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Author’s Note


There are two different police forces in Italy: the CARABINIERI are a military unit belonging to the Ministry of Defence; the POLIZIA are a state police force belonging to the Ministry of the Interior.


The maresciallo (carabinieri) and Commissario Soneri (polizia) can only be coordinated by the questura, otherwise they report to different ministries. As to the different hierarchies, the maresciallo is a rank below the commissario.




[image: image]




1


THE AFTERNOON WAS slipping idly by in an insidious silence. No word from the squad cars, nothing but yawns from the operations room and not a soul in the immigration office. As he walked along the deserted corridors, Commissario Soneri was already looking forward to the leisure of the festive period, during which he would be able to entertain thoughts he had kept at bay for weeks but which, now that he had dropped his guard, were surging cheerfully into his head. The pre-Christmas atmosphere made these moments to savour.


He heard a telephone ringing in his colleagues’ office, and someone chattering away on the floor above in the premises occupied by the Drugs Squad, at this time of year even the pushers were taking time off. From his own office, he could look out onto the courtyard of the questura and see in the middle distance the wide gate which framed a section of Via Repubblica as though in a viewfinder, through which could be glimpsed big cars and ladies in fur coats caught up in the frantic round of seasonal acquisitions. Christmas to him meant memories of beechwood burning in the stove and the clink of spoons on plates of anolini in brodo, but he had no wish to abandon himself to melancholic recollections. To distract himself, he focused on the motionless fir trees lined up darkly in the mist and an elderly lady approaching under the shadow thrown by them. She was leaning on a walking stick, a little stooped, and was dressed in a dark green overcoat which reached to her ankles, carrying a large, floppy bag over her arm. He had a feeling he ought to know who she was. When she reached the centre of the yard, she stopped and looked around, but it was not clear whether she was there to observe the cloister, which she seemed never to have visited before, or was unsure which way to go. Soneri stared at that solitary figure, at her awkward, circumspect behaviour and laboured progress, and knew instinctively that something was troubling her.


A few moments later, his telephone rang. “There’s a woman here who would like a word with you, sir,” said the officer on the door.


“Did she say what she wanted?”


He heard the officer’s mumbled words. “She says she has some worries about a friend of hers, another woman.”


“What kind of worries?” the commissario said impatiently.


“She rang the doorbell, but no-one answered. The same when she telephoned.”


“See that she talks to Juvara,” he said brusquely.


It would be the usual story: some old soul dying alone in her own home. An elderly lady, a stroke, the sort of thing the newspapers headline, LONELY TRAGEDY. In addition to being annoyed, Soneri also felt mildly disappointed. The old lady had at first sight aroused his curiosity, but now that feeling had evaporated, leaving mere routine and banality. By the time he resumed his seat, the peaceful atmosphere of the afternoon seemed to him definitively disrupted. He decided he had better write up some reports which had lying on his desk for a couple of weeks, but he had scarcely begun when the old woman’s voice penetrated from Juvara’s office next door.


“I rang several times, I tell you, including last night.”


The inspector’s questions were muffled, but the woman’s words pierced the wall. “No, no, look – it’s out of the question. She never just goes away, and anyway she has a boarding house to look after. I don’t know if you know it, Pensione Tagliavini. Her name is Giuditta Tagliavini. Everybody knows her. They all call her Ghitta for short.”


The name brought back to him the memories that had been buzzing around in his head a few moments previously, when he was on the point of falling into a state of depression. That was the name he had been groping for. Who did not know Ghitta? Half the student body had passed though her furnished rooms, and many had gone on to become professors, doctors, lawyers or engineers. Not to mention the girls from the nursing college or the secretarial courses.


“Look, Ghitta always pops out a couple of times a day, but if she was going away she’d have let me know.”


Soneri heard her voice alternate with Juvara’s as she told her tale, and he found himself assailed by memories from thirty years ago when, standing in front of the Pensione Tagliavini, he was for the first time bowled over by the smile of a girl with a nurse’s white uniform folded over her arm. That was the first chapter in a love story, full of the passion and candour of two twenty-year-olds. Much later, when they were married, he used to tell her that the credit for everything should go to the pensione, to the endless comings and goings which had aroused the attention of a young, over-zealous police officer.


“Please believe me, sir, Ghitta goes out on Thursdays, never on Sundays.”


Ada, Soneri’s wife, had died fifteen years earlier, leaving him to wonder what it would have been like for them to grow old together and bring up that son for whom she had died in childbirth. The baby boy had not lingered long either. He was already dying when he was delivered, and never uttered a sound. Soneri had vivid memories of his wife, but he could not recall anything about the baby. Sometimes he had the impression of something fluttering unseen around him, pleading to be loved for his own features, for the colour of his eyes and hair. His pain had no face to weep over.


“I’m not the only one who’s rung the bell. Others have tried too, but there’s no answer, only silence.”


Silence, the same response he received time after time when in his dreams his unconscious urged him to seek out the face of his lost wife or child. He was accustomed to listening to it as the clearest, most eloquent, most pitiless, indeed the only voice possible.


Juvara must have been busy typing up the report because the old woman was dictating her address. Soneri made out only “Fernanda” and then “Via Saffi”. The Pensione Tagliavini was in Via Saffi, even though it could not be seen from the street. There was only the name at the foot of the address board on one side of the front door. He remembered the ditty made up by some of the more boorish students, vengefully chanted under a window by a rejected suitor:




You want to screw a pretty whore?


Then make your way to Ghitta’s door.





He jumped to his feet and went next door. Juvara and the old woman were both standing behind the desk and turned wordlessly as he appeared in the doorway. She had a pale, soft face that seemed somehow boiled, but he recognised her instantly. Fernanda Schianchi, the next-door neighbour who took in lodgers when Ghitta had no vacancies. The woman returned his look but she did not react save for an almost imperceptible wink, as though between former lovers. She picked up her bag, put it over her arm, took the walking stick she had propped against the desk and slowly walked out.


The commissario did not speak at once. He went to the window and watched the woman walk across the courtyard towards the main gate at the far side, where the rushing crowd would swallow her up. He worked out in his head the route she would take. Via Saffi was not far off, but why had she taken the trouble to come along in person rather than telephone? Did she know perfectly well who he was, or was she keen to make sure by looking him in the face? She had, after all, asked for him by name.


He picked up the telephone and called the front gate. “That old woman who has just gone out, did she ask for me by name?”


“Yes, sir. She told me she wanted to speak to Commissario Soneri, otherwise I wouldn’t have bothered you.”


He saw her black, slow shadow under an arch. She paused briefly beside the porter’s lodge, then stepped out into the street. Only then did Soneri turn to Juvara with a questioning look.


“She was worried about her neighbour. There was no reply and she doesn’t think she’s gone out. Her name is—”


“Ghitta Tagliavini,” Soneri said.


“You know her?”


The commissario gave a wave of his hand to say that, yes, he knew her well.


“Did she have anything else to report?”


“She’s rung the bell and knocked on the door.”


“Do you have any idea why she came over here in person?”


Juvara shrugged, unsure how he should reply.


“Doesn’t it seem odd to you? She could have telephoned, couldn’t she?”


“I had the impression . . .” The inspector stopped, searching for the right word.


The commissario was staring out the window again. He turned and gestured to Juvara with the hand holding his cigar, prompting him to go on.


“Well, the first thing she said to me was, ‘You’re not the commissario’.”


Soneri turned, walked past Juvara’s desk and out of the door without saying another word. The inspector watched him bound across the courtyard, passing under the archway and out through the gate.


As he made his way along the crowded street, the commissario was struck by the strange link between the thoughts that had been in his mind that afternoon and the reality he was faced with now. The past, the happy years he had spent with his wife, the Pensione Tagliavini, and then, out of the blue, with no apparent connection, the sight of the old woman in the courtyard, almost as though she had stepped out of his head. She had come looking for him, she had come to speak to him, and he was certain she had recognised him in spite of the countless men who must have passed through her life in the years when the pensione was fully operational.


He walked more quickly in an attempt to catch up with her, but the crowds prevented him from moving as fast as he would have liked. He went over in his mind the best way to Via Saffi, and wondered how far she could have gone by now with her shuffling, stooped gait. Remembering the way made him feel once more as though he was shipwrecked amid recollections that were as silent and isolated as flashes of summer lightning. As he turned from Via Repubblica towards Piazzale dei Servi, he looked along the pavements, but nowhere could he make out the figure of an old woman moving along slowly. He stared down the dark lanes which opened off both sides of the street, but he saw nothing. Arriving at the front door of the Pensione Tagliavini, he pressed the buzzer next to the name SCHIANCHI, but heard neither a voice nor the click of a switch being pressed. He rang again, and then gave up. He crossed to the other side of the street and took up a waiting position. A black mood settled on him like the mist which was thickening at the bottom of the street, pressing against the barriers of Via Saffi and wrapping itself round the steeples of the Battistero.


Half an hour later there was still no sign of Fernanda. He took out his mobile and called Juvara. “Did Signora Schianchi leave an address?”


“Thirty-five, Via Saffi,” Juvara said.


The commissario cut off the call. Though he was irritated at the inspector, who, he said, did not ask enough questions and lacked the curiosity required in a man in his position, he knew that he, not Juvara, was to blame and was annoyed with himself. He had not focused properly, he had been careless. A commissario should know that every person has a story to tell. Perhaps ninety-nine out of a hundred are of no interest, and the problem was that it was impossible to tell which was the genuine article unless you listened to them all.


He rang the buzzer again, to no avail. He tried the other numbers on the board, until finally he heard a click and the door opened. He found himself in a hallway lined with bicycles. He felt stunned and confused, as though he were on a journey back through time. Nothing had changed in that hallway since the days when he and Ada had exchanged final moments of intimacy after their dates. More than anything else, he was aware of the slight smell of damp emanating from the dark walls and the earthy odours rising up from the cellars. He was brought abruptly back to himself by a woman in a tracksuit leaning over the upstairs bannister.


“I’m looking for Fernanda Schianchi,” Soneri said.


“She away.” came the reply, in laboured Italian.


The commissario climbed the stairs to the landing. Three doors led off it. He recognised the one that opened onto the Pensione Tagliavini. “Where did she go?” he asked.


“Not know,” the woman said, now annoyed. “Yesterday she say she go,” she added with a shrug. With her blue eyes and short blond hair, the woman must be Slav.


Soneri did not move. He put a cigar between his lips and stood there deep in thought, observing the door of the boarding house. It bore a brass nameplate on which PENSIONE TAGLIAVINI was carved in flowing italics. He heard the woman go back into her apartment without saying a word, followed by the sound of the bolt being pulled across behind her. Fernanda seemed to have vanished into thin air, as had Ghitta. As he moved towards Ghitta’s door, he heard someone ring her bell downstairs. Just as he was going to investigate, the lights went off. He turned back to switch them on again, but tripped in the dark. As he found the switch, the buzzer went again. He rushed down, but lost time locating the button to open front the door. He got it open just in time to see a motorbike accelerating away into the mist gathering over Via Saffi.


He went back up to the landing. His weariness was dispelled by a sudden sense of urgency and by a suspicion which weighed so heavily on him as to become a certainty. He approached Ghitta’s residence and tried to force his way in by shaking both handles on the double doors. One side vibrated, causing the lock to rattle, a sign that the door had only been pulled shut, not double locked. He took out his telephone card and put it into the gap between the doors at the level of the lock, a trick he had learned from a burglar many years previously. At the fifth attempt the lock sprang open.


He was greeted by the heat of a gas stove, inside which a blue flame was dancing. Not much had changed there either. He remembered clearly the long corridor where he now stood, with doors leading off on both sides, the wall-mounted telephone with the ledge underneath for writing messages, the directory and the piggy bank for payment. The hatstand was still there, as were the prints of old Parma and the dressing table with the mirror where you could check your appearance before going out. There reigned over all a kind of provisional peace, suggesting a momentary absence. Lamplight shone in through the windows and was reflected in the glass drops of the chandelier, sending out faint sparks of light. In the semi-darkness Soneri recognised aspects of the house he had visited dozens of times, waiting for the girl who would become his wife, but now he felt like a robber. He did not switch on the light, even though he was gripped by a tension which left him rigid. He moved along the corridor until his attention was attracted by the door to one of the bedrooms which had been left ajar.


That was the room where Ghitta slept, the only one that had always been locked. He pushed the door open with the back of his hand, wrapped a handkerchief round his fingers and switched on the light, but as he did so he realised he already knew what had taken place and that he was sure of what he would see. The light shone on a double bed onto which a drawer had been overturned. He knew what that meant. He stood staring at the jumble of cheap jewellery and souvenirs, postcards, photographs, holy pictures, old belts, fountain pens and one small, lined notebook with a wine-coloured cover. He turned back into the corridor to continue his search. Ghitta was in the kitchen, between the table and the sink. In the dim light he recognised the outline of her tiny body stretched out on the floor. She could still have been, in that darkness, the person he remembered, but the moment he switched on the neon lighting, with its mortuary glow, she became nothing more than just another corpse, already stiff and cold on the equally chill marble flooring. No matter how closely he observed her with the professional eye of the police officer, she still seemed to him an inviolate body, without bruises or wounds. A couple of coffee cups had been left on the draining board, and on the table he noticed two medicine bottles and some pills. He gently raised the old woman by one shoulder, and her whole body, light and almost desiccated, moved as one piece. There was no trace of blood. He made an effort to organise in his mind what he had seen so far, but found himself facing a mass of contradictions: the door pulled shut with only one turn of the lock; no sign of forced entry; the corpse left in such a way as to indicate a solitary death; the drawer turned upside down; the probability of theft, but two cups with some coffee still in them suggesting a friendly encounter.


He took out his mobile, dialled the number of the crime squad and asked them to contact Nanetti, head of Forensics. His colleague called back a few moments later. When the commissario gave him the address, Nanetti said, “Isn’t that the Pensione Tagliavini?”


Everybody knew the place. Compared to those new hotels with banners flying, revolving doors and mock-Persian carpets, the ageing boarding house resembled an archaeological dig, and now Soneri was confronted with the task of excavating it, artefact by artefact. He left the kitchen and turned back towards the bedroom, but first he opened the doors of the other four rooms. Everything appeared neat and tidy, even if each room seemed somehow abandoned. In one there was a suitcase with trolley wheels, which, when he tried to lift it, he decided must be full. In Ghitta’s room, he noticed that the chest which the overturned drawer belonged to had been pulled away from the wall. It was an ordinary, everyday piece of furniture with a layer of walnut veneer over soft wood – fir or poplar. Soneri peered in and discovered that the old woman had hammered in a nail to which she had attached a piece of cord of the sort used to bind salami. As he pulled on it, a little cloth bag, small enough to fit in the palm of his hand, emerged. He opened it and found inside Ghitta’s meagre treasure: a few gold rings, pairs of earrings, a chain with a medal of Jesus, a bracelet, a watch and in a little box, a ring made of white gold and inlaid with lapis lazuli stones. It did not take much to deduce that these were the only objects of any value in the apartment. Even if there were others, the intruder had not bothered to look for them, since he had ignored the ones now in Soneri’s hand.


A few minutes later, Nanetti arrived. They did not even exchange greetings. Soneri ushered him into the kitchen, where he had left the light on. Nanetti followed the same rigmarole that Soneri had many times previously observed, leaving the commissario to wonder at the rigorous discipline of the old-style police academies where the two men had undergone training.


“Looks like a natural death,” Nanetti said, after a cursory examination. Other officers busied themselves around them, one of them taking photographs.


Chewing his cigar, which had gone out, Soneri stared hard at his colleague. “Looks like, but isn’t.”


Nanetti stood quite still for a moment, pondering that statement, then without uttering a word, put on his latex gloves. The two men crouched down face to face over the body, and only then did they become aware of a tiny slit in the old woman’s dress between her breasts. They unbuttoned the top and pulled aside the vest, leaving her breasts exposed. Between the two drooping, shapeless breasts there was a cut no more than two centimetres in length, slightly open and violet at the edges. Only where the garment had come in contact with the torn flesh was there a faint trace of blood.


“A magnificently executed laparoscopy,” Nanetti said.


“What do you mean, laparoscopy!” the commissario said. “They slaughtered her the way you slaughter a pig.”
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HIS COLLEAGUE’S CREAKING joints distracted Soneri as he bent over Ghitta’s face, noting her staring eyes and her white hair left dishevelled from her final attempt to fight off her assailant. Her mouth was slightly open in an expression of astonishment. She must have known her killer so well that she was taken aback by what was happening to her.


“A real expert,” Nanetti said as he got back to his feet. “He laid her out in that position to stop the flow of blood.”


The commissario nodded, but he felt annoyed with himself for not having thought of that right away. Only then did he notice that Ghitta’s hands were clenched in a fist a little below her waist, still gripping the pleats of her skirt. Her upper arms, pulled in alongside her chest, led him to surmise that she had hunched her shoulders in one last, futile gesture of self-defence. While the forensic squad scrutinised everything, Soneri moved fretfully from Ghitta’s room to the kitchen, followed by the officers’ hostile looks. He wandered into another room and stood there quite still, besieged by memories of Sunday afternoons spent there when he was Ada’s boyfriend, half-dressed, agreeing plans for the future or making love in silence.


This apartment unnerved him because of the way it superimposed a past filled with hopes onto a present reeking of death. He struggled to believe that the same theatre could stage two such different plays, but the many years that had passed had altered what at one time appeared immutable, and now his job had brought him back to one of the places of his youth. It was never a good idea to return to a place where you had once been happy.


The forensic squad went about their work steadily and meticulously. Eventually the commissario grew tired of watching them as they collected fingerprints, conducted a painstaking examination of each and every shelf and drawer and searched for biological traces. Aware of his own unfinished business, he wondered if he could leave. When the orderlies turned up to take away the body, he remembered Signora Schianchi. What had happened to her? Had she too been attacked before she got home? He realised that, somewhat oddly, he was more interested in Fernanda Schianchi’s absence than the death of Ghitta, perhaps because he believed that clearing up the first case would lead to the solution of the second. Or was it merely that she had come looking for him, and he had brushed her off onto Juvara? He felt the first dawning of a wave of guilt. She had come to the questura specifically to find him. She wanted to speak to him in person. Was this only because she remembered him from the days when he used to frequent the pensione?


He went out onto the landing to make a call on his mobile, and as he was dialling the number he noticed that his hands were trembling. He gave Juvara the order to drop everything and instigate a search for Signora Schianchi.


“She must have someone – some relative, a son or a daughter. She’ll have gone to see them.” He cut the inspector off curtly, annoyed at his objections.


When he turned round, he found Nanetti standing next to him. He pointed to Fernanda’s door. “Is there no-one in?”


“Another old lady lives there, but she’s faded into the mist.”


Nanetti twisted his moustache and gave a grunt to indicate that the whole thing was a real mess. “Do you think we need to break in?”


Soneri thought the question over silently. “I’m afraid we have no choice, but I think it’s best to hold off a bit. Maybe she’s simply gone to spend Christmas with some daughter. Juvara’s on to the case.”


“Yes, it’s probably better to wait and inform the magistrate before we do anything. That way we’ll keep our noses clean.”


“Who’s on duty?”


“Saltapico.”


“It would be,” the commissario said sarcastically.


“Are the others any better?” Nanetti said.


The thick walls of the house deadened the noise. All that could be heard was the forensic squad as they occasionally moved things around inside the apartment.


“There’s something funny about the disappearance of this other woman,” Nanetti said, leaning back against the banister on the landing. He broke off when Soneri’s mobile rang. It was Juvara, whose tone was subdued. “Commissario, this woman doesn’t have anyone. She was widowed twenty years ago and there are no children. She has a nephew, but he lives in Milan.”


“Did you call him?”


“Yes, and his wife said they haven’t seen her in years. They speak on the telephone every so often. Just yesterday the signora telephoned to wish them a Merry Christmas.”


The commissario hung up abruptly, profoundly annoyed with himself. He had blundered. He should have received the old woman in person.


“Do you think the two women were on good terms?” Nanetti said. The commissario had no idea what he was getting at. He disliked the indirect approach employed by some of his colleagues, but he made an effort to control himself.


“What do you mean? They saw each other all the time. Fernanda even rented out some of her rooms occasionally.”


“So you would think she’d have a key to let herself in.”


Once again, Soneri felt an idiot. Why had that not occurred to him? In fact the thought had crossed his mind, but at that point he was still hopeful of finding Fernanda. Now he was less sure. Nanetti said nothing more and left Soneri to follow his own line of reasoning to its conclusion. It was highly probable that before coming to the questura Fernanda had seen what the commissario had subsequently discovered.


“Maybe you’re right. If so, that’s why it’s becoming more and more important to get into Signora Schianchi’s apartment,” Soneri said.


“I’d wait for the magistrate. After all, there’s no great rush. It looks to me like a straightforward case, like a game of chess.” Nanetti left him with that thought, trusting his men to get on with their job. The commissario went back into the apartment, wondering if Fernanda had stumbled upon Ghitta’s body stretched out on the kitchen floor. And if she had seen her, why had she not told Juvara?


Before he could come to any conclusion, the telephone in the hall began to ring. Soneri rushed to get there ahead of the other officers. He picked up the receiver and said “Hello!” in a firm voice.


From the other end of the line, all he could hear was a sigh followed a few moments later by a click as the line went dead. A short time went by and then the telephone began to ring once more. He turned back and repeated his greeting, this time in a tone of weary resignation. The only reply he received was the sound of the receiver being replaced so quickly as to make him think that the caller had had his finger poised to press the button. It could have been a wrong number the first time, but not the second. Whoever it was had expected to hear Ghitta’s voice and had hung up. Now they would be aware that something had happened at Pensione Tagliavini, but then perhaps they would have known that anyway if the phone had simply rung out. He calculated how much time he had before the press informed the city about the old woman’s death. Seven or eight hours, he thought – an interval in which, just possibly, someone would carry on behaving as normal. Perhaps they would even ring the doorbell and give him the chance to make their acquaintance.


He lit his cigar at the stove. Forensics had left, so he was able to take some liberties. He opened a cupboard and was tempted to make himself a coffee. From the kitchen doorway the whole length of the dormitory-style corridor was in view, and from where he was standing, Ghitta would have been able to keep an eye on everything and everybody. Nothing ever escaped her watchful gaze – who was coming, who was going, or who went to the toilet most often. Soneri could even recall some of the other residents. Selvatici, a law student, had the room facing the one occupied by his future wife. During the day, even on Sunday afternoons, he could be heard padding back and forth in his room, addressing an imaginary jury. In contrast, during the night he bustled about continually, seemingly as agitated as an animal in a cage. Soneri also remembered a girl called Robertelli, a flautist who studied at the conservatoire. And then there was Nelli, a student of engineering. He paid a reduced rent because he was good at fixing things around the house. His clearest memories were of the nursing students in their white outfits, each more beautiful than the next. It was no surprise that he ended up marrying one of them. In that long corridor with the landlady’s room down at the far end, they seemed to parade in front of his eyes, along with the university students. In the late afternoon or evening, when Ghitta was not in the kitchen, she would take her place in the sitting room to the left of the entrance. It was tiny, not much bigger than a cupboard, and had just the one window, which looked onto Via Saffi, and from there Ghitta watched the world go by.


Soneri decided to take a seat in the same position. He looked out at the journalists on the other side of the street, at the bar now owned by a Pakistani, and at the comings and goings of a sort of foreign legion living in the houses once occupied by people who had prospered and moved on. A squad car was parked outside No. 35. A number of curious passers-by stopped to stare at the vehicle and ask the journalists what was going on. He was dismayed when he imagined the rumours already circulating around a city that was too small to keep secrets. In all probability he was wasting time sitting there since everybody already knew, and no-one was likely to come calling on that misty night. He held his cigar hidden in the palm of his hand and kept on peering out into the semi-darkness, concealed by those pieces of dull furniture, in a timeless, imprecise dimension between today and yesteryear.


He experienced a deep sense of solitude, which was hardly a new sensation for him. Investigations frequently induced this state of mind, but this time there was a new element. He felt as though he had been projected beyond his own comfort zone, like a piece of shrapnel hurtling through the air and growing cold at the place where it had happened to land. That pensione, his dead wife, the lost opportunities, the unachieved plans, the transformed district now inhabited by foreigners, the only people capable of finding comfort in those old houses – everything was reduced to that ethereal yet fiery substance that constitutes memory.


The telephone once again jolted him out of his reverie. He got up unhurriedly and walked the length of the corridor. He picked up the receiver but gave only an indistinct grunt.


“Ghitta,” came an unusually deep, male voice at the other end of the line.


“Just a moment. Who shall I say?”


Moments went by as the caller seemed to hesitate. “Who is this?” the man said in a decidedly unfriendly, peremptory tone of voice.


“The signora is busy right now but—” Soneri said, and before the phone was slammed down, he heard a curse from the caller which seemed to be addressed to someone at the other end.


The commissario hung up, but a thought was taking shape in his mind without finding precise form. He returned to the sitting room, took out his mobile and called Juvara.


“I need . . . I’d like you make a bit of a scene, something to get rid of the journalists and all the people hanging about outside here.”


“Alright, as long as you don’t want me to make any sort of speech. I never know how to answer their questions.”


“There’ll be no need. Simply tell them that the inquiry is proceeding.”


“So what am I supposed to do?”


“Get a car and come to number thirty-five Via Saffi. Bring an escort. When you arrive, I’ll open the door and you come up with two officers. When you go back down, the journalists will throw hundreds of questions at you, so tell them that the apartment has been sealed off and that the inquiries will get underway again in the morning. They’ll be in such a rush to write up the story that they’ll lift the siege.”


“And what if they leave someone behind to keep watch?”


“That’s a risk we’ll just have to take,” the commissario said.


He sat back in the armchair. He always enjoyed looking out on the city on winter nights when everything was sunk in a deep sleep and when everyone who went by had a good reason for so doing. He took pleasure in imagining or working out what that could be.


*


Angela seemed to have a knack of detecting from a distance the moments when the commissario was floundering in a morass of jumbled thoughts, and of coming to his rescue just when he was sinking ever more deeply. Perhaps it was because she was jealous of that world to which he denied entry to everyone, or perhaps because their relationship was made up of bursts of fiery passion.


“What are you up to?” she said, before Soneri could even say hello.


“I’m keeping a lookout.”


“You always had a talent for voyeurism,” she said teasingly.


Soneri moved his mobile to his other hand so as to be able to smoke more easily. “If it were any other way, I couldn’t do this job.”


“Where are you?”


“Pensione Tagliavini. Does that mean anything to you?”


“That squalid little boarding house?”


“What’s squalid about it? To me it brings back all kind of lovely memories.”


“Sometimes you amaze me, commissario. How could you not know that the old lady hasn’t been letting rooms to students for some time?”


He had indeed lost all contact with that part of the city. There was a gap due to the fifteen years he had spent with the police in Milan. The bar run by Pakistanis, the district full of foreigners and even the Pensione Tagliavini itself had all altered the appearance of that quarter without his having taken it in.


“It’s been some time since I last had any reason to be interested in this area, ever since I went to Milan. If you just drive past it, you’re not aware of the changes. So who did Ghitta let out her rooms to?”


“Guess! Do you know what a knocking shop is? A whorehouse? In other words, people go there to screw,” Angela said in the face of his silence.


“They do that in five-star hotels too.”


“I know, but that’s boring. What do you say if I come along and join you there?”


“No, that’s not possible.” Soneri’s swift reply barely concealed his apprehension.


“It’s really flattering for a woman to suggest an evening of intimacy with her man, only to be refused because he’s scared,” Angela said.


“There are journalists downstairs. And anyway, Ada used to live here.”


“You see, I was right. They let rooms by the hour,” she said, clearly upset. She hung up without another word.


He did not call back, but breathed a sigh of relief and waited for Juvara to arrive. When he did finally turn up, he had followed the commissario’s instructions to the letter. Soneri found him standing with two other officers on a landing illuminated by a naked bulb which gave off a light the colour of camomile tea.


“Saltapico has arranged the autopsy for tomorrow morning,” Juvara said.


“He’s not hanging about.”


“What do you make of it all?” the inspector said as he came in.


“Nothing. I’m trying hard to understand what was going on in this house, what Ghitta was doing during the day. Somebody telephoned asking for her but slammed the phone down when they realised that something wasn’t right. I got the impression it was a pre-arranged call, always made at a fixed time, on a certain day. Otherwise, why would they have hung up?”


“Nanetti says that whoever killed her was no amateur.”


“Yes, he’d studied the perfect position to make sure there was no flow of blood. He left no trace and, even more importantly, got no stains on himself. This might indicate that it was someone who was well known in the house. It might even mean it was someone who’d been seen around here and couldn’t risk compromising himself. Or maybe he was just a scrupulous killer.”


“We’ll find out tomorrow,” Juvara said. “The police doctor will clarify how she met her death. She could have been stunned first, or else poisoned and then . . .”


“There’s no knowing. Reality is always surprising,” Soneri said, thinking to himself how much the old city had changed without his noticing. “Very good, then. Set up the scene the way I told you to.”


From the window, he watched to make sure that everything went as planned. As the journalists crowded round Juvara, the commissario read the embarrassment on his face as he tried to push past them. The cars sped off, leaving the reporters to contemplate their empty notebooks. They would get the information they needed in a series of telephone calls to officials and police officers whom they had courted unobtrusively at various social events over the years.


The street emptied quickly, leaving only a few cyclists, a couple of cars and the last customers in the shisha bar. After a while, the shutters at the bar were pulled down, and everything settled to the normal calm of a foggy winter’s night. Around eleven o’clock, Soneri rose to his feet and walked along the landing without switching on the lights. His eyes were now accustomed to that darkness broken only by shafts of light coming in through the windows. His thoughts returned to what Angela had been saying and to the way the pensione had been partially transformed into a shady hotel for couples with something to hide, when he was surprised by the telephone. He lifted the receiver, said nothing but listened intently.


An elderly woman’s voice began to pronounce Ghitta’s name, but then stuttered to a halt. Soneri then heard a groan, followed by laboured breathing, almost a rattle of the sort associated with asthma, which in turn gave way to a sibilant exhalation of breath. The commissario remained silent. He felt powerless and apprehensive, as though watching a madman teetering on a high ledge. It did not last long. The breathing seemed to fade away, before a weak, almost indistinguishable voice muttered, “I can’t take it any more,” and the line went dead. He stood there clutching the handset while the mirror further along the landing reflected back an indistinct image of him trembling. In front of that same mirror, as he said his goodbyes on Sundays, Ada would remind him in a whisper not to make any noise that Ghitta could hear and never to telephone after ten o’clock in the evening, this being an inflexible rule of the Pensione Tagliavini. Once again he found himself measuring time past, and once again he felt concern at the growing frequency of assaults by memories. He returned to the living room and resumed his watch over the street. By midnight he had finished his cigar, but even though it was no longer than a match he left it in his mouth. In the street below, a man dressed in a somewhat dandyish fashion passed by No. 35. Soneri was certain it was not for the first time that evening, there was something familiar about his leather shoes, which shone as though highly polished. In that street of sober colours made darker by the mist, they were the only things which glistened. The man wore a loose belt over a dark overcoat, left open to reveal a white shirt, a purple bow tie, tight-fitting trousers and was sporting a hat that was a little like a bowler. That eccentric elegance confirmed to Soneri that there was something out of place.


He got a better look at the man when he walked past for the third time. By that point, the way he passed and repassed the building could no longer be dismissed as mere random chance. The man stopped on the far side of the street and looked up several times at the living room window, causing the commissario to draw back behind the curtain for fear that the man might catch a glimpse of his shadow. He watched as he started pacing about once more, talking into his mobile. He seemed on a mission, executed with the scrupulousness of a vigilante paid to keep certain premises under observation, or to check that the Pensione Tagliavini was still enveloped in darkness. Half an hour later, Soneri heard a car draw up at the door. He opened the shutter fully and peeped out. A black Mercedes was idling in front of the main entrance, but none of the occupants got out. The car drove away again.


There was a level of activity around the house which Soneri could not fathom, and this set him to searching for something which could explain the various presences in those rooms, give a name to the phantoms which manifested themselves in telephone calls, and explain the shadowy figures glimpsed in the mist or half-concealed behind the windows of vehicles. Forensics had carried out their work too meticulously and had carried off nearly everything. All that had been left behind was the small wine-coloured notebook lying on the bed alongside Ghitta’s scattered jewellery. He picked it up and retired to the living room once more, hoping to work out what it contained in the faint light coming from the street through the shutters, but no sooner had he sat down than he heard the click-clack of high heels on the street below. The sounds were firm, indicative of someone who was in command of the situation and who knew where she was going. A young woman with a large bag was making her way along Via Saffi, and the street echoed to the rhythmical beat of her tread. She crossed the street just before No. 35 and walked up to the front door.


The commissario drew back from the door of the apartment until he heard the key being inserted in the lock at the foot of the stairs and saw the light going on. The woman climbed the stairs quickly. Soneri closed the door before she appeared on the landing. He was unsure where she was going until he heard the sound of the heels moving towards the entrance to the pensione. He heard someone fumbling with keys and at that point, before the woman had time to put her key in the lock, he pulled open the door.


She gave a start and moved back half a step.


“Come in. Police,” the commissario said calmly.


The woman was taken aback, but Soneri took her by the arm just above her elbow and drew her in.


“What’s going on?” she said.


“That’s the very question I’d like to put to you. What sort of time is this to be visiting friends?”


“I’m not here to visit anyone,” she replied, visibly relieved. “I live here. Didn’t you see that I have my own keys?”


“Once upon a time it was strictly forbidden to come back to the Pensione Tagliavini after midnight.”


“How do you know?”


“Ah well,” Soneri said, with a mildly pained expression. “Which is your room?” he said, resuming a professional tone.


The woman pointed to the door next to the room once occupied by Ada.


“The cupboards are all empty.”


“I don’t spend much time here. One night every so often when I’m working late. Where’s Ghitta?” she said, craning her neck in an attempt to look over Soneri’s shoulder.


“Are you related?”


“No, not really.”


“What does that mean? A distant relative?”
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