. 
‘They were the ones to set things up, our friends in night shirts, to 
supervise the work, as he calls it,’ (he pointed to me) ‘so that no one 
will be tempted by the unconditional love that reigns between 
Man and Money.’ Then he said to me: 

‘The sample notes, the ones that we had your friend check’ 
(Ciepiela laughed again) ‘were almost perfect, but they had a 
slight defect in the golden color of the background. Meli is the 
only person in France, perhaps in the world, capable of spotting 
that defect and enabling us to move ahead with the printing of the 
batch.’ 

‘But why?’ I asked again. 
While Ciepiela was turning on the various machines that 

surrounded him like instruments of torture, Morel continued. 
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‘Meli suffers from a rare, congenital metachromic disorder. 
One case in a million. Because of her illness, which is frequently 
confused with ordinary dyslexia, she is unable to recognize colors 
and more precisely the order of colors. This is how she can 
identify the error in the bills before they're printed. The other 
flaws, which we've run into most often, have been eliminated by 
my collaborator's excellent work. I wouldn't call him a genius, and 
it's best not to repeat this too often because it might go to his head, 
but I've never seen bills this perfect. The son of a bitch uses 
magnetic ink, and he built himself a bromograph for engraving 
the slabs because he wasn't satisfied with the one he purchased 
along with the rest of the equipment.’ 

I didn't even know what a bromograph was. Morel, with a 
glacial movement, pushed my face on a kind of scanner with the 
ultraviolet lights on. For a few minutes I was blinded. 

‘But all this, without our Meli,’ he continued, ‘is almost useless. 
We could waste the precious watermark paper the Arabs got for 
us by printing bills of average quality. There's no difference to the 
naked eye, but with the countless machines out there to catch 
counterfeiting, even the youngest part-time employee in some 
little shop would notice something.’ 

‘And why you didn't try? You spent thousands of dollars, and 
you didn't buy some lenses to inspect the bills.’ 

‘We did do that. The best you can get. But it's useless to 
discover that they suck after they're printed. We need someone 
who could help us during the planning stage. The details are 
small. It's not easy to put your faith in a pair of successful bills and 
then launch a hundred and twenty thousand!’ He interrupted the 
sentence, looked at me harder and waited. 

‘I understand,’ I said, ‘but you should know that your Indian 
friend has done everything himself to get his neck broken and 
leave his work half-done.’ 

‘And that's why you've come? To exchange the box for Meli?’ 
‘That would be a good deal. I hadn't considered it in these 

terms,’ I answered. ‘But I left it in Italy, in a safe place.’ 
I took the liberty of crossing my arms and legs. 
Morel put the brakes on my show: ‘We know your secret place, 

the Chiesa di Santa Caterina. Let's call the priest and have it 
carried off. Or do you prefer that we go there ourselves?’ 
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Now I was sweating. ‘I don't seem to have much of a choice,’ I 
answered. 

Mozart, who run out of patience, was going to slip a hand 
under his elegant jacket. Morel signaled him with a half wink, a 
kind of it's-not-yet-the-moment-john-wayne, and he went back to 
snorting. His eyes fixed on the serigraph screen in front of him: a 
work of art. 

‘And if I told you I lost it?’ I said. 
‘I would believe you. Someone stupid enough to follow us here 

without the flics could be capable of everything. But if, when I get 
to Padua, the box turns up, it'll mean that you're also a liar, like all 
men on earth.’ 

‘And women,’ I added, thinking of my wife. Then I tried 
another approach. ‘I have a better idea,’ I said. 

The perpetual chattering of the Polish photographer, who 
spoke by himself even when others were trying to have a normal 
conversation, made a background noise to the deeper sounds that 
spread out from the dark. 

 
~ 

 
Ciepiela was preparing a press for the hot application of 

patches with the euro symbols. He had calculated the quantity of 
paper. Given that every sheet contained four banknotes and that 
they had around thirty thousand sheets, the math was done. 

The photographer was ready. He had modified the image on 
the banknotes with 

a photo retouching program, had set up with millimetric 
precision the sheets of the laser printer and prepared the silver 
strips and the glossy paper. Mozart had also showed up his shirt 
sleeves and positioned himself behind a paper knife. 

‘Where did you get these?’ asked Morel. 
‘The glossies? In the United States. They don't use the euro and 

don't suspect someone who buys a sheet with those symbols, and 
yet, to buy thirty thousand, I had to order them from different 
states.’ 

Mozart stroked the paper. I began to believe it got him excited. 
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The photographer was tense. His diabolical creations were 
waiting only for a command to open the way for the most 
remunerative work since the invention of money: the creation of 
money itself. And who cared if the arrival of these six million 
would aggravate inflation. They weren't the only ones doing this. 
An entire country was doing it in broad daylight. Wages were 
going down, taxes were going up, people were complaining every 
day about the economic hegemony of the richest countries. Seen 
thus, these three were revolutionaries, courageous examples for 
the new generations, all generation. 

‘We're ready. What do we do with him?’ asked Ciepiela. 
‘You mean with me?’ I asked. 
Morel laughed. In his eyes, I had to be the nth stupid running 

after the wrong woman. ‘The custodian is hired for an extra 
couple of nights!’ he finally said. ‘Come on! Sit down, you'll see 
it's funny.’ 

I accepted, silent, if it could help Meli. While I was taking a 
place behind one of the machines, I repeated: ‘I have a better idea, 
which would suit everyone...’ 

They half-closed their eyes as though I'd thrown sand at them. 
‘What's useful for you is not Meli but her eyes, her illness, 

right?’ 
‘Go on,’ said Morel. 
‘If it's true that this syndrome happens to one in a million, how 

could you be sure she wouldn't be the one to take you for a ride? 
You said you became aware of the problem that she couldn't 
distinguish among primary colors, like yellow, and for this reason 
you'd take advantage of her to identify the right gradation of gold 
in the background of the bills. Everything is clear, but how can 
you be sure? In the end, Meli has only switched your menu.’ 

‘I saw her medical chart at the eye doctor,’ Morel said. 
‘Which eye doctor?’ asked Ciepiela. 
Morel explained: ‘When she was sixteen, Meli reported 

disturbances in her vision and suffered from headaches so severe 
that she had to be taken to the hospital Saint Roch. They ordered 
detailed exams that were performed in a private ophthalmology 
office: those were the charts I consulted. I got a hold of them by 
bribing a nurse. I combed through her case histories, which were 
kept in the foster home on the Corniche des Oliviers, where Meli 
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lived from age fifteen to eighteen. From there it was easy to go 
back to the appointments and assessments that had been done. 
They were all filed according to year, all very expensive, so much 
so that you might suspect her father had given her to the social 
services because he couldn't afford it. That's only the hypothesis of 
one of the social workers assigned to her, and yet, we're drifting 
from the matter.’ He laughed again. ‘From the moment I climbed 
on that train, I've been focused on all the details, even the chance 
you might be here tonight.’ 

‘I don't doubt your manipulative capacities. You're a master of 
style, it's obvious from the way you carry your handbag. You'll 
even get control of Meli, but not of the fortune she could have 
gotten for you without risking a single day in prison.’ 

‘Explain yourself better.’ 
‘You can just ask Meli.’ 
‘What's this about? Jewelry? an inheritance?’ 
‘No, nothing like that. I'm talking about books. About all the 

books I left her. Several thousands.’ 
‘An incalculable treasure...’ said Ciepiela, spitting and 

laughing, ‘and to think that we're even bothering to listen to you! 
No, no books, thanks. Now lend us a hand with the counting.’ 

‘Counting what?’ I asked. 
It seemed like my ideas sucked. 
‘Count, count!’ answered Morel. ‘I've changed my mind. Most 

of the work can be done even without her help. In the final phase, 
when the time comes to adhere the magnetic elements, then we'll 
use Meli.’ 

‘You're crazy! You, stupid crazy!’ screamed Ciepiela. ‘Making 
attempts like that, we risk messing up half of it.’ 

Morel looked at him and answered: ‘We have the ones she 
picked out in the bar. We can use those as a reference. We have to 
start. The emirs want their money by Monday, hot off the press.’ 

Mozart accepted. Once they'd found the Marseillaise, they 
would go over the work with her.  

Morel lit a cigarette, which he held with two delicate fingers 
and puffed on in small mouthfuls. When we sank into the 
sepulchral silence of a capital execution, I was still ignorant of this 
guy's brilliant project. 
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~ 

 
The voice of Meli Montreux.  
I was sure I had heard all kinds of voices from all kinds of 

mouths, but I hadn't been able to understand hers. For the voice is 
the product of the countless experiences someone has. I wondered 
how many times it had been robbed or offered by men who 
screamed submissively in her ear, Meli. Everything is in the voice 
of a woman, a sound that the rest of us don't know how to 
decipher, another language sometimes, her no's, her happy yes's 
full of honest joy. ‘I don't like closed places where there's loud 
music. I prefer a bag lunch on the beach,’ she had told me that 
night in the port. And now the image of her innocent skirt didn't 
stop fighting with the new Meli, hired by Morel, to do what? 
steal? kill? prostitute herself? 

I had no idea how this story was going to end. 
 

~ 
 
Padua. Friday afternoon. 
 
Don Vito Palladino. Not much hair, stiffened by brilliantine, a 

cream no longer obtainable, kept in five kilo jars for many years, 
in order to save, he said, and a shining belly. He thought back on 
his youth with the bitterness of old people. 

As a kid, Vito had been terrified of taking the train by himself. 
Every time he reached the entrance to the ramp going up to track 
D, the Ventimiglia-Grasse line, and he plunged into the river of 
people about to climb on along with him, he stared at the hands 
and feet that were passing before him. He followed their rapid 
breathing, the arrogant pushing, he felt like a tiny gear in a perfect 
machine made of hands and feet, because in the end, he repeated 
to himself, this is the world in which we have to live, staircases of 
rotting wood climbing in the same direction. Was it then that he 
began to fill his head with that rubbish? 

Every evening, during what he did not yet dare to call prayers, 
the young Vito wondered how much longer he could stand all 
this. His breath became heavier, as during a nightmare. His head 



F R A N K   I O D I C E 

 

~119~ 

seemed consumed by the thoughts. And the years passed and his 
belly grew, his shoulders became weaker, as it happens to 
someone who no longer succeeds in carrying the oppressive 
weight of existence. I get weak, he repeated to himself. 

When he saw the Marbella with the pink interior pull up, he 
wondered how to introduce himself in the presence of a little girl. 

He saw them get out, the two of them from one side because 
they had parked next to the walls of the Department. Two people 
and a cat in a bag. He went over to meet them, introduced himself 
without looking the older one in the eyes, but keeping his gaze 
down he could see that her legs were just like in the Seventies. 

‘I shouldn't have contacted you so suddenly. I hope I didn't 
cause any problems.’ 

Don Vito looked at Rosario in the eyes and said: ‘I was 
expecting you.’ And he said to Odette, ‘I heard a lot about you, 
bella signorinella… That was brave of you to grab the cat and 
leave!’ 

Odette did not smile at him. She too hated priests, but when 
Vito offered her a chocolate bar and winked at her, she began to 
change her opinion. 

Rosario asked to go in and sit down somewhere. They left the 
girl on a bench before the sacristy. The cat looked around and 
trembled. That place made him shiver, it was dark like in a coffin. 
Neither he nor Odette had ever stepped inside a church. 

We adults use words like socks: at random. I could have told 
Odette so many things, instead I made her a list of all the evils I 
had suffered at the hands of the sisters. I couldn't imagine that one 
day she'd meet a priest who might teach her something good. 

Let's hope that Meli arrives soon, Odette thought. She tried not 
to look at the high, dark sculptures. Why are they so sad? she 
wondered, why don't they smile, or sing or kiss each other? She 
used the change that the old guy she had met in Nice had given 
her, she inserted the coins into one of the boxes, and when she 
heard the metal clinking at the bottom, she wished for the statues 
to smile, but it didn't work. Maybe more coins were required.  

Her friend looked at her with the apathetic hopefulness of cats. 
The faces of the saints were still as hard as stone. Not a single 
smile for little Odette. Bored, she took the pastels out of her bag, 
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she had to dig down under her treasures, and she began to draw 
her dreams, a pink house, smiling seagulls . . . Drawing a dream is 
almost like realizing it. 

In the meantime, behind a heavy door, in weak lamplight, the 
only two honest sinners I knew were looking at each other with 
mistrust. 

‘So tell me the truth: that little girl, you didn't kidnap her by 
any chance?’ 

‘Now you think I've started kidnapping kids! She did 
everything alone, at most she got help from the cat!’ 

They hadn't seen each other in almost thirty years, since Vito 
had taken his vows and she had withdrawn into domestic silence 
in the apartment of the family she worked for. Rosario lived on 
the last floor of a Fascist building not far from the station. In the 
apartment she took care of the relics belonging to an entire family. 
Now each piece of Rosario's furniture, from a veteran’s camping 
bed to the satin armchairs with the late nineteenth-century 
porcelain buttons, represented a piece of that family to her. When 
they'd all died, only the furniture remained with her. 

Vito was also surrounded by old benches, marble tables, all of 
it heavy stuff, a kind of imprisonment. 

‘Much time has passed.’ 
‘Much,’ she said. ‘ Maybe Odette arrived at the right moment.’ 
‘Maybe, or maybe we flushed thirty years of our life down the 

toilet! I would have liked to have left this place so many times, 
and instead I've been paralyzed with these clothes stuck on my 
back.’ 

‘Let's not start in now with the sermon. Mass is next Sunday, 
don Vito.’ 

‘Don't call me don,’ he said. 
‘That's what you are,’ answered Rosario, ‘you chose this.’ 
She pointed to the massive golden cornices, the Carrera 

marbles and the Sunday tunic, as though it were a rag to wash the 
toilet. She brushed it with the back of her hand, and even if it was 
supposed to be a gesture of contempt, her hand trembled a bit. 

There they were, they knew each other since I was still eating 
Zigulì, and talked with the resentment of two people who had 
loved each other. Vito gulped back saliva. Rosario sucked her hot 
mate and stared at him with familiar suspicion. 
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The old city, Monday morning. 
 

For two days and two nights, stopping only to eat and go to 

the bathroom, we formed an assembly line that produced a 
hundred and twenty thousand fifty-euro bills. Saud Bin's last wish 
had been realized. 

We had filled ten big iron crates. Everything had gone 
impeccably. Thanks to the screen, Ciepiela had fixed the images 
on transparencies, those little stars in the lower part and the codes. 
He had then used the presses to insert the silver stripe and shape 
the parts in relief. The result was perfect to our eyes, but those 
bills would serve no purpose! 

The video cameras hadn't stopped following our movements. 
Mozart asshole had forced us to keep our elbows on the table, and 
to show that our hands were empty every time we touched the 
money. Every time a bundle of a hundred pieces was counted, 
Ciepiela put them in the crate, lifted his hands, showed they were 
empty, said out loud the sum just counted, then said ‘check.’ It 
was the procedure used in casino counting. Mozart and I had to 
repeat ‘check.’ And it went on for the whole weekend. 

It was five in the morning when we put a padlock on the last 
crate. A symbolic padlock, it felt like silver paper. I had the 
impression it was all a kind of game. My new friends were now 
resting, their backs to the wall. 

‘And now?’ I asked. 
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‘Now we wait. They're coming to get the crates. Cedril should 
be here any minute now, maybe with the Marseillaise...’ 

During these hours spent working together, Ciepiela had told 
me all that I've told you too. Just like me, he hated his wife. 
Nobody forced you into it, I would have said if I hadn't realized 
that I had made the same mistake. 

During one of our brief exchanges, while Mozart was in the 
bathroom, I asked to Ciepiela: 

‘What made you suspect me?’ 
‘Naples,’ he answered. ‘Meli told us about you and your plan 

to go there. Then you killed our courier and stole the box. What 
would you have thought in our shoes? Naples is where I got the 
paper. Who do you think took the photographs sent to the priest?’ 

‘And I suppose there's no point telling you that you've made a 
big mistake.’ 

‘One name for what happened is mistake; I would call it rather a 
big blow. Forget about it. Cedril should—’ 

The spy stepped out of the toilet, still in silence. He hadn't 
flushed. Maybe even that sound bothered him. He stared at me 
with intelligent hatred in his eyes. What on earth! I didn't want to 
touch his stupid money! I'm here for Meli, I kept telling myself, 
and Mozart continued to stare at me without saying a word.  

What a pitiful spectacle: three adult men surrounded by empty 
cans, socca paper stained with garlic oil, forced to share a lurid 
toilet with no windows. Ciepiela had always eaten alone, 
accepting what we offered him and not offering anyone his 
portion. 

I couldn’t remove from my head the image of Meli and Morel, 
together. 

 
~ 

 
‘So, it's here that you've spent half of your life as a little virgin?’ 
‘Rosario!’ don Vito said, almost as if it were serious to joke 

inside his church, something he himself did. ‘You haven't changed 
at all...’ 

‘I've heard that one a million times,’ answered Rosario. Such a 
pathetic phrase, heard on television, in the street, read in books, 
‘life is full of you-haven't-changed-at-all, Vito. Perhaps in any corner 
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of the world there's someone saying to someone else you haven't 
changed at all, with the vain hope that she will do it, will change 
and become just the way he wants.’ 

‘Or she wants.’ 
Signorina Rosario Rossi was also a little bit of a philosopher. 

Her philosophy softened by years on the street and in rented 
apartments, cold spaces shared with soldiers and refugees, lovers 
made happy for a few minutes before returning to their own 
existences deprived of emotion. Long years in which she would 
have liked to have seen him appear. Something that, in fact, hadn't 
happened before now, and that, thanks to a child who popped out 
of nowhere, they were now talking about. They discussed it as 
though in a courtroom: you, Signor Palladino, how many more 
years were you thinking of being on the run? And you, Signorina 
Rosario Rossi, why didn't you ever get in your Marbella and drive 
all the way here? 

Odette, on the other side of the door, listened to everything 
with keen interest. It was a life lesson, or one about love, a 
language to learn and use one day or another. The cat's whiskers 
shone under the candles. Its clear eyes now as black as two balls of 
coal, he kept them wide open because one of those saints might at 
any moment come down from his privileged position and rip him 
from the warm hands of his young friend. Odette reassured him, 
she felt he was terrified because he stiffened. She whispered sweet 
promises of ham and squirrels, and told him the epilogue of the 
story, which only she knew. With the patience of someone born 
wise, she waited for those two to exit from there. 

‘It hasn't been easy for me to get by on my own. They left me 
the apartment, but for everything else I've had to manage myself.’ 

‘I can imagine...’ 
Vito had in his mind the last and not exactly romantic scene 

before he moved to Padua in 1976. He was at the seminary, he had 
already begun his course of study, but harbored an intimate desire 
to change it. It was as though he were wishing for the push to 
come from the outside, from Rosario, why not! If she'd asked him 
to, he would have given it all up. It was then that they had started 
to see each other. They met Saturday evenings, every time he was 
able to escape to the center of town. There wasn't any public 
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transportation, and it was a hard trip by bicycle, especially in 
winter. Vito had pedaled for hours on the little dirty roads in the 
valley. Rosario had loved him and listened to his promises, had 
believed him with the ingenuousness of fools. And then, at the 
end, he gave her the news that he was leaving: he had chosen the 
Church. ‘What ballbreakers!’ she had said. ‘All Italians are the 
same,’ and she had laughed before running home. Once she'd 
seen the bicycle disappear behind the corner of the station, she 
had cried. 

But Vito had seen with his own eyes: her body, the mixture of 
colors, pink, white, her fair skin moving over someone who wasn't 
him. It was Rosario's back, he had recognized it, as soon as the 
bedroom door was opened. He had done the right thing in leaving 
her, in choosing a loyal companion. 

‘And yet,’ said Rosario, ‘there's something you never explained 
to me.’ 

They both knew what or whom she was alluding to. ‘The 
banker's son!’ he said. 

What was that, the title of a film? A light erotic comedy? Or the 
feelings kept in his throat for thirty years? A single word, or rather 
three, the, banker's, son. He had repeated it to himself a bunch of 
times. 

‘I was sure of it!’ Rosario laughed, a bitter laugh. Her puffy 
yellow hair moved about lightly, but was stiff like a fake plant. 
‘But that evening, when we saw each other for the last time, you 
remember?’ 

‘Of course I remember. You still had sweat running down your 
face.’ 

‘That evening, dear don dummy Palladino, the landlady's 
granddaughter was in my apartment. She's married to the guy 
you're calling the banker's son and who instead was then only a 
cashier at the bank. I don't know why you believe that it was me. 
You recreated everything in your head. YOU betrayed me!’ 

It's not possible... the priest repeated to himself, that was you, I 
was sure of it, same skin, same hair... all this time... 

‘And then,’ Rosario added, ‘you knew I'd been with thousands 
of other men before you, so what difference would it have made?’ 

‘I didn't care at all what you'd done before. We Italians, you 
should know, distinguish between before and after.’ 
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‘In Argentina it's the same! Do you think we enjoy cuckolding 
each other? If you're with someone, you're with someone.’ 

‘It was that someone that wasn't clear to me when I left you, 
because it seemed to me that the guy, he was the banker's son, and 
the woman on top of him—’ 

‘Enough!’ Rosario interrupted him, ‘I told you it wasn't the son, 
but only the cashier! When you come to Ventimiglia next time, I'll 
introduce him and his wife to you.’ 

‘I'll have to make them turn around in order to recognize 
them.’ 

Odette came in. She was hungry and tired, she had been up 
since seven. The cat preceded her, slipped under Rosario's dress 
and spied on the rest of the conversation. 

‘When will Meli and her boyfriend come?’ asked Odette. 
‘I didn't know they were a couple.’ 
‘She was the one who decided on it. I don't know where he's 

gone, dear. Not even Meli has been able to find him.’ 
‘Rosario!’ Vito said, ‘we should explain to your friend that I 

can't send him to any city in the south. There will be no library for 
children, if we don't find the money. Why did you ask me to stage 
such a farce?’ 

Odette pressed herself against the big thighs of her grandmother 
and listened to her answer. 

‘I did what any other adoptive mother would have done. I 
asked you to show him the photographs and to promise him that 
you'd send him there to keep him out of trouble. But I'm afraid I 
didn't succeed.’ 

 
~ 

 
Ciepiela didn't have his Leica around his neck. He had left it in 

the car, perhaps for the first time in his life. There were two 
possible explanations for this. The first, he forgot it because, at a 
certain age, even the biggest passions have to come to terms with 
your disturbed memory; the second, since it was the object he 
cared most about in the world, he'd left it in a secure place on 
purpose. 
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Morel had gone to her. With his elegant barber's language, the 
young and fascinating Cedril Morel could have had any woman 
in the world. Why did he choose Meli?  

Imagining your woman with someone else: there's no worse 
torture. And there were four fundamental questions that rendered 
my vision terrible: 

 
1. Meli was not my woman. 

2. My is a possessive adjective and feelings have nothing 
to do with grammar. 

3. Even if she had been, the problem of imagination 
remained mine only. 

4. We must stop accusing others of our problems. 

 
There outside, seated at the tables in the bars, people spent 

money to consume their own nastiness, their feet trod on the 
viscous sidewalks at the end of the day, washed with the same 
putrid rags used for the bathrooms. The free people out there, 
thus, were indiscreet carriers of money and urine. 

I watched the Polish photographer pride himself in his work. 
The difference between Ciepiela and Morel was that he used the 
camera that had belonged to his father, while Morel had never 
picked up a pair of barber's scissors. 

I had enough time and silence to reflect on the life of anyone, 
also on my own, a wasted life, at night. They had at least known 
their parents, they had been able to choose. I had been shuttled 
from one foster home to another, with the only person who'd 
deigned to visit me now and then being an ex-prostitute with hair 
stolen from a Christmas tree. 

‘Where did he go?’ I asked. 
‘You know where. Why you continue to ask me that? I can't 

believe that you could be that stupid. I have the impression...’ 
continued the photographer, ‘I have the impression that the others 
are doing whatever the hell they want and you got in here a 
moment later, knocking, with no idea of what's really going on. 
You get here after us and look for Meli. Now you're asking me 
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where your Meli is, as though you didn't know that two 
consenting adults are having a good time at the Hotel Plaza as we 
speak. That Cedril takes a subtle pleasure in squandering stolen 
money. He's capable of spending them all tonight, six million on 
glasses of champagne and scallop brochettes! Do you know what 
a man and a woman do when they're alone in a hotel room?’ 

‘I suppose that which you and your wife haven't done in ages.’ 
I insulted him, but for some reason I was insulting myself. 

Ciepiela said: ‘My wife stole half of my youth and as for the 
other half she's sucking it away little by little... Forget about the 
Marseillaise. Go back to being a custodian. At least you won't 
have to argue with anybody at night. At night life always takes 
your side.’ 

Damn that Ciepiela! 
Mozart had, with the video cameras hanging up there, an 

understanding worthy of two nineteenth-century lovers, with 
them turning to look at him, and him below singing serenades 
with one hand over his heart and the other on the gun still in his 
pocket. 

 
~ 

 
Meli couldn't stand her job anymore. She had been on the 

children side, then she'd become a social worker and she regretted 
it. She wasn't working in that spot to redeem the years when she 
had been imprisoned herself or to fill the lack of culture she was 
ashamed of. 

That Saturday, while Ciepiela, Mozart and I were in the middle 
of our assembly line, she had gone to Padua to take Odette back. 
Wrong recipient, a package sent COD, signature of the responsible 
party or delegate. It still didn't seem real to her that a seventy-
year-old Argentinian woman and an old priest were looking after 
her. Only instruction: ‘Don't say anything to the General. Once 
there, we will decide what to do.’ 

She had read some novels while her aunt took care of her. She 
promised herself to continue doing so because after raising her 
eyes from the written words, she felt more prepared to listen to 
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the words of others, through which she would finally understand 
her own. 

She missed the noisy presence of the children a lot. Odette 
more than the others because she was the littlest. 

The highway was vast and clean, there was no truck traffic that 
day. Meli thought back on the fresh air of the summer nights, on 
the garden and its mysteries. 

 
~ 

 
Morel telephoned her as soon as he left the cellar.  
She said, cold: ‘What is it?’ 
‘I just wanted to say hello. We left each other on bad terms last 

time. I've thought about it a lot.’ 
‘And what have you concluded?’ 
‘I've decided not to conclude any operation,’ he was lying, ‘I'd 

just like to see you again and have a drink together, Meli and me 
on a terrace with a glass of wine, that's all.’ 

‘I'm going somewhere, Cedril. Today I can't.’ Meli paused, and 
she asked, ‘So where are you?’ 

‘In a restaurant, but soon I'm going to have a socca.’ 
‘And when are you coming back to Milan?’ 
‘Tomorrow, Monday at the latest. If it's okay with you, we 

could meet at the bar where you splashed wine in my face. We 
can start over from there.’ 

He was sweet, a little stuffed teddy bear, he would have 
softened her heart even if she'd been the most pitiless of women 
on earth.  

Meli played along with him, she wasn't stupid enough to 
believe in fairy tales, but she was curious to know what kind of 
fairy tale it was, and she said: 

‘We'll meet up in France, Monday at lunch, I'll come unarmed.’ 
Morel laughed more than he would have in a normal situation.  
He went to sit back down, he was in a restaurant in Saint-Jean-

Cap-Ferrat for a romantic weekend with a call girl he knew. That's 
how he spent the first thousand fake euros. The gal, from Milan, 
went by Natalia. He called her up whenever he had the urge to. 
She was tall and fast, and had an athletic body, she seemed made 
of rubber. If it had been up to him, he would have had a 
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membership card. But she never would have granted him that. 
She liked to pretend she was being conquered each time, and she 
forced him to call her many times before she'd say yes. This kind 
of toy was the closest thing to a girlfriend Morel had ever had. 

The work had been very stressful. He needed some relax, and 
he could only relax giving orders, take this, take that, put yourself 
this way, and so on. He went back to sipping his ninety-euro glass 
of champagne and pretending he was seducing a prostitute to feel 
like a man. Meditating on the phone call he had just made, then, 
he whispered: Et voilà, Madame est servie. 

 
~ 

 
In Padua, Meli Montreux didn't react the way a stupid 

unfaithful custodian would have. Unlike me, she was fascinated 
by the churches and the little historical streets that flowed one into 
the other like concentric spirals under the red brick arcades and 
the strong, hypnotizing vaults. Lifting her white neck, Meli let 
herself be filled with history, which fell like rain from those age-
old walls. She went to the piazza where don Vito and Rosario had 
made an appointment to meet. She liked the Argentinian's voice, 
which was serene and enthusiastic, and she had trusted it. 

Old ladies were running around to find the best prices at the 
market. Students ready to take their exams walked looking 
sideways at the columns and passersby, only focused on passing 
with distinction. 

Meli watched them and felt out of place. She wasn't an ignorant 
girl, in spite of her fears, on the contrary, she was better than 
many who didn't ask themselves any questions. Ignorant are those 
who don't want to learn, not those who know nothing. 

She arranged the bag in which she'd stuck several novels. She 
had fallen in love with the sea stories of Joseph Conrad, whose 
abnegation of a literary life and another maritime one she 
admired, as though he'd lived twice. ‘The traveler knows when he 
leaves,’ she repeated to herself, ‘but doesn't know when he 
returns.’ She had discovered Jane Austen; Irène Nemirovsky; 
Karen Blixen; the letters of Virginia Woolf, which this author had 
used to construct her existence as a woman and a writer; she had 
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devoured the poems of Pablo Neruda and loved his tigers; then 
she'd stolen phrases jumping from one text to another, excited by 
the strange sensation of questioning those pages and at the same 
time being questioned. She had the feeling that comes to those 
who immerse themselves in reading: she felt understood. 

Now she would have taken care of those books, having them 
with her, curious to discover new ones. I would have liked to 
meet her under those arcades, to see that stupid city of priests 
once again, in another light, to sit with her in one of those parks, 
no longer empty, and to chat about books. 

She walked enchanting every man whose path she crossed. She 
was wearing her sport  sweatshirt. What shall I do? she wondered, 
why didn't they let me call the Yellow House? They will kill me 
when they find out I'm with Odette. The General will have 
already reported her missing. 

 
~ 

 
Meli arrived at the arranged location. The gates of the church 

were closed, it looked like an ancient asylum. Meli looked around. 
Her sleepy expression, the one I remembered, had disappeared 
behind eyes wide open. She rubbed her hands as though she had 
the lamp and the genie might come out. The street was empty, the 
bars silent, the university buildings and library closed. Only a 
lady dressed in colors ranging from red to violet could be seen, far 
away, limping along the arcades.  

When she got closer, the woman excused herself and 
announced she was tired of wearing high heels for a whole day. 
She wore them to the market and the movies, but now she 
couldn't take it anymore. Her complaining shook up Meli, who 
asked: ‘Rosario Rossi?’ 

‘Who were you expecting?’ 
Meli laughed and hugged her. ‘Where's Odette?’ she asked. 
‘She's with Vito, in the garden. Come, I'll take you there.’ 
Rosario could give sweet looks, but her lips remained closed 

after each word, severe with everything to come. While she spoke, 
she forgot the bitter years inflicted upon the young Rosario, and 
the old Rosario put into practice all the wisdom she had collected 
like mushrooms during long walks in the woods. But in the 
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silences that followed, she felt again the regret about not having 
been able to choose a single path and being forced to wander until 
so late in life. Some people, finally, don't follow any path because 
they are the path. 

Rosario took Meli by the hand, like no one had done to her for 
years. Even for Meli the same rules applied, few contacts with 
adults were permitted, constant hesitation about indulging in a 
hug or staying among random objects collected here and there.  

Meli looked at her with a sincere gratitude that needed no 
explanation. 

‘Come, dear. They're here, in the courtyard.’  
They could already hear Odette's laughter. She was running 

after the turtledoves. 
Odette ran toward her; the courtyard became a lighter, fresher 

place. ‘Meli! Meli!’ she screamed. 
Meli let go of Rosario's hand and took the little girl's smaller 

one. Three generations had exchanged this ancient and simple 
gesture in a few seconds, and now each one was crying in her own 
way: Rosario letting big salty drops come out with a quiet 
conscience; Meli, in disbelief, agitated by the subtle fear of a 
woman who is self-confident and yet full of insecurities; and 
Odette, still at the beginning of the walk. 

‘Maybe it's the right time for her to forget her mother! That 
crazy alcoholic who abandoned her,’ Rosario said loud. Vito held 
her back taking one arm, otherwise she would have made the 
situation worse. What had that girl done to end up in the hands of 
two nut cases? While she hugged Meli, who got down on her 
knees to embrace her, she glimpsed at the priest and the ex-
prostitute before they wrenched themselves away to decide who 
was better able to take care of her, then drew closer and united in 
a kind of embrace. 

But what would have happened if Meli had telephoned the 
Yellow House? Half of those present had a desire to find out. 
Rosario, because she couldn't take the situation any longer, and 
Vito, because he was afraid of some scandal that might hurt the 
Order he worked for. We are always working for something, or 
someone, directors, clients, patients, or even divine office 
managers, as in the case of don Vito Palladino. 
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Meli and Odette stood back up, they seemed to have decided 
not to give a damn, they wouldn't call anybody. From that 
moment on, they were a family. 

They all sat at the bar of the Paduan who teased passersby and 
was alone now; the waitress, or his daughter, had gone out with 
friends. Rosario and Vito, on two high stools, ordered Spritz with 
sparkling wine and toasted to something private. Odette sat on 
Meli's lap and, exhausted, fell asleep. The cat played between the 
delicate, naked ankles of the girl. She was wearing her floral skirt 
again, like the last time we saw one another. Perhaps she had in 
mind to pick things back up from there. 

 
~ 

 
Meli wanted to keep Odette far from the quibbling French 

bureaucrats who would take months and months before giving 
her a real possibility to choose. 

She spoke at length with Odette while caressing the cat's soft 
head. His thick fur, black and shiny, followed the sense of the 
words. He was a cat gifted with a rare ability to understand what 
human beings said, in spite of the clear differences between our 
languages. A useless language, made of sounds, of words said 
and said again, that lost their original meaning, as though this 
were not as important as the real necessity to free oneself of them. 
We human beings, therefore, are only unconscious liberators of 
words. 

‘You want to know what we're going to do now? I'll tell you 
Odette. First of all we're going home, but not to Sospel. We're 
going to my place. I live in Fabron, close to a park where we can 
go study, have a picnic, or take long walks. We'll clear everything 
up with the General, don't worry. I don't work there anymore. It'll 
be much easier to fill all the papers so you can stay with me.’ 

‘You mean, with both of you?’ Odette asked. 
Meli answered, ‘We will see.’ 
Odette took refuge in the melancholy of her big blue eyes. She 

missed her little sister. She wondered whether, when she grew up, 
she would be beautiful like Meli or Rosario, who, in the 
meantime, was laughing at don Vito's dirty jokes, ‘Why don't you 
show me that cameo? What's it for? You didn't know that I had a 
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burning passion for antique jewelry?’ and other questions of this 
kind. 

The priest had already unbuttoned the white collar of his habit. 
He was adjusting the tuft of hair stuck to his forehead. If it had 
been up to him, he would have gotten undressed straight away to 
pick things up where they'd left off last time. 

 
~ 

 
Over the years, my wife had succeeded in become very sure of 

herself, while I absorbed her insecurity like humidity. 
Furthermore, she was a little taller than me, only a few 
centimeters, but I had never been able to accept it. 

Speaking of which, here is the second part of our last telephone 
call: 

‘In what way might I have made you insecure?’ she asked me. 
‘Asking me for years every evening what we wanted to eat: 

let's order a pizza before you go to work, or should we prepare a 
salad with artichokes, and so forth, bored, as though you had to 
make the most complicated decision of your life. And I listened to 
you getting bored at the same time, until the moment when, at the 
age of forty, I realized I no longer knew what I liked, pizza or 
mixed salad with artichokes!’ 

‘It's obvious you've met someone else,’ she said. 
‘That's the only reason I left? It's not possible that I felt like it? 

You women are so convinced you're the only stimulus for us?’ (I 
believed that too). 

‘And who is she?’ 
‘Forget it. You're not listening to me.’ 
‘The girl, the social worker! But you can be sure it won't last. 

She's too young for you.’ 
It was unbelievable. She did nothing but insult me. 
‘Your mission was clear from the beginning,’ I said, ‘you've 

never tried to build a happy existence for yourself. The only thing 
you did was to delegate your happiness to me. I've become your 
appendicitis.’ 

I had convinced myself that the fault lay with my wife only. I 
hadn't thought that if I'd reached that age without a stable job and 
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without any family or bank account, I couldn't get mad at anyone 
about it, not even her. With the exception of that phone call, we 
didn't really discuss our divorce. After having saved Meli, maybe, 
I should have called my wife back. I couldn't believe she had 
really thrown out my books. 

When you find yourself counting several million euros and you 
have this strong smell of ashes on your fingers, you get strange 
fantasies and also strange regrets. 

 
~ 

 
‘I didn't tell you where we found the cat!’ Odette said. 
Don Vito didn't listen to her, he was perplexed. In his brain, a 

brain like that of all men, there was now only a word that 
repeated itself mechanically, a disturbed radio signal. And 
Rosario, in spite of her years of inactivity in that regard, had kept, 
with some degree of caution, an intuition for men who repeated 
that word, so roundish that it could fill the head of two people at 
the same time. 

The little girl watched them, bored. The cat yawned. By nature 
he loved the calm of hot spots, like Odette's little, soft arms, he 
was a cat deprived of his testicles, turned into a slave for the 
sadistic pleasure of Men, a stuffy toy in the end, and perhaps for 
that reason there was nothing left for him but to enjoy the long 
quiet afternoons sleeping as cats sleep. 

‘We found him at night,’ Odette continued, ‘in the back of the 
garden. He arrived in a flash of lightning. I remember it, lightning, 
cat, that's how he was born. It was me who heard him crying. He 
was so little, a little black cat, all soaked! When I carried him 
home, the one on duty screamed: it's forbidden to bring animals 
inside here. I started to cry, but secretly. So starting that night, he 
was allowed to come under the arches to get out of the rain. We 
made toys for him. He chased all the other cats away. There were 
so many before he got here. They're all gone now.’ 

Odette spoke about that place as though it were still her home. 
A moment later she described it as a place from her past. 

Vito asked: ‘Are you hungry, Odette? Take the piadina with the 
spicy pancetta and gorgonzola cheese. They do it very well here!’ 
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Rosario gave him a slap and asked: ‘What do you eat with your 
friends?’ 

‘Piadina with gorgonzola!’ Odette said, and started laughing.  
Vito picked her up and scored a point. 
They walked together toward the church. Rosario told the little 

one more about herself and her past, not allowing don Vito to 
meddle too much. 

‘I went around the world up and down with my Company,’ 
she said to her, ‘we even went to Africa to make a film. I was a 
delicious morsel. I had long blond hair, I always wore it loose, like 
this, over my chest, see? One evening, while we were going back 
to Togo Ville, if it hadn't been for my hair, we would have all been 
shot!’ 

‘Really!?’ asked Odette. 
‘We didn't know that there had been a rebellion inside 

government headquarters. There were dead people everywhere. 
And a Jeep coming from the forest and going toward the center 
made the soldiers suspicious. Black soldiers, tall as cupboards. 
They had rifles this big in their hands. They were about to shoot at 
us, they would have killed us and left us down there in the 
woods! But someone yelled, let them pass, les américains, les 

américains, because they saw my hair and thought I was American. 
I was sitting in front, you understand, Odette. The technicians 
always let me sit in front because I was the only woman.’ 

Odette caressed her hair while Rosario went on. It seemed as 
though, at the end of the street, there were African soldiers who 
were waiting for them with machine guns pointing in the air. 
Rosario had the same courageous look as the bold girl she had 
once been long ago. 

‘Another time,’ she continued, ‘we were on the yacht of the 
Motta, those of the panettoni. They were always taking us around 
on the yacht after the fashion shows. We were going to Sardinia, 
but there were high seas, so much so that the coast guard had 
forbidden us to leave. The waves were so high and the boat 
couldn't get ahead. They came to fish us out after two hours and 
the proprietors ended up with a big fine. Get under cover, they 
screamed, but I didn't want to hear anything about it, I continued 
to bail out with a pail, completely soaked.’ 
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Odette felt the violent waves of the Mediterranean beat against 
her cheeks, as she listened and imagined. It was better than a 
geography lesson. That woman knew about life, and how! 

‘You, little girl,’ Rosario said to her, ‘when you grow up, you'll 
have to learn how to be cunning. They always told me to stay at 
home, in Los Olivos. When I was young, people thought that if I 
left I'd become a... but then those who stayed got themselves 
pregnant!’ 

‘Stop telling the little one about those things!’ Vito said. 
‘Shut up, you!’ was the answer. ‘You have to pay attention, 

Odette,’ Rosario continued, ‘do you understand what I mean? You 
have to learn English and get your passport as soon as you turn 
eighteen. That way you can sneak out and go wherever you want, 
the way I did. Don't listen to folks like him who'll tell you that 
you'll become one of those...  if you leave! It's only because no one 
taught them what you need to do in order not to get pregnant.’ 

Odette listened, absorbed. 
Rosario stroked her in a gesture of approval. One week with 

her and she'd become a woman! Rosario had the voice of those old 
ladies encountered at the Yellow House during those boring 
volunteer programs. She and her friends were divided among the 
adults the same way you make soccer teams in the backyard. 
Odette was a clever observer of minimal gestures: that hand going 
up and down on the head was one of those gestures. It meant that 
this time they hadn't assigned her any old tutor. We'll never 
know, in reality, how Rosario appeared in the eyes of a six-year-
old girl because what someone like Odette can see is always purer 
than what the rest of us can see. 

‘They never told me such things at school,’ said Odette. 
‘And what did they teach you?’ 
‘In my class,’ the girl explained, ‘we do nothing except slog 

through books.’ She pointed to her bag, but there wasn't a single 
book in it. ‘And then,’ she continued, ‘nobody wants to tell us for 
example where babies come from.’ 

‘Ohohoh. Delicate matter!’ Vito said. 
Rosario made him shut up with another slap, then said that 

she'd explain it to her. The important thing was that she was 
asking questions and sooner or later she would find someone 
willing to give her the answers. 
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‘Sure,’ she said, ‘a little sentimental education would do all of 
you good!’ 

At least Rosario, Odette thought, unlike that fool at Don Bosco, 
laughed every time she opened her mouth to speak, and hadn't 
yet told her that she would have to suffer in order to be happy. 
Rosario Rossi was a sane transmitter of pure joy. Speaking with 
her was like opening a white notebook and filling it with 
beautiful, colored words. Odette had never learned as much as 
she did that day. And the most interesting thing was that the 
notebook she was imagining didn't have either lines or squares, 
but was an infinite white to be filled with a subject as important as 
life. 

The cat, an expert in invisible languages, let them carry on. 
 

~ 
 
There wasn't a sister or any one of Vito's brothers to be found 

in the chapel. Vito was as excited as a little boy. He walked at the 
head of the group and, not turning around, provoked great 
curiosity. They were four curious adventurers surrounded by the 
mystery of Santa Caterina, who, before becoming a saint, must 
have once been a woman, a fascinating, mysterious woman, a 
great beauty of a woman, in short. Rosario was jealous of her. She 
watched him proceed, swaying like a boy, the same boy she had 
left in the Seventies, because of a stupid misunderstanding. She 
would have liked to speak to him, but the presence of the child 
held her back. 

Vito stopped and gave a strange smile, which only Rosario 
knew. They were standing before the statue of the Virgin, which 
seemed to look at them the way statues do, with the 
presumptuous indiscretion of someone who knows all about your 
past and future. Probably, long before that odd little group 
gathered at her feet, the Virgin had already known how things 
would go. Another woman... All right, enough now! 

Vito said, turning around: ‘Here we are! I couldn't resist 
anymore.’ He crouched down and slipped under the statue's 
cloak. 
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‘You're nothing but a real bastard!’ Rosario screamed. Odette 
was dying of laughter, ‘What are you doing down there? What are 
you teaching this child? And don't you laugh! Men are all like 
that. You'll see when the time comes. They talk to you about love, 
they make you wait for thirty years and then they duck under the 
skirt of the first one they run into!’ 

Vito laughed, a laugh similar to the one triggered by a tickle 
you feel coming out of the shadows like echoes in an empty 
refrigerator. How would he have justified his behavior if one of 
his superiors had appeared? Rosario held that world in contempt 
because it had torn from her the man she loved. Odette looked 
around. Not a single sign came from beneath the skirt for a few 
seconds. 

At a certain point, a cry of satisfaction, an orgasm, thought 
Rosario, disgusted. Vito came out, crawling, adjusted the lock of 
hair pasted to his forehead and lifted a small object showing it 
with pride. ‘I found it! I thought they had lost it during the 
parade, instead it was still here!’ 

‘You're a real crazy priest,’ said Rosario. However, she was 
happy he hadn't betrayed her with the Virgin. ‘What is it?’ she 
then asked. In the end, Rosario, too, got excited at the sight of 
shiny objects. 

‘You are as fast and curious as a magpie,’ Vito said to her while 
he analyzed the little black container that reflected the dim lights 
of the church. 

Vito told Rosario the missing part of the story, then they joined 
Odette in the garden and forgot about the disgusting world of 
adults. After having talked about that object and everything that it 
represented, they decided to do something that would have 
repercussions not only for their lives but also for those of Morel, of 
Meli, and mine. 

They played for the rest of the time and chased the cat around 
the fountain by the portico. Odette amused herself watching them 
run, both of them clumsy, the first because he couldn't see his feet 
over his belly, the second because of her high heels, and she 
laughed with the unconscious cheerfulness of her age. Vito too 
had found the courage to laugh again and was about to take the 
only important decision since they had met. A too-big step made 
him stumble. He fell in the water and didn't stop laughing then, 
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either. Rosario and Odette, facing the smooth marble, made fun of 
him. 

A little later, while she was helping him dry off, Rosario 
noticed something Odette and the cat hadn't been aware of. For 
the first time, after having spent so many years hiding, Vito was 
letting out a thick, dark head of hair that reminded her of 
something ancient, forgotten under layers of other memories. She 
smiled at him. He smiled at her. The brilliantine had dissolved 
and been carried away by the water. 

Vito stared once again at the roofs of the houses and smiled at 
them, too. 
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Meli retrieved the object inside the box and left. Sure that he 

was doing the right thing, Don Vito had entrusted it to her. 
What does it mean to do the right thing? How can we be sure? 

Don Vito, for example, had had many years to prepare himself for 
this meeting, he hadn't imagined how it would happen, perhaps 
he hadn't imagined it at all, but how many times had he asked 
himself: Will I do what is right for me, for the Church, for 
Rosario? Engaging in any action without being sure it was the 
right one had taught him to be a modest person. The arrogance of 
security, or absolute insecurity would not even have turned him 
into a person, but only into a heap of meat. 

Meli wrapped the precious object, so precious, in a piece of the 
old newspapers from Bangladesh. Did she also have a clear vision 
of what had happened? She wondered how I had ended up 
behind them, but this too had a simple explanation that could be 
summarized in a single word, ancient and full of meaning, the 
word that she was, as I was, afraid to pronounce. Perhaps that 
was why Odette was there, to teach us how to love, to say I love 
you. How difficult could it be for us, who had grown up without 
parents and had never heard it? 

She left in Rosario's Marbella, strawberry deodorant, pink latex 
seat covers. When she left them there, all four of them, the priest, 
the ex-prostitute, the little fugitive and the cat, she looked at them 
for a moment. She had given them instructions, but they'd do 
what they wanted to do. 
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Meli was now almost to the border, outside Sanremo, where 
the heavy purple bougainvillea lined the streets. Her eyes showed 
that congenital sleepiness that she carried with her. 

Finally, my self-phone turned out to be free. 
 

~ 
 
I was swimming toward the shore with my clothes on. I got 

there just in time to hear the first ring before the phone died for 
good, submersed in the water. And, regarding the water, this is 
how I ended up there. 

I was alone with the photographer and Mozart, two very 
talkative people. I spoke for a little while with Ciepiela, but the 
thought of Meli and Morel together continued to torture me. I felt 
the way those innocent guys must feel when they've been thrown 
in jail for years while their wives are marrying someone else. And 
yet only two days had passed. They couldn't have lived a love 
story in two days, or started a family, or gone on vacation 
together, or done any of the things I'd like to have done with her. I 
consoled myself with the thought that none of us knew where 
Meli Montreux had gone to hide out. To the Chiesa di Santa 
Caterina? To her librarian aunt's apartment? Perhaps they were in 
bed together, she and the pageboy... 

I glanced around, the dark no longer had many secrets, I could 
pick out the outlines of the old crates used to keep weapons and 
gunpowder. In the past, these tunnels were used as shelters 
during military sieges. The history of Nice was full of deaths and 
escapes. I felt like the last one in a school book: 

And with him ended the century of deaths in the tunnels under 
the old city, dear children. This is the last skeleton discovered 
down here. The name of the owner isn't attached, it wasn't 
important, it seems he was taken down while he was trying to 
escape along the conduits. 

While I was studying the lesson, something strange happened: 
Mozart winked at me. I pretended not to see, but he insisted, he 
was pointing to something. It seemed like he had a tic. He... 
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I forced myself because that part of the room was dark; there 
was only a door. After having pointed it out to me, he turned to 
Ciepiela and ordered: 

‘Let's set those ones, before the emirs arrive.’ 
‘Why,’ Ciepiela asked, ‘are they coming in person? Aren't they 

sending one of their slaves?’ 
‘It could be, but then it would however be a slave distinguished 

with their power and charged with making a decision about your 
work.’ 

‘Our work,’ the photographer specified, indicating him with his 
chin and me with the nape of his neck. ‘If something goes wrong, 
you'll be as responsible as we are. If here there are five-million-
nine-hundred-and-ninety-nine-thousand-and-nine-hundred-and-ninety-
nine euros, don't point your gun at me!’ Ciepiela counted on the 
fingers like a child in front of the blackboard. 

They turned their backs to my part of the room, bent over the 
last crate. I watched their still backs for another moment, the same 
procedure, ‘one hundred, two hundred, three hundred,’ and so 
forth. That Mozart had winked at me to give me an opportunity, 
and I took it. 

I slipped through the little, half-open, wooden door. Darkness 
enveloped me. You couldn't even see those shadows that usually 
correspond to real objects and give you at least the chance to 
imagine you can see. I moved forward with my hands extended. 
The voices of those two became faint. 

After a little while, I got used to the sensation of emptiness and 
I immersed myself in my ferocious imagination to the point of 
believing I was made only of jealousy, of being myself jealousy, 
gnawing like fire the last remains of dried, wild shrubs on a 
bramble-covered mountain. 

I glimpsed a dim light at the end of the tunnel. I felt the salty 
smell of the sea, but that wasn't enough of a clue to understand 
where I was, because everywhere in the city you could smell the 
same odor, carried in by the sirocco. 

The salty air made me sneeze, one, two, eight times. There 
seemed to be a megaphone, the sounds were multiplying. It was 
impossible that they wouldn't have heard me. 

At the end of the tunnel, I found a rusty grate. It was so tightly 
woven that what I saw through it didn't seem real to me. I gave a 
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few kicks to the grate, each one left a dent, and it took the shape of 
a funnel, which I then folded back like a can of tuna. 

I was on the last beach of the Promenade, the one where 
festivals and concerts were held at night, but it was cold and 
deserted now. The white stones stacked along one side, covered 
by the remains of the establishments. The light had the blue aspect 
of urban landscapes. I crawled out of that fetid hole and jumped. I 
tried to hold my car keys and the phone above the water, but 
without one hand I couldn’t get far. So I gave in to the survival 
instinct and swam to the shore. Sàlgari's stories came to mind, 
mysterious jungles and dangerous oceans, all in my head.  Maybe 
I also broke my ankle, but I didn’t care. 

 
~ 

 
Meli Montreux didn't have many reasons to hate Nice, and yet 

she said to herself: I have ended up here again. 
Ever since they'd torn her away from her family, Meli had 

cultivated the private desire to return to Marseille, to no other 
place than that corner of Europe where she had grown up. She 
smelled the sugary odor of onions coming through the arches of 
Rue des Ponchettes and she recalled the day her mother died. 
From their neighbors’ window came the same smell. 

Sometimes she wondered which the worse memory was: her 
departure or the disappearance of her mother.  Her mother's 
greatest aspiration was to have a child, buy a house, little dreams. 
Her father, before meeting her, had been part of a circus company. 
They did shows at the Prado not far from the new stadium, where 
the city once ended. He was the bicycle man. He was able to mount 
and dismount it in a few minutes and above all without stopping 
to pedal on one wheel, he went around for the pleasure of the 
public. When Meli was born, his father had left the company and 
had found himself a stable job on Rue Saint-Ferréol, the 
pedestrian street with the big clothing stores and fast food joints. 
After a few years, they'd increased his salary, then they increased 
it again, and the bigger his pay, the smaller he became. This is the 
word she would have used if she'd had to describe her father: 
smallness. Meli held her mother responsible for that man's 
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smallness. Had she been the one to deprive him of his dreams? 
Had she made him leave the circus for a normal job? Meli had 
never asked herself why realizing the dreams of others was so 
important to her. Going back over her family history, she knew 
why. I won't allow my husband to leave the work he likes, she 
repeated to herself, and to lock himself up in an office where he'll 
spend the rest of his days. There is nothing sadder that the idea of 
moving toward eternity in bad company. 

She remembered that, since the time she was a little girl, her 
father still spoke to her about his long tours with enthusiasm, 
about the times he rode fast on his bike. Her father's first life was 
still very close; it hadn't yet transformed itself into that mixture of 
darkness and unreality that governs our past. As a child Meli had 
grown up admiring her father, who had not held it against them 
that he'd been forced to become an unhappy functionary for the 
well-being of his family. Then one day, the perfect family had 
crumbled like in a bad dream. 

Now she thought back on those years. And remembering her 
adolescence, also meant remembering the death of her mother. 

Meli had been close to her. It happened a few days after she left 
Marseille, in fact she was still convinced that the words her tutors 
on the Corniche des Oliviers used, that series of almost financial 
explanations that had been served up to her, had actually covered 
other truths, the first one being that death and what came out of it. 
Her mother was ill, she had an intestinal cancer, already at an 
advanced stage when they discovered it and, at the apex of an 
entire existence spent desiring nothing for herself, on this 
occasion, too, she decided not to have surgery or go through any 
therapy. The day she died, loosing parts of her colon from the 
rectum, she couldn’t say much to her daughter. Meli would have 
liked to have learned from her loss, she would have liked her to 
reveal the secret of a life without desire, but all that she 
remembered now of those last days were the breaths, the 
breathless breaths, and the gas the poor woman could no longer 
hold in. When her mother became aware of it, she cried covering 
her face. 

Her mother dead. Perhaps, if she'd supported her husband, if 
she hadn't allowed him to become unhappy, Meli wondered, we 
would still be living on Cours Julien. There were so many 
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questions that a young woman, survivor of family unhappiness, 
felt like asking, and without which she wouldn't have become the 
better woman she dreamt of being. 

 
~ 

 
Meli left Rosario Rossi's car, and the trail of strawberries that it 

had dragged along, on the Promenade. Everyone was double-
parked to attend a sport event that was moving toward its 
conclusion. The athletes and their families came out exhausted 
and created an enormous human wave full of colors. 

She had made an appointment with Morel to meet in a bar not 
far from where I was playing at Robinson Crusoe. That girl's 
instinct was part of her femininity: how she happened to choose 
that particular place, I didn't have time to learn. 

They met on the second floor, a table on the terrace, a glass of 
wine, the cold bottle in the ice bucket next to the table, the ferries 
for Corsica, yellow dots on the horizon. Bravo Morel, the beautiful 
Meli Montreux is in your hands again! No scene this time, a little 
kiss between friends, a hand shake. Aware that, in the meantime, 
thousands of promises of happiness were coming out of Ciepiela's 
printer. And thanks to her help and to the object she was most 
likely keeping in her bag, Morel had cheated everyone.  

Meli knew he was hanging on her every word. She smiled at 
him, sat down and looked for a moment at the sea to her right, 
that blue light in which I was immersed a couple of dozen yards 
away, that same light that was barely reaching the second floor of 
the panoramic bar. 

‘You've been to Italy?’ he asked her. 
‘And you, too, it seems.’ (Meli was playing the femme fatale and 

Morel let her do it) ‘You going to give me a better explanation of 
what you were all up to down there?’ 

‘The bills we just fabricated are fakes of the fake! The real 
counterfeiting will take place only now. We'll pass the fake bills to 
the emirs then make off with those that you'll help me print! There 
won't be six million, but a nice amount, you'll see, and don't look 
at me that way! You weren't really expecting I'd give up! It's a 
perfect plan, Meli. We had only a few problems, first of all 
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because they sent us a kind of inspector who forced us to choose 
and count all the bills, and then, but you know this already, your 
friend arrived.’ 

Her blood froze. She felt it slow down in her legs. At that 
moment, before a glass of Domaine Sainte Marguerite that was as 
squalid as it was refined, Meli understood that I was in danger. 

‘Which friend?’ she asked. 
‘The custodian, that imbecile who stole the box and took it to 

Padua, to the Chiesa di Santa Caterina, where you, dear Meli, went 
to get it back.’ 

‘That's all correct, except the story about the friend. I saw him 
maybe a couple of times in my life.’ 

‘It doesn't matter. By now they will have—’ Morel cleared his 
throat and looked around him, the place was full and noisy ‘—
they will have made room for the next client, a sweep of the 
broom and all hair gone from the floor!’ 

Meli drank, drank again, leaving a swallow of wine in order 
not to seem desperate. But who is more desperate, the one who 
leaves a single swallow, and thus demonstrates a desire to control 
her own desperation, or the one who drinks everything down in 
one gulp and doesn't care about judgment of others? 

Anyway, Morel's conclusions, put in a list, would look like this: 
 

1. If Meli gets desperate, it means she is involved with 
him. 

2. It can also mean that she needs the custodian, as much 
as we do, and that they have another plan much less 
predictable than ours. 

3. No, it can't be possible because the custodian is a 
Perfect Idiot. 

 
He looked at her while she pretended to talk about the sea. He 

studied her. Not only did he enjoy following the precise line of her 
face, the elegant expression of a woman escaped from a Picasso 
painting left without a profile. Her fingers, finally, so fine as to be 
lost while he sought to count them and distinguish them against 
the dark. 
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While they were talking about me, black clouds had covered 
the sky. 

A phone call interrupted their romantic meeting. Morel didn't 
lose his elegance, not even when Ciepiela, on the other end, 
screamed like a parrot: ‘The custodian is gone! Our friends in 
gowns have arrived, they're carrying away the crates. What 
should we do now?’ 

‘We're coming.’ 
Meli didn't ask. She got up and headed toward the bathroom 

before going outside with him. A fifty euro bill served to pay for 
the bottle left half-empty. 

 
~ 

 
Drenched wet, limping on the seawalk, I went unnoticed amid 

so many crazies of that kind. Young people raced around before 
the stores closed; others were gathered on the sidewalks in order 
to fill up the emptiness that invaded them with music at a high 
volume. A struggle against oblivion, an oblivion of Being. An 
interior poverty, inversely proportional to economic enrichment. 
People continued to ignore words and their significance. 
Fortunately, there were the nut cases, those who drag themselves 
along the margins of a society that looks bright and shiny in front 
of the casinos and in the shopping centers; those individuals 
without colors, lost in the nameless alleys, escapees from a 
tremendous collective malady: a sort of Social Madness. 

Then there were the pageboys, like Cedril Morel, accompanied 
by confused girls never really conscious of what they wanted. 
Girls attracted to money, perhaps, but then what? After having 
collected thousands of euros a week in exchange for quickies with 
millionaires like him, full of resources in many arenas except the 
interesting ones, what remained in their hands? Meli did not 
belong to the category of easily distracted women. She was there 
because she was looking for something else; and she would soon 
understand what. 

While I made my way limping, I caught them. They were at the 
traffic light, right in front of me. I hid myself behind a palm tree. I 
saw her again for the first time since that evening in the port. She 
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looked restless, her face tense. She and that moron were arm in 
arm as she waited for him to decide which way to go. They 
slipped through the arches of the old city, once more toward Rue 
Saint François, right where I had escaped from. I didn't mind and 
followed them. 

 
~ 

 
While he returned with Meli to the cellars under the socca shop, 

Morel didn't know what was happening down there. 
Mozart had waited for me to slip into the tunnel, then he'd 

finally pulled out his gun and arrested the Polish photographer. 
‘Center for Counterfeit Detection!’ he screamed. ‘Hands on the 
tables!’ 

Ciepiela remained calm, ‘My hands are right here. Where do 
you think they might go?’ he said. Perhaps he was expecting this. 
His stone face didn't allow anyone to intuit his thoughts: he held 
his thin mouth and little nose still, he owed the police and the 
Central Bank Committee a lot of explanations. 

While waiting for the police, Mozart had forced the 
photographer to call Morel and ask him to join them. It was the 
ideal finish to this story: all of them locked up for fifteen years. 
Meli once again in my arms, and then a happy life with Odette 
and her big black cat, in a little house with a garden, a normal job 
(during the daytime). But things didn't exactly turn out that way. 

 
~ 

 
Aware that I was getting myself into yet another mess, I got 

behind them. They couldn't see me, although I stank of seaweed 
and sewage. I melted into the crowd that at this hour was 
beginning to throng in the alleys. Glass doors tinkling, wooden 
chairs slammed on the sidewalks, and stiff brooms scratching 
stone floors without cleaning them. Stone is a natural element; 
cleanliness, an intervention of Man. 

They arrived at the socca shop. Meli pulled out of her bag a 
little plastic container, one of those for photographic film. Morel 
laughed hard and said yes several times with his head. He opened 
it. The cap popped open with the sound of caps. Even this 
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insignificant object, silent until then, had its own language. He 
took out a little piece of paper folded the way Odette liked to do. 
On that piece of paper must have been the name of the most 
important person for that operation, the holder of the Swiss 
account the money was to be transferred to before it was given to 
someone else, and then to someone else, and finally to the then 
President of the Cabinet of Italian Ministers, whose name we will 
never know, since I don't remember the exact period in which all 
this happened, and since there have been so many Governments 
in Italy that I've lost track of them all! 

‘We will print perfect bills, you and me!’ Morel said while 
unfolding the scrap of paper. 

But there was something the well-dressed pageboy didn't like. 
He gave her a slap. 

There was no name on that paper. Only a drawing done with 
colored pencils by a six-year-old girl. A yellow house, a girl with a 
floral skirt and a fat guy (who had to be me). Maybe that was 
Odette's idea of a family. 

I drew still closer, leaning against a wall and I looked at what 
was happening. 

Meli sunk the heel in his lower parts and screamed something I 
won't report in order not to sully the young lady's modesty. 
Finally, she looked around to grasp if she could call for help, but 
there wasn't anybody. 

‘If you don't help me choose the bills, you can go back to your 
shit boulangerie,’ said Morel, ‘or if you prefer, I'll give you as a 
present to the emirs with a nice red bow on your head!’ 

His clean, good-boy face had become livid and carved like 
olive wood. He could have been more vulgar, have used other 
parts of her body for the metaphor of the bow. Maybe Morel, too, 
was in love, and this was his sick way of showing it. 

‘Go on in!’ he repeated. Now he seemed to be speaking with 
his teeth. He took her by one arm. She rebelled, screamed.  

I hesitated, and while I was deciding, I understood that my 
situation could be summed up in a symmetrical X-diagram: 
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Meli ÷ Happiness = Morel ÷ Me 

which is equivalent to 

Meli x Me ÷ Morel = Happiness 

 
I should have been a mathematician. By the way, once again 

everything went very fast. My memory of what happened isn't 
that clear. While I limped toward him, Morel pushed Meli hurling 
her into the shutters. He took a gun out of the pocket, as little as a 
squirt toy. I heard a deafening sound and a strange force stopped 
my running, as though I'd ended up against a transparent wall. 

All the pigeons flew away without looking and collided with 
one another like colored confetti. With one eye half-open, I saw 
Morel slip into the shop. What an imbecile! I thought. 

In that moment, I saw again everything that had happened, the 
train, Odette, the swan, Naples, Meli... and everything we hadn't 
said to each other, our language, the invisible language of cats. 

Meli rushed toward me after a few seconds, but I had the 
strange feeling that many hours had passed. I succeeded in 
looking deep into Meli Montreux's eyes, finding again those colors 
which, because of her illness, had been lost in infinite shades of 
yellow. She smiled at me in her way, with lips closed, and said 
something to me that wasn't translatable into words. It was the 
first time we looked at each other so close up. The flavor of what 
was happening to me made her seem more beautiful. Those eyes 
were full of tears that were waiting to come out at any moment. 

‘I have a hole in my right shoe,’ I whispered, ‘it does not...’ 
‘... not matter.’ It was she who finished the sentence. 
Meli knew that I was in that not. I was not. I did not. I not. 
I had feared that it would be difficult to tell her what I wanted. 

Only the protagonists of romantic movies can do that. Right 
before they die they find the strength to reveal their feelings and 
can be remembered forever. Thus, I had taken precautions and 
written everything down on a piece of paper, the one that had her 
telephone number and the lists jotted down during my escape, 
jealously guarded in a sock. Meli put aside Odette's drawing and 
took the piece of paper from my hands. I noticed that she wasn't 
that sure it was for her because I had forgotten to write down the 
addressee, but I reassured her, and I said yes with my head. 
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From inside the shop could be heard shots and screams in 
various dialects that the intimacy of the alley amplified like in an 
empty stadium. The last hairdo for the barber's son! I had to smile, 
but I don't believe that anyone could have guessed at my feelings 
from the expression on my face.  

Meli gave me a few desperate kisses that I barely felt. 
It began to rain. The city smelled of sewage and wild dogs, and 

released all its real stink, which surrounded us in a few minutes. 
Meli lifted her face toward the narrow roofs shaded by the storm 
and breathed in water and air, but it wasn't enough to stop the 
weeping held back for years and years. The tears and the rain 
woke up the sleep she'd dragged along with her since losing her 
family.  

From that moment on, Meli Montreux would try to create a 
new family. The only procedure: love. 

Love... What a complicated word! How many times had I 
repeated it to myself as I waited for the day I could say it to her. 

Everything ended with that deafening sound that I heard 
inside me, a burning object entering from the outside. It was the 
first time I felt and saw a shot in the same moment: a sensation of 
fear and intimate mystery. I wondered if I might have put that, 
too, in a list. 

You could hear from the alleys the joyful screams of a child 
who was playing at singing. I remembered my childhood looking 
for used books on the Neapolitan merchants' stalls. In a puddle 
next to me was a piece of mirror in which I succeeded in seeing a 
piece of the sky. 

 
~ 

 
Rue de Foresta. 
 
A few days after my death, Meli Montreux went to my house.  
Her face was still drawn from crying and had an exhausted air 

of desperation. On the piece of paper that I had given her were my 
address and the instructions on how to find my books. She arrived 
at Rue de Foresta, the corner where we had parted that night 
going home from Sospel. She turned this way and that, as though 
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she might begin again from that evening. Then she walked up to 
number 9, where my wife was waiting for her. 

Meli climbed the stairs without ringing. The big, old front door 
was open, the inside of the building was dark. She couldn't find 
the light switch. Meli had no idea about how she would manage 
to transport so many books. Probably a few at a time, in her car. 
The idea of seeing them felt like the joy at seeing again a cherished 
person long gone. When she was on the third floor and read my 
name on the door, she had the first of a series of doubts regarding 
this meeting: Why hadn't my ex changed it? What was the point of 
leaving a dead person's last name on the doorbell? She hesitated 
before ringing, she took a deep breath and waited. 

My wife had been shut up in the house for a week. Not going 
out had allowed her to sink so deep into a world of illusions that 
she believed anything, beginning with my sudden departure, our 
phone calls full of rage, and the news of what had happened in 
the socca shop. The idea of meeting with the young social worker 
from Marseille hadn't moved or irritated her. She received her as 
she would have the mailman or an employee from a moving 
company: the parcels are all here, call me when you're done, or 
something like that. 

The thin blue door opened without a sound. Meli had her eyes 
closed, she was in the middle of a sneeze triggered by the dust 
covering the walls and the old terracotta tiles. She saw my wife for 
the first time, and yet she had the feeling of already knowing her. 
She was wearing a shirt that had belonged to me; Meli must have 
seen it on me when we worked together. My wife in turn looked 
at Meli with the contempt of wounded people, she said nothing. 
Both knew why Meli was there. She let her pass, stepping aside 
and opening a passage between the external world and the one 
inside our little apartment. All her expensive shoes and clothes 
were piled up on the bed. Meli didn't have the nerve to ask her, 
after all, she didn't have the right to, she only had the task of 
executing my last will and recuperating my books. And yet, she 
was surprised when the other one said: 

‘Sit down, Meli. We need to talk.’ 
She said that with the sense of duty invested in those who 

remain on Earth. 
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‘Do you want a coffee or a little water? I don't have anything 
else, I haven't been out shopping since he left.’ 

Meli approached the table and said the only thing that she 
could say: ‘I'm sorry.’ 

‘Forget about it,’ my wife answered, ‘it's not your fault. Sooner 
or later it had to happen. For fifteen years he was waiting for 
something like that. It was like he was living in the expectation of 
reaching the end of one of those books,’ she turned around and 
pointed to the big boxes ready to be carried away, ‘and his life 
was nothing but a heap of pages that he turned losing interest in 
everything else.’ 

While she said everything else, Meli thought she herself was 
included. ‘I didn't know him well as you did,’ she said. ‘I'll have 
to be content with my imagination.’ 

Meli looked at the boxes, convinced that reading my books 
would enable her to know me. 

My wife was taller than Meli. She had thick, curly hair, recently 
dyed a black different from the last time I had seen her. I had told 
her not to wait for me because after work I would stop for 
breakfast at the Parisians', and she hadn't answered. 

‘All the books are there. I haven't counted them, maybe three 
thousand. They filled three bookcases like that one.’ 

Meli drew another breath. Her throat felt a little dry. She was 
pale, she was offered a glass of water. My wife continued: 

‘There are authors from every part of the world, stories without 
time, because books are like that: they don't belong to any time. 
Time is an idea of Man, who has this obsession with collecting 
everything, the way he did, in long and useless lists.’ 

Meli listened to her with the voracity of the swallow. She 
hadn't at all imagined that this woman might speak so well of 
books, she had recreated in her mind an austere and insensitive 
figure, interested only in shopping, as I had told her. But I was 
angry with my wife and perhaps had exaggerated a little. The two 
of them knew how things had gone, there was no need for 
explanations. An entire part of their conversation was not 
transformed into words, and yet would survive in their memories 
for a long time. 
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‘The thing is,’ Meli explained, ‘that I don't know why he chose 
me.’ 

‘That, I know,’ my wife said. She made herself comfortable, 
looked sideways for a moment at her rival's perfect body. Did my 
wife hate that girl? It may be. ‘He chose you,’ she continued, 
‘because he wanted you to use them to open the library for 
children in Naples, and he was rather sure that you were the 
person for the job. Even the priest was sure of it.’ 

‘And how do you know that?’ Meli asked. 
‘I spoke with the priest. It was his idea. It was he who 

suggested to him that he use all the books that way.’ 
Meli stared at the thick leaves of the trees casting a shadow on 

that side of the building. No one was passing by in the street. 
Only the rustling of those plants could be heard. 

‘But how will I do this?’ she asked again. ‘I don't have a cent. 
How can I set in motion a project of this kind when I don't even 
have enough money to rent a place, to buy equipment or—’ 

My wife interrupted her with a delicate gesture of the hand. 
She touched her arm, instilling the unexpected awareness that the 
only way to keep my memory alive would be for them to stop 
hating each other. 

‘Open any old one!’ she ordered. ‘Take it from the first box, 
come on! They're not sealed.’ 

Meli chose Don Quixote by Miguel de Cervantes. But it wasn't 
the title that interested my wife. She asked her to pick one at 
random because she wanted her to leaf through it, even without 
reading the contents, and Meli obeyed. She opened the text to a 
random page, then another and then yet another, breathing in the 
perfume that came out of it, an acrid smell of chimney, and was 
surprised when she found, in the inside flap of the cover, fixed 
with a little scotch tape, a hundred-euro bill. She lifted her head 
and asked for an explanation. She didn't understand what was 
happening. Was it a kind of tip for transporting the packages? 

‘No,’ my wife said, ‘nothing like that. It's money he saved and 
kept inside the books since he was a boy. I knew it but never told 
him. He was convinced it was his secret, although, as you 
understood when you showed up here, he had no secrets with 
me.’ 
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Meli opened other books: The Theater of Eduardo De Filippo, 
Selected Poems of Pablo Neruda, Stevenson, Mark Twain, and then, 
Jules Verne, Antonio Tabucchi, José Saramago…  

In each one of them there was at least one twenty-euro bill, or a 
fifty or a hundred, but also bills of fifty or a hundred thousand 
lire, that went back to the time when I'd lived in the Neapolitan 
convent.  

My wife repeated what she had already said, that she didn't 
know how many books there were. But now that sentence had a 
whole different sound for Meli, because when it was all added up, 
it would be in the high figures. ‘It's incredible,’ she said to herself, 
‘this is a miracle!’ 

‘Let's say that, for once, that layabout had a good idea,’ my 
wife said. 

‘And you want to give them all to me! To open a library!’ 
‘Almost all. Over there I've got another pair of boxes. Enough 

to set up a new apartment.’ 
‘So you are about to leave.’ 
‘Yes, inside here I run the risk of going crazy.’ 
Meli looked at her with the incredulous air of someone who 

doesn't know whether to trust. It was as though she wanted to 
say: me, why me, a stupid, ignorant girl like me... 

My wife knew what that girl was feeling. She'd had the same 
fears, which over the years had turned into certainties as faint as 
old ink on her pillow faded by the morning light. 

‘Don't worry about it,’ she finally said. ‘If he chose you, it 
means that you are perfectly capable. After all, you both had the 
same childhood. Every time you asked yourself whether you were 
up to the tasks that life assigned you, there was no one to reassure 
you. You had to do everything with your hands, relying on 
instinct and good sense. You will see, Meli Montreux, you will like 
surrounding yourself with books. There is even one to learn how 
to play chess. Yes, there is…’ 

 
 
 

     
—Marseille, Cours Julien, Summer of 2015
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