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        Morning, Saturday 30 October 2004, Florence
      

      Darkness.

      Her eyes would not open.

      She tried to say something, but in vain. It was as if her eyes and mouth were sealed.

      Her mind was full of blurry fragments of memories. Confused voices. Indistinct noises. Distant echoes. Harsh blows that ripped through the air, followed by endless silences.

      And then that sharp, scorching pain, obliterating everything else.

      After a while she thought she heard a voice and a shiver ran down her back. She tried to get up, but she couldn’t feel her own body. She tried to speak again but only managed a few muffled syllables.

      The wait was infinite.

      When she finally opened an eye, a single strip of colourless, ashy light burst into view.

      Her mind was a dense web of memories, impossible to unravel.

      She closed her eye again and the darkness overcame her once more.

       

      
        
        4.20 p.m.
      

      She re-emerged from oblivion with a horrific headache and pain in every part of her body. Her breathing was laboured, her stomach was in knots and she felt extremely sick.

      She tried to open her eyes again and this time she succeeded.

      She saw a man sitting on a metal chair, one leg crossed over the other, his fingers tapping rapidly at the keypad of a mobile phone. She recognised his face immediately.

      Her breathing sped up and her eyes grew damp.

      With an annoying bleep, the machinery to her left registered the increase in her heart rate, which was now pumping way too fast.

      ‘But…?’

      ‘Don’t speak,’ murmured the man, getting up from the chair. He came closer and stroked her arm without the drip in it. He stared at her and she noticed that two dark circles had appeared below his beautiful black eyes that were normally so lively. She let her gaze move past his head to work out where she was: it couldn’t be anywhere but a hospital room. The pale green walls and the smell of disinfectant in the air left no room for doubt.

      ‘But… where a —’

      ‘You mustn’t tire yourself. You need to stay calm, this will all be over soon,’ he interrupted her again.

      She looked at him for a long moment. ‘What happened to me?’ she asked.

      He didn’t respond.

      ‘How long have I been here?’

      ‘More than twenty-four hours,’ the man told her, without taking his hand off her arm, his eyes fixed on hers and a gentle smile on his face. ‘Don’t you remember anything?’

      She seemed to be thinking. New details were surfacing in her mind. The raid, the shots, the burning in her shoulder… She concentrated harder, staring at the ceiling as she tried not to succumb to panic, but she couldn’t visualise anything beyond the odd blurry image.

      It was as if, after a certain point, the darkness had swallowed up everything else in that damaging silence.

      Looking at the man once more, she asked, ‘But will it really all be over soon?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I want to know what happened.’

      ‘I will tell you.’

      ‘Why not now?

      ‘It’s not the right time for that. You need to concentrate on getting back on your feet.’

      ‘They shot me, didn’t they?’

      It was her first lucid moment.

      ‘Yes, that’s right.’

      She felt the sharp pain in her shoulder and her head: she knew it, knew she was about to return to the darkness. She looked around again and scrutinised the room, lit by the pallid glow from the neon strip-light, in search of further answers. As if those green walls could talk. The other two beds were empty. It was just her. She lowered her gaze to the bedcovers and read the letters S.M.A.

      ‘I’ll come back and see you again,’ the man murmured to her as he said goodbye, and in that moment she thought she saw a guilty expression on his face.

      She wanted to shout after him that it was nobody’s fault, but he had already gone.

      That night her doubts kept her awake for a long time.

      There was only one thing she was sure of: for her, nothing would be how it was before.

      She breathed deeply, gritting her teeth, and found the inner strength to confront the thoughts that were terrifying her. She dived into that languid flow, letting herself be carried along by the river of memories. And she saw.

      She relived every single event, right from the beginning, as if in a film. Every sequence brought to life forgotten, tension-laden freeze-frames from the preceding weeks. She gradually felt such a fierce rage grow inside her that it took her breath away. She felt the blood pulsing in her neck and she began to gasp, especially when she relived the final scenes, scenes she would never be able to erase and which would torture her for who knew how long.

      She clenched her fists as green lines worked their way across the monitor beside the bed. And in her heart she prayed to God to let her live.

      She was only twenty-six.
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        Monday 27 September 2004, Pisa
      

      The three weeks in the infirmary had seemed an eternity to Daniele De Robertis. They had treated a gunshot wound to his right wrist, the hand with which he’d been holding the gun during his shoot-out with the police.

      He had been in that cell with its rusty bunk for three days now. It was a narrow space, a little under ten feet square, a squalid hole where he felt in constant danger. If nothing else, he was alone. Many would have considered this a privilege, but that thought did not even occur to him. It would never have crossed his mind that someone might show him any favouritism.

      He suddenly felt as if he were suffocating, as if his life was coming to an end.

      Gripped by panic, he looked around him: even the grimy walls, their original colour no longer identifiable, made him breathless. And then there were the unbearable odours of urine and sweat stagnating in the air. They had insinuated themselves into his nostrils and he couldn’t get rid of them.

      But there was something else tormenting him. Those terrible memories, which had returned several times to rob him of his sleep the last three nights; deep, indelible traumas, distant yet ever-present because they were seared into his memory. They hadn’t left him for a moment, not even when day began to dawn.

      He was still short of breath. And he was irritated by everything going on outside the four walls of his cell, too: the coughing fits, the cacophony of noise, the stink from the kitchens, the invisible subterranean world inhabited by horrible insects that seemed to want to attack him by night, to torture him and suck the remaining life out of him. He even thought he saw an army of enormous cockroaches emerge from the corners, crawling up the side of the bed and clambering all over his body.

      This place is sucking out my soul, he thought. It’s worse than death.

      Being in prison made him feel like a man without a future at the age of thirty-six.

      The pain was spreading through his bones now, worse than ever. He could feel his nerves twisting, and he had to bite his lip to stop himself crying out.

      Stretched out on the thin, sticky mattress, he tried to regain control while he still had some energy left. He glanced at the window, on the other side of a solid metal grille, and saw dust motes floating in front of him and a glimpse of the clear blue sky. Nothing else. But he imagined the outline of the hills undulating in the light of the sun, and, beyond them, the mountainside where he had spent his childhood and adolescence. The place where, through a vile twist of fate, all hope of a normal life had been brought to an end when he was not much more than a boy. It was there that he had been first a defenceless target, then a killer with scores to settle, until finally he was hunted down like prey, with no means of escape.

      His entire existence had been caught up in the circle of his own evil, a spiral from which it was impossible to escape.

      There were so many questions in his head.

      Too many thoughts.

      He looked away from the view of the world outside and returned his gaze to those four walls. In addition to the damp patches, they were covered in graffiti, although much of the writing was indecipherable. Some were bold slogans, carved with the most unlikely objects by those who had been there before him, perhaps to combat the boredom and the sadness, perhaps to leave one last trace of themselves.

      One seemed to shout louder than the others: FREEDOM COMMANDS A HIGH PRICE, FIND THE COURAGE TO PAY IT!

      He was reflecting on those words when the sound of approaching footsteps made him turn towards the door.

      ‘Hey, De Robertis! You’ve got a visitor,’ announced the guard in a strong Calabrian accent. In his right hand was a bunch of keys that were fixed to his uniform belt with a long chain.

      He got up reluctantly from the bed, put on his laceless tennis shoes and shuffled out without changing, still wearing the black tracksuit he’d slept in.

      His face sported a three-week-old beard and he looked like someone else, someone completely anonymous, no different to everyone else in that place. Even his hair, which he was always dyeing different colours, and which, combined with his six-foot-plus athletic physique, used to catch the eye of the most beautiful women, had been shaved off.

      His hard, icy gaze was but a distant memory. His eyes, which could be grey, or sometimes green or blue, depending on the situation, were hollow and expressionless now. They no longer had that cold, ruthless look that told of another life comprising too many dark days and too much suffering for such a young man.

      Until that point nobody had come to see him, and deep down he would never have expected a visit. The only person he had left lived in Paris and was dependent on an electric wheelchair to get around. She was a rich heiress in her seventies who had invested her capital in real estate in France and Italy. A noble-hearted woman, she had become his guardian a long time ago and had then gone on to adopt him.

      No, it couldn’t be her.
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