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  Introduction




  What with the world-wide popularity of crime and mystery fiction written in the English language – and how can one argue about the iconic heritage of Sir Arthur Conan

  Doyle, Charles Dickens even, Edgar Allen Poe, Agatha Christie, Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, etc. all the way to the many modern paragons of the genre that we all love and admire –

  foreign language fiction has often been overlooked by readers and critics alike. Setting aside the economics of the publishing industry in which the added cost of translation remains a negative

  factor and the de facto imperialism of the English language, there has always been a feeling that we produce enough interesting stories and novels and have a slight prejudice against culture from

  different countries. The same applies to the cinema, where Hollywood still rules the roost to a large extent. But it is an unfortunate state of affairs.




  One might even argue, at a stretch, that crime fiction began with the slaying of Abel in the Bible, which was of course not written in English, and the dreadful passions and emotions which give

  rise to crime, both fictional and real, are a factor which is inherent to the human condition. As a result, crime has dominated history and parallels the rise of civilization everywhere, from the

  massacres and plots of Ancient Greece and Rome, the bloody Middle Ages, the Borgias, the rise of gangsterism in the American Depression; the examples are countless. And far from a British or

  American phenomenon. Crime is, sadly, universal.




  As a result, there has always existed a vital stream of crime and mystery writing in almost all languages and cultures, but all too often it is we who have been too preoccupied with what was

  happening in our homes and countries who have chosen to partly ignore it. This lack of interest became self-generating and for many years it proved increasingly difficult for foreign authors (and

  not just in the crime area) to get their books translated into English, thus shielding us generally from an immense reservoir of talent. Some prominent names managed to break through such as

  Georges Simenon, Sjowall & Wahloo, Friedrich Durrenmatt, Boileau-Narcejac, but they were the exceptions, and similar major crime talents including Jean-Pierre Manchette, Friedrich Glauser and

  Giorgio Scerbanenco were overlooked.




  Over recent years, the fortuitous success and acceptance of occasional Scandinavian writers in translation (Henning Mankell, Stieg Larsson) have somehow opened the doors wide and a grateful

  crime-reading public has for the first time in ages been able to enjoy foreign writers like never before. Fred Vargas, Boris Akunin, Jean-Claude Izzo, Arnaldur Indridason and Andrea Camilleri are

  also now widely available and enjoyed. There are now even some, admittedly small and independent, publishing houses who have generously decided to devote their efforts to exclusively promoting

  crime in translation, both out of intellectual curiosity and the well-known fact that success breeds success.




  As someone who has for several decades vociferously supported genre writing from other countries, I personally find it difficult to explain why this has happened now, rather than earlier. Maybe

  Scandinavian sleuths ring a familiar chord in the souls of English and American readers who find their habits and preoccupations reflected in their travails and investigations; maybe globalization

  has made us more aware of foreign mores; maybe we were growing tired of our familiar sleuths; maybe the exotic attraction of foreign and alien shores and cultures has been a determining factor? And

  here I remind you of the undoubted success of English and American writers like HRF Keating, Donna Leon, Michael Dibdin and many others who set their books in foreign countries – as well as

  US authors such as Elizabeth George, Martha Grimes or Deborah Crombie who write about England while, conversely, many Brits (and Irish) mostly set their books in the USA: Lee Child, John Connolly,

  Ken Bruen, even myself … At any rate, it is a state of affairs we can only be grateful for and which, as I write, appears still to be flourishing as we continue to discover the talent of so

  many new writers with fascinating characters, locales and plots.




  But there is a long way to go: a high proportion of English and American crime writers is translated into foreign languages, while the reverse movement is far from true. It might appear to the

  untrained eye that every single Scandinavian mystery writer is now available to us, when in fact we are still only seeing the tip of the iceberg. And from my own knowledge of the French, Italian

  and Spanish writing scene, I am painfully aware of how many major authors remain untranslated. There is a whole world of crime out there begging to be discovered by us. Which certainly whets the

  appetite.




  For several years, I have been editing an annual anthology of the best of British crime writing in this series, and I was delighted when Pete Duncan and Nick Robinson at Constable & Robinson

  invited me to edit this volume, and broaden the scope to international crime writing. I am often invited to crime writing festivals across Europe and have met many foreign writers on these

  occasions and this affords me a way to get some of them published in English for the first time. It has been a fascinating book to edit, in so far as I was naturally limited to reading stories in

  the handful of languages I knew, so I recruited a group of advisers, all wonderful writers in their own right, to recommend some of the best stories they had recently come across in their own

  language. I must therefore thank Juergen Ehlers in Germany, Camilla Läckberg in Sweden, Paco Taibo in Mexico who advised on Spanish crime writing, Hirsh Sawney in India, Carla Vermaat in the

  Netherlands, as well as Johnny Temple at Akashic Books, who provided contacts and encouragement and, of course, publishes an increasing number of foreign writers himself in his Noir Cities series.

  I’m also grateful to Trisha Telep and Helen Donlon for advice on translators and Janet Hutchings at Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine. Without all of them, this volume would not

  have been truly international.




  I am customarily reluctant to highlight any particular story in an anthology as part of the introduction, and even more so in the present instance. How can one compare a story from Italy to one

  written in Russian, one from New Zealand to another from India, a Canadian story to a British one? They all have one thing in common: they are excellent crime stories which will grip, fascinate,

  intrigue, often surprise and trick you … which is the virtue of the best of crime and mystery writing. You will also find here some British and American authors, many well-loved and

  familiar: how could an anthology truly be international if we didn’t include ourselves on the basis of the universality of crime writing? Some of the foreign authors I’ve been

  privileged to select have already had books translated, while as many others haven’t yet (but hopefully will). I hope this sampler of their immense talents will encourage readers to open

  their investigative nets even wider in times to come and help us make foreign crime authors even more widespread and popular.




  

    Maxim Jakubowski


  








  

     

  




  A Crime for a Crime




  Giorgio Faletti




  The station is the usual small town railroad stop.




  Tracks behind and tracks in front, cables striping the sky and rust-brown ties coloring the ground as far as the curve that can be pictured back there. Alongside, a long, low building which from

  its design and color could only be a station. The blue sign hanging there suggests “ASTI” to passengers going by on trains and inflicts it on those who stop there. The train’s

  brakes and iron screech until it grinds to a stop and the doors open.




  Passengers step off as a voice announces connections. Names that don’t arouse dreams, ordinary nearby towns, merely places to return to. The end of a journey which in places like this is

  hardly ever an adventure. They are simple everyday events that in recompense offer the rigid, ineluctable monotony of a pendulum.




  Tic, toc, tic, toc …




  One oscillation going and another coming, the same each day, until the momentum winds down and all that’s left to do is to ascertain if the final second corresponds to a tic or a toc. As

  he steps off the train, the man who made his decision thinks that fundamentally this is also his life, a train in the morning and one in the evening, uninterruptedly, until he is too tired to go

  on.




  Or until life decides that he is too tired to go on …




  In any case, the man who made his decision promised himself that today would be a special day. The day when tears would be justified and pain would find a semblance of payback. The day when he

  will go in search of a smile, not for himself but for someone who is dead. Or for everyone who is dead.




  If things were better, if things were just, if things came close to even a semblance of that law which should be the same for everyone, there would be no reason to do what he has decided to

  do.




  If things had been different …




  These thoughts are so powerful inside that he instinctively clenches his jaws. So clear are they, and so clear is his motivation, that he wouldn’t be surprised if it were stamped on his

  face. He’s amazed that his determination isn’t a color or height or size that would make him stand out among the people around him like an abnormal character in a grotesque cartoon.




  Instead his face, his expression and his height are what they always are, and he sails through the crowd like a tempest-free ship without a flag. No one pays any attention to him. They all have

  their minds on something they have found or are about to find at the beginning or end of their brief or long or easy or boring trip. To them he’s just another anonymous passenger grappling

  with time and space, who melts into the piazza outside the station.




  As soon as he steps out, he stops and with an accustomed gaze looks around at a town that he has seen numerous other times.




  There and elsewhere.




  A small town, a railroad station panorama: trees, taxis, buses, a fountain, shops on either side. The coolness of an ice cream parlor for summer days. A spurious population that is the sum of

  that station and of all the stations in the world. At the other end of that daily trip which for years has been his life lies a scene just like that one. The name on the sign where the train pulls

  in changes, the theater changes, the actors change, but not the characters. All it takes is a minute or so to figure out who’s who, if one has the desire or will to do so. He shrugs faintly

  and starts walking, unhurriedly because he has no deadline to meet, only a result to accomplish. As he crosses the piazza, the town his sole objective, he thinks that the following day, when he

  will again board that train, he will leave behind a stopped clock. He doesn’t know how his stride will be and what his breathing and his thoughts will be like, but he is certain that they

  will not be the same. He moves off, his anonymity protected by the unremarkable overcoat he’s wearing, though it does not manage to enliven his step or conceal his slightly curved back.




  In the right-hand pocket of that coat, the man who made his decision is hiding a gun.




  1




  The Sloth had two voices.




  One was for everybody, the one he used when speaking to the world: he called it the Good Voice. It was the voice that discussed, that greeted people and said thank you and excuse me, but was

  nothing more than a kind of sonorous mask, a screen to hide behind during those times when he had to go out among people. And then there was the voice reserved for him alone, the one he heard

  inside him, which argued and talked as if it came from an autonomous part of his brain. In all that time he had been so good at hiding it that no one suspected it existed. That was his real

  voice.




  It was the Bad Voice.




  The one that was now moving wordlessly on his mouth, as he watched the girls and licked his lips.




  He left the car in the parking lot behind the hotel and emerged from the dark on foot along the tree-lined avenue in front of the stadium. He turned right and left the hotel behind him, the

  glare of the lights from the salons like a stamp on his leather jacket. Walking slowly and staring straight ahead of him, he crossed the street and approached the mesh fencing only when he was away

  from the fire house.




  He wasn’t doing anything wrong but, given his prior record, he wanted to avoid attracting attention in any way. The fire house was still, but the station might come to life at any moment,

  and then, too, there was always some bored fireman glancing out the window once too often. They were people trained to see, as well as watch. And he didn’t want to be either watched or

  seen.




  Not in that place and at that hour, at least.




  He crossed the street only when he reached a clump of oleanders that marked the boundary between the fence and the wall, where the avenue curved and the wall became the archway of the

  stadium’s service entrance. He hunkered down in such a way that those shrubs found in the brief grassy stretch that bordered the pavement would protect him as much as possible from the eyes

  of anyone who happened to be passing by, on foot or by car. Even though it was no longer the season for going out for walks. And at that hour of the evening cars drove straight ahead, square bodies

  and round wheels carrying people home to dinner. He turned up the collar of his leather jacket and leaned his hands on the wire-mesh coated with green plastic. With hooked fingers he clung to the

  fence like a parasite to its host. On the other side of the fence was the bright green grass of a soccer field, glittering with moisture under the lights. On the other side was the world that each

  day populated his fantasies. In front of the door nearest to him, the members of a female soccer team were training under the lights of the reflectors. Almost all of them wore tracksuits but a few,

  despite the cool evening, had on shorts, and their firm, naked legs shone under the almost brash glow of the scoreboards riddled with floodlights, high above.




  There was one in particular, taller than the average height of her companions, with a sweet face and a lean, lithe body that was more reminiscent of a model’s figure than an

  athlete’s. At that moment she moved off from the group which stood listening to the coach’s words, accompanied by lots of gestures. She was a few yards away and was dribbling the ball

  with amazing skill, bouncing it easily from her left foot to her right, to her knee and back to her foot, with a movement which lent that technical action a strange sensuality, the color of a dance

  beneath the white light.




  She was still tan, though summer was by now a memory, and the Sloth thought she must go under a sunlamp in a tanning salon every so often to maintain that amber color. He imagined her taking off

  her clothes and entering the tanning booth naked, her firm tits and unripe buttocks open to being frisked by the violet fingers of the UVA rays.




  The Sloth ran his tongue over his lips again. He got no relief from it, because his mouth was dryer than his lips. He felt the bulk of an erection swell his pants. He would have liked to enter

  the tight space of that booth with her, naked and furtive, and talk to her with the Bad Voice while he shoved it in her. The sudden thought that she might be a virgin made a hot flush rise from his

  stomach to his temples. It would be even more satisfying to take her feverishly, without any regard for her, knowing that the rough act would cause her a little bit of pain …




  Jerk off, the Bad Voice said.




  Not here, he answered in a half-hearted murmur using the Good Voice.




  He barely resisted the urge to unzip his pants, pull out his prick and masturbate to the rhythm of the girl’s dribbling. What the Bad Voice said shouldn’t always be done. He had

  already gotten into too much trouble because of it and had had to learn to restrain it.




  At least a little. At least in public.




  On the field the girl stopped dribbling, as if rousing herself from an intimate moment, from that exclusive dialogue with a ball which in that situation perhaps represented more than what it

  should logically represent. With a nimble flick of her foot she lifted the ball off the ground and squeezed it between her hands. Tucking it under her arm she turned her back to where the Sloth was

  stationed and went back to the group, which hadn’t noticed her absence.




  As she walked away, the jiggle of her buttocks under the light fabric of her white shorts was almost hypnotic to the Sloth’s rapt eyes.




  She spotted you and wants to get you aroused, that bitch the Bad Voice said, screaming and silent.




  The Sloth was undecided. Maybe this time the Bad Voice was right. Maybe that young girl possessed the cunning naughtiness and provocation of a grown woman. Of one of the prostitutes whom he

  managed to fuck occasionally, when he had the money to afford it. The Sloth was plagued by a series of problems when it came to satisfying his various lusts: he was ugly, he didn’t have a

  cent and he liked beautiful women. His face with its protruding, watery eyes, pronounced incisors and almost no chin had earned him the nickname that he now bore like an epitaph. As far as everyone

  was concerned, Lucio Bertolino had died on that cursed day when he was in prison and someone said he looked like the three-toed sloth in the cartoon, the Ice Age.




  He entered prison as a man, and came out a caricature.




  This hadn’t changed his life, at least not in any official sense. Just as before, whether he was Lucio or the Sloth, the only women with whom he managed to have relations free of charge

  revolted him. And he was revolting to the ones he really wanted.




  The only way he could get laid was to pay. Whores were the only women capable of satisfying his desires and realizing his fantasies. He sought them on the Internet, on the numerous sites full of

  suggestive photos, bare buttocks and breasts displayed for the viewing, and sometimes faces, slightly blurred in an attempt to disguise features which could be surmised all the same and were even

  more exciting because of this. They were young girls, high class call-girls, and the fee was often beyond the Sloth’s means. Sometimes, when his pockets were empty, he made do with watching

  those illuminated images on the screen and masturbated while letting his imagination run wild, creating in his head a film of what he could do with any one of them.




  The next time he would choose a girl who looked like the one who, shortly before, had been bouncing the ball around on her foot with that hypnotic movement, almost a sexual allusion.




  Up, down, up, down, up, down …




  He would buy the right clothes and ask her to dress up like that girl, and he would make her undress in the bathroom and take a shower, like all athletes do after training. Then … The

  lights on the field went out, at the same time turning off the mental screen on which he was projecting his images. The woman stripping for him dissolved and was left floating in a yellowish spot

  before his eyes.




  The Sloth was left alone in the dark, as always.




  He stayed clinging to the fence for a few more seconds, as if electrified by his excitement. Then he let go, left the protection of the shrubs and crossed the street to go back to his car. As he

  walked he thought about what he could do to get some money. At that moment he was broke, but he would think of something. He always managed to get by somehow and he would do so this time as well. A

  friend of his had just introduced him to some guys who assured him that there was money to be made in drug peddling, that drugs were now a universal commodity with a market open to all social

  classes.




  Weed, coke, heroin, ecstasy …




  A guaranteed high for every budget and every type of addiction.




  He had always stayed out of that circuit, not because of any moral compunction but simply because he had never had the opportunity to break into it. He had always made do with small apartment

  robberies, dismal muggings of retirees outside the post office, purse-snatchings and stuff like that. Little things for which he had hardly ever been caught. The major thing that had brought him to

  the attention of the police had been the complaints of harassment by some girls, complaints that had come to nothing when he stopped haunting them.




  The only time he attempted something big, it went as expected. Maybe he and his friends bit off more than they could chew. As a result they ended up in the slammer with more counts against them

  than fleas on a dog.




  And yet everything would have been smooth as butter, if only there hadn’t been that damned curve and that damned car …




  Nevertheless, in prison the Sloth had learned how the world works. A certain world, at least. The real guys in the know had explained to him how money is made. And he had learned that the law is

  a net with rather large meshes. According to the code he should have stayed inside for a number of years. But what with plea bargaining, clemency, and reduced time for good behavior he got away

  with less than three.




  And now he decided to get serious about it.




  To pay for all the whores he wanted and for all the good lawyers he needed, the kind who make it possible to go to jail in the evening and get released the next day.




  Step by step he was back in front of the hotel. From inside the brightly lit reception hall came the sound of voices and the clink of china. Maybe it was one of the numerous social affairs

  sponsored by the Rotary, Lions or other such organizations. Rich people, rolling in dough, the kind that didn’t have any problems and maybe had never had any. The ones who drove by Praia, the

  disreputable neighborhood where he lived, in their shiny, polished cars, glanced around appalled or preoccupied, and continued on toward their fine houses on the hills or in the historic

  center.




  Bastard dickheads, the Bad Voice said.




  He left the Bad Voice looming over the windows shouting out his fury. As he turned the corner, his mind erased what he was seeing and went back to what he had just witnessed. His renewed arousal

  obliterated that inkling of rage. Now he would go home, turn on the computer and go trolling on the Internet to find a girl who looked like the unknown soccer player. Once he found her, he knew his

  Bad Voice would be there intact so he could talk to the image on the screen, while waiting to talk to her in person.




  Maybe he might even phone her, to hear her voice and find out how much she wanted to satisfy his fantasies.




  Excited by that idea, he quickened his stride and reached the car, which he had left at some distance from all the others, its nose up against a laurel hedge that marked the edge of the parking

  lot. He was searching for his keys in the pockets of his jacket when, from the side, the figure of a man stepped out of the shadows, revealed by the flutter of an overcoat. Even before he was able

  to make out his features, he realized that he was holding a gun in his left hand.




  The man’s voice was deep and emotionless.




  “Good evening, Mr Bertolino.”




  Instinctively the Sloth took a step back.




  “Who the hell …”




  “Shhhhh” the man silenced him. “Don’t make a scene and get in the car.”




  As the Sloth took out his keys and unlocked the door, the man, with the gun still aimed at him, went around the car to get in on the passenger side.




  They climbed in the car and the light from the dashboard fell on the face of the man with the gun. The Sloth had a shitload of bad memories and found himself sifting through them.




  “I’ve seen you before. You’re …”




  The man interrupted him.




  “Who I am doesn’t matter. What matters is who you are.”




  The Sloth didn’t have the sort of brain that enabled him to do too many things at the same time. He set aside all the questions he was asking himself and began to be afraid.




  “What d’you want?”




  He noticed that what came out of his mouth was a trembling Good Voice.




  With the hand that was not holding the gun the main pointed vaguely beyond the windshield.




  “Let’s take a little drive. Start the car. And drive slowly.”




  As he turned the key in the ignition, the Sloth suddenly felt his throat go dry and was unable to find another word to say with either of his two voices.




  2




  As he made his way through the underbrush, Carlin Bonomo couldn’t help but feel a little annoyed. His son, who talked the way young people talk, would have said

  pissed off, and maybe it would be the more correct term. If things went on this way, it would be his second night roaming around the countryside in vain. The season had been what it was and the

  meteorological logic that governed his second job was proving to be an exact science. It had not rained during the summer and the sun and heat had not had any kind of opposition. Thus, according to

  the accepted rule of thumb, a very good year for wine. And consequently a shitty year for mushrooms and truffles. Carlin recalled the blissful expression stamped on the faces of those who had just

  harvested a grape capable of becoming a great product over time. He remembered how they rubbed their hands together eagerly while waiting to put their labels on bottles that would end up on the

  tables of restaurants in Italy, America, Russia and Japan.




  What pissed him off was that there wouldn’t be any of his truffles on those tables, at least not that year. It mattered for his own personal satisfaction and not just for economic reasons,

  though these however counted for something.




  His vocation of trifulau, as truffle hunters are called in those parts, had over time been a substantial supplement to his work as a car electrician. For years he spent his days in the

  repair shop changing batteries, replacing burned-out bulbs and restoring electrical systems. Every day from eight in the morning to seven in the evening, in winter, spring, summer … But in

  autumn, in the right season, every night he took the car and Tabuj, his dog, and went out. He went to places that only he knew about, the secret, exclusive spots that every truffle hunter worthy of

  the name has on his private map and which he visits only under cover of darkness, to avoid raising a flag that would signal what is in fact an unauthorized personal domain.




  Carlin smiled.




  On television he had heard about a king, he didn’t remember which one, who said that on his lands the sun never set. By contrast, on his small seasonal kingdom the sun never rose. All of a

  sudden the dog who was walking somewhere ahead of him whimpered quietly. It was their signal. A kind of code established over time by which Tabuj let him know that something had aroused his

  interest. Carlin’s hope lit up along with his flashlight and both headed in the direction from which the dog’s whimper had come. Carlin saw him sniff the ground and make digging motions

  with his front paws. The dog stopped almost immediately and turned his head toward him, expectantly. His body seemed to be electrified by a contained frenzy, as Carlin bent down, gently moved him

  aside and began carefully digging at the spot the dog had indicated.




  Little by little he realized that once again the animal’s nose had not been wrong. Slowly but surely he uncovered a truffle which, held in the palm of a hand that over time had become

  almost as accurate as a scale, displayed an approximate weight of almost two ounces.




  Not bad at all.




  Given that year’s scarcity it was a fine specimen, which by the end of its journey would end up costing up to seven thousand euros per kilo. He wrapped the truffle in a piece of paper that

  he always carried with him and put it in the canvas bag he wore over his shoulder. Tabuj stared at him, wagging his tail slowly. He let out another yelp, this time with a different meaning.




  “Okay, okay, I understand.”




  He dipped his hand into the pocket of his jacket and the dog’s tail quickened its rhythm. He gave a faint sign of impatience, rising up slightly on his hind legs. Each time Tabuj did his

  job, Carlin rewarded him with a tasty piece of raw meat. He pulled out the morsel and held it out to him, waiting for him to take it gently between his teeth and chew it slowly. He patted him on

  the head. A truffle dog could be worth a small fortune and, if it was gifted as his was, the size of that fortune increased significantly.




  However, profits aside, Carlin would never be without his companion, that medium-sized mongrel who over time had enabled him to earn some considerable sums. In this case too economic reasons

  weren’t the only thing that mattered.




  He had trained the dog personally, patiently, day after day, to make him achieve his present level. They had grown old together and together they would remain, even if that heap of fur were

  suddenly to lose his keen scent and were no longer able to earn his keep.




  If it’s true that man does not live by bread alone, it was equally true that he does not live by truffles alone …




  Sighing he shut off the flashlight and let the dog roam about as he pleased. He waited for his eyes to become reaccustomed to the brightness of the night with its waxing gibbous moon. He raised

  his head up toward the sky and that shining crescent, one of many in his lifetime, was impressed upon his eyes. Through quarter moons and new moons, the time had passed almost without him being

  aware of it.




  Now, to use an expression in his dialect that he generally resorted to, l’era pù nen in fanciot, he was no longer a kid. He was nearing the time when he would leave his small

  auto repair shop to his son. He was a good boy and had learned the trade well. Now it was almost time for him to stand on his own two feet. Carlin, over the years, had built up a modest pension and

  had put aside a tidy nest-egg that would see him and his wife through any kind of difficulty. He owned the house in which they lived and had a couple of shops rented out that ensured additional

  income.




  The extra earnings represented by that part-time evening job in search of what they called “white gold”, besides being an enjoyable pastime, could still guarantee him many enjoyable

  and profitable nights, now that his wife slept more and more and he slept less and less. He turned onto a path and headed towards a thicket covered by the leafy branches of a group of trees. When

  he reached it, he had to switch the flashlight on briefly to make out the trail he intended to take. A glittering on his right stirred his curiosity. He aimed the flashlight in that direction and a

  car appeared in the beam of light, half-hidden among the boughs. The light reflected off the rear window. Carlin hastened to turn off his light source. It was a maroon colored compact in pretty

  rundown condition and its presence in that area could only mean one thing. It was certainly not another trifulau. A fellow truffle hunter would hardly have parked in that area. He would do

  what he did. He would leave his car far away from there, in a rest area along the road, so as not to disclose his presence. It was probably a young couple who had gone out of the way in search of

  that privacy that only darkness and the steamed up windows of a car could provide for adolescents who didn’t have the money to be able to afford the comfort of a motel.




  He went away trying not to make any sounds. He didn’t want to alert them to his presence for a number of very good reasons. The first was that he wasn’t keen on being taken for a

  maniac. A friend of his, a fellow truffle hunter in a similar situation, found himself facing a hefty bruiser who mistook him for a voyeur and gave him a sound beating. All the other reasons

  decidedly paled compared to the possibility of returning home with two black eyes. At that instant, somewhere to his left, Tabuj began barking furiously.




  Strange.




  Habit had made him a silent dog, during the truffle search. The dog sensed, in a way that Carlin could not explain to himself, that it was better not to make their presence known. The only sound

  he allowed himself was the quiet, funny whimper when he scented a truffle under the thick layer of soil. And over time, he had proved to be entirely indifferent to the wild animals that they

  occasionally encountered during their nocturnal wanderings. An instinct for the chase was not part of his store of talents.




  Carlin set off in the direction of the barking, working the button of the flashlight and sending brief flashes of light into the darkness to avoid putting his foot into a hole.




  “Shhhhhhhh. Be quiet!”




  He issued the command in a low voice toward the spot where the barking was coming from, but Tabuj continued his frantic doggery undeterred. When he reached the place where the dog was, he saw

  him under a tree, barking, turning in circles, pausing only to rise up on his hind legs every so often, his snout pointed up, as if that little acrobatic feat helped him better express his

  agitation toward something that was above him.




  Carlin pointed the beam of the flashlight up above and felt faint. He leaned against the trunk of the tree closest to him and felt his legs go limp, as if there were no more bones inside. A

  reflux of acid rose to fill and defile his mouth. He struggled to keep down the remains of his supper, which was trying to rise back up the walls of his stomach.




  Before him, caught between the light of the moon and that of the flashlight, which vied for the openings between the branches, was the body of a man, hanging by the neck with a rope tied to a

  sturdy limb.
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  Where until recently there had been darkness, there was now a blaze of lights. The police squad that had arrived on the scene had mounted floodlights that lit up the site

  as if it were day. Commissioner Marco Capuzzo lit a cigarette. For the moment he was satisfied to remain on the sidelines, observing the spectacle of composure and frenzy which together usually

  animated the scene of a violent death.




  For the moment it was premature to call it a crime scene.




  As he watched, the men from the crime lab completed their data collection and began removing the body from the tree, swift shadows caught against the violent glare of the floodlights. From his

  vantage point he could see the man’s face, which was swollen, the wanton open mouth revealing a glimpse of tongue.




  The Commissioner turned to Lombardo, the agent who was his close aide and who was standing to his right, like him waiting.




  “Who found him?”




  Lombardo nodded vaguely towards a spot to the right.




  “A trifolao.”




  The Commissioner smiled despite himself. Regardless of his geographically indicative name, Lombardo came from southern Italy, and no matter how many years he’d spent in the north,

  continued to have an unresolved personal conflict with words in the Piedmontese dialect. Not that it was important but at times, in the past, Lombardo had been a source of very amusing phonetic

  interpretations.




  “He was out with his dog and found him there, hanging that way. He called us right away, with his cell phone. He seems to be a good man and almost dropped dead when he saw this sight in

  front of him. Bussi is questioning him now.”




  Capuzzo pointed to the body that had now been placed on a stretcher.




  “Do we know who he is?”




  “We haven’t examined him yet. We were waiting for the crime lab guys to finish up, before going over there. So as not to contaminate the scene.”




  Capuzzo smiled again, this time with a trace of bitterness. That was CSI language. Agent Lombardo watched too much TV. Still, the Commissioner had to reluctantly admit that sometimes you could

  learn more from a television series than from the Police Academy. He stubbed out the remaining half of his cigarette and stored it in the empty packet.




  So as not to contaminate the scene …




  He sighed.




  “Let’s go see who this poor devil was.”




  They approached the body. Capuzzo pulled on a pair of rubber gloves, and as he bent over the corpse, he had the impression that he had seen the face of that lifeless man on the stretcher before.

  Death had altered the features a little, but not enough to prevent this feeling.




  He rummaged through the pockets of the leather jacket, then quickly continued his search in the inside pocket.




  Nothing.




  “Turn him on his side.”




  Finally he found what he was looking for, a worn leather wallet that was difficult to extract from the pocket of the tattered jeans. Inside there were only a couple of ten euro bills and a

  creased driver’s license. Commissioner Capuzzo unfolded the document, turning it toward the floodlight behind him.




  “Lucio Bertolino” he said quietly, with a trace of a question mark at the end of it.




  That name and the crumpled face in the photo said something to him. Something that had to do with his work. At that moment he couldn’t remember, but if the man had been a previous offender

  it wouldn’t be difficult to find out who and why at a later time.




  He was about to straighten up again when a detail attracted his attention. The collar of the dead man’s shirt was stained with blood at the back of the neck. He ran a hand through the

  man’s hair and withdrew it smeared with red. He examined the body more carefully and discovered a laceration on the scalp, which seemed to have been caused by a blow inflicted with a blunt

  instrument. He raised his head to study the branch from which the body had been hanging shortly before. It would have been quite difficult for him to have caused his own death. The corpse had been

  hanging too far from the tree’s trunk and the length of rope was too short to assume that its swaying had sent him banging into the trunk. Capuzzo got up, took off his gloves and relit the

  cigarette butt that he had slipped into the packet.




  He sucked in a mouthful of smoke and for an instant remained lost in thought. If it was true that every policeman harbors an animal instinct, his at that moment had its nose to the ground and

  was sniffing the scent of trouble.




  Lombardo’s voice roused him. The aide had remained silent the entire time the body was being examined.




  “Parked a little further on is an old Polo. It’s probably the car which he used to drive here. We haven’t inspected it yet because we were waiting for you.”




  The Commissioner nodded to show his approval.




  “Good. Let’s go take a look at the car. Then we’ll talk to the crime lab guys to see what they’ve found. Footprints and such.”




  As they walked over to the car, Lombardo allowed himself to voice an opinion, perhaps feeling authorized by the Commissioner’s silence.




  “Of course it’s odd that someone would leave Asti and come all the way here just to commit suicide.”




  The Commissioner seemed to reflect for a moment, as if he couldn’t decide whether to compromise himself or not by making a premature assessment.




  “I’m not entirely sure that this poor devil really had such a strong desire to die …”




  He left the sentence hanging for Lombardo to pick up on.




  The agent turned toward him, a puzzled expression on his swarthy face. He knew the Commissioner for far too long to know that it was unlike him to make rash assertions.




  “What do you mean?”




  The Commissioner looked at him with a bitter smile on his lips.




  “If you ask me, there was someone with him who suicided him, if you’ll pardon the expression.”
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  Back in his office, Commissioner Capuzzo was going over the summary results of the lab analysis with Superintendent Vanni and Bertone, the director of the crime lab. It

  was the latter in fact, a young, stocky man whose incipient baldness made him appear older, who was explaining what had emerged from their findings.




  “It appears from initial assessments, that the footprints on the ground reveal the presence of a single individual. The soil was quite soft and from a summary examination the prints appear

  to have been those of the dead man’s shoes. They begin at the car and go as far as the tree. There are no footprints of any kind going in the opposite direction, other than those left by the

  dog and the man who found the body.”




  “No traces of any kind?”




  “Not a one.”




  The Superintendent stroked his graying whiskers with his fingers. He glanced over somewhat uncomfortably at Capuzzo, who was leaning against his desk, his arms crossed and an impassive

  expression on his face.




  Sensing that he was being watched, he turned and went to the window. He remained silent, gazing at the traffic, practically nonexistent at that hour, on Corso XXV Aprile.




  The Superintendent continued exchanging information with Bertone.




  “So you’re saying that the suicide theory remains the most probable.”




  Bertone, as far as he was concerned, did not burden himself with opinions that went beyond his expertise.




  “I’m not saying anything. I’m simply reporting what we found at the scene of the . . .”




  He stopped himself an instant before uttering the word “crime”, which in itself would have been an expression of a specific opinion.




  “… around the body,” he concluded evasively.




  “And the head wound?”




  “You’ll have to talk to the medical examiner to get a more accurate opinion on that. The autopsy will certainly clarify a number of things. As far as we’re concerned, we found

  signs of slipping on the ground along the way and traces of blood and hair on a rock. Probably the dead man fell and struck his head as he was heading for the tree from which he hung

  himself.”




  “So it all seems fairly clear. The suicide theory seems the simplest and therefore also the most probable.”




  Generally this concept, applied to a violent death, never failed to demonstrate a high percentage of reliability.




  The Commissioner turned around and spoke up for the first time since Bertone had entered the office.




  “Did you measure how deep the footprints were on the ground?”




  Bertone looked at the Superintendent, embarrassed, almost as if he were seeking his support against an unfair accusation. Then he looked at Capuzzo with a hint of bewilderment.




  “Excuse me, in what sense?”




  It was clear that he had no idea what the Commissioner was driving at and was going on the defensive. Capuzzo came away from the window and went over to the man he was addressing at that

  moment.




  “I was simply asking you how deep the prints of the dead man’s shoes were on the ground.”




  “Oh, well, I couldn’t tell you. But I don’t see what …”




  Capuzzo cut him off with a wave of his hand.




  “There’s a reason why I’m asking you this. If it weren’t for that head wound, everything would be clear enough. Nevertheless there’s that detail that I’m not

  entirely at ease with, despite the signs of slipping, the blood-stained rock and all the rest. Everything seems too simple even.”




  He paused and then added, maybe only to himself.




  “Too simple …”




  Now both the Superintendent and Bertone watched him in silence, waiting to see what was stirring in the head of that man who was speaking and moving about the room as if they were no longer

  present.




  “Let’s formulate a theory, as far-fetched as you like. Far-fetched but not impossible. Let’s imagine that the guy gets there accompanied by someone who obviously remains in the

  car, on the passenger side. Or in the back seat, it doesn’t matter. As soon as they stop, this hypothetical passenger knocks Bertolino out with a rock that he’s brought with him, and

  when he’s no longer able to react, takes off his shoes and puts them on. He ties a rope around his neck, hoists the body over his shoulder, carries it to the tree and hangs him without any

  problem. Bertolino had a rather slight build and it would not have been an impossible job for a strapping man. Then, walking backwards in his own footprints, he goes back to the car and gets two

  pieces of cardboard or something like that. Laying them on the ground, he’s able to move about as he pleases without leaving any prints. He stages the bit about slipping, and places the rock

  he used to strike his victim on the ground. Using the same method he returns to the tree and puts the shoes he had taken off back on the dead man. Still using the cardboard, he goes away, leaving

  not a trace.”




  Capuzzo finally looked up at his audience, as if only at that moment did he recall having one.




  He directed his gaze at Bertone, catching an astonished expression.




  “In your opinion, would all this be possible?”




  “Well, in theory, yes. But …”




  The Commissioner interrupted him again. Quietly and without a trace of authority, but holding firm to his position.




  “Fine. If it’s possible, I ask that you check to see if the prints left on the ground by the victim’s shoes correspond in depth to those left by a man of his weight or if we

  can theorize that they were left by a man carrying another man on his back. Is it too much to ask?”




  For a moment poor Bertone found himself wearing the expression of a man who comes out of the noon Mass on Sunday and realizes he’s naked. Then he chose to replace this expression with the

  faint condescension of someone who knows he’s dealing with a whacko.




  “All right. We’ll check.”




  Without waiting for anything further, the director of the crime lab took his leave from those present and left the office. He knew that someone in that room had just made a fool of himself. And

  in any case he didn’t want to be there when it was clear who it was.




  As soon as the door closed behind him, there was that split second of silence in the air that always precedes significant moments.




  Then Superintendent Arnaldo Vanni looked Commissioner Marco Capuzzo right in the eye.




  “As I was listening to you speak, a thought came to me.”




  Capuzzo waited in silence to hear what would come next.




  “I suspect that you are not the right person for the position you hold.”




  Still Capuzzo remained silent, his gaze merely taking on a note of interest.




  The Superintendent went straight to the point.




  “If what you’ve just theorized is true, it’s not right for you to be merely a Commissioner. You would deserve much more. If it were just a fantasy, in that case too the role of

  Commissioner would not be right for you …”




  Arnaldo Vanni, Asti Superintendent, paused for effect. He was a man of the world and knew well how to rouse the attention of those he spoke with.




  “You would have all the recognition you deserve as a script writer.”




  Capuzzo didn’t need to come up with a suitable reply. Someone knocked at the door and immediately afterward Lombardo made his entrance into the room. He was surprised by the presence of

  the Superintendent. He stopped beside the open door, uncertain, a manila folder in his hand.




  “I’m sorry, I didn’t …”




  “It’s all right, Lombardo. What is it?”




  “I have the file on that Lucio Bertolino. He has prior convictions.”




  Capuzzo held out his hand to the agent.




  “Let me see.”




  The agent crossed the room and handed the Commissioner the folder he had in his hand. Capuzzo opened it and briefly scanned the contents. Then he pulled out a page and read it with particular

  attention.




  “That’s why I thought I knew him.”




  “What do you mean?”




  Capuzzo raised his eyes to the Superintendent. He looked at him but it was clear that his mind was already elsewhere.




  “I mean that in addition to the matter of the prints, there’s another curious thing to note about this Bertolino.”




  Intentional or not, his pause was much more effective than that of the Superintendent a short while ago.




  “It’s not so much about how he died, but where he died.”




  5




  From his balcony window, Mario Savelli stood gazing out at the small piazza below his house. Piazza Medici was certainly one of the most beautiful spots in Asti’s

  historic center. All the houses were of the same period, restored as they should be to keep them that way. Nothing was out of place. To his right was a red brick tower constructed in the period

  between the thirteenth and fourteenth century, which gave the overall scene a noteworthy aspect. There was a time when he had stood at that balcony accompanied by his wife and son and together they

  had lovingly looked out at that small panorama inscribed between the walls that enclosed the city’s rooftops above.




  Then cancer had taken his wife away, and his son …




  He came away from the window, which connected the balcony to a room that was at the same time a library and TV room. He moved into the adjoining room, a much larger living room whose prominent

  feature was a shiny black Steinway grand piano. He shifted the stool and sat down. He waited a moment before opening the lid that encased the keys like a coffer. Savelli liked that image. The ivory

  and black like precious jewels from which sprang, depending on skill and mastery, that great gift to mankind that was music.




  When he was young he had been part of a band, a a combo, as they called them then. Then without any regrets he had abandoned his career as a musician for the more levelheaded one of banker. He

  knew he did not possess the talent necessary to go beyond local circles, but his passion, without any frustration, had remained. When the opportunity arose, he bought that piano as a tribute to a

  career he had never had and played for anyone who cared to listen to him, or just for himself.




  Like now.




  He played an ascending scale as if to check the tuning. He arranged the score of “Rhapsody in Blue” on the stand in front of him. He had just placed his hands on the keyboard when he

  heard the doorbell ring.




  In advance of the housekeeper, he went to open the door himself. Another ring. It was an inconsequential sound, normal, everyday. But, when he found the vigorous figure of Commissioner Capuzzo

  framed in the doorway, he knew immediately that this was not a day like any other.




  “Good day, Mr Savelli.”




  “Good day, Commissioner.”




  Between them lay the silence of words not spoken, concealed within the clamor of all the words they had been forced to say at one time.




  “I need to speak with you a moment. May I come in?”




  “Of course.”




  Savelli stepped aside. The Commissioner came in and took a look around without seeming to. The house was as he remembered it, the house he had once entered in very painful circumstances.

  Elegant, substantial, luminous. Furnished with the warmth that only affluence and good taste together with love could provide.




  He took off the jacket he was wearing and Savelli hung it on the coat rack opposite the entrance. Then he followed his host along the corridor to the room where he had been at a time both of

  them would rather forget. Savelli took a seat in a leather armchair with the window behind him. He gestured Capuzzo toward the chair opposite him.




  “Please, sit down.”




  The Commissioner sat down and didn’t think he should beat around the bush. He knew what kind of person he was dealing with and didn’t consider it necessary.




  “Lucio Bertolino is dead.”




  Against his will he found himself emphasizing the words more than he should. And watching for the other man’s reaction more closely than he would have liked.




  Savelli remained impassive. As if the news weren’t just hours or days old, but years.




  “I know. I heard it on the news report.”




  He paused as if undecided whether or not to add something more. Then he decided that the answer to his interior question was yes.




  “I can’t say I’m sorry about it.”




  The Commissioner kept silent. Even if the man hadn’t said it, he was certain that would be how he felt.




  “How did he die?”




  “A truffle hunter found him hung from a tree.”




  “Suicide?”




  “It would seem so. We’re not one hundred per cent sure.”




  Capuzzo gave Savelli time to consider this. To realize, while savoring and appreciating the fact, that in either case a kind of justice had intervened, be it human or divine.




  “Did he suffer?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “If he didn’t suffer, I’m sorry to hear it. If he did suffer, I’m sorry he didn’t suffer more.” Capuzzo ignored this merciless epitaph. He had heard others

  over the course of his career. They were the voices of people who no matter how much time had passed would never leave behind one iota of pain, victims of memory as well as of violence and

  circumstances. He changed the subject and his tone.




  “I didn’t feel it was necessary to summon you to Police Headquarters, but this meeting between the two of us had to take place somewhere. I think you understand me.”




  Mario Savelli nodded his head imperceptibly. He added words that weren’t needed.




  “Of course. I understand.”




  “So then, I don’t think you will have any problem telling me where you were last night, say between nine and midnight.”




  “No problem at all. Would you like some coffee?”




  The Commissioner did not take the question as a diversionary tactic, a brief interval to put off the moment of having to respond. He took it as a small fulfillment of a desire. He could really

  use some coffee.




  “Sure.”




  A Filipino woman materialized at the door, as if evoked by the mere word “coffee”.




  “Ghita, will you make us two espressos, please?”




  As if by tacit accord, they remained silent, each absorbed in his own thoughts, until the housekeeper returned carrying a tray with two demitasse cups. She set the tray down in front of them and

  went away in silence, gliding soundlessly on the cloth slippers she was wearing.




  When the Commissioner raised his cup, Savelli finally spoke.




  “My day was extremely simple yesterday. I arrived from Turin by train in the late afternoon. I would guess toward evening. Since the last time we saw each other, a few things have changed.

  Now they say that I’ve become a rather important manager of my institution and I work in Turin.”




  Capuzzo understood that there was no egotism behind those words. Only a trace of bitter self-irony, to hide the distress of a man who felt he had lost everything that was worth living for. And

  who had thrown himself into his work to delude himself that his life still had purpose.




  “I didn’t feel like moving. I chose to commute. My life, my friends, my attachments are all here.”




  He did not say “My wife and my son are buried here” but the Commissioner had the distinct impression that he was able to read those words in the mind of the man sitting before him. A

  man who calmly continued his account of what they both knew very well to be the statement of an alibi.




  “I got home and took a shower. I played the piano for half an hour, as I do every evening.”




  Savelli gestured toward the instrument that could be seen through the door. The Commissioner remembered noticing it earlier, at the time of his previous visit. Music must be a genuine passion

  for that man, at one time perhaps a reason for the family to gather together, now a refuge certainly from solitude.




  “At eight-thirty I went out and from eight-forty-five until past midnight I was at a meeting of the Palio Committee of San Silvestro. When we were through, we went to Francese’s for

  a pizza. We stayed late because we started tasting some wine he recommended and to be honest when I got home I was slightly intoxicated. But not to the point of not being able to remember that I

  did not kill Lucio Bertolino.”




  Savelli finally allowed himself a pause to drink his coffee. He uttered his next remark an instant before bringing the cup to his lips.




  “Even though I would really have liked to be the one to do it.”




  Capuzzo knew that Mario Savelli was a lonely man. And now that justice had been done, in one way or another, perhaps he would be even more alone.




  “Commissioner, I understand. I mean, I understand the reason why you came to see me. I had a more than valid motive to hang that bastard from a tree, not once but a hundred

  times.”




  He paused, enough to clear his mind. He had probably pursued that thought as a much more concrete plan numerous times in the past.




  Savelli roused himself and set the cup on the tray with a faint clink of china. He rested against the back of the armchair. He stared once more into the eyes of the police officer with whom he

  was now speaking as if to a friend.




  “You see, Commissioner Capuzzo, I’ve always been a guarantist of the law, a fervent upholder of the principle that it’s better to have a guilty man go free than put an innocent

  man in prison. At present however we have gradually lapsed into the theater of the absurd. Everyone is so concerned that no one touches Cain, forgetting an important thing.”




  Another pause. Cold as a tombstone.




  “Justice for Abel.”




  The Commissioner looked at his hands a moment, before replying.




  “Speaking of which, there’s an odd detail that perhaps the news reports did not mention. I don’t know if it was a coincidence or not, but Lucio Bertolino was found hung a few

  hundred yards from the curve where your son died four years ago.”




  Capuzzo would never be entirely certain of it, but for an instant he had the distinct impression of having seen the fleeting suggestion of a smile in the other man’s eyes.




  6




  The Commissioner found himself back in Piazza Medici with a bit of confusion in his head. It was the confusion that always clogged the thoughts of a policeman engaged in

  pursuing a slippery hunch.




  The evening before, reading through the file on Lucio Bertolino, an old matter had turned up, one which had led him to the interrogation he had just concluded. That dubious individual had always

  been a local felon, a figure who was more sleazy than criminal. The small stuff of suspended sentences, petty theft, charges of harassment by women who wanted nothing to do with him and his

  pressing attentions. And judging from his physical looks, no one could blame them. All in all a character much more suitable for intence psychiatric observation than for detention in a penal

  institution. In fact he had never been convicted of anything serious, until he decided to attempt a big leap, to make his entrance into the world of real criminals.




  Almost four years ago, with two accomplices, desperate delinquents like him, he had attempted to rob a post office in a town near Asti. They were fleeing after having snatched some small change,

  and after a few kilometers, because of their speed, the driver lost control of the car as they entered a curve. And struck a car, head-on, that was coming in the opposite direction.




  The driver of the other car died instantly. He was twenty years old and his name was Paolo Savelli. The son of the man he had just finished speaking with.




  That death caused quite a sensation because the boy, a brilliant physics student, was a promising young man in the world of science and culture, and not just nationally. Bertolino availed

  himself of summary procedure and his lawyer, through plea bargaining and clemency, managed to get him off with just under three years.




  Once again the Commissioner was forced to recognize the incredible irony of life. There was every likelihood that, if he were still in jail, the guy would still be alive now. From there, his

  thoughts returned to the man he had just left. He didn’t know if Mario Savelli was a believer or not. If not, even if he wasn’t convinced that the ways of the Lord are infinite, he must

  certainly be thinking that at times they can be infinitely winding.




  He lit a cigarette and started across the piazza. Lombardo had parked the police car on the other side, in front of a bar in the shade of the tower overlooking the square.




  His cell phone rang someplace, who knows where, in his heavy jacket. After repeatedly looking for it in the wrong pocket, he finally managed to find it and bring it to his ear.




  “Capuzzo.”




  From the other end came the voice of the director of the crime lab. They all called it that, though Asti’s police department lacked the adequate equipment to perform sophisticated

  analyses, for which they had to rely on other labs.




  “Commissioner?”




  “Yes.”




  “It’s Bertone. We did the computations you asked for and I think your theory is more than plausible.”




  “In what sense?”




  “In the sense that the depth of the footprints is excessive for a man of that weight. We are still verifying the data and I can’t be more precise than that, but I think your

  observation was correct.”




  There was enough embarrassment in that voice to be in itself synonymous with atonement. The Commissioner did not consider it necessary to hit a man when he was down.




  “All right. Let me know as soon as possible.”




  He had the impression that Bertone was ending that conversation with a certain relief.




  “I will.”




  With an interior smile that was not without some satisfaction, Commissioner Capuzzo put the phone back in his pocket. He thought back to the words of the Superintendent. Now that it was no

  longer necessary to imagine a career as a script writer, he was curious to find out what life and his fellow man would propose as an alternative.




  If, as it seemed, his theory wasn’t based on thin air, there had been another man in the car with Lucio Bertolino the evening before. A man strong enough to carry him on his back from the

  car to the tree. That man certainly could not be Savelli, who definitely did not have the physique to accomplish such an endeavor. He was a rather thin man, with a delicate look: pale skin and

  slender fingers that gave the impression they might fracture at any moment. Much more suited to gliding along the keyboard of a piano than to tying a rope around a man’s neck. Besides which,

  he could certainly not be described as being in his prime.




  Capuzzo really couldn’t see him performing such a strenuous task.




  Of course, he might have hired a hit man to do it for him. But those were people in the trade, professionals, men with no scruples and no refinement. Maximum results with a minimum of effort.

  They show up, fire a shot to the head and off they go, making no concession to a creativity that they certainly do not possess. Then too, experience had taught him that when ordinary individuals

  get mixed up with certain people, they act so badly that they leave traces that are more obvious than a plane’s vapor trail in the sky. They would investigate Savelli along those lines,

  though without a valid motive to substantiate this theory, Capuzzo was certain that nothing would come of it.




  He joined Lombardo, who seeing him coming opened the door and got behind the wheel.




  He waited for Capuzzo to get in beside him before speaking.




  “I just talked to Bussi. There are new developments.”




  “What kind of developments?”




  “They searched the Sloth’s house.”




  “Who?”




  “That Bertolino. A pal told us that they pinned that nickname on him in jail.




  Thinking about those features, the receding chin and protruding eyes, Capuzzo decided that whoever had given him that nickname must be someone who had a good sense of humor. Evidently Lombardo

  was insensible to such considerations. He went on with his account of the facts.




  “They found hash and heroin, concealed in a waterproof box in the toilet tank.”




  “Our friend must have decided to join the big leagues.”




  “Seems so.”




  “Okay. Then I’d say that to find out who killed him, we have to look in that direction.”




  Without any hurry …




  The Commissioner added this mental note for his own benefit.




  As the car went around the monument in the center of the piazza, Capuzzo fastened his seat belt and looked up at the balcony of Savelli’s apartment. He thought he saw him standing behind

  the glass door, watching the car as it drove away. Then the sun’s reflection turned the window into a luminous splotch and the Commissioner wondered if it hadn’t been just his

  impression.




  He found himself thinking that, without dragging the Lord into it, life sometimes closes its accounts in mysterious ways. In the case of banker Mario Savelli and his son Paolo, who died through

  no fault of his own except for being in the wrong place at the wrong time, justice had been done.




  Abel had had his vengeance.
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  From above Mario Savelli watched the police car leave the piazza and then moved away from the window. He liked that man, Commissioner Capuzzo. He was a policeman but he

  was also a human being. He had understood that at the time of their first meeting when the Commissioner came to his house and informed him that his son Paolo was dead. That earlier impression had

  been confirmed by what had just taken place.




  He loved his job of course but he was not possessed by it. He was a fair, sensitive man. Savelli knew all too well how much such a man was needed given the period that rotten world was going

  through.




  “I am going now, Mr Savelli.”




  Ghita’s voice surprised him from behind. He turned and saw her standing in the corridor, in front of the kitchen door. She was wearing her coat and scarf and was ready to leave.




  “Of course. See you tomorrow.”




  His housekeeper had asked for the afternoon off to go and see a fellow countrywoman who was visiting relatives in Alessandria; they had all emigrated to Italy where they had found work and were

  trying to build a life.




  He had willingly given her the time off. It was Saturday and the thought of being alone in the house was a pleasant one.




  “I left you something to eat in the refrigerator. If you decide to eat at home, all you have to do is heat it up. Good afternoon, Mr Savelli.”




  She was a woman who was no longer young but had the shy smile of a young girl. She had been with him for several years and Savelli had never had any reason to regret hiring her. He watched her

  as she went to the door at the end of the hall, opened it and left the apartment. He waited for the sound of the elevator reaching their floor and only when he heard it go back down did he go

  toward his study.




  There was no reason to be relieved by temporarily being the complete master of his house. Ghita was an invisible, discreet presence, and besides, all he had to do was lock himself in his study

  to have all the privacy he felt he needed.




  Nevertheless, today was a special day.




  An unusual circumstance for an equally unusual occasion.




  He reached the room which many years earlier he had chosen as his personal domain, before the requirements of Paolo’s studies grew to the point that he had to share it with him. From that

  time on it had become “their” study, something that bound them over and above affection, consanguinity and cohabitation. A place where each of them could find traces of the other, when

  one of them occupied it.




  Now it was his personal study again. Mario Savelli had always thought that this would happen one day, when his son got married or left home to build a life of his own. But that room had become

  his exclusive property again in the most terrible way. And he had paid for it with days of tears and nights with eyes wide open in the dark, waiting for sleep which never came.




  He went determinedly towards a painting depicting a still life, hanging opposite the door.




  He turned it on lateral hinges and revealed the hidden safe.




  They had laughed about it, at the time, he and his wife. They had joked for days about the predictability of disguising a safe with a painting. They had spent hours going over various

  alternatives but, all the same, in the end they were unable to come up with a better solution.




  And the painting had remained.




  As he dialed the combination, he could visualize Lorenza’s face. Her smiling face as a young girl and the racked face of an ailing woman. How much pain he had experienced, attending her

  day after day during the course of the tumor that literally devoured her in six months. And how much he had envied her afterwards.




  Because she had been fortunate enough to die without having to suffer the agony of outliving her son …




  He opened the door of the safe and took out a dark oilskin box. He went and placed it on top of the desk and sat down. He turned on the table lamp and when he lifted the lid, he found before him

  an object wrapped in a beige cloth. He took it out, moved the box aside and laid the bundle on the leather desktop in front of him.




  He unwrapped it gently and revealed its contents to the light. As if seeing it for the first time, he stood staring a moment at a splendid example of a Luger, the pistol issued to German

  officers during the Second World War.




  It had belonged to his father, who had never revealed how and under what circumstances he had obtained it. He had shown it to him when he was old enough to understand the sinister importance of

  that object. Mario knew that it had not been reported, that the pistol was kept in a particularly unlawful way, since apart from everything else it was a weapon of war. Nevertheless, it had

  remained in the house, a little secret to be shared between father and son, the sole incursion into misconduct on the part of a family of adamantine honesty.




  His father had taught him to disassemble and reassemble it, he had taught him the right way to oil it and maintain it in perfect working order. And in all those years he had continued to do so,

  more out of tradition than necessity. And he would have taught his son Paolo to do so as well, if what happened had not happened. He didn’t know when the pistol had last been fired. But now

  it was about to be fired again and Mario Savelli was certain that it would not betray him.




  He began disassembling the firearm, calmly and deftly. As he did so, his hands moved of their own accord, guided by the threads of experience. He had time to go over that strange story, in his

  memory, from the beginning to what would soon be its end.




  8




  It had begun two years before.




  He had gone to Capri for an important Credit Institutions conference. A lot of smoke and mirrors, but, in the end, the usual things. Training seminars for young executives and managers,

  prominent speakers on this or that subject, positioning in new and old markets, indications of new and old strategies.




  And only on the last day a meeting of high-level European managers, concerning one of those extremely secret interbank agreements, the kind that are discussed behind closed doors, which the

  public is unaware of but which determine the future of a segment of the economy, the one linked to disbursement and the cost of money.




  Savelli had gone there as a promotion, his first real prestigious assignment, his official entry into the world of high finance. Then that Tower of Babel had found the common language of food

  and drink and everyone assembled for the traditional endof-conference reception, in the banquet room of what was one of the most sumptuous hotels on the island. A five-star deluxe convention center

  large enough to accommodate everyone, with a splendid view of the sea. But no room was luxurious enough to make him forget that it was still a hotel room.




  And that he was occupying it alone.




  Mario Savelli left the reception hall and went outside. He was able to take part in everything that concerned his work, but he had always had a kind of idiosyncratic aversion to forced

  cheerfulness, for what in his own mind he called “The New Year’s eve syndrome”, being sentenced to prescribed merriment.




  He walked along the pool and was leaning against the wall that surrounded it, captivated by the eternal spectacle of the full moon on the sea.




  The sound of a match, the spark of a flame and the smoke of a cigarette signaled a presence at his side. Then the man leaned against the wall a few yards away from him, the red glow of his

  cigarette occasionally interrupting the silver gleam of the moon.




  For a time they remained that way without speaking, as if mesmerized by the panorama.




  Then the man broke the silence, speaking in a very low voice, almost as if fearful that too loud a tone might break the spell.




  “Beautiful, isn’t it?”




  “Exquisite.”




  The man approached and held out his hand. Standing with his back almost against the balustrade, his face was hidden in shadow.




  “Pleased to meet you. I’m Alberto Medori.”




  Savelli too held out his hand.




  “My pleasure. “I’m …”




  “Mario Savelli” the other man concluded for him. “I know who you are, I know all about you.”




  He gazed back toward the sea and his profile turned to silver again.




  “And not just about your professional skills. This is, after all, a small circle. Successes, as well as failures, get around. And apparently you have had very few of the latter.”




  Savelli observed the man more closely: strong build, taller than he, with slightly coarse features outlined in the moonlight as if by the stroke of a pen. The man went on speaking, giving him

  the strange impression that he had prepared his speech at length.




  “You and I have something tragic in common, Mr Savelli. Something that just as tragically keeps our hands tied. And if you agree, we can untie them for one another. And find some peace. If

  you’ll allow me a few minutes I will explain what I’m referring to …”
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  Mario Savelli finished reassembling the pistol. He wiped off the non-existent dust for the umpteenth time, dabbed away the excess oil, checked the release on the safety

  lock, and inserted the cartridges in the magazine. Then he slid it into the gun butt and heard it click into place with a sharp, metallic sound. That was the pistol’s voice, it was a

  mechanical and impersonal way for the weapon to confirm to him “I’m ready”.




  He wrapped the Luger in the cloth again, placed it back in the box and went to lock it up in the safe.




  That evening two years ago, when he sat down at a well-lit table with Alberto Medori and was able to get a good look at his face, he recognized the man immediately. Barely a year earlier he had

  appeared on the various news broadcasts a number of times, the unwilling protagonist of a tragic news item. For a time it was a popular face, he had been a guest numerous times on several talk

  shows, a symbol of a justice that is not fully attainable. Then gradually he was hidden away by the media in that limbo where little by little everything becomes naught.




  The event that had brought him celebrity was tragically similar to Savelli’s.




  His mother and his eight-year-old daughter had been struck and killed by a hit-and-run driver in Salerno, where he lived. The story had a certain scathing, chilling predictability. The driver

  had decided to get behind the wheel of his car after having one too many and smoking a number of joints with his buddies. He hit the woman and girl who were walking on the side of the road,

  panicked and fled.




  After a brief investigation, he was identified and arrested. Afterward, the course of events was very similar to that which attended the judicial proceedings of Lucio Bertolino.




  Essentially, he would get off with little time. Savelli recalled the expression on Medori’s face perfectly.




  “There are things that come and go, because we’re human and we manage to forget. There are others that never fade. For the same reason. Because we’re human and don’t

  want to forget.”




  At that moment Mario Savelli realized that it was like that for him too. Despite the passing of time, the pain and anger had not diminished. The pain was disguised by throwing himself headlong

  into his work. The anger was an inexhaustible fuel that kept him going day to day, more so than the food he ate and the water he drank.




  Alberto Medori had looked into his eyes as he uttered the words that would bind them together for all time.




  “I know your story, Mr Savelli. I know that you are a decent man. And so am I. However, there are cases where this can and should be of secondary consideration, compared to the enormity of

  lives shattered without reparation. I know that no act of justice can bring my mother and daughter back to me. Just as nothing can bring back your son. Still, there might be some relief in knowing

  that everything was resolved in accordance with the rules that distinguish the innocent from the guilty.”




  He paused. Then he went on in his faint accent that recalled the inflection of the south. His eyes were brimming with tears.




  “And I, if I can’t have justice, am prepared to settle for vengeance.”




  For a moment silence descended upon them with the same effect as the moonlight. Then they talked throughout the night, and in the end they made a pact. Savelli had been amazed at his own

  readiness, as if that encounter had suddenly yanked off a blanket that was too short, revealing his restless sleep. He had been amazed at the serenity with which he had found it all quite natural,

  just as he had found it natural a short time before to slide a magazine of bullets into the butt of an old pistol.




  Since that time, he and Alberto Medori had not seen or talked to each other again. Their only communications took place the old-fashioned way, by letters written strictly by hand and immediately

  destroyed upon being read. No e-mails, no cell phones, no computers: all things which left behind traces as obvious as a snail trail.




  They had made careful preparations, and when Savelli learned of the death of Lucio Bertolino, he understood that the other man had kept his promise, his part of the bargain. He knew that Medori

  had gone to Asti by train and that he had left there by train without staying in a hotel or taking a taxi. Undoubtedly he had gotten around using public transportation, an anonymous face among so

  many others. He had arrived and departed the same way, leaving behind vengeance after having tried in vain to obtain justice.




  Exactly what he would do, once he got to Salerno.




  A crime for a crime, he told himself.




  Just as Hitchcock, and a shared passion for films, had taught them. If at times reality became a film, this time a film would become reality …




  He left the study and walked through a house flooded by the sunlight of that strangely warm autumn. Its luminosity was one of the reasons why he and his wife had chosen this apartment. He felt a

  pang in his heart remembering that Lorenza, citing Quasimodo, had described it as being “impaled upon a ray of sun”.




  Never imagining that it would suddenly be night.




  He returned to the French door, opened it and went out on the balcony. Once again he found himself observing the comings and goings of the cars and people in the piazza. People who confronted

  their everyday lives never imagining the heedlessness with which fate could shatter them. Children who would one day grow up and become men, something which his son had been denied.




  He stood there for a long time, reflecting on these and other thoughts.




  Then he left the sunny balcony and went back to the shadows, as every man does when he’s made his decision.




  Translation © 2009 by Anne Milano Appel




  

     

  




  Rumpole and the Christmas Break




  John Mortimer




  I




  “We must be constantly on guard. Night and day. Vigilance is essential. I’m sure you would agree, wouldn’t you, Luci?”




  Soapy Sam Ballard, our always-nervous Head of Chambers, addressed the meeting as though the forces of evil were already beating on the doors of 4 Equity Court, and weapons of mass destruction

  had laid waste to the dining hall, condemning us to a long winter of cold meat and sandwiches. As usual, he longed for confirmation and turned to our recently appointed Head of Marketing and

  Administration, who was now responsible for the Chambers’ image.




  “Quite right, Chair.” Luci’s north country voice sounded quietly amused, as though she didn’t take the alarming state of the world quite as seriously as Ballard did.




  “Thank you for your contribution, Luci.” Soapy Sam, it seemed, thought she might have gone a little further, such as recommending that Securicor mount a twenty-four hour guard on the

  Head of Chambers. Then he added, in a voice of doom, “I have already asked our clerk to keep an extremely sharp eye on the sugar kept in the coffee cupboard.”




  “Why did you do that?” I ventured to ask our leader. “Has Claude been shovelling it in by the tablespoonful?”




  Claude Erskine-Brown was one of the few barristers I have ever met who combined a passionate affection for Wagner’s operas with a remarkably sweet tooth, continuously sucking wine gums in

  court and loading his coffee with heaped spoonfuls of sugar.




  “It’s not that, Rumpole.” Soapy Sam was getting petulant. “It’s anthrax.”




  “What anthrax?”




  “The sugar might be. There are undoubtedly people out there who are out to get us, Rumpole. Haven’t you been listening at all to government warnings?”




  “I seem to remember them telling us one day that if we went down the tube we’d all be gassed, and the next day they said, ‘Sorry, we were only joking. Carry on going down the

  tube.’ ”




  “Rumpole! Do you take nothing seriously?”




  “Some things,” I assured Soapy Sam.“But not the government.”




  “We are,” here Ballard ignored me as an apparently hopeless case, and addressed the meeting, “especially vulnerable.”




  “Why’s that?” I was curious enough to ask.




  “We represent the Law, Rumpole. The centre of a civilized society. Naturally we’d be high on their hit list.”




  “You mean the Houses of Parliament, Buckingham Palace, and number 4 Equity Court? I wonder, you may be right.”




  “I propose to appoint a small Chambers emergency committee consisting of myself, Claude Erskine-Brown, and Archie Prosser. Please report to one of us if you notice anything unusual or out

  of the ordinary. I assume you have nothing to report, Rumpole?”




  “Nothing much. I did notice a chap on the tube, a fellow of Middle Eastern appearance wearing a turban and a beard and muttering into a Dictaphone. He got out at South Kensington. I

  don’t suppose it’s important.”




  Just for a moment I thought, indeed I hoped, our Head of Chambers looked at me as though he believed what I had said, but then justifiable doubt overcame him.




  “Very funny,” Ballard told the meeting. “But then you can scarcely afford to be serious about the danger we’re all in, can you Rumpole? Considering you’re defending

  one of these maniacs.”




  “Rumpole would defend anyone,” said Archie Prosser, the newest arrival in our chambers, who had an ill-deserved reputation as a wit.




  “If you mean anyone who’s put on trial and tells me they’re innocent, then the answer is yes.”




  Nothing alarming happened on the tube on my way home that evening, except for the fact that, owing to a “work to rule” by the drivers, the train gave up work at

  Victoria and I had to walk the rest of the way home to Froxbury Mansions in the Gloucester Road. The shops and their windows were full of glitter, artificial snow, and wax models perched on sleighs

  wearing party dresses. Taped carols came tinkling out of Tesco’s. The Chambers meeting had been the last of the term, and the Old Bailey had interrupted its business for the season of peace

  and goodwill.




  There was very little of either in the case which I had been doing in front of the aptly named Mr Justice Graves. Mind you, I would have had a fairly rough ride before the most reasonable of

  judges. Even some compassionate old darlings like Mr Justice “Pussy” Proudfoot might have regarded my client with something like horror and been tempted to dismiss my speech to the jury

  as a hopeless attempt to prevent a certain conviction and a probable sentence of not less than thirty years. The murder we had been considering, when we were interrupted by Christmas, had been

  cold-blooded and merciless, and there was clear evidence that it had been the work of a religious fanatic.




  The victim, Honoria Glossop, Professor of Comparative Religions at William Morris University in east London, had been the author of a number of books, including her latest, and last, publication

  Sanctified Killing – A History of Religious Warfare. She had been severely critical of all acts of violence and aggression – including the Inquisition and the Crusades –

  committed in the name of God. She had also included a chapter on Islam which spoke scathingly of some Ayatollahs and the cruelties committed by Islamic fundamentalists.




  It was this chapter which had caused my client, a young student of computer technology atWilliam Morris named Hussein Khan, to issue a private fatwa. He composed, on one of the university

  computers, a letter to Professor Glossop announcing that her blasphemous references to the religious leaders of his country deserved nothing less than death – which would inevitably catch up

  with her. Then he left the letter in her pigeonhole.




  It took very little time for the authorship of the letter to be discovered. Hussein Khan was sent down from William Morris and began spending time helping his family in the Star of Persia

  restaurant they ran in Golders Green. A week later, Professor Glossop, who had been working late in her office at the university, was found slumped across her desk, having been shot at close

  quarters by a bullet from a revolver of Czech origins, the sort of weapon which is readily and cheaply available in certain south London pubs. Beside her on the desk, now stained with her blood,

  was the letter containing the sentence of death.




  Honoria and her husband Richard “Ricky” Glossop lived in what the estate agents would describe as “a three-million-pound townhouse in Boltons”. The professor had, it

  seemed, inherited a great deal of money from a family business in the Midlands which allowed her to pursue her academic career, and Ricky to devote his life to country sports, without the need for

  gainful employment. He was clearly, from his photograph in the papers, an outstandingly handsome figure, perhaps five or six years younger than his wife. After her murder, he received, and everyone

  felt deserved, huge public sympathy. He and Honoria had met when they were both guests on a yacht touring the Greek Islands, and she had chosen him and his good looks in preference to all the

  available professors and academic authors she knew. In spite of their differences in age and interest, they seemed to have lived happily together for ten years until, so the prosecution said, death

  overtook Honoria Glossop in the person of my now universally hated client.




  Such was the case I was engaged in at the Old Bailey in the run-up to Christmas. There were no tidings of great joy to report. The cards were stacked dead against me, and at every stage it

  looked like I was losing, trumped by a judge who regarded defence barristers as flies on the tasty dish of justice.




  Mr Justice Graves, known to me only as “The Old Gravestone”, had a deep, sepulchral voice and the general appearance of a man waking up with an upset stomach on a wet weekend. He had

  clearly come to the conclusion that the world was full of irredeemable sinners. The nearest thing to a smile I had seen on the face of The Old Gravestone was the look of grim delight he had

  displayed when, after a difficult case, the jury had come back with the guilty verdict he had clearly longed for.




  So, as you can imagine, the atmosphere in Court One at the Old Bailey during the trial of the Queen against Hussein Khan was about as warm as the South Pole during a blizzard. The Queen may have

  adopted a fairly detached attitude towards my client, but the judge certainly hadn’t.




  The prosecution was in the not altogether capable hands of Soapy Sam Ballard, which was why he had practically named me as a founding member of Al-Qaeda at our chambers meeting. His junior was

  the newcomer Archie Prosser.




  These two might not have been the most deadly optimists I had ever had to face during my long career at the bar, but a first-year law student with a lowish IQ would, I thought, have had little

  difficulty in securing a conviction against the young student who had managed to become one of the most hated men in England.




  As he was brought up from the cells and placed in the dock between two prison officers, the jury took one brief, appalled look at him and then turned their eyes on what seemed to them to be the

  less offensive figure of Soapy Sam as he prepared to open his devastating case.




  So I sat at my end of counsel’s benches. The brief had been offered to several QCs (Queer Customers I always call them), but they had excused themselves as being too busy, or unwell, or

  going on holiday – any excuse to avoid being cast as leading counsel for the forces of evil. It was only, it seemed, Rumpole who stuck to the old-fashioned belief that the most outrageous

  sinner deserves to have his defence, if he had one, put fairly and squarely in front of a jury.




  Mr Justice Gravestone didn’t share my views. When Ballard rose he was greeted with something almost like a smile from the bench, and his most obvious comments were underlined by a

  judicious nod followed by a careful note underlined in the judicial notebook. Every time I rose to cross-examine a prosecution witness, however, Graves sighed heavily and laid down his pencil as

  though nothing of any significance was likely to come.




  This happened when I had a few pertinent questions to ask the pathologist, my old friend Professor Arthur Ackerman, forensic scientist and master of the morgues. After he had given his evidence

  about the cause of death (pretty obvious), I started off.




  “You say, Professor Ackerman, that the shot was fired at close quarters?”




  “Yes, Mr Rumpole. Indeed it was.” Ackerman and I had been through so many bloodstained cases together that we chatted across the court like old friends.




  “You told us,” I went on, “that the bullet entered the deceased’s neck – she was probably shot from behind – and that, among other things, the bullet severed

  an artery.”




  “That is so.”




  “So, as a result, blood spurted over the desk. We know it was on the letter. Would you have expected the person, whoever it was, who shot her at close quarters to have had some blood on

  his clothing?”




  “I think that well may have happened.”




  “Would you say it probably happened?”




  “Probably. Yes.”




  When I got this answer from the witness, I stood awhile in silence, looking at the motionless judge.




  “Is that all you have to ask, Mr Rumpole?”




  “No, my Lord. I’m waiting so your Lordship has time to make note of the evidence. I see your Lordship’s pencil is taking a rest!”




  “I’m sure the jury has heard your questions, Mr Rumpole. And the answers.”




  “I’m sure they have and you will no doubt remind them of that during your summing up. So I’m sure your Lordship will wish to make a note.”




  Gravestone, with an ill grace, picked up his pencil and made the shortest possible note. Then I asked Ackerman my last question.




  “And I take it you know that the clothes my client wore that evening were minutely examined and no traces of any bloodstains were found?”




  “My Lord, how can this witness know what was on Khan’s clothing?” Soapy Sam objected.




  “Quite right, Mr Ballard,” the judge was quick to agree. “That was an outrageous question, Mr Rumpole. The jury will disregard it.”




  It got no better. I rose, at the end of a long day in court, to cross-examine Superintendent Gregory, the perfectly decent officer in charge of the case.




  “My client, Mr Khan, made no secret of the fact that he had written this threatening letter, did he, Superintendent Gregory?”




  “He did not, my Lord,” Gregory answered with obvious satisfaction.




  “In fact,” said Mr Justice Graves, searching among his notes, “the witness Sadiq told us that your client boasted to him of the fact in the university canteen?”




  There, at last, The Gravestone had overstepped the mark.




  “He didn’t say ‘boasted’.”




  Soapy Sam Ballard QC, the alleged Head of our Chambers, got up with his notebook at the ready.




  “Sadiq said that Khan told him he had written the letter and, in answer to your Lordship, that ‘he seemed to feel no sort of guilt about it’.”




  “There you are Mr Rumpole.” Graves also seemed to feel no sort of guilt. “Doesn’t that come to exactly the same thing?”




  “Certainly not, my Lord. The word ‘boasted’ was never used.”




  “The jury may come to the conclusion that it amounted to boasting.”




  “They may indeed, my Lord. But that’s for them to decide, without directions from your Lordship.”




  “Mr Rumpole,” here the judge adopted an expression of lofty pity, “I realize you have many difficulties in this case. But perhaps we may proceed without further argument. Have

  you any more questions for this officer?”




  “Just one, my Lord.” I turned to the superintendent. “This letter was traced to one of the university word processors.”




  “That is so, yes.”




  “You would agree that my client took no steps at all to cover up the fact that he was the author of this outrageous threat.”




  “He seems to have been quite open about it, yes.”




  “That’s hardly consistent with the behaviour of someone about to commit a brutal murder is it?”




  “I suppose it was a little surprising, yes,” Jack Gregory was fair enough to admit.




  “Very surprising, isn’t it? And of course by the time this murder took place, everyone knew he had written the letter. He’d been sent down for doing so.”




  “That’s right.”




  The Gravestone intervened. “Did it not occur to you, Superintendent Gregory, that being sent down might have provided an additional motive for the murder?”The judge clearly thought

  he was onto something, and was deeply gratified when the superintendent answered. “That might have been so, my Lord.”




  “That might have been so,” Graves dictated to himself as he wrote the answer down. Then he thought of another point that might be of use to the hardly struggling prosecution.




  “Of course, if a man thinks he’s justified, for religious or moral reasons, in killing someone, he might have no inhibitions about boasting of the fact?”




  I knew it. Soapy Sam must have known it, and the jury had better be told it. The judge had gone too far. I rose to my feet, as quickly as my weight and the passage of the years would allow, and

  uttered a sharp protest.




  “My Lord, the prosecution is in the able hands of Samuel Ballard QC. I’m sure he can manage to present the case against my client without your Lordship’s continued help and

  encouragement.”




  This was followed by a terrible silence, the sort of stillness that precedes a storm.




  “Mr Rumpole.” His Lordship’s words were as warm as hailstones. “That was a most outrageous remark.”




  “It was a point I felt I should make,” I told him, “in fairness to my client.”




  “As I have said, I realize you have an extremely difficult case to argue, Mr Rumpole.” Once more Graves was reminding the jury that I was on a certain loser. “But I cannot

  overlook your inappropriate and disrespectful behaviour towards the court. I shall have to consider whether your conduct should be reported to the proper authority.”




  After these dire remarks and a few more unimportant questions to the superintendent, Graves turned to the jury and reminded them that this no doubt painful and shocking case would be resumed

  after the Christmas break. He said this in the solemn and sympathetic tones of someone announcing the death of a dear friend or relative, then he wished them a “Happy Christmas”.




  The tube train for home was packed and I stood, swaying uneasily, sandwiched between an eighteen-stone man in a donkey jacket with a heavy cold, and an elderly woman with a pair of the sharpest

  elbows I have encountered on the Circle line.




  No doubt all of the other passengers had hard, perhaps unrewarding lives, but they didn’t have to spend their days acting as a sort of buffer between a possibly fatal fanatic and a hostile

  judge who certainly wanted to end the career of the inconveniently argumentative Rumpole. The train, apparently as exhausted as I felt, ground to a halt between Charing Cross and the Embankment and

  as the lights went out I’d almost decided to give up the bar. Then the lights glowed again faintly and the train jerked on. I supposed I would have to go on as well, wouldn’t I, not

  being the sort of character who could retire to the country and plant strawberries.




  When I reached the so-called “Mansion Flat” in the Gloucester Road I was, I have to say, not a little surprised by the warmth of the reception I received. My formidable wife Hilda,

  known to me only as “She Who Must be Obeyed” said, “Sit down, Rumpole. You look tired out.” And she lit the gas fire. A few minutes later, she brought me a glass of my usual

  refreshment – the very ordinary claret available from Pommeroy’s Wine Bar in Fleet Street, a vintage known to me as “Château Thames Embankment”. I suspected that all

  this attention meant that she had some uncomfortable news to break and I was right.




  “This year,” she told me, with the firmness of Old Gravestone pronouncing judgement, “I’m not going to do Christmas. It’s getting too much for me.”




  Christmas was not usually much of a “do” in the Rumpole household. There is the usual exchange of presents; I get a tie and Hilda receives the statutory bottle of lavender water,

  which seems to be for laying down rather than immediate use. She cooks the turkey and I open the Château Thames Embankment, and so our Saviour’s birth is celebrated.




  “I have booked us this year,” Hilda announced, “into Cherry Picker’s Hall. You look in need of a rest, Rumpole.”




  What was this place she spoke of? A retirement home? Sheltered accommodation? “I’m in the middle of an important murder case, I can’t pack up and go into a home.”




  “It’s not a home, Rumpole. It’s a country house hotel. In the Cotswolds. They’re doing a special offer – four nights with full board. A children’s party.

  Christmas lunch with crackers and a dance on Christmas Eve. It’ll be something to look forward to.”




  “I don’t really think so. We haven’t got any children and I don’t want to dance at Christmas. So shall we say no to the Cherry Picker’s?”




  “Whether you dance or not is entirely up to you, Rumpole. But you can’t say no because I’ve already booked it and paid the deposit. And I’ve collected your old dinner

  jacket from the cleaners.”




  So I was unusually silent. Not for nothing is my wife entitled “She Who Must Be Obeyed”.




  I was unusually silent on the way to the Cotswolds too, but as we approached this country house hotel, I felt that perhaps, after all, She Who Must Be Obeyed had made a wise decision and that

  the considerable financial outlay on the “Budget Christmas Offer” might turn out, in spite of all my apprehension, to be justified. We took a taxi from the station. As we made our way

  down deep into the countryside, the sun was shining and the trees were throwing a dark pattern against a clear sky. We passed green fields where cows were munching and a stream trickling over the

  rocks. A stray dog crossed the road in front of us and a single kite (at least Hilda said it was a kite) wheeled across the sky. We had, it seemed, entered a better, more peaceful world far from

  the problem of terrorists, the bloodstained letter containing a sentence of death, the impossible client, and the no less difficult judge I struggled with down at the Old Bailey. In spite of all my

  troubles, I felt a kind of contentment stealing over me. Happily, the contentment only deepened as our taxi scrunched the gravel by the entrance of Cherry Picker’s Hall. The old grey stones

  of the one-time manor house were gilded by the last of the winter sun. We were greeted warmly by a friendly manageress and our things were taken up to a comfortable room overlooking a wintry

  garden. Then, in no time at all, I was sitting by a blazing log fire in the residents’ lounge, eating anchovy paste sandwiches with the prospect of a dark and alcoholic fruitcake to follow.

  Even my appalling client, Hussein Khan, might, I thought, if brought into such an environment, forget his calling as a messenger of terror and relax after dinner.




  “It’s wonderful to be away from the Old Bailey. I just had the most terrible quarrel with a particularly unlearned judge,” I told Hilda, who was reading a back number of

  Country Life.




  “You keep quarrelling with judges, don’t you? Why don’t you take up fishing, Rumpole? Lazy days by a trout stream might help you forget all those squalid cases you do.”

  She had clearly got to the country sports section of the magazine.




  “This quarrel went a bit further than usual. He threatened to report me for professional misconduct. I didn’t like the way he kept telling the jury my client was guilty.”




  “Well isn’t he guilty, Rumpole?” In all innocence, Hilda had asked the awkward question.




  “Well. Quite possibly. But that’s for the jury of twelve honest citizens to decide. Not Mr Justice Gravestone.”




  “Gravestone? Is that his name?”




  “No. His name’s Graves. I call him Gravestone.”




  “You would, wouldn’t you, Rumpole?”




  “He speaks like a voice from the tomb. It’s my personal belief that he urinates iced water!”




  “Really, Rumpole. Do try not to be vulgar. So what did you say to Mr Justice Graves? You might as well tell me the truth.”




  She was right, of course. The only way of appeasing She Who Must was to plead guilty and throw oneself on the mercy of the court. “I told him to come down off the bench and join Soapy Sam

  Ballard on the prosecution team.”




  “Rumpole, that was terribly rude of you.”




  “Yes,” I said, with considerable satisfaction. “It really was.”




  “So no wonder he’s cross with you.”




  “Very cross indeed.” Once again I couldn’t keep the note of triumph out of my voice.




  “I should think he probably hates you, Rumpole.”




  “I should think he probably does.”




  “Well, you’re safe here anyway. You can forget all about your precious Mr Justice Gravestone and just enjoy Christmas.”




  She was, as usual, right. I stretched my legs towards the fire and took a gulp of Earl Grey and a large bite of rich, dark cake.




  And then I heard a voice call out, a voice from the tomb.




  “Rumpole!” it said. “What an extraordinary coincidence. Are you here for Christmas? You and your good lady?”




  I turned my head. I had not, alas, been mistaken. There he was, in person – Mr Justice Gravestone. He was wearing a tweed suit and some type of regimental or old school tie. His usually

  lugubrious features wore the sort of smile only previously stimulated by a long succession of guilty verdicts. And the next thing he said came as such a surprise that I almost choked on my slice of

  fruitcake.




  “I say,” he said, and I promise you these were Gravestone’s exact words, “this is fun, isn’t it?”




  II




  “I’ve often wondered what it would be like to be married to Rumpole.”




  It was a lie, of course. I dare swear that The Honourable Gravestone never spent one minute of his time wondering what it would be like to be Mrs Rumpole. But there he was, having pulled up a

  chair, tucking in to our anchovy paste sandwiches and smiling at She Who Must Be Obeyed (my wife Hilda) with as much joy as if she had just returned twenty guilty verdicts – one of them being

  in the case of The Judge versus Rumpole.




  “He can be a bit difficult at times, of course,” Hilda weighed in for the prosecution.




  “A little difficult! That’s putting it mildly, Mrs Rumpole. You can’t imagine the trouble we have with him in court.”




  To my considerable irritation, my wife and the judge were smiling together as though they were discussing, with tolerant amusement, the irrational behaviour of a difficult child.




  “Of course we mustn’t discuss the case before me at the moment,” Graves said.




  “That ghastly terrorist.” Hilda had already reached a verdict.




  “Exactly! We won’t say a word about him.”




  “Just as well,” Hilda agreed. “We get far too much discussion of Rumpole’s cases.”




  “Really? Poor Mrs Rumpole.” The judge gave her a look of what I found to be quite sickening sympathy. “Brings his work home with him, does he?”




  “Oh, absolutely! He’ll do anything in the world for some ghastly murder or other, but can I get him to help me redecorate the bathroom?”




  “You redecorate bathrooms?” The judge looked at Hilda with admiration as though she had just admitted to sailing round the world in a hot air balloon. Then he turned to me.




  “You’re a lucky man, Rumpole!”




  “He won’t tell you that.” Hilda was clearly enjoying our Christmas break even more than she had expected. “By the way I hope he wasn’t too rude to you in

  court.”




  “I thought we weren’t meant to discuss the case.” I tried to make an objection, which was entirely disregarded by my wife and the unlearned judge.




  “Oh, that wasn’t only Rumpole being rude. It was Rumpole trying to impress his client by showing him how fearlessly he can stand up to judges. We’re quite used to

  that.”




  “He says,” Hilda still seemed to find the situation amusing, “that you threatened to report him for professional misconduct. You really ought to be more careful,

  shouldn’t you Rumpole?”




  “Oh, I said that,” Graves had the audacity to admit, “just to give your husband a bit of a shock. He did go a little green, I thought, when I made the suggestion.”




  “I did not go green!” By now I was losing patience with the judge Hilda was treating like a long-lost friend. “I made a perfectly reasonable protest against a flagrant act of

  premature adjudication! You had obviously decided that my client is guilty and you were going to let the jury know it.”




  “But isn’t he guilty, Rumpole? Isn’t that obvious?”




  “Of course he’s not guilty. He’s completely innocent. And will remain so until the jury come back into court and convict him. And that is to be their decision. And what the

  judge wants will have absolutely nothing to do with it.”




  I may have gone too far, but I felt strongly on the subject. Judge Graves, however, seemed completely impervious to my attack. He stood, still smiling, warming his tweed-covered backside at the

  fire and repeated, “We really mustn’t discuss the case we’re involved in at the moment. Let’s remember, it is Christmas.”




  “Yes, Rumpole. It is Christmas.” Hilda had cast herself, it seemed as Little Lady Echo to his Lordship.




  “That’s settled then. Look, why don’t I book a table for three at dinner?” The judge was still smiling. “Wouldn’t that be tremendous fun?”




  “What a perfectly charming man Judge Graves is.”




  These were words I never expected to hear spoken, but they contained the considered verdict of She Who Must be Obeyed before we settled down for the first night of our Christmas holiday. The

  food at dinner had been simple but good. (The entrecôte steak had not been arranged in a little tower swamped by tomato coulis and there had been a complete absence of roquette and all the

  idiocy of smart restaurants.) The Gravestone was clearly on the most friendly of terms with “Lorraine”, the manageress, and he and Hilda enjoyed a lengthy conversation on the subject of

  fishing, which sport Graves practised and on which Hilda was expert after her study of the back number of Country Life in the residents’ lounge.




  Now and again I was asked why I didn’t go out on a day’s fishing with Hilda’s newfound friend the judge, a question I found as easy to answer as “Why don’t you take

  part in the London Marathon wearing nothing but bikini bottoms and a wig?” For a greater part of the dinner I had sat, unusually silent, listening to the ceaseless chatter of the newfound

  friends, feeling as superfluous as a maiden aunt at a lovers’ meeting. Soon after telling me how charming she had found The Gravestone, Hilda had sank into a deep and contented sleep. As the

  moonlight streamed in at the window and I heard the faraway hooting of an owl, I began to worry about the case we hadn’t discussed at dinner.




  I couldn’t forget my first meeting in Brixton Prison with my client, Hussein Khan. Although undoubtedly the author of the fatal letter, he didn’t seem, when I met him in the company

  of my faithful solicitor Bonny Bernard, to be the sort who would strike terror into the heart of anyone. He was short and unsmiling with soft brown eyes, a quiet monotonous voice, and unusually

  small hands. He wasn’t only uncomplaining, he seemed to find it the most natural thing in the world that he should find himself locked up and facing the most serious of all charges. It was,

  he told us early in the interview, the will of Allah, and if Allah willed, who was he, a twenty-two-year-old undergraduate in computer studies, to ask questions? I was, throughout the case, amazed

  at the combination, in my inexplicable client, of the most complicated knowledge of modern technology and the most primitive and merciless religious beliefs.




  “I wrote the letter. Of course I did. It was not my decision that she should die. It was the will of God.”




  “The will of God that a harmless woman should be shot for writing something critical in a book?”




  “Die for blasphemy, yes.”




  “And they say you were her executioner, that you carried out the sentence.”




  “I didn’t do that.” He was looking at me patiently, as though I still had much to learn about the faith of Hussein Khan. “I knew that death would come to her in time. It

  came sooner than I had expected.”




  So, was I defending a man who had issued a death threat which had then been obediently carried out by some person or persons unknown in the peaceful precincts of a south London university? It

  seemed an unlikely story, and I was not looking forward to the murder trial which had started at the Old Bailey during the run-up to Christmas.




  At the heart of the case there was, I thought, a mystery. The letter, I knew, was clear evidence of Hussein’s guilt, and yet there was no forensic evidence – no bloodstains on his

  clothing, no traces of his having fired a pistol with a silencer (there must have been a silencer, because no one in the building had heard a shot). This was evidence in Hussein’s favour, but

  I had to remember that he had been in the university building when the murder had taken place, although he’d already been sent down for writing the letter.




  As the owl hooted, Hilda breathed deeply. Sleep eluded me. I went through Hussein Khan’s story again. He had gotten a phone call, he said, when he was at his parents’ restaurant. (He

  had answered the phone himself, so there was no one to confirm the call.) It had been, it seemed, from a girl who said she was the senior tutor’s secretary and that the tutor wanted to meet

  him in the university library at ten o’clock that evening to discuss his future.




  He had got to the William Morris building at nine forty-five and had told Mr Luttrell, the man at the main reception area, that he was there to meet the senior tutor at the library. He said that

  when he had arrived at the library, the tutor wasn’t there and that he had waited for over an hour and then went home, never going near Honoria Glossop’s office.
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