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‘What about Christ?’ my mother asked. ‘He saved us from corruption.’

‘He died for no reason,’ I said. ‘His sacrifice didn’t change anything. The good save themselves, but nothing can be done for the wicked. And man is wicked.’

Malaparte


Florence, October 1966

Still half asleep, he reached out with one hand, seeking Elvira’s warm body, but encountered only coarse linen sheets. Then he remembered that she was gone. He rolled on to his back and stared into the darkness. Another woman had entered his life and then left in a hurry, like a bullet through flesh. Perhaps the right woman for him would not be born for another hundred years, or else she was born a long time ago and had already lived and died. Whatever the case, they would never meet.

Every time he found himself alone again, an unknown world appeared before him, in need of rebuilding. It was a little like being reborn, and he felt a new freedom slithering under the malaise …

What time was it? He glanced at the shutters and saw no light filtering through the slats. He felt like a wreck. The hope that the little boy would be found alive was growing slimmer by the day. Little Giacomo had vanished into nothingness five days ago. Just turned thirteen, chestnut hair, brown eyes, four foot eleven. An untroubled boy, studious and obedient. But what if he’d only run away from home? It’s normal to do silly things at age thirteen …

He would have given anything for this to be the case, but he didn’t believe it for a second. He talked about it often with Piras, his young right-hand man, but even he was pessimistic. They hadn’t made any progress at all, hadn’t the slightest lead to go on …

The ring of the doorbell gave him a start, and then he remembered Botta. It was Monday. His ex-con friend had wheedled him into promising to take him mushroom-hunting in the hills, at Poggio alla Croce. It was the right moment, Botta said. After many days of rain, there’d been a bit of sunshine and temperatures had gone up. Monday was an excellent day for it, since there wouldn’t be any little families about on country outings, and very few hunters. Bordelli wasn’t so crazy about mushrooms; he didn’t know the first thing about them and had never gone looking for them. But a walk in the woods would do him good. Worrying about the boy was wearing him out.

He rolled out of bed and looked out of the window, feeling the cool air on his face. The sky was still dark, and he could barely make out a shadow on the pavement below.

‘Ennio, is that you?’ he called softly.

‘No, it’s the tooth fairy.’

‘Come on up and have some coffee.’

Closing the window without making too much noise, he went and opened the door in his bare feet. Then he quickly slipped on a pair of trousers and washed his face with cold water to wake himself up. When Botta saw him in his vest, he threw up his hands.

‘Don’t tell me you were sleeping, Inspector … It’s already half past five …’

‘Put the coffee on, I’ll be there in a minute.’

He finished getting dressed, took a pair of old hiking boots out of the wardrobe and rejoined Botta in the kitchen. They gulped down their coffee and went out. In the silence of the San Frediano quarter, Bordelli’s VW Beetle made an infernal racket.

They pulled out into Piazza Tasso and turned left. Viale Petrarca was deserted under the black sky. When they got to Porta Romana, they turned on to Viale di Poggio Imperiale. Climbing uphill, the Beetle roared like a tank.

‘Promise me one thing, Ennio.’

‘Let’s hear it …’

‘Promise you won’t cry if we don’t find any mushrooms.’

‘That’s not possible, Inspector. We’ll find so many that we’ll have to leave a lot of them behind.’

‘What makes you so sure?’

‘You just do your job, which you do well … but don’t bother with things you know nothing about.’

‘I wish I were as much of an optimist as you.’

He was thinking about the missing boy, feeling almost guilty for wasting time hunting for mushrooms. But what else could he do? Sit in his office chewing his nails while looking at photos of little Giacomo? What good would that do?

‘We’ll have to arrange a dinner of porcini dishes,’ Botta said with self-assurance. The inspector didn’t reply. At that moment he had no desire for dinners with friends. First he had to find Giacomo Pellissari. But for now he had to stop thinking about him. His brain needed a rest. Going round in circles was more tiring than chasing prey.

They pulled up at Poggio alla Croce with their headlights still on and parked in a clearing of wet grass. Dawn was approaching. Bordelli put on his boots and they began to climb the slope in the cold morning air. The path was steep and full of rocks and mud. Botta trudged on with his basket swaying by his side. After just a minute of this, they were both panting heavily, steam rising from their mouths.

Beyond the hills the sky was turning greenish, and the birds of the forest began to go crazy. A thin layer of fog that smelled of rotten leaves hung stagnant in the air. In the half-light Bordelli saw a thin spider’s web glistening with tiny dewdrops, and he remembered a morning in ’44. He was returning from patrol with six men of his platoon, and he’d seen some droplets just like these, gleaming in the darkness along a wire as thin as a hair stretching between two trees. But it wasn’t a spider’s web. If torn, that string would trigger a ‘ballerina’ mine, a bomb which, before exploding, would bounce up in the air to the level of your belly. He’d seen a number of his mates die from those toys, their guts torn out.

‘Over here, Inspector,’ Botta whispered, as if other people might hear him.

Leaving the path, they dived into the woods, clambering up the slope, grabbing on to the slenderest trees. Bordelli looked up at the sky through the boughs of the chestnuts. Watching the day break had always made him feel very sad, for no reason. During the war he’d managed to see the sun rise almost every day, and every time he’d thought it might be the last.

The sky turned violet, then orange, and a few minutes later it was day. Botta studied the ground, occasionally making sudden detours, as though following a non-existent trail. A few wild boar scampered silently away through sheets of fog, towards the hilltop, steam rising from their coats. For someone who went often into the woods, the sight would not have been anything special, but it gave Bordelli a childlike thrill. Only when patrolling the hills had he ever seen wild animals dashing through the trees, and every time he had aimed his machine gun with his heart racing. This time he could enjoy the spectacle.

They continued climbing. Botta refused to slow down, and at times seemed to speed up. The inspector could feel his heart beating fast, and his legs were already tired. The cigarettes and his fifty-six years were making themselves felt. And to think that in the days of the San Marco regiment he was walking up to fifteen miles a day, carrying a full backpack and weapons … But why did he always have to think back on that blasted war? Couldn’t he just enjoy the outing?

Every so often Botta would bend down to the ground to examine a cluster of odd-looking mushrooms, some slender and whitish, others squat and dark, still others very fragile, then frown and mutter a few scientific or ordinary names. Then he would dismiss them and resume climbing.

‘Why didn’t you pick those? Are they poisonous?’ Bordelli asked, following behind him. Botta shook his head.

‘It’s porcini or nothing,’ he said solemnly, then fell silent again. At a certain point he stopped suddenly and opened his eyes wide.

‘What is it?’ Bordelli asked, worried. Botta looked at him, round-eyed.

‘You’re not going to believe this, Inspector … but I can smell porcini from afar. I don’t need to go around scouring every corner of the woods.’

‘Don’t worry, I know an excellent psychiatrist,’ said Bordelli.

‘You don’t believe me, eh?’

‘I’m trying as hard as I can.’

‘Voilà …’ said Botta, as though inspired.

‘What’s happening?’

‘The mushrooms are up there,’ Botta said, pointing upwards, and a second later he dashed off. The inspector let him go on ahead, since he was unable to keep up with him. He could still feel the dinner of the night before in his legs: Pappardelle alla lepre, arista con patate, and Totò’s Apulian wine at the Trattoria da Cesare. He watched Botta vanish through the black trunks of the chestnuts. He continued climbing, sweating from the effort. Fifteen minutes later he came out on to a broad path and stopped.

‘Ennio … are you here?’

‘Over here, Inspector,’ Botta’s voice called through the leaves. Bordelli caught a glimpse of him some fifty yards ahead, bending over amid the trees. He resumed walking and caught up to him.

‘Careful not to step on them,’ said Botta, alarmed. He was kneeling and delicately cleaning a few large porcini with an ordinary bristle brush. There were dozens of mushrooms all around them.

‘So you can smell them …’ said Bordelli, sincerely astonished.

‘Do I make things up, Inspector?’ Ennio was serious and concentrating, still carefully brushing the mushrooms with gestures that looked as though inspired by some archaic religion. Bordelli would have to wait for Botta to finish his work, and so he sat down on a rock. His gaze jumped from one chestnut tree to another, looking for wild animals. The only movement was that of the leaves falling from above. They would become suddenly detached and float slowly to the ground, as in a famous poem he knew nothing about. In the peace and quiet his thoughts turned back to Giacomo Pellissari, the boy’s desperate parents, the long discussions with Piras … How could a little boy vanish just like that, into thin air?

‘There must be at least two kilos here,’ said Botta, weighing the full basket in his hand. He was beaming like the victor after a battle.

‘I’m truly amazed.’ The inspector sighed, rising to his feet.

‘Let’s have another look around.’

They resumed their climb, feet sinking into the bed of dead leaves as blackbirds fluttered between the trees. They forged on in silence, one behind the other, Botta inevitably leading the way.

‘Can I ask you something, Ennio?’

‘Go right ahead …’

‘What are you doing these days to put food on the table?’

‘Are you asking as a police inspector or as a friend?’

‘As a friend.’

‘I’m doing what I’ve always done.’

‘Burgling and swindling?’

‘What unpleasant words, Inspector …’

‘I don’t know what else to call it.’

‘Let’s just say I’m implementing a policy of redistribution of wealth while waiting for more honest laws.’

‘I’m touched …’

‘You can cry all you want up here, I won’t tell anyone,’ said Botta, still studying the ground.

‘Why don’t you just get a normal job, Ennio? I say it for your own sake. You’ve always had bad luck as an outlaw. You’re always getting into trouble.’

‘I’m never going back to jail, Inspector.’

‘You could become a cook …’

‘Well, it’s possible I might open a trattoria sooner or later.’

‘Where would you get the money?’

‘If a certain job goes well for me …’ Botta trailed off, stopped suddenly, and let out a long moan and opened his arms.

‘Are you all right?’ Bordelli asked, concerned.

‘Look at this, Inspector. The first Caesar’s mushroom of the season.’ Botta sighed, full of emotion. An orangish sort of ball was poking up through the leaves on the ground.

‘I’ll try not to scream for joy,’ said Bordelli.

‘You can’t understand, Inspector. It’s like kissing a girl for the first time.’

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about …’

‘Amazing,’ Ennio whispered, delicately picking the mushroom.

‘Weren’t you only looking for porcini?’

‘There must be more of these around,’ said Botta, ignoring him. He wrapped the golden mushroom in a handkerchief, put it in his pocket, and continued looking around. He found six more. He looked very satisfied.

‘That’s enough for today,’ he said. ‘We mustn’t be greedy.’

Bordelli looked at his watch. It wasn’t yet nine o’clock.

‘What a beautiful place this is. It feels so good to be here.’ He sighed, looking around. A moment later he slipped on a rock and fell on his bottom. He picked his aching body up off the ground, ignoring Botta’s laughter. He’d muddied his trousers and his ears were ringing from the tumble.

‘Bloody hell …’ he said, picking the wet leaves off himself.

‘You should never say out loud how great a place is, Inspector. The devil can’t read our minds, but he can hear us just fine when we talk.’

‘Did the nuns teach you that?’

‘Sah vah sahn deer, Inspector,’1 said Botta, who’d learned a little pidgin French in a Marseille prison.

They continued walking along the trails, forging on through the chestnuts and oaks, accompanied by strange birdsongs and the rustlings as the wind gusted through the branches. They saw a few more animals scamper off through the underbrush, and here and there they passed an old campsite, where the ground was still charred black from the fire. Old memories streamed confusedly through Bordelli’s mind. Memories of childhood, the war, old girlfriends now faceless. But elbowing its way through every thought was the mystery of the missing boy. Bordelli was beginning to think he’d been kidnapped by Martians …


Bordelli drove Botta back to his basement flat in Via del Campuccio then quickly dashed home to change clothes. It was already half past ten. After a long hot shower he began to get dressed, in no hurry. In his mind he could still see the dark tree trunks, the wisps of fog, the wild boar … but his thoughts were elsewhere. For the umpteenth time he reviewed in his head the reports of the disappearance of Giacomo Pellissari, in the absurd hope that he might finally discover a detail that would give him a lead to follow.

The boy had vanished the previous Wednesday, after coming out of his grammar school, the Collegio alla Quercia, in a torrential downpour. His father had taken him there at 8.25 that morning, as always. Normally when the school day ended, one of his parents was always there to pick him up. But that day, when his mother had gone down to the garage to get her Fiat 600, the car wouldn’t start. She rang her husband at the office, and he’d got in his car immediately and headed for the Collegio. But he arrived more than an hour late, owing to an accident on the Viali caused by the downpour. Protecting himself with an umbrella, he’d gone into the school’s entrance hall, expecting to find his son waiting there for him, but there was no sign of Giacomo. The school caretaker threw up his hands. He said the boy had waited for him until well past one o’clock and had even phoned home, but the line was always busy … In the end he’d left, running out into the rain, and there was no stopping him.

Bordelli lit a cigarette, again reviewing the matter down to the small details. By this point it was like watching a film. He was quite familiar with the area between the Collegio alla Quercia and the Pellissaris’ villa in Via di Barbacane. In fact he’d grown up in that very neighbourhood.

Barrister Pellissari had asked the custodian if he could phone his wife, but he, too, had found the line always engaged. And so he got back in his car and drove slowly along the route home: Via della Piazzuola, Viale Volta, Via di Barbacane. Giacomo wasn’t at home. His wife was worried, but not terribly so. Perhaps Giacomo had ducked into a doorway to get out of the rain …

The barrister had gone over to the telephone in the hall and found the phone slightly off the hook. He upbraided his wife, and she began to get anxious. Pellissari went out again in his Alfa Romeo and combed the streets of the neighbourhood. He went up and down Via Aldini, a small, deserted street connecting Viale Volta and Via di Barbacane, several times. Giacomo knew the street well. It was just round the corner from home, and he liked to bicycle there with his friends …

At three o’clock the barrister had finally decided to call the police. Two patrolmen had gone to the Collegio alla Quercia to speak with the custodian, Oreste, a small man with very little hair and pink cheeks, who blanched upon hearing the news. They asked him to recount the sequence of events, and Oreste was very precise. After the usual chaos when school let out, he’d gone into the street to look at the rain. He’d found the boy in the doorway with his satchel between his feet, gazing anxiously out at Via della Piazzuola. He asked him whether he wanted to call his mother. Giacomo said yes and followed the caretaker to the porter’s desk. He dialled his home number several times, but the line was always engaged. He seemed afraid, and Oreste had tried to reassure him. Somebody’d be along soon to pick him up, he’d said to him, there was no need to worry, it was obviously because of the rain. The boy went out again to look down the street, with Oreste following behind him. And then, less than a minute later, Giacomo had run out into the rain, coat over his head, satchel bouncing on his back. Oreste shouted to him to wait, saying that he would walk him home himself, but the child didn’t listen and kept on running. The caretaker had tried dialling Giacomo’s parents’ phone number again, but the line was still busy. In the end he’d decided there was nothing to worry about, and he stopped thinking about it.

A squad of policemen had questioned the inhabitants of all the buildings and houses along the road that went from the Collegio to the Pelissaris’ villa, including Via Aldini. Only an old woman had seen from her window a young boy walking hurriedly in the rain at the corner of Viale Volta and Via della Piazzuola, around quarter past one. The clothes, the colour of the satchel, and the time left no room for doubt. The boy was Giacomo Pellissari. The old woman had been the last person to see him, and her testimony eliminated any shadow of a doubt as to the caretaker’s sincerity. Nothing else had come out since, but that was to be expected. When Giacomo had left the school, it was lunchtime and raining cats and dogs, and everyone else was minding his own business.

Photos of the boy had appeared in all the newspapers and been broadcast on the national news and that of Channel 2, but nobody had come forward as yet. How can a boy disappear into thin air?


When he parked the car in the station’s courtyard it was past 10.30. Mugnai popped out of the guardhouse and came up to him, looking as if his dog had just died.

‘Good morning, Inspector.’

‘Hello, Mugnai … Why so cheerful?’

‘The commissioner’s got a stick up his arse, if you’ll pardon my language.’

‘That’s nothing new,’ said Bordelli.

‘It’s not my fault the kid hasn’t turned up! He treated me like a blockhead.’ He was very offended.

‘Don’t take it so hard, Mugnai,’ said Bordelli.

‘The boss said he wants to see you at once.’

‘Fuckin’ hell …’ The inspector sighed.

‘Prepare yourself. He’s really pissed off today.’

‘Too bad for him. Find Piras for me, would you? And tell him to come to my office.’

He gestured goodbye to Mugnai and started up the stairs. He went up to the second floor with a cigarette in his mouth, promising himself he wouldn’t smoke it before noon. He knocked on Inzipone’s door and went in without waiting. The moment he saw him, the commissioner jumped to his feet, but certainly not out of politeness. His eyes looked like burnt chestnuts.

‘You must find that child, Inspector!’ he shouted, shaking his hands in the air.

‘I want to more than anyone else, sir,’ Bordelli said calmly.

‘Then what’s taking you so long? Have you read the papers? POLICE POWERLESS! LAW ENFORCEMENT ASLEEP!’ He came towards Bordelli, waving La Nazione in the air.

‘We’re doing everything we can.’

‘I’m not interested in your excuses! Get on with it, dammit!’

‘He vanished into thin air,’ said Bordelli, with a strong desire to light the cigarette between his fingers.

‘Nobody vanishes into thin air,’ said Inzipone. He tossed the newspaper aside and went and sat back down at his desk. Bordelli drew closer, still standing.

‘We’ll find him,’ he said, more to himself than to the commissioner.

‘I certainly hope so, Inspector, for your sake. I got a call this morning from the Deputy Minister of Transport. Barrister Pellissari is a very dear friend of his.’

‘Ah, I didn’t know. That changes everything. You’ll see, we’ll find the boy before the day is over.’

‘Drop the sarcasm, Inspector,’ said the commissioner, raising his chin with an air of menace. Bordelli put the cigarette in his mouth and lit it, before the commissioner’s goggling eyes.

‘Then I’ll be clearer. I don’t give a damn whose son he is.’

‘And you think I do?’ said Inzipone, furious at Bordelli’s insolence.

‘I can never speak for others, sir,’ said the inspector, taking his leave with a slight nod and heading for the door. He heard the commissioner stand up again, making the legs of his armchair squeak.

‘I don’t like your way of doing things one bit, Inspector.’

‘I am truly sorry,’ Bordelli said without turning around.

‘And you know I’m not the only who feels this way.’

‘My respects, sir.’

‘There must be a reason you’re still an inspector at your age …’ the commissioner muttered between clenched teeth, but Bordelli heard him just the same. He went out, closing the door behind him. He wished he was still up in the foggy hills with Botta, looking for porcini mushrooms through the rotting leaves. He went into his office and found Piras there waiting for him, sitting in front of the desk.

‘At ease …’ he said, but the young Sardinian had already shot to his feet. He still limped a little from the bullets that had shattered one of his legs a year before. He was barely twenty-two years old, but his considerable skills had convinced Bordelli to keep him by his side in every investigation. On top of this he was the son of Gavino Piras, a comrade of Bordelli’s from the war, which made him even dearer to the inspector. Gavino had returned from the fighting minus an arm, but hadn’t stopped living a farmer’s life. But, all things considered, even he had been damned lucky … Bordelli still remembered the time Gavino had taken a grenade square in the chest, but it hadn’t exploded. It just bounced off his uniform and fell at his feet like a rock … In the heat of the moment the German had forgotten to pull the ring, and Gavino cut him down with a single burst of fire. After the skirmish, he’d approached Bordelli.

‘Even grenades are afraid of Sardinians, Captain,’ he’d whispered, wild-eyed. He was well aware he’d been saved by a miracle …

‘You wanted to see me, Inspector?’ asked young Piras.

‘Yes, I wanted to share my ball-aches with you.’

‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’

‘Unfortunately, yes.’

Without actually admitting it, they were now both convinced the boy was dead. No ransom demands, no anonymous telephone calls.

‘Let’s hope we’re wrong, sir,’ said Piras, who had sat back down in the meantime.

Bordelli went over to the window and looked outside. It was starting to rain again, for a change. The respite had lasted only two days.

‘What should we do, Piras? Reread the reports? Eat them? Go and play a game of bocce? What the hell should we do?’

‘If I can speak sincerely …’

‘Go ahead.’

‘Our only hope is to find the body.’

‘Bloody rain,’ Bordelli whispered, watching the large drops splatter on the asphalt. Dejected, he lit a cigarette. A receiver off the hook, buckets of rain, Signora Pellissari’s Fiat that wouldn’t start … A series of unlucky coincidences? Was it a premeditated kidnapping, or had chance stuck her grubby paws in this?

The internal phone line rang. It was the radio room. A car with two corpses inside it had been found a few hundred yards from the monastery of Montesenario. A man and a woman. At first glance it looked like a double suicide.

‘All right, I’m on my way … Inform Diotivede and the assistant prosecutor,’ Bordelli said calmly before hanging up.

‘What is it?’ Piras was already standing.

‘I’ll tell you in the stairwell,’ the inspector muttered, taking a deep drag on his cigarette. He was doing his best not to smoke, but between women and corpses, it wasn’t easy.

‘Slow down, Inspector,’ said Piras, limping.

‘Sorry, I always forget.’

He slowed to the young man’s pace and they went down into the courtyard. It was deluging. Mugnai saw them and came running out with a large green country umbrella that covered all three of them. While walking them to the Beetle, he asked what seven-letter word might describe the Hill ever dear to Leopardi.

‘Forlorn,’ Piras and Bordelli said in chorus. They got into the car and left, leaving Mugnai behind to his thoughts.

As they drove through Piazza delle Cure the rain let up a little, but the sky was still black. The inspector was thinking that it was a relief to deal with something concrete, even if it meant two dead.

Half an hour later they were at Montesenario. There was a pair of patrol cars there, as well as a few onlookers. It was still drizzling with a monotonous persistence that tried even the most steadfast patience. Bordelli approached the Fiat 600 and looked inside. A man of about forty with a hole in his left temple and a woman of about thirty with her hand on her bloodstained lap, both with their mouths half open. The back seat was stacked high with fabric catalogues.

‘Keep those people away,’ Bordelli said to one of the uniformed cops. He tried opening the door on the driver’s side. It was unlocked. He stuck his head inside to have a close look at the corpses and bullet holes. The woman had been shot in the belly. Unlike hers, the man’s eyes were wide open. He searched the man’s jacket and the woman’s handbag for their papers, then stepped aside to let Piras have a look. He was almost convinced he knew how things had unfolded, and wanted to see whether the Sardinian agreed. He waited patiently for Piras to finish.

‘What do you think?’ he asked him.

‘It wasn’t premeditated,’ said the young man.

‘Go on …’

‘Two illicit lovers. They had a quarrel, he threatened her with the pistol, she perhaps made fun of him, saying the pistol wasn’t loaded, and so he pulls back the slide and lets it go, not knowing that would make the gun go off. Seeing that he’s killed her by accident, he loses his head and shoots himself.’

‘Makes perfect sense to me,’ said Bordelli, handing him the two poor souls’ papers. The man was married, the woman too, but not to each other.

At that moment the Fiat 1100 of Dr Diotivede pulled up, as black and shiny as a politician’s shoe. The old police pathologist got out with his medical bag in hand, also black, naturally. His snow-white hair gleamed in the morning light. As he approached the two lovers’ car, he gave an almost imperceptible nod of greeting. He always wore a childlike frown on his face, as if he’d just been woken up to go to school. Opening his bag, he stuck his hands inside and then withdrew them already sheathed in rubber gloves. He ducked into the car to touch the corpses. Less than a minute later he peeled off his gloves.

‘The woman died two hours later than the man, maybe even two and a half,’ he said, jotting his first notes down in his notebook.

‘Are you sure about that?’ asked Bordelli.

‘No, I was just kidding,’ Diotivede grumbled, still writing.

‘It wasn’t really a question …’

‘I have to go now, I have a rendezvous with an old lady,’ the doctor said, putting his notebook away.

‘Dead or alive?’

‘What difference does it make?’ said Diotivede, smiling, and he started walking towards his car, bag swaying at his side. A child with white hair, thought Bordelli, also smiling. The doctor swung the car around and headed down the hill.

Piras and Bordelli followed him moments later, descending in silence along the tortuous Montesenario road. There was no mystery to the tragedy, no secrets to uncover. There was no point in waiting for the assistant prosecutor. Prosecutor Cangiani wasn’t the most pleasant person in the world.

And so the inspector found himself wrestling with the case of the missing boy again, and it was clear that Piras was thinking of the same thing. It had become a sort of obsession for both. It was the first time Bordelli had found himself in this situation, and he was having trouble swallowing it. When they got to Piazza delle Cure, Piras shook his head.

‘Shit, Inspector …’

‘What is it, Piras?’

‘I just can’t stand sitting here twiddling my thumbs like this.’

‘What else can we do?’ said Bordelli, lighting a cigarette. Piras rolled down his window and stuck his head outside, as though afraid he might suffocate. He found cigarettes disgusting and couldn’t understand how an intelligent person could waste time smoking them. A cold wind blew in, insinuating itself under their clothing.

‘I can throw it away, if you like,’ the inspector said.

‘And I can go on foot, if you prefer,’ Piras said provocatively.

Bordelli took two or three drags in a row and threw out the cigarette, and Piras finally closed the window. After a minute of very Sardinian silence, he said that when he was about ten years old, a little girl had been murdered in his town. Raped and strangled. In all the towns around nobody talked about anything else. It took them several months to find the killer, and it was only by chance. One day, during mass in a nearby town, a little yellow ribbon happened to fall out of the priest’s pocket. A woman who knew the young girl’s family was almost certain she recognised the ribbon, and to be sure she went to the carabinieri after the mass. The little girl had worn her hair in a ponytail, and her mother would always make a bow with a yellow ribbon just like that one. The priest was questioned. At first he pretended to be taken aback, but he was visibly nervous. In the end he confessed. After one hour in jail he hanged himself from the bars of his cell with a sort of rope fashioned from shreds of his shirt …

‘It’s always nice to hear such cheerful stories,’ Bordelli said, smiling bitterly.

‘Well, at least they found the killer …’

‘Not so fast, Piras. Nobody’s said the boy was killed yet,’ said the inspector, thinking the exact opposite.

‘Thirteen-year-olds don’t usually elope,’ Piras muttered.

‘Let’s just wait … You never know.’

They were back at the station. Bordelli left the Beetle in the courtyard, took leave of Piras, and went on foot to the Trattoria da Cesare, on Viale Lavagnini. He greeted the owner and waiters and, as usual, slipped into Totò’s kitchen, where the Apulian cook fought his daily battles between frying pans and clouds of smoke. It was also where the inspector had been taking his meals for years.

Totò was in fine form that day, more or less as he always was. Four feet eleven inches of sheer exuberance and nasty black hair sprouting from every pore. He greeted the inspector and recommended grilled pork chops with black-eyed peas. Bordelli nodded, resigned. He’d entered that kitchen many times swearing he would eat lightly, but rarely if ever had he kept his vow. He sat down and waited for Totò to fill his plate with those gifts of God.

‘Have a taste of this, Inspector … Allow me to teach a Florentine how these things should be made.’

‘Thanks, Totò. It’s just what I need.’

‘That little kid still on your mind, eh?’

‘Could you do me a favour and not mention it?’

‘Of course, Inspector, of course.’

Totò was always busy but never stopped talking. He too told a few little stories of murdered children, down in the Salento, going into the details as though talking about how to make spaghetti alla carbonara. Bordelli listened in silence, washing down the pork with a red wine that made him weak at the knees.

After the short tales from back home, Totò started talking about long-haired hippies. He saw a lot of them about, these days. More and more, in fact. He liked them, actually, sort of like puppies. But he simply couldn’t understand how a man could wear his hair like a woman without feeling embarrassed.

‘In the past it was perfectly normal,’ said Bordelli.

‘I’d like to see what you’d look like with hair like a girl’s,’ said Totò, laughing and turning over a huge steak. He poured out a pot of pasta and a minute later set six steaming plates down on the counter of the serving hatch. Then with a smile on his lips he put a slice of apple tart and a small glass of vin santo down in front of the inspector.

Leaving the trattoria, Bordelli felt guilty for having succumbed to temptation. He lit a cigarette and started walking at a leisurely pace back to the station, thinking of the long afternoon ahead.

A beautiful girl in a rather short skirt walked past, and he turned around to look at her, very nearly crashing into a scooter parked on the pavement. He almost blushed, thinking he could be her father … if not her grandfather. He turned around again to look at her. But wasn’t she cold, he wondered, with her legs all uncovered like that? He still hadn’t got used to seeing such short hemlines, and they always had a powerful effect on him.

He thought of Elvira and their last night together. A night like all the others, except that the following day she’d left him, after the briefest of phone calls. She was very pretty, Elvira. She had a mole on her lip and another on her left breast.


‘Poor old teddy bear, all alone again …’ said Rosa, doing his fingernails with little scissors and emery boards. Bordelli was lying on the sofa with his shoes off, a glass of grappa resting on his chest. Every so often he raised his head to take a sip. The songs of Tony Dallara softly filled the room at low volume.

Rosa loved doing these little things for her policeman friend, especially when he was down. She would squeeze his blackheads, wash his face with creams, give him manicures, massage his back … Ever since she’d given up the profession she’d become a bit melancholy, but also sweeter. A tender retired prostitute with the soul of a little girl. Her big white cat, Gideon, was sleeping on a chair.

‘I feel like Calimero,’ said Bordelli.2

‘You’re always chasing pretty girls …’

‘That’s not true.’

‘Yes it is.’ She had a small, strange smile on her lips.

‘At my age I’d like to find a nice, pretty woman who will stay with me till I die,’ Bordelli said melodramatically. At least Rosa wasn’t talking about the missing boy.

‘I know the kind of woman you need.’

‘I love it when you play Mummy for me …’

‘I mean it.’

‘And what kind of woman do I need?’

‘I’ve noticed that you like dark women with long straight hair. Young and slender with dark, mysterious eyes …’

‘Who wouldn’t like a woman like that?’

‘But that’s not the kind of woman you need.’

‘Oh no?’

‘I could easily see you with a blonde of about forty, slightly chubby, always cheerful, who, whenever you came home, would throw her arms around you and drag you to bed.’

‘Just the thought of it turns my stomach.’ Bordelli sighed.

‘You’re not very nice, you know. I was describing someone a bit like myself,’ said Rosa, pretending to be offended. Fortunately she didn’t stop filing his nails.

‘You’re not the least bit chubby,’ said Bordelli, trying to patch things up.

‘Really?’

‘I would swear to it under oath.’

‘Well, I’m not exactly an anchovy, either … But maybe you’re right, maybe I’m not chubby.’

‘You’re just a little …’

‘A little what?’

‘I can’t think of the word, but you know what I mean,’ said Bordelli, not daring to utter the wrong thing. Rosa finished with one hand, and picked up the other.

‘Anyway, a little flesh is always a good thing,’ she concluded, chuckling.

After a minute or so of silence, she started talking about her friend Tecla, who had fallen down the stairs, hitting her mouth and breaking a tooth, an incisor … and now her lips were all swollen and purple … But she’d been lucky, she could have left her hide in that stairwell.

‘That friend of yours was right when he said we’re all like leaves on a tree when the wind is blowing …’

‘He’s not a friend of mine, he’s a great poet.’

‘Have I ever told you about my Uncle Costante? He used to write poetry too. He died in Russia, poor thing … Oh, and have I told you my girlfriends and I are planning to put on another play?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘It’s planned for Epiphany … But this time you really have to come.’

‘I’ll do my best,’ said Bordelli, knowing he would as usual invent some excuse not to come.

‘I wrote it myself,’ said Rosa, all excited.

‘I didn’t doubt it for a second.’

‘Would you like me to read you a few passages?’

‘I’d rather let it be a surprise …’

‘It’s a touching story, but it’s also great fun. It’s about the friendship between a nun and a whore, who trade places in the end …’

‘Interesting.’

‘It starts with Suor Celestina praying in church, late at night. She’s just come out of the room of a novice – just out of her bed, actually. She knows she has sinned, and so she’s praying to the Madonna for forgiveness …’

They heard the sweet ding-dong of the doorbell, and Rosa sprang up like a jack-in-the-box.

‘Never mind, at this hour I’m sure it’s a prank,’ said Bordelli, holding her back by the hand.

‘I know exactly who it is,’ she said, trying to free herself.

‘You’re expecting a visitor at eleven o’clock?’

‘It’s a little surprise for you.’

‘A young woman with black hair and mysterious eyes?’

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Rosa.

The moment Bordelli let go of her hand, she bounded towards the door, followed by Gideon.

‘So who is it?’ Bordelli called after her. She didn’t answer, and disappeared on to the landing. Bordelli quickly put his shoes back on and smoothed himself out. He had no idea who it could be.

Rosa returned moments later, followed by a woman who, at first glance, looked to be about fifty, bundled up in an overcoat that went down to her ankles. Bordelli stood up.

‘This is Amelia,’ said Rosa.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Bordelli, making a slight bow. The woman responded with a mournful smile. She had a small head and a nose as narrow as a T-bone. And deep, sad eyes. Rosa helped her take off her coat, and Amelia immediately became ten years younger.

‘Amelia reads the tarot. She’s very good.’

‘Ah, how nice …’ said Bordelli.

‘She’s here for you,’ Rosa whispered.

‘For me?’

‘Aren’t you pleased?’

‘Of course I am …’ He didn’t want to offend Amelia.

‘Would you like something to drink, Amelia?’ Rosa asked. The woman declined with a faint tilt of the head. Rosa cleared the coffee table, pulled up a chair for the fortune-teller, and dimmed the lights in the room.

‘All ready,’ she said, chuckling like a child.

Amelia sat down and arranged the tarot cards on the table. She wore a jade necklace wrapped twice around her neck, and in the half-light the stones looked black. Bordelli was trying not to laugh.

‘What would you like to know?’ the seer asked in a whisper. He gave a slightly embarrassed look. He’d never believed in these silly things.

‘I don’t know …’

‘Love, first of all,’ said Rosa, speaking for him, and Bordelli shot her a worried glance.

Amelia started turning the cards over, studying them carefully. In the dimness her long, thin nose had something sinister about it. When all the cards were face up, she raised her head and looked Bordelli straight in the eye. Her gaze was now aflame, without a trace of sadness.

‘A beautiful blonde woman, about thirty-five … suddenly broke off a relationship, a short time ago …’

‘That’s true,’ Bordelli whispered, trying to hide his scepticism. Rosa must certainly have informed the fortune-teller.

‘She wasn’t the right woman for you,’ Amelia said darkly. Rosa couldn’t suppress a smile.

‘You see? I was right,’ she said, quite pleased. The seer took another look at the cards.

‘Soon you will meet a beautiful, dark-haired young woman … a great passion will ensue, but it won’t last long … Something horrible will come between you … And she’s not the love of your life, either …’

‘And will I ever find her? The love of my life, I mean,’ the inspector asked, so as not to disappoint the two women. He couldn’t wait to lie back down on the sofa. Amelia looked hard through her tarot cards and at last found something.

‘In a few years … A beautiful woman, a foreigner … very rich … divorced … with two children …’

‘I really don’t see that happening,’ the inspector muttered.

‘… I can’t tell you whether it will be for ever, but it will certainly be the greatest love affair of your life,’ Amelia concluded, looking up.

‘Are you sure about that?’ the inspector asked, feigning keen interest.

‘The cards never lie,’ said the fortune-teller. She calmly collected the tarot cards and put the deck back together.

‘Now for his health,’ said Rosa.

‘No, please … I don’t want to know anything about it,’ Bordelli was quick to say, just out of superstitiousness. The clairvoyant looked at him, waiting for him to ask something else. Rosa butted in again.

‘Tell him something about his job, Amelia. The inspector is trying to find that boy who went missing.’

‘Never mind about that, Rosa,’ said Bordelli, but the fortune-teller was already lining the cards up on the table  … A devil, a death’s-head, a sun … and other images the inspector looked at without interest. Gideon had fled to the darkest corner of the room, green pupils glowing in the dark. Suddenly Amelia gave a start and brought her hands to her face.

‘What is it?’ Rosa asked anxiously.

The fortune-teller gestured to her to keep quiet and kept looking at the cards with an anguished expression. The inspector fumbled for a cigarette and lit it. In spite of himself he felt a long shudder run up his spine. The whole thing had taken him by surprise. He looked at the fortune-teller, waiting for her to say something.

‘Tomorrow morning …’ she stammered, unable to continue.

‘Tomorrow morning what?’ asked Bordelli, now gripped by the situation. To find little Giacomo, he was ready to follow any lead whatsoever, even the most absurd. But the psychic didn’t answer. She collected the cards and stood up. Her gaze seemed far away.

‘Amelia, what’s got into you?’ Rosa asked, as though feeling guilty. It was she who had asked her to consult the tarot about the missing boy. The fortune-teller put on her coat without saying a word. She gestured to Rosa to let her know she wanted to leave and headed for the door. Bordelli wanted to hold her back and ask her what she’d seen, but didn’t have the courage. How could he let the power of suggestion make him believe such idiocies? How could the cards possibly know human destiny?

Rosa accompanied the card-reader on to the landing and stayed there for a few minutes. When she came back to Bordelli, he was already lying down with his shoes off, a small glass of grappa in his hand. She sat down beside him on the sofa, not bothering to turn the big lamp back on.

‘Amelia refused to tell me anything,’ she whispered in a dramatic tone.

‘Could you massage my back with your golden hands?’ Bordelli asked, already sitting up again.

‘Of course, darling. Take your shirt off, and I’ll go and get some cream,’ said Rosa, and she got up and sashayed into the bathroom. It didn’t take much to change her mood. Bordelli put out his cigarette, took off his shirt, and lay down on his stomach. Rosa returned with a jar of Nivea, took a big daub into her hands and, straddling his bottom, started massaging him.

‘You’ve gained weight,’ she said.

‘No, it just looks that way to you.’

‘I know about these things, you know …’ she said with a giggle. Bordelli was moaning with pleasure. Outside it started raining hard again. The wind picked up, and they heard a shutter slam. Weather for wolves. Gideon didn’t give a damn. He was lying on top of the sideboard, belly up.

‘Rosa, do you really believe that rubbish?’

‘What rubbish?’

‘The tarot, fortune-tellers …’

‘Of course I do. My friend Asmara told me Amelia has read the tarot for her many times and has never been wrong, not even once, about the past or the future.’

‘Give me an example.’

‘Well, she told her her father had abandoned her as a child, and that her mother had died when she was six …’

‘And about the future?’

‘Last year she told her that she would have a small accident in January of this year, and it actually happened. She broke one of her little toes.’

‘What else?’ He liked to hear her talk.

‘She told her she would be operated on for appendicitis, and that happened, too. She told her she would be receiving a small inheritance from a distant relative whom she’d never met, and that also came true. She told her one of her clients would fall in love with her and give her a beautiful ring … And it was all true, from A to Z.’

‘Coincidence.’

‘And she told you a blonde woman had just left you … What do you say about that?’

‘A little bird must have told her …’

‘I didn’t tell her anything!’ said Rosa defensively.

‘Has Amelia ever read the cards for you?’

‘Oh, no, I don’t want to know anything about what’s going to happen to me.’

‘But you thought it was okay for her to read them for me.’

‘What’s wrong with that?’ asked Rosa, kneading his spine like dough. Bordelli gave in to the pleasure, listening to the sound of the rain. He was trying not to think of the fact that sooner or later he would have to drag himself back to his flat. Rosa took a deep breath.

‘Anyway, as I was saying … Suor Celestina’s praying in the middle of the night when, all of a sudden, there’s a knock on the convent door …’


The inspector was woken up at the crack of dawn by the ring of the telephone and threw himself out of bed. Even before answering, he knew what it was about.

‘Yes?’

‘Rinaldi here, sir. A hunter found a corpse buried in the wood, saw a foot sticking up from the ground. It looks like it belongs to a young boy …’

‘Where?’

‘La Panca district. We’ve already got a car on the way there,’ Rinaldi said. The inspector couldn’t help thinking of the last words uttered by Amelia: Tomorrow morning …

‘Where exactly is this La Panca?’

‘After the Strada in Chianti you turn left on to the Via di Cintoia and go on for another four or five miles. But to get there you have to take a trail that goes uphill towards the woods, in the direction of Monte Scalari.’

‘I’ll go and get Piras and then come up … Call Diotivede—’

‘What about the assistant prosecutor?’

‘Wait a couple of hours to inform him: I don’t feel like seeing him.’

‘All right, sir.’

‘Call the car and tell them nobody’s to touch anything before I get there.’

‘Yes, sir.’

As soon as Rinaldi hung up, the inspector rang Piras.

‘I’ll be by in ten minutes. They found a kid buried in the woods.’

‘Shit, so it’s him …’

‘Try to be ready outside the front door.’

Bordelli got dressed in a hurry and went out without even drinking a cup of coffee. After a night of rain the sky was a clear, intense blue. The San Frediano quarter was beginning to wake up, and by now a few shops already had their rolling metal shutters half raised.

He stepped on the accelerator and was in Via Gioberti a few minutes later. Piras was already out on the pavement, eyes ringed with fatigue. He got into the car, frowning, and after a gesture of greeting, Bordelli drove off. The Beetle’s persistent rumble echoed in the semi-deserted streets. Every so often they crossed paths with a scooter or another car. Dishevelled women appeared at the small balconies of their flats, coats over their nightgowns.

Leaving the city, they drove through Grassina. The Chiantigiana3 was filling up with lorries and tiny, noisy three-wheeled vans filled with vegetables. The peasants were already out in the fields, toiling behind pairs of oxen or sitting atop modern tractors. The city was just round the corner, but out here it seemed farther away than the moon. The more or less smartly dressed, noisy and hedonistic youths who every evening poured into the streets downtown had nothing whatsoever in common with the wrinkled faces and dark gazes of a humanity that broke its back turning the earth.

They crossed Strada in Chianti and turned in the direction of Cintoia. After a mile or so, the road was unpaved, and the Beetle began to dance. To their left they saw forested hills standing out against the greenish sky. Past Cintoia Bassa, the curves grew tighter and tighter, and they had to slow down. A three-wheeled Ape van was struggling up the hill, spewing white smoke, and it wasn’t easy to overtake it.

At last they arrived at La Panca, a hamlet of four houses around a bend in the road. They asked an old peasant woman for the road to Monte Scalari, and soon they were climbing a steep path. It was covered with rocks, and the car bounced this way and that. Wisps of fog gleamed white between the tree trunks. Some two or three hundred yards ahead, the main trail made a sharp turn to the right and continued upwards to Cintoia Alta, but they followed their directions and proceeded straight up through the woods. They came across a few busybodies climbing on foot, and Bordelli unceremoniously sent them back down. They ploughed on for another mile or so, sliding in the mud all the while. Round a bend appeared the squad car, parked in a clearing. The policeman on duty, Tapinassi, was standing by the car door, waiting. He came towards the inspector and stood to attention.

‘Where’s the little boy?’ Bordelli asked.

‘Over here, sir.’

Tapinassi gestured vaguely at Piras in greeting and led them towards the spot where the body had been found.

‘Have you got a spade?’ Bordelli asked.

‘There’s one already there,’ Tapinassi replied.

They advanced another hundred feet along the path, then turned into the woods and continued climbing with effort through the trees. Every so often a strong gust of wind blew. In the spots where the carpet of dead leaves was thinnest, the sludge stuck to their shoes. The silence was beautiful, and Bordelli couldn’t help but think of his walk with Botta.

‘Tapinassi, do you know this area well?’

‘No, sir. I’m not from around here, I was born at La Rufina.’

Moments later they saw the other policeman, Calosi, in the distance. Beside him was a man of about fifty with a double-barrelled shotgun slung over his shoulder and an Irish setter on a lead.

‘Go back down and wait for Diotivede,’ Bordelli ordered Tapinassi.

‘Yes, sir.’

The young policeman headed back down towards the car. When Piras and the inspector reached the spot, Calosi leapt to attention and gave a military salute. Bordelli didn’t even look at him. Together with Piras he went up to the freshly dug hole. A small naked foot, half eaten by an animal and already decomposing, was sticking out.

‘Wild boar,’ Bordelli muttered. The nauseating stench of the corpse almost completely covered the crisp scent of the underbrush.

‘It can only be him,’ said Piras, a hand over his nose.

‘We’ll know straight away … Calosi, have you already taken pictures?’

‘Yes, Inspector.’

‘Pass me the spade.’

Bordelli started digging, trying to be careful. The hunter watched the scene with his mouth half open. The boy’s leg appeared, then his thigh, bottom and back … And, in the end, his head. Completely naked. The smell was unbearable, and Calosi walked away, suppressing an urge to vomit. The boy lay face down. Bordelli turned him over with the help of the spade, and Piras frowned in disgust. The eye sockets were full of worms. The face was smeared with dirt, the features barely distinguishable. They heard a thud behind them and turned round. The hunter had fainted, and the dog started howling.

‘Take care of that, would you, Calosi?’ said Bordelli. He pulled his handkerchief out of his pocket and started cleaning the boy’s face, careful not to touch it with his fingers. He felt as if he’d stumbled into an old painting about the plague. Every so often he had to turn his head away to breathe. He’d seen many corpses during the war. Children too, even newborns.

‘It’s him,’ said Piras, immobile as a rock.

‘Yeah, it’s him,’ the inspector muttered, tossing aside his muddied handkerchief. He’d seen only a few photos of the boy, but even so, it wasn’t hard to recognise him. Giacomo Pellissari had finally been found. There he was, naked, soiled with mud, dead. The thought of having to tell his parents turned Bordelli’s stomach. Meanwhile the hunter had come to, though he remained seated on the ground. The inspector approached him.

‘Do you come up this way very often?’ he asked him.

‘Yes, I live in La Pescina, down by Lucolena,’ said the hunter, looking away from the child’s corpse. He was hollow-cheeked, with skin the colour of leather and ravaged by wrinkles. He must have been a peasant and was probably not much older than forty.

‘Do you know the area well?’ Bordelli asked.

‘Like the back of my hand.’

‘Are there any other roads that lead up here, aside from the one at La Panca?’

‘There are several. From Figline, from Poggio alla Croce, and from Ponte agli Stolli by way of Celle, but all three are a lot rougher.’

‘So a car can’t make it up there?’

‘No, too many rocks and holes. You’ll drop your oil pan, you will …’

‘And on foot?’

‘On foot it’s another matter.’

‘Is Poggio alla Croce far from here?’

‘Not very. Farther on there’s the fork at the Cappella de’ Boschi. You just keep to the left and it takes about an hour.’

‘And where does the path on the right lead?’

‘To Pian d’Albero, where Potente’s4 partisans were massacred. You can get to Poggio from there too … On foot, of course. They’re nasty trails.’

‘Thanks.’ Bordelli lit a cigarette, thinking of his outing with Botta. Without realising, they had passed not far from the boy’s corpse, but all they’d found were mushrooms.

‘Can I go now?’ the hunter asked.

‘Just be patient for a little while longer. You’re going to have to come down to the station to sign a statement,’ said the inspector.

The sun was beginning to filter into the woods, spreading a golden glow between the black tree trunks. Piras caught Bordelli’s attention with a whisper and pointed to two men approaching through the trees. It was Tapinassi and Diotivede.

The doctor gave a nod of greeting and went towards the lifeless child without stopping. As soon as Tapinassi saw the corpse, he stopped dead in his tracks, white as a sheet. He stood there for a moment, slack-jawed, then turned away.

Diotivede opened his black bag, took out a towel, and laid it down beside the body. He carefully put on his rubber gloves, knelt down on the towel and bent over to examine the child, touching the body at various points. Nothing on his face gave any sign of the stench he was inhaling from just inches away. Turning the corpse over on to its belly, he continued studying it closely. Piras and Bordelli were a few steps away, anxiously awaiting information.

Moments later the doctor stood back up, put the gloves and the towel in a plastic bag, and tucked this into his medical bag. Then his customary black notebook appeared in his hands. He scribbled a few things in it and shoved it into his pocket. Bordelli came up to him.

‘Strangled?’

‘Not only that …’

‘What do you mean?’

‘First he was raped,’ said the doctor. Bordelli exchanged a glance with Piras.

‘How long has he been dead?’

‘At a glance, I’d say three, four days.’

‘I hope you’re wrong. It’s unthinkable that he was left for so many days in the hands of a monster.’

‘God only knows what a wonderful time he must have had,’ the doctor said darkly. He could have performed a post-mortem even on himself without any particular emotion, but the sight of dead children always put him in a grim mood. ‘Can you tell me anything else?’ he asked.

‘You’ll have to wait for the post-mortem.’

‘Are you leaving straight away?’

‘No, I’ll be here a little longer … Give me a cigarette,’ the doctor said. The inspector had seen him smoke only on rare occasions, and it always seemed peculiar to him. He offered him a cigarette from the packet and then lit it for him. The doctor took a deep drag and then headed pensively up to the top of the hill, his bag swinging at his side. Bordelli went over to Calosi and Tapinassi, who both looked deader than the little boy.

‘Call the morgue and tell them to send the van, and take that poor bastard back with you,’ he said, gesturing towards the hunter.

‘What about the dog?’ asked Tapinassi.

‘Bring him, too, it’s the easiest thing.’

‘All right, sir,’ the two cops said in unison, having recovered their nerve a little.

‘When the van gets here, be sure to walk the stretcher-bearers to this spot, and then you can leave.’

‘All right, sir.’

Calosi and Tapinassi explained things to the hunter, and all three of them headed down the slope, followed by the dog.

Piras had asked them for the camera. After taking a few shots, he stood there staring at the little boy’s corpse with eyes that evoked Sardinian vendettas. The city was far away. The city where the boy had vanished into thin air. At last they were making some progress. The body had been found. But if something else didn’t turn up soon, they would be back where they started.

The inspector sought out Diotivede. He saw him some fifty yards away, motionless amid the trees, staring spellbound into space with his arms folded across his chest and his bag at his feet. He looked as if he were posing for a sculptor. Bordelli slowly caught up to him.

‘We’re going to need a little luck,’ he said.

‘Let’s hope it’s not like two years ago …’ the pathologist said, alluding to the four little girls who were murdered in the spring of ’64 before the killer was captured. They were months of hell …

A bird cawed from a treetop, and both of them looked up, trying to spot it.

‘Give me another cigarette,’ Diotivede muttered. Bordelli lit one for himself as well, throwing the match on the ground. A big mushroom rose up through the rotten leaves. Perhaps it was a porcino …


After facing the journalists with Inzipone at his side, the inspector shut himself in his office with Piras. It was almost four o’clock and they still hadn’t eaten anything.

Bordelli ran his hand slowly over his already stubbly face, thinking of the delightful morning he’d had. Around eleven he’d gone to talk to the boy’s parents, in Via di Barbacane. He’d wanted to go there alone. He saw Giacomo’s mother fall to the floor like an empty sack, and helped her husband put her back on her feet. He didn’t mention the rape, there was no need. He stayed with the Pellissaris for more than half an hour. Before leaving he had predictably vowed to catch the killer, to give the wretched couple something to hold on to. But as he was descending the stairs, he’d felt like a liar.

Commissioner Inzipone was blowing fire from his nostrils, having growled at Bordelli in private to get busy … As if up till then he’d only been scratching his balls, for chrissakes. Truth be told, he didn’t know which way to turn. Giacomo had been buried in a hurry in a shallow grave. Whoever had done the digging certainly wasn’t concerned with making the body disappear for ever, but only with getting it out of his hair. Maybe it was better the kid was dead. What sort of life would he have had after what he’d been through?

The inspector and Piras had searched the place where the body had been found for clues, any clue, within a radius of about fifty yards. But, aside from a few empty rifle cartridges, they’d found nothing. As if that wasn’t enough, it had been raining all week, and the layer of rotting leaves didn’t help.

Bordelli had sent a few patrols to La Panca a good while before, to question the inhabitants of the area and check to see whether the other trails really were impassable for cars. Perhaps the hunter had been exaggerating.

The inspector was hoping there might be a witness who’d seen something important, or that Diotivede might make a discovery that would prove to be a turning point. He was hoping, but he wasn’t terribly convinced.

‘Let me smoke, Piras.’

‘Can I open a window?’

‘Do whatever you like, but let me smoke.’

He lit a cigarette as the Sardinian threw open the windows as if it were the middle of July. The rain had started falling again.

‘We’re going to solve this, Inspector.’

‘Even at your age I wasn’t so optimistic.’

‘I can feel it …’

‘We need a psychic,’ said the inspector and, upon saying that, he thought again of Amelia. Tomorrow morning … the fortune-teller had said, before clamming up. To distract himself he told Piras the story of the tarot cards, and Piras loosened up and smiled.

‘When I was a young boy, there was a sort of witch who lived in Bonarcado. People said she had the power to kill people from afar, and whenever I saw her on the street in town my legs would start to shake.’

Gusts of damp wind blew in through the open window.

‘There’s something I really want to do, Piras.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Promise not to tell anyone?’

‘Promise.’

‘I would really like to have another little chat with that fortune-teller,’ said Bordelli.

‘Well, given our situation, anything’s worth a try …’

‘Thanks for the encouragement.’

The inspector picked up the receiver and dialled Rosa’s number, hoping to find her at home.

‘Hello?’ said Rosa after the tenth ring.

‘Ciao, Rosa, it’s me.’

‘Oh my God, I heard about the little boy on the radio … How horrible!’

‘Rosa, how can I get hold of Amelia?’ Bordelli asked curtly.

‘She’d foreseen it … Do you remember what she said?’

‘How can I reach her, Rosa?’

‘Oh, dear God, I can’t bear the thought of it … Poor little Giacomino …’

‘Rosa, please, tell me where I can reach Signora Amelia.’

‘Who on earth could have done such a thing?’

‘Rosa! Can’t you hear me?’

At last he got her to listen and repeated that he wanted to speak with Amelia as soon as possible.
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