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Dedication


It was just after eight o’clock 


I woke up early the next morning


Amedeo Masi’s office wasn’t far


The Ufficio del Catasto


The shop was a few blocks away


The Carabinieri caserma


I found Via Dei Mille


I phoned a friend who worked in construction


I stopped in a bar on Via Sauro


It was early evening


It was dark and cold


He let me out


It was the middle of the night


I spent the morning going round all the petrol stations


I headed towards the city


I walked home along the river


The first thing I did in the morning


Gaia, the girl from the petrol station


I pulled out my phone and called Bragantini


I looked at the piece of paper


I was woken up by my phone


The next morning


I arranged to see him at his house


I sat in the car and called an old friend


The road to the Agip station


It was a short walk to the offices


Gaia was standing under the arches


I found Santagata’s address easily enough


It was still dark and the roads were almost empty


As always, I woke up early the next morning


The town of Monteleccio


I decided to go and see Bragantini


I was walking home


An hour later, I got a phone call


I went round to see Dall’Aglio


I twisted the key in the ignition
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It was just after eight o’clock 





It was just after eight o’clock when the phone started trilling impatiently. I had been awake for hours, leaving the lights off so I could watch the dawn turn the cupolas orange and pink. I enjoyed the silence of the sleeping city, the absence of all the usual noise of shouting and cars. In the last two hours my peace had slowly ebbed away: the stars had sunk back into the sky and the traffic had started to build up outside my window. Then the phone started its ugly electronic prod and I knew the day had begun.


‘Pronto,’ I said.


‘Castagnetti?’ asked an impatient voice.


‘That’s me.’


‘You’re the private detective, right?’


‘Sort of.’ I try to avoid the term because it makes people think in stereotypes. ‘I offer clarity in criminal cases,’ I said slowly.


‘I’ve a job for you.’


‘And you are?’


He said his name was Pino Bragantini, said it slowly like it was the kind of name that people normally recognised. I had never heard of him.


‘What’s the job?’


‘I’ll tell you in person if you don’t mind. Face to face.’


‘Fair enough. Where are you?’ 


He gave me his address. He said it was some factory to the south of the city. Said he wanted to see me there immediately if that were possible. I told him it was.


I hung up and looked out of the window. It was the beginning of one of those blissful spring days without a cloud. The sky was infinite blue and the sun winked off windscreens and sunglasses. There was a gentle wind combing the city, hurrying scontrini across the cobbles and ruffling the rabbit-skin cuffs of people’s coats.


I twisted apart the macchinetta and filled it with water, scooped in some coffee and twisted it back together. I put it on the gas and went to have my weekly shave. I looked at myself in the mirror: my short hair was going grey at the temples and as I scraped the blade across my face I noticed how the stubble in the sink looked like salt and pepper. More salt than pepper. I would be forty in a couple of years’ time and here I was, still living in a provincial city not even knowing what to call my job.


By the time I got back to the kitchen, the coffee was spluttering across the hob, the top of the macchinetta bouncing up and down as the brown liquid spat in all directions. I drank it quickly and got dressed.


Outside the traffic was static. It was the normal rush-hour standstill. I decided to walk to the factory since it was only just the other side of the city. It wouldn’t take long, even allowing for my gammy ankle. Someone had taken objection to me getting my foot in the door a few years back and it has never been right since. Doctors keep saying I need to exercise it but every time my left heel leaves the ground I feel the area around my tendon twinge. It’s not an acute pain, but I’m always aware of it. When it’s quiet I can even hear it crackling like a peal of distant fireworks. And when it’s cold or damp, or I’ve been driving for too long, the whole thing seizes up completely and the only way I can walk is to drag it along behind me. And that brings two things I never want: attention and sympathy. People stare or smile like they’re sorry for me.


So I limped up towards the factory, amazed at how bedraggled our beautiful city appeared. It had begun to contract. Shops were closing down, windows were being covered with large red letters at oblique angles: ‘vendita totale’. Exotic clothes and mighty mannequins had been replaced by whitewashed glass and hopeless, handwritten notes: ‘to let’. It was like the city had a puncture and was losing air all the time. No amount of pumping or repair seemed to make any difference.


The crisis had been going on for a few years now and it had hit this city hard. I looked at people’s faces and they seemed desperate. Short of money and patience. They seemed more pallid, as if they couldn’t afford the skiing or even the tanning clinics any more. The place felt less glamorous, less flashy all of a sudden. Before, people had spent thousands just to keep up, to look right, to fit in and feel good. Now there was nothing to keep up with, nothing to fit into. All the masks and costumes of the carnival had been put away, sold off, and we were left with the dull reality of our dull selves. No feathers, no fancy dress, only the struggle for survival.


I got to the factory an hour later. It was a beautiful spot. Cypresses and poplars creating elegant avenues, the gurgle of the nearby river. It felt like an oasis in the urban jungle. The factory itself looked unusually august, as if it had been there for at least the last hundred years.


I walked in the front door and saw a receptionist. She was young and dark-skinned, with spray-on clothes over nice curves. As I got closer I realised she was wearing too much perfume. She smelt like the inside of a taxi with too many magic trees.


‘I’m here to see Bragantini,’ I said.


‘And you are?’


‘Castagnetti.’


She picked up the phone and told him I was here. He came out a few minutes later: a shortish man, mid-fifties, bald head with a grey halo of hair and a bushy grey moustache that covered his mouth. He dressed like someone used to hiding behind elegance: smart suit, serious tie, sober shoes. I noticed a chunky watch as we shook hands. He took me into his office and showed me to a chair.


‘Thank you for coming,’ he said.


‘Thank you for calling. How can I help?’


‘I’ve got a problem.’


I nodded.


‘I’ve been the victim of an arson attack.’


I looked at him. No burns. ‘Where?’


‘My car. Last night. Windows smashed, petrol poured in. By the time I got here this morning my Audi was a wreck.’


‘What kind of Audi?’


‘An A4 Saloon.’


‘Nice sled.’


‘It was,’ he said regretfully. He stared into space in memory of his car. 


‘What time did you get here this morning?’ I asked.


‘Seven. I always start early. Have to be here that early just to tackle the paperwork. I never have time during the day.’


‘And what is this place?’


‘The factory?’ He looked up, surprised that I didn’t know. ‘We produce bottles. And bottle tops.’


‘Bottles?’


‘And bottling machinery.’


‘Many rivals?’


‘Most of the city. Every other businessman around these parts is into something similar. That’s our distretto. Some cities specialise in sofas or tiles or automobiles. Our speciality is food engineering.’


I nodded as if impressed. ‘And the car? You got insurance?’


‘Sure, but that’s not the point.’


‘What is the point?’


‘Someone’s targeting me, deliberately setting fire to my property.’


‘How do you know it wasn’t just some hooligan trying to keep himself warm at night?’


He shook his head impatiently. ‘Look where we are. No one comes up this way, day or night. This isn’t the kind of place you just chance upon. Someone’s trying to intimidate me and I want to know who and why.’


He didn’t seem like the sort of man to suffer intimidation. His stare was intense and it pinned me to the chair.


‘Let’s start with who,’ I said. ‘Any ideas?’


‘Mah!’ he said impatiently. ‘I’ve had to lay off a few workers recently. What with the crisis. They weren’t happy, I suppose, but I can’t see them ever pulling a stunt like this.’ 


‘I’ll need their names and addresses.’


He nodded curtly.


‘Have you,’ I paused, not sure how to say it, ‘have you made anyone jealous recently?’


‘What does that mean?’


‘It means’, I gave up on delicacy, ‘have you been screwing another man’s wife?’


He ran his thumb and forefinger down each side of his moustache like he was thinking about it.


‘I’ll need that name and address too.’


‘I didn’t hire you to delve into my private life.’


‘You haven’t hired me yet. And if you do, I’ll delve wherever I want.’


‘There’s only one,’ he looked up at me, talking quietly, ‘and her husband doesn’t know.’


‘Who knows who knows?’ I said. ‘People have a sixth sense when they start sprouting horns.’


He stared at me. ‘I need discretion.’


‘And I’ll need those names.’


He nodded, looking at me with a tilted head like he disliked me already. He leant forward and pressed a button on his desk.


‘Nunzia, bring in the addresses of all the employees we let go in the autumn.’


He hung up and stared at me again. ‘How much?’


I told him, and he wrote it down, whistling like he thought I was a rip-off.


‘Expenses on top,’ I said.


He looked at me and forced a laugh.


The receptionist came in with a few sheets of paper. 


‘Could you write your address on here too?’ he asked her.


She nodded. ‘Sì dottore.’ She went round beside him and scribbled on the paper.


‘Thank you.’


She turned round to go and Bragantini caught my eye.


‘She your squeeze?’ I said as the door closed behind her.


‘Her name’s Nunzia Di Michele. Her address is here.’ He took out a pen and I saw his hand circling something on the pages. He passed the paper across to me. There were a few addresses across the city and the receptionist’s handwritten one.


‘Discretion,’ he said.


I nodded. ‘Any rival particularly competitive, got a grudge, anything like that?’


‘All of them.’


‘And are they likely to pull a stunt like this?’


He stared at his desk, narrowing his eyes. ‘I doubt it. What would they gain from burning my car?’


‘Give me the names anyway.’


I passed him back the paper and he picked up a pen and started writing on the back of the list of addresses.


‘You got security?’


He shrugged like he didn’t know what that meant. ‘I lock up. I set the alarm.’


‘No CCTV?’


He shook his head.


‘Dogs?’


Same again.


‘You might want to think about stepping things up, maybe get a night porter, someone to keep an eye out.’ 


‘I thought that’s what I was employing you for.’


‘I’ll come by when I can,’ I said. ‘But I’m not a security guard. Get someone on it. Someone who can watch out for you when you’re not around.’


He twisted his head like he didn’t like the mounting costs.


‘You want to show me the car?’ I said, trying to take his mind off it.


He nodded in silence and stood up. He passed me the list of addresses as he led the way out of the room. ‘Back in five minutes,’ he said to the receptionist. I looked at her and peered over her desk. There was a photograph of a young man next to her computer screen who I assumed was her husband.


Bragantini led me across to the car park. I could smell the car even before I could see it. It was little more than a burnt-out box. Much of the metal was black and flaky. It looked like an automobile skeleton, with the gear stick and steering wheel stripped of all flesh. Bragantini stared at it and shook his head.


‘This happened last night?’


He nodded.


‘You always leave your car at work overnight?’


‘Not always, but I only live over there.’ He bounced his chin in the direction of a block of flats through the trees. ‘I spend so much time in the car during the day that come the evening I’m happy to have a short walk home.’


‘And why not call the police?’


He rocked his head backwards and rolled his eyes. ‘You know the answer to that. They haven’t got the time or resources to dedicate to this kind of case. They give a very good impression of not even caring.’ 


‘But you’ve reported it?’


‘I will,’ he said unconvincingly. ‘But the only reason I would even do that is for insurance purposes. I don’t expect them to dedicate any more time to this than it takes to fill in a form.’


‘Which insurance company are you with?’


‘Gruppo Sicurezza.’


I looked at him again and wondered why he was even wasting money on me. He would get reimbursed for the cost of the car, so it wasn’t as if he had had anything stolen as such. He must have known that I would get no further than the usual authorities, and would just cost him a few thousand on top.


‘Why did you call me in?’ I asked. ‘If it was a hooligan having his fun, it’s hardly worth hiring a private.’


‘You don’t want the job?’


I threw my palms in the air. ‘I’m happy for any work I can get, but I like to know why I’m getting it. It doesn’t seem to make much sense.’


He grunted, and looked behind me, right and left. ‘This car park is half full most nights.’ He took a step towards me to underline what he was saying. ‘There are probably about a dozen company cars here every night. Now if one of those had been torched I might be able to ignore it. But of those dozen cars they deliberately went for my personal one.’ He suddenly looked at me and nodded. ‘That makes me think whoever did this wasn’t some idiot arsonist, but someone who was trying to send a direct message to me. I want to know what that message is, and who sent it.’


It made more sense like that. I nodded and shook his hand. I promised to do what I could. He walked back inside and I turned to examine the burnt-out car. I knelt down and looked underneath. I peered inside. There was nothing to go on. I wandered over towards the river and watched it for a minute or two: there was a rusty can of Coke, the red and white only just visible below the blanket of algae. There was a bike lock down there, a few shredded plastic bags hanging onto bushes, the wide, transparent triangle of a sandwich wrapper bouncing on the plaited waters towards the open seas.


I walked off, reading the list of addresses as I went. I still thought it likely that some random hooligan had found a smart car and burnt it for fun. It was probably just chance they had burnt Bragantini’s. Or maybe they had gone for it because it was clearly the smartest.


Either way I wasn’t exactly excited about it. Getting an arson case is like being asked to work out who’s sprayed a slogan on your wall in the middle of the night. The chances of catching the culprit are very small. And even if you do, it’s hardly high-end work. Most of the arson cases I had worked on were insurance jobs. People bored of their unprofitable businesses and cumbersome assets that no one wanted to buy, so they torched the lot. Except this time that didn’t look likely. Bragantini wouldn’t have hired me if it had been him who poured petrol all over his wheels.


Which left me with disgruntled employees taking revenge. I looked at their addresses on the sheets of paper. They were in different parts of the city, so I planned a route from one to the other, wishing I had brought the car after all.


It took me most of the morning to cross them off the list of suspects. I pretended to be from social services, checking up on the well-being of people who found themselves out of work. One came out with the old line that it was the best thing that had ever happened to him. Said he had been longing to leave the company for years, and that he could now finally follow his dream. Which meant, as far as I could work out from the thick odour of his front room, sitting at home and smoking spliffs.


The next one had moved back to Napoli months ago and his flat-mates hadn’t seen him since. They didn’t have a forwarding address for him, but they gave me his old mobile number. I called him up and left a message.


And the third one had, according to his wife, been working at another factory for the last few months.


I phoned one of the men Bragantini had said was a business rival. I pretended to be from Bragantini’s insurance company, checking up all leads in an arson case. The secretary offered to make an appointment for next week, so I hung up and went round in person. I flashed my badge and waited for him to get back from lunch.


‘Insurance investigator, eh?’ he said cheerily when his secretary introduced us.


I told him about the fire at Bragantini’s and he smiled. ‘And he thinks I did it?’


‘I’m talking to everyone in the same line as him,’ I said curtly.


‘Then you’ve got a long day. There are hundreds of us in this line.’


‘All bottling?’


‘Bottling, canning, tinning. That sort of thing. “Culinary engineering”.’ He smiled at the grandiose sound of the term. 


I spoke to him for a quarter of an hour. He told me where he was the previous night and gave me the addresses of the friends he had been with. He seemed amused rather than disconcerted by the whole thing, and I crossed him off the list as well. One by one I eliminated the other rivals, the unlikely arsonists who had decent alibis and no motive.


I went back home to get my car. It was late afternoon by then and I parked outside the receptionist’s address on a small street which ran off the Via Emilia. I walked up to the intercom and saw the usual panel of two dozen names. I found Nunzia Di Michele’s name and, next to hers, what I assumed was her husband’s: Michelotti. I sat in the car for an hour, waiting for someone to come out. Eventually a young man emerged who looked dark, with a thin face and a thin mouth like the photo on the receptionist’s desk. I fired up the car and followed him. He drove for a mile out of town, stopping at a roadside bar. I waited for him to walk in before getting out and following him inside.


The bar was the usual dark hole, most of the light coming from a small TV sitting on a black metal plate in the corner. There were a few posters of B movies from twenty years ago and a pennant of the city’s football team. I saw a pine tree of Chupa lollies by the cash till and a large Gaggia coffee machine. There were folded newspapers on wobbly, circular tables and old chairs with faded floral seats complete with cigarette burns and yellowing chewing gum in the corners. There was a ridgeback dog in there, too energetic for the claustrophobic bar. It came round panting and licking, knocking tables with its chest and chin and spilling drinks onto people’s laps which it then tried to lick. It was the kind of place that was never closed and never cleaned, one of those unfashionable holes in the suburbs where people went just because it was there.


The husband was sitting on a barstool drinking a beer. I sat next to him and ordered the usual malvasia. The barman looked like his dog and had the same breath. He was talking away, telling anyone who would listen why the Caprazucca bridge, the ‘goat-pumpkin’ bridge, had such a daft name.


‘It was built by a man called Capri Succhi and over the years it became, in the popular imagination, Caprazucca.’


‘That’s bull,’ said another man at the bar. ‘Everyone thinks that but it’s not true.’ The barman was offended, but stood there listening to the new expert. ‘It used to be called the bridge of Donna Egidia, but it was wooden and rotting. So they built a new one. This was some time in the thirteenth century.’


‘Allora?’ the barman said impatiently, wanting to put his rival back in his place.


‘In the fifteenth century some constable called Antonio da Godano was the officer on the bridge and you know what his nickname was?’


‘Goat-pumpkin?’ the barman said.


The man looked at us seriously. ‘You got it. Capra-zucca.’


‘What kind of nickname is that?’ I asked. Goat-pumpkin sounded like a daft nickname to me.


‘It’s an old way to say piggy-back. “Cravasu’cca”. Sounds like “capra-zucca” you see? The constable’s nickname was piggy-back, and since piggy-back was there, guarding the bridge and doubtless charging people to use it, the bridge got his nickname too.’ 


‘Why would a constable get such an idiotic nickname?’ asked the husband, wanting to point out the old man’s ignorance.


‘That’s lost in the mists of time,’ said the man, narrowing his eyes and focusing on the wall behind the bar as if he had said something very profound. ‘But I have a few theories …’


He was waiting for us to beg him to spill, so I threw my chin in the air, which was the only cue he needed.


‘He was a soldier. He probably saw action, since back then every town and village was at war with its neighbour. It may be that he earned his nickname by rescuing his comrades and carrying them piggy-back.’


‘Maybe he was just a hunchback,’ the barman said.


‘We get the idea,’ I said more impatiently than I intended. I wanted to wrap things up and get the husband alone. ‘Another malvasia.’


‘Right away.’


The barman turned his back to go to the fridge. The husband and I caught each other’s eyes and smiled.


‘Fucking Goat-pumpkin,’ he said under his breath.


We sat there for a while, watching the barman uncork a new bottle. The conversation reminded me what a strange country this was. Everywhere the past seems to dwarf the present. The first lesson you learn in this city is that you can never match the majesty of our ancestors: those proud palazzi and gold-plated libraries and frescoed churches will never be bettered. The most you can hope for is to be allowed inside them or, failing that, become an erudite drunk. For fifteen hundred years this peninsula has lived in the shadow of the greatest empire known to man. And to have your glory behind you is a sure way to become fatalistic and decadent. It means that all learning faces backwards rather than forwards. We feel like we’re living in the ruins and debris of a glorious history and can only sit and wonder why we arrived too late. It’s the same as my line of work. I’m only ever called when something’s already happened, when all the action is in the past … and I limp along pessimistically, trying to understand what went on by looking at the ruins and the ruined lives.


I looked over at the TV. As usual there were girls in bikinis doing provocative dances in front of old male presenters with unnaturally black hair.


‘Look at them,’ I said, staring at the TV.


‘I’m looking, I’m looking,’ the husband laughed.


‘What do you think they have to do to get on television?’ I asked.


‘Eh beh!’ He laughed again. ‘I’m sure there are quite a few casting sessions.’


We watched the girls for a couple of minutes. They were smiling stupidly at the camera, cavorting around in their red, sequined outfits.


‘You married?’ I asked.


‘Yeah, I’m married.’


‘Lucky man.’


He turned round to look at me and smiled, nodding his head towards the TV screen. ‘She doesn’t look much like them though.’


I was waiting for the first hint of misogyny, a revelation of hatred for his wife and for his marriage. But he surprised me. He told me how they had met and married, where they lived and what they wanted to do with their lives. They didn’t have any children yet, he said, but they would once they had saved enough money to buy a small flat. He seemed like a devoted husband, entirely ignorant about what his wife was up to. No man who knew he had been cuckolded would have spoken about their dreams like that. I wished him luck, downed the rest of my drink and walked out. Another potential arsonist in the clear.


I got back to my little monolocale and sat in darkness. I could hear the roar of mopeds going past outside and from the flat below I got the incessant stupidity of some TV quiz show. The audience laughter and applause sounded even more canned when coming up through the floor. I sat there, on the one chair in the one-room flat, feeling defeated. I had wasted a day. I had lied to everyone I had met, pretending to be from social services, or from an insurance company. I had pretended to be a barfly. I felt like a fraud without a lead. Everything seemed pointless.


I was falling asleep in the chair when the phone went. I picked it up and put it to my ear. Before I could say anything I heard that same impatient voice. ‘Castagnetti?’


‘Who’s this?’


‘Bragantini.’


‘Nothing to report yet,’ I said quickly, defensively.


‘Yeah, well I have. I just got a call. The kind of caller who doesn’t leave a name.’


‘And?’


‘They said it was time for me to think about the safety of my workers and my family. He mentioned the names of my children. Said there was too much criminality in the city for a factory like mine to be safe. Said it would be better for my peace of mind to move out to the sticks, that it wasn’t safe around this area any more.’


‘Not much veil to that threat. What did you say?’


‘I told him to go back to his whoring mother.’


‘Nice. When was this?’


‘Just now.’ The guy sounded like he was still shaking with rage. ‘They called me at home.’


I sat up and tried to concentrate.


‘I’m ex-directory,’ he said.


‘Makes the threat more threatening.’


‘But no one knows my home number. Everyone uses my mobile.’


I asked him for both numbers and wrote them down. ‘I’ll come round,’ I said.


He hung up without saying anything.


I was up there a quarter of an hour later. His wife was fussing around in her dressing gown, trying to calm her husband down. He introduced us and we shook hands. She was a tall, good-looking woman whose face suggested she had spent too many years worrying about life. Either that or she was a heavy smoker: lines were etched across her face, but they made her somehow more attractive, more human.


Bragantini took me into his study and poured two generous slugs of whiskey.


‘Sit down,’ he ordered. He remained standing, still too jittery to sit. He was shaking his head violently, the way people do when they’re trying to get water out of an ear.


‘The caller,’ I said. ‘It was a man, I assume?’


He nodded.


‘Accent?’ 


He shrugged. ‘Usual. Nothing special about it.’


‘Would you recognise it again?’


He threw his hands in the air in impatience. I brought him up to date with what I had done all day and he seemed as unimpressed as I was.


‘Did you think about security?’ I asked.


‘I’ll get on to it tomorrow.’


‘File a report with the authorities as well. It’s always good to have something like this logged in case it ever comes to court. Most crime is incremental. Domestic violence might end in murder but it usually starts with a flick of the ear, you with me?’


He nodded. ‘You know what this is about? Someone wants to buy me out and setting my car alight is how they open negotiations.’


‘If they call again,’ I said, so he understood, ‘tell them you want to negotiate. Set up a meeting.’


‘I’m not selling,’ he said defiantly.


‘I know,’ I said slowly, ‘but they don’t need to know that.’


He grunted in irritation. He was a determined sort, the kind of man to become more stubborn in the face of thugs and their threats. He wasn’t particularly endearing: he was hard-nosed and probably hard-hearted. He spoke with the caps lock on and cheated on his wife. But there was something about him I admired. He was unflinching, courageous in an aggressive sort of way. And I was secretly pleased at what had happened. What had appeared a dead-end case of vandalism had suddenly got a lot more interesting.


‘We need them out in the open,’ I said. ‘They’ve shown their hand. We just need them to show their face. If they think you’re really going to sell, they’ll come out sooner or later. Or at least, they’ll send someone out.’


He didn’t like the idea of even pretending to sell, but he could see the point.


We held each other’s stares for a second like we were shaking hands. I got up to go, thanking him for the drink.


‘I’m counting on you, Castagnetti,’ he shouted at my back as I walked over the gravel drive towards my car. I waved a hand over my shoulder.


I was too wired when I got home to go to sleep. I sat in the car thinking about the amount of money his factory would be worth if it were converted to flats. They would probably keep the nice, nineteenth-century façade, sand-blast off the ochre lichen and gut the rest. Make it into some kind of luxury living complex, as swanky and soulless as all the others. It would be worth a fortune.


It was past midnight now. I drove out to the city’s main fire station. It was in a large warehouse on the outskirts of town. A line of rectangular, red engines were lined up ready for the next call. To the side was an office shaped like a cube of thin aluminium.


The door was open but there was no one around. I walked in and saw in the light from the street that the walls were covered with posters advising the public to fit smoke alarms and stock up on fire blankets and extinguishers. There was a calendar on the wall with photographs of fire stations around the peninsula. They all looked exactly the same, only the backdrop was different: mountains, seaside, concrete.


‘Hello?’ I shouted. ‘Anyone around?’ 


There was no reply. I opened a side door and saw a corridor of lockers on one side and doors on the other. Above the corridor was a balcony with more doors.


‘Anyone around?’ I shouted again as I walked upstairs. There had to be someone because they always kept a couple of people at the station on stand-by. I walked down the corridor, knocking on doors, not waiting for a reply but knocking hard and moving on to the next one.


‘What’s going on?’ a voice said behind me.


I turned round and saw a man in a tracksuit. He was taller than me and had a jawline as wide as my shoulders.


I held out a card for him. He took it and looked down at me.


‘You’re an investigator?’


‘You can read then?’


‘Very funny. What are you doing sneaking around here at night?’


‘I’m not sneaking. The door was open.’


‘What do you want?’ he said, losing patience.


I told him about the burnt-out car. He said he had heard about it. Said it happened every now and again. Said that conviction rates were in single figures, if not fractions.


‘Why do they do it?’ I asked.


He shrugged. ‘I could tell you if we ever caught them. My guess is a combination of the usual. Insurance job. Jealous spouse. Working-class hero with a chip on their shoulder. The anarchist who doesn’t believe in the system. The eco-warrior who doesn’t believe in the internal combustion engine. Or, most likely, some loser who likes to watch flames, to see the chaos they can create just by striking a match. It gives them a sense of power, of manipulating events, of being a creator of sorts.’


‘You got records of all car fires?’


He laughed. ‘We got records for everything. You can’t flush a toilet here without filling in the right piece of paperwork. We got records, all right.’


‘Open to the public?’


He shook his head. ‘The office is locked until tomorrow.’


People are always saying to me that they can’t give out information. Which normally means they’ll happily sell it. I’ve never met anyone who believes more in privacy than in money. Open your wallet and they normally open their mouth. I held out a fifty.


He looked at me with disgust. ‘Put it away,’ he said with authority.


I put the note away and looked at the jawline. ‘I’m just trying to save lives, the same as you,’ I said.


‘That so?’ he said with sarcasm.


‘I’ll make an official request in the morning.’


‘You do that.’


He stood at the door to his room, watching me slink down the stairs like a naughty child. I didn’t like the humiliation, but I was pleased that my jaundiced world view wasn’t entirely correct. There were people who didn’t take cash in the middle of the night. There were people who wouldn’t do anything for a bit of easy money. It didn’t help me, but it cheered me up a little.



















I woke up early the next morning





I woke up early the next morning and went straight back to the fire station. It took a fair amount of bluster to get what I wanted. The woman on the front desk made a point of being unhelpful and the man with the jawline wasn’t around. Eventually I got to speak to some public liaison person who gave me a list of car fires in the last two years. There were sixteen in total. I couldn’t take all the documentation with me, so I made a generous donation to the retired firemen’s fund and got the charmer on the front desk to make photocopies.


I went from one address to the next. Most of them were out, or had moved away, so I wasted the morning limping from one place to the next just to ring a doorbell a couple of times. It was raining heavily and within an hour my clothes were stuck to my back and I was bored.


To those who were in, I told the truth: that I was looking into all car fires in the last two years to try and establish some sort of pattern. They came out with their own theories, used my appearance as an excuse to get an old grudge off their chest. Out of politeness I wrote down names they mentioned – former boyfriends, or business partners, or local eccentrics – and promised to follow up the leads. They seemed surprised that anyone would still be interested in their case because no one had seemed particularly interested when it had happened. They told me what new car they had bought as a replacement, told me in detail about how it was better, or worse, than the one they had had before. I took down the names of their insurance companies, just in case.


I had been to about a dozen addresses when something interesting came up. I had been looking for a man called Carlo Lombardi, a prosciutto merchant whose Volvo had been charcoaled a year ago. The address I had for him was a prosciuttificio half a mile to the north. It wasn’t a particularly pleasant area: hemmed in by the railway, the ring road and the motorway. I decided to drive there since it was so out of the way and it was still raining heavily. I went up and down the road twice without seeing the place. Normally a prosciuttificio has its prices on display outside, large numbers describing weights and the length of stagionatura. They normally have a forecourt where customers can park to pick up their ham wholesale, get a whole leg instead of a few wafers of the stuff.


It was supposed to be number 17, but in the hundred-metre stretch between 15 and 19, all I could see was chaos. Steel straws stuck out of square concrete pillars. The building was a shell of thick grey lines. It was entirely hollow but for a concrete staircase which ran from one non-floor to the next. Red and blue flexi tubes protruded from windows. Above, two cranes moved slowly like the arms of a clock which had lost their centre. There was the constant noise of banging, only offset by the booming voices of the workers: parolacce and laughter, random shouts and snatches of famous songs. The place smelt of wet sand.


I got out of the car and walked up to the site. Facing the road was a large white sign detailing the construction firm, the engineer, the architect and the timescale for the building. The official rubbish. I took the phone out of my pocket and snapped a shot. I looked at the result and checked I could read the names. The main one was easy. It was written in large letters at the top: Masi Costruzioni.


I walked towards a portakabin a few metres from the pavement. It had Masi flags flying from each corner. I knocked on the door.


‘Avanti,’ someone shouted from inside.


I opened the door and saw a man at a desk. ‘You’re the first person who has ever knocked on that door.’ He laughed, his earlobes wobbling as he bounced. ‘Who are you?’


‘I was just passing,’ I said, faking timidity, ‘and wondered … are there still flats for sale?’


‘I’ve no idea. Not my role.’


‘Isn’t this the ufficio vendite?’


‘No, I’m just the foreman. Trying to make sure work gets done on time.’


‘Does it?’


‘What?’


‘Get done on time?’


‘Depends how often I’m distracted.’ He looked at me over his half-moon glasses. His face was all ears and nose. It was a sad face, the face of someone who was downtrodden but loyal and strangely shrewd. The face of someone who had been bullied, but who had cut a deal with the bullies.


‘It says on the board the flats will be ready for consegna at the end of the summer.’


‘It will have to be a very long summer,’ he laughed. 


‘How long you been on it?’


‘Since last autumn.’


‘Wasn’t this where the old prosciuttificio used to be? What was it called? Lombardozzi or something?’


He shrugged. ‘Wouldn’t know.’


‘So where’s the ufficio vendite?’


‘In the centro. Sales are being handled by some agency.’


‘Any idea who?’


He grunted, growing bored of the disturbance. He stood up and went over to a board and tilted his head backwards so he was looking through his glasses. ‘Casa dei Sogni it’s called.’


The phone started ringing. ‘Scusi,’ he said and picked it up.


I held up a palm by way of goodbye and walked out. I drove a few blocks and parked outside a bar. Bar staff are the next best thing to parish priests when it comes to street-level intelligence. No one knows the territory like them. They hear all the gossip and complaints and grievances.


There was a petite woman serving. ‘What can I get you?’ she asked.


‘Malvasia.’


She poured it like she was watering a plant, sloshing it out so fast that the glass moved towards me as it filled up. Fizzing drops fell onto the counter.


I raised the glass to no one in particular and took a deep gulp. She pushed a bowl of crisps towards me. I took one, but crisp it wasn’t. It tasted like salted paper.


She was staring out of the window as she wiped a cloth across the bar where she had spilt the drink. ‘If it rains much more today we’ll need a boat to get home.’ She spoke Italian with a southern accent. It sounded Neapolitan to me, with the usual sawn-off consonants. No point finishing a word if you knew what was coming.


I looked over my shoulder at the damp street. You could only see umbrellas walking past. I nodded and took another gulp. ‘I prefer my liquids on the inside.’


‘Want another?’ She was pouring it before I had even replied.


‘Thanks.’


I sat there for a few minutes, watching the rain. I didn’t want to rush it. Go in too quick and people know you’re pumping them for information rather than making idle conversation.


‘What happened to that prosciuttificio?’ I asked eventually.


‘Lombardi?’


‘That’s the one.’


‘He sold up about a year ago.’


‘I was looking for it just now, couldn’t see it anywhere. Thought I had lost my head.’


‘The only thing they’re selling there now are flats.’


‘I saw all that building work and thought I must have been on the wrong road.’


‘Right place,’ she said, ‘just a year or so too late.’


I took another gulp of the malvasia. ‘He still in business?’


‘Who? Lombardi?’


‘Yeah.’


She put her chin in the air. ‘Boh. I wouldn’t know.’


‘You got a phone book?’


She turned around and reached under the table where the till was. ‘Ecco.’ She put it in front of me, turning it round so it was the right way up. ‘Another?’


I heard her pouring the wine as I leafed through the phone book. There were two or three pages of Lombardis. More than half a column of Carlo Lombardis. I turned to the front of the book where the commercial section was and looked for prosciuttifici. Quite a few of those too, but there he was: Carlo Lombardi. He had moved out of town, towards Colorno. I wrote down the address and passed the phone book back to her. I left a note on the bar and walked back to the car, my legs feeling a little frizzanti.


I drove to the address of the new prosciuttificio. It was easy enough to see: this time there were all the usual yellow posters with prices and weights. I went in and smelt the musty, peppery smell of seasoned meat. There were hundreds of tear-shaped legs hanging from the ceiling. Eventually a man in a white overcoat came towards me. He had thinning white hair swept back and glasses hanging around his neck. I noticed his chin was slightly skew, so that when he smiled a greeting his lips made a thin figure of eight. It had the effect of making him look cheerful or boyish.


‘You Lombardi?’ I asked.


‘Certainly am,’ he said.


‘Didn’t you use to have the place over on Via Pordenone?’


‘Used to. Not any more.’ He put his glasses on and looked at me as if he were trying to recognise an old customer. ‘We’ve been here almost nine months now.’


I nodded, looking around quickly to check we were still on our own.


‘What can I get you?’ he asked. 


I shook my head. ‘I’m not here to buy. I wanted to ask you a few questions.’


He looked confused. ‘Go on.’


‘Your car got torched a while back.’


‘That was a long time ago,’ he said slowly. ‘How do you know about that?’


I passed him my card. I watched him read it and then look up at me with a frown.


‘A client of mine had his car torched the night before last. I was wondering if there’s a connection.’


‘A client?’


‘Yeah, a client. Someone who doesn’t take kindly to intimidation.’


We looked at each other with suspicion.


‘Dozens of people get their cars burnt each year,’ he said. ‘Why come to me?’


‘Because you sold up soon after. Made me wonder what went on. Made me wonder whether anyone suggested you move on. Whether you got any threatening phone calls, saying it was a good time to sell, that your family would be safer someplace else.’


His eyes narrowed and he was nodding slightly. ‘Wait here,’ he said. He walked through a side door behind the counter and a little while later came back with a woman. ‘My wife will watch the shop,’ he said. He had taken off his white coat. He beckoned me round the side of the counter and led me through the side door into a little office, crowded with files and papers.
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