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Chapter 1


Tells of the perils of intercultural communication, of men, fish cleavers, engine size, and Poldi’s past. Poldi is in something of a tight spot, Handsome Antonio gets noisy, Poldi’s nephew burns some rubber, and Montana gets jealous again. And all because of John.


Handsome Antonio was sick of messing around. He held a fish cleaver to my Auntie Poldi’s throat – it resembled a machete and could easily have bisected a mature tuna – and repeated his question.


‘Where. Is. It?’


Whereupon my Auntie Poldi repeated her reply. ‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about, so put that in your pipe and smoke it!’


Which exemplifies the misunderstandings that were clogging the situation like limescale in a tap. The first one, of course, was lack of communication, because Handsome Antonio put his questions in strongly accented Sicilian Italian, whereas Poldi answered him in immaculate Bavarian German. Misunderstanding number two was the fact that Poldi hadn’t a clue where ‘it’ was. Handsome Antonio had hitherto rejected her asseverations to that effect by brandishing his cleaver and yelling, with the result that Poldi had dug her heels in and switched to Bavarian. From her point of view, what aggravated this extremely limited form of communication was misunderstanding number three: the tear-proof duct tape with which Handsome Antonio had secured her to a chair by her wrists and ankles. But the greatest misunderstanding, from my point of view, was . . . me. Like the crucial detail in a spot-the-error picture, I was sitting beside my aunt, secured to a chair likewise and almost wetting myself with terror. Expecting to bite the dust at any moment, I visualised my death as an amusing GIF animation looping endlessly on the Internet: the cleaver whistling down, my panic-stricken face, the blade lopping off my head (like a knife through butter), the fountain of blood, and finally the Great Light and some weird, plinky-plunky music.


I shouldn’t be sitting here, I told myself – no, I certainly shouldn’t be sitting here. Nor should my Auntie Poldi, of course, but in her case this series of misunderstandings could justifiably be regarded as an occupational hazard. I, on the other hand, was merely the chronicler of her escapades and investigations. I was the nerdy author of a half-baked family saga, the untalented nephew devoid of a girlfriend or profession. What was the point of slicing me in half? Needless to say, though, this cut no ice with Handsome Antonio. To him, we were both in the same boat.


The unproductive to and fro between my aunt and Handsome Antonio had bred a certain irascibility on both sides – one that was steadily eroding my hopes of a favourable outcome for the situation; they were in fact nearing zero. However, all of Antonio’s threats seemed to trickle off my Auntie Poldi like beads of condensation off a freshly pulled tankard of beer. This was because, unlike me, she had the knack for switching to a belligerent mode that inoculated her against all kinds of everyday tribulations and fears of failure and the future. Admittedly, she could have looked better. Squinting sideways at her, I saw that her camouflage-pattern trouser suit was torn in several places. Her Nefertiti make-up was smudged after our strenuous crawl through the undergrowth, and a small graze was reddening on her forehead. She was still wearing her wig, but this had also suffered quite a bit on our trek; it was dishevelled and partially disintegrating. Although she didn’t look her sixty years as a rule, your age tends to show when you’re tied to a chair with your wig mussed up and your mascara smudged. That makes it hard to preserve a bella figura. I felt momentarily relieved that Vito Montana, the grumpy, dishevelled, chain-smoking, jealous commissario of police, Poldi’s light of love and – according to her – a sexual force of nature, couldn’t see her in that state, although Montana’s presence would have signalled a welcome turn of events. Why? Because my Auntie Poldi and I were in a really tight spot.


‘Go on, Poldi, tell him!’ I hissed.


‘I’m not telling him a thing, the jerk!’


Handsome Antonio now changed his interrogation tactic: he gave up on Poldi and applied the cleaver to my throat instead.


‘Poldi!’ I whimpered.


‘Take it easy, my boy! If I tell him he’ll kill us anyway, you know that, don’t you, so calm down, you hear? I know his sort. He’s a typical leone di cancello, a textbook example of a paper tiger. Big mouth but no balls. Besides, Death hasn’t turned up with his clipboard yet, so relax.’


‘Where. Is. It?’


‘I’venoideaI’mjustthechauffeur!’ I gasped in bad Italian.


‘And a right wimp into the bargain!’ said Poldi.


‘Poldi, he’s going to kill me!’


‘Easy, sonny. Where there’s a will there’s a way.’


I was nearing the end of my tether.


‘Where is it?’


‘I don’t know,’ Poldi snapped, ‘and that’s that! Basta!’


‘I don’t know either,’ I moaned, ‘I swear!’


‘I’m going to kill both of you, starting with you!’


‘No, I don’t want to die, not yet!’


We were all yelling fit to bust, I squeaking in mortal terror, Poldi barking like a drill sergeant, and Handsome Antonio simply bellowing like a maddened bull. He brandished the cleaver in my face and uttered obscene oaths involving genitalia, the Mother of God, and unappetising sexual practices. And, as he rampaged around in front of us, I saw something that finally robbed me of speech: my Auntie Poldi had taken on that look again. I refer to the slightly dreamy expression she assumed whenever she sighted a handsome traffic cop. Hard to grasp though I found it, she had taken a shine to Handsome Antonio.


Now it has to be said that Handsome Antonio was not undeserving of his sobriquet. He was an exceptionally handsome young man, even by Italian standards. The fine rib vest he wore with his jeans accentuated his muscular but not overly hairy chest, and his physiognomy, which would have captivated any Renaissance painter, could have been described as classical. His was a sensual face unblemished by any sign of mental acuity, and there was a hint of melancholy in his eyes whenever they weren’t, as they were at this moment, blazing with histrionic rage. Even so, Handsome Antonio radiated a kind of – how shall I put it? – animal grace. More suited to the movies than the Mafia, he looked just the way I envisioned Barnaba, the hero of my half-baked family saga.


Animal grace notwithstanding, however, Antonio was still flourishing his cleaver in my face, and I was getting sick of it. I was sick of his ravings, sick of the hullabaloo, sick of anticipating sudden death, and sick – above all – of my Auntie Poldi’s salacious expression. It irked me that her mind dwelt on one thing only – that she never passed up an opportunity to flirt. So Handsome Antonio was sick of messing around? Benissimo, so was I!


‘That’s enough!’ I yelled. ‘Basta! Shut up! Pipe down, the two of you!’


Miraculously enough, silence fell at once.


Poldi stared at me in alarm. ‘What is it, my boy? Feeling all right?’


Struggling to regain my composure, I cobbled together my best Italian. ‘Look, let’s find a solution to this problem that satisfies everyone, OK?’


‘Like what?’ Poldi said in German. ‘I’d be interested to know.’


‘Like some way of getting out of here alive.’


‘Don’t get your knickers in a twist, sonny. Leave this to—’


‘Shut up!’ I turned to Handsome Antonio and, avoiding speaking in German so there would not be a fresh outburst, said in Italian, ‘On certain conditions, my aunt would be prepared to tell you where it is.’


‘Would I be buggered! You’ve got a nerve!’


‘Shut it, Poldi!’


‘Hey, I’m still your aunt. I deserve some respect!’


Handsome Antonio held the blade to my throat again. ‘Fuck your conditions!’ he snarled. ‘Where is it?’


‘It’ll do you no good to kill us.’


‘I’ll just kill you, then – very slowly. Your aunt’ll spill the beans all right if I cut you into strips.’


‘You’ve seen what she’s like. You honestly think that’d impress her?’


Handsome Antonio thought for a moment, a process that briefly crimped his harmonious features.


‘Yes, I do.’


‘I ought to mention,’ I said, lowering my voice, ‘that she isn’t quite, well, all there, know what I mean?’


‘Whisperers are liars!’ my aunt interjected loudly.


‘She’s gaga,’ I went on in an undertone. ‘Age, booze. I know her. She lives in cloud-cuckoo-land. Even if she told you something, you could never rely on it. It’d confuse her even more if you killed me. I’m the only one who can get her to talk.’


‘You’re just her effing chauffeur.’


‘I’m her nephew and chronicler, chauffeur and booze destroyer, spiritual adviser and scapegoat, millstone and manager.’


‘Eh, what’s that? Are you crazy?’


I did my best to ignore Poldi and look Antonio straight in the eye. ‘It’s up to you, Don Antonio.’


Handsome Antonio’s face clouded over again. He even knitted his brow in thought and paced up and down for a bit.


‘Not bad, sonny, not bad at all,’ Poldi whispered in German. ‘You’ve obviously picked up some of my know-how. I told you, where there’s a will there’s always a way.’


‘Oh, it’s nothing,’ I said offhand.


But, secretly quite pleased with myself, I thought, Yeah! Bingo! You cracked it! You’re a cool dude, a wizard at empathetic negotiation.


Handsome Antonio stared at us both with the huge blade dangling at his side. He was looking quite calm and relaxed.


‘You’re just messing me about,’ he said wearily. ‘You really don’t know where it is.’ He pointed the cleaver at my aunt. ‘All right, shut your eyes.’


And he took a big swing.


 


I always wake up at this point. It’s like a bad film in which the protagonist has to overcome some trauma before he can save the world, his family, his dog, and the United States – they always belong together somehow. We don’t have to do all that, fortunately; we simply wake up from a nightmare and are happy to be still alive. Then I go down to the kitchen, drink a glass of water, take the first coffee of the day up to the roof terrace, and feast my eyes on Etna and the sea. That has been my routine for the past few weeks. It’s now the end of March, and I have to admit that, in the interim, my dream gave my role in the above predicament a rather more heroic character than it actually possesses.


I’ve been living on my own at No. 29 Via Baronessa since the beginning of the month. I’ve cleaned the winter mildew from the corners and whitewashed the walls. I carry out minor repairs on the house, go shopping, water the plants, put out the rubbish, chat with Signora Anzalone from across the way and patronise Signor Bussacca’s tabacchi, because I’ve recently taken up smoking. At nine every morning I consume a granita mandorla-caffè and a brioche in sad Signora Cocuzza’s cafe bar. Sometimes I visit the aunts or hang out with my cousin Ciro. The rest of the time I write – or rather, spend the day typing a succession of sentences which I usually delete in the evening. I’m busy, in a manner of speaking.


But first things first.


In October last year, Poldi, who had become quite the amateur detective since she retired to Sicily from Germany, had just solved the Avola case. And that was when John appeared at the door like a ghost from the past. To be more precise, John Owenya, Poldi’s Tanzanian husband.


My Auntie Poldi had told me very little about her Tanzania episode. As soon as it was mentioned she promptly changed the subject, and she could become quite grumpy if anyone harped on it. As a result, the wildest rumours circulated in the family. My cousin Marco persisted in claiming that Poldi had joined a Maasai tribe and had only returned because of its teetotalism – a theory she never explicitly denied. My Aunt Luisa expressed the view that ‘Tanzania’ was merely a code word for Poldi’s spell in a rehab centre. Uncle Martino is still firmly convinced that Poldi was working for the CIA at that period and was on the point of uncovering the occult secret of the Knights Templar, a mission that would logically have brought her to Sicily, where they had been based. I sometimes think Martino’s theory came closest to the truth.


All that was known for a fact was that, three years before her move to Sicily, Poldi had bought a house on the outskirts of Arusha, a Tanzanian town at the foot of Kilimanjaro. Maasai country. Why Tanzania, nobody knew, but at that time even my Aunts Teresa, Caterina and Luisa had little contact with Poldi. She returned to Munich less than six months later, relieved of all her savings and so sick at heart that she had to get drunk every night – which, as everyone knows, has bad long-term effects on one’s health. Poldi had always been fond of lifting her elbow, but I imagine that this was when she formed the plan to drink herself to death. The following year, both her parents died in quick succession, leaving her their small house in Augsburg. Poldi promptly sold it and used the proceeds to move to Sicily on her sixtieth birthday, intending to enhance her alcoholic suicide with a view of the sea.


We naturally suspected that there must be a man behind the Tanzania episode, and that it was there that Poldi’s heart had been so thoroughly broken. We also surmised that she had probably been cheated out of her house there. When Poldi told me about it by degrees later on, however, the truth was even more outrageous than I could have imagined.


I hadn’t been back to Sicily for over three months – an eternity, and I was still feeling miffed because her husband’s sudden appearance had virtually uninvited me until further notice. John had moved into my attic room with the damp-stained walls and the stuffy, windowless bathroom. Poldi had merely told me to bide my time until she had ‘settled a few things’. It was Aunt Teresa who had first told me about John, but even she had shrouded the precise circumstances of his visit in silence. It wasn’t that the aunts uninvited me, but they no longer suggested that I fly to Sicily and look after Poldi for one week a month, and, well, I had my pride.


Feeling offended, I got my job back at the call centre and didn’t write a single word of my family saga the whole time, though there were other reasons for that. Total silence prevailed for weeks. Not a single phone call – not even a text.


From November onwards, though, I was preoccupied with other things that kept me relatively busy and steered my thoughts in a quite different direction. I spent Christmas at my parents’ place. January got off to a stormy start, unpleasant and really cold.


Early in February my Auntie Poldi called me in the middle of the night and genially invited me back as if nothing had happened. More precisely, she ordered me back to Sicily, having already booked my flight.


‘And mind you don’t forget your driving licence, OK?’


‘Are you feeling all right, Poldi?’ I retorted rather sniffily. ‘You think I’ve got nothing better to do? You think you only have call me when I haven’t heard a word from you in three months – three months? You think I’ll shout hurrah and hop on a plane at the drop of a hat? No way!’


‘Meaning what?’


‘Meaning forget it, Poldi. I’m busy!’


She collected me from Catania Airport the next day. No one can say I’m not consistent.


‘God Almighty, you look terrible!’ were her first words, and who wouldn’t welcome such a greeting? ‘Been fighting?’


She was alluding to the plaster on my broken, swollen, green-blue nose.


I harrumphed sheepishly. ‘I’d sooner not talk about it, OK?’


‘That novel of yours will never come to anything if you don’t get over your eternal bashfulness, take it from me. My dear friend and mentor, Simone de Beauvoir, once told me that anyone with pretensions to being a novelist must drop their pants. Make a note of that.’


‘I’ve got my little secrets, that’s all.’


‘For God’s sake drop your pants!’


I sighed. ‘All right, I’ll make it short. Two days ago I was buying a currant bun in a bakery when I spotted someone walking past out of the corner of my eye. We were at uni together . . .’


‘A real hottie who always ignored you,’ Poldi broke in, ‘or a nice girl who kept giving you the eye and you were too uptight to speak to her?’


‘Does that matter, Poldi? Anyway, I catch sight of her and think, hey, maybe she’s got time for a coffee. So I grab my currant bun and dash out of the bakery. And – wham! – I run full tilt into this plate-glass door. It’s suddenly there out of the blue, freshly washed but clean no longer, and all I can see is stars and my nose is bleeding like a stuck pig.’


‘And the hottie?’


I shrugged.


‘Then it wasn’t meant to happen. Still, it suits you somehow, the broken nose – it looks tough, and I know what I’m talking about.’


‘If you say so.’


Poldi was in a hurry. She strode swiftly off to the car park, homed in on a red sports car, and opened the driver’s door.


I mean, a genuine sports convertible! An old Maserati Biturbo Spyder Cabrio from the eighties: six cylinders, 230 horsepower, with cream leather upholstery, an immaculate paint job, and a white bonnet.


‘Where did you get it?’ I said delightedly.


‘Don’t ask. Did you remember your driving licence?’


‘Yes, of course. Why?’


She tossed me the car keys. ‘Because.’


This was something entirely new. Poldi isn’t the passenger type, she prefers to be in the driving seat.


‘Oh!’ I exclaimed. ‘To what do I owe the honour?’


‘I’ll explain in due course,’ she said irritably, and squeezed, swearing, into the passenger seat.


She slammed a prehistoric cassette of eighties pop songs into the slot, turned the volume up full, and we were assaulted by ‘Africa’, ‘Down Under’, ‘It’s Raining Men’, ‘Eye of the Tiger’, ‘Gloria’, and ‘Like a Virgin’. Poldi sang along with all of them. When we got to Spliff’s idiotic ‘Carbonara’ I eventually cracked and joined in.


Built in the year of my birth, that Maserati was just a joke in terms of performance compared with the average sports car of today. But it had charisma. I enjoyed roaring round the orbital motorway in the direction of Torre Archirafi, the sound of the six-cylinder engine, the crash of the gears, the bone-hard steering. I felt like a pop star in an eighties music video. All that irked me was Poldi, who kept alternately flooring an imaginary brake pedal or urging me not to dawdle.


‘Have you gone senile, or something? Step on the gas, sonny! This car is like a racehorse – it wants to race! Race, not trot, understand? OK, so burn some rubber!’


She surprised me by instructing me to take the motorway exit at Acireale, not Giarre, and directed me onto the secondary road at the Bellavista Bar.


‘I know the way,’ I grumbled.


‘We aren’t going to Torre,’ she said.


‘Where, then?’


‘Femminamorta.’


My heart skipped a beat with excitement. At long last, I was going to be introduced to Poldi’s secret paradise and Valérie, Poldi’s friend and Femminamorta’s ethereal, preternaturally beautiful, utterly sexy chatelaine.


Poldi, who seemed to have read my mind, looked at me askance. ‘No need to grin in that goofy way. Valérie isn’t there. She’s visiting her family in France.’


‘So why are we going there?’ I said disappointedly.


‘Why? Because that’s where I’m living during the change-over.’


‘What do you mean, change-over? Is something wrong with the house?’


‘Stop asking silly questions, I’ll explain in due course. Now step on the gas, for God’s sake!’


And then came Femminamorta.


At kilometre eight we turned off the provinciale onto the narrow approach road that led across the Piante Russo tree nursery. In the distance I could already glimpse the gateway flanked by two stone lions, and when I got out I found everything just as I’d always imagined it from Poldi’s descriptions of the place: the old country house built of volcanic rock, its dilapidated walls lime-washed pink, the sun-bleached sundial, the ornamental eaves, the little bell over the entrance, the pines and palm trees, the enchanted garden. I grasped at once that it was a magical place where friendly spirits roamed and time stood still.


It was very chilly inside and smelt musty. The old furniture and antiquarian library exhaled the dust of centuries. Poldi and I appeared to be alone in the house. She showed me a room on the ground floor, a former private chapel whose ceiling was adorned with frescos of saints and the Madonna. There was only one tiny window, the little old bureau against the wall looked decrepit enough to collapse at the slightest touch, the bed creaked and groaned like someone with lumbago, the tiles in the adjoining bathroom were encrusted with at least half a century of lime deposit, and the place smelt even mustier than the living room next door. But I took to it at once. More than that, I sensed I would write some great stuff in there.


‘Freshen up a bit and then we’ll talk,’ Poldi decreed before going off to make some coffee.


I took my time. First I smoked a cigarette on the terrace. Waves were pounding lava cliffs in the distance and a cold east wind was driving masses of cloud and spindrift across the sea towards Etna. It was a bleak day. The Sicilian winter had chilled the house and nothing much would change before April. I stubbed out my cigarette but kept the butt in my hand rather than desecrate such a heavenly place.


And then I did something I really shouldn’t have done, but something came over me – I simply couldn’t resist it. I tiptoed through the house until I located Valérie’s bedroom. I didn’t root around in her things, I swear, but I wanted at least to take a peek at the place. It made a much lighter and airier impression than the chapel downstairs. The French window led to a stone balcony at the back of the house and afforded a fantastic view of Etna. Everything inside was white, including the painted furniture. There were piles of books and antique knick-knacks everywhere. The bed had been stripped, but lying on it was a pair of big sunglasses Valérie had obviously forgotten to pack. Standing in the doorway, I tried to imagine what she looked like. There were no photos of her anywhere, worse luck. I pictured her as being very petite, with big eyes, laughter lines, sensual lips, bobbed hair, tight jeans, and a striped Breton fisherman’s shirt. Or in a short, translucent wisp of a summer dress, all elfin and coquettish and as utterly sexy as a girl in one of those French movies with frustratingly unresolved endings – the ones in which the characters merely canoodle and quarrel and make no sense. But all at once I was gripped by a strange sensation, as if someone had come into the room and were eyeing me reproachfully. Feeling uneasy, I shut the door and went downstairs.


Poldi, who was waiting for me in the living room, seemed preoccupied. Beside her coffee stood a glass of grappa. She was looking wearier than usual, it struck me, but she only sipped her drink, which was uncharacteristic. She could easily sink a bottle of Prosecco and half a bottle of grappa a day, not to mention several espressi laced with brandy, some liqueur chocolates and a lunchtime beer or two. Quite an intake, in fact, and more than enough to have killed me. Uncle Martino had intimated on the phone that Poldi was going through a bad patch. It was clear that something had gone terribly wrong in recent weeks.


‘You feeling OK, Poldi?’


‘Don’t I look it?’


‘To be honest, no.’


‘Don’t treat me like some daft old crone who has to be helped across the street.’


I tried to change the subject. ‘Where’s John?’


‘Out,’ she said quietly. ‘He’ll be back soon, but we’ll be gone well before then.’


‘Mind telling me where to?’


‘We have to go and find Handsome Antonio.’


Whoever that was.


But she’d said ‘we’. It was the first time my Auntie Poldi had actually said ‘we’.


 


Nobody had known about Poldi’s marriage to a Tanzanian man. Neither my other aunts nor Signora Cocuzza, with whom Poldi had recently shared many a spicy secret, nor Vito Montana.


So it was hardly surprising that Montana was dumbfounded when, one fine Sunday morning, Poldi’s husband reappeared as if nothing had happened. I often picture various versions of this first encounter. These range from an ultra cool black-and-white noir scene to the histrionics of a silent film and the emotional explosion of a neo-realist Italian social drama.


The probable scenario: Sunday morning, Poldi and Montana are cuddled up in bed like a couple of teenagers when someone rings the doorbell. Ring, ring, ring! It’s almost incessant. Exasperated, Montana tumbles out of bed, wraps a towel around his slightly expanding waist to which Poldi likes to cling during their nocturnal voyages across oceans of lust, and opens the front door. Confronting him is a tall, strapping black man. Mid-forties, alert expression, a head taller than Montana, pale chinos, white T-shirt, green puffa jacket. All very dapper.


Montana: ‘Yes?’


The man, in English that suggested an East African accent: ‘I’m looking for Poldi Oberreiter. She lives here, doesn’t she?’


‘And who are you?’


Montana had switched to the commissario mode, not that the man facing him seemed at all impressed. He gets no further, because he hears a smothered exclamation behind him.


Poldi: ‘Well, I’ll be buggered!’


Whereupon the stranger: ‘Poldi! Hey, Poldi! It’s me!’


And Montana: ‘Will someone tell me what’s going on here?’


Poldi has then to explain who the stranger is, namely, her husband John Owenya from Tanzania. And that is when things start to get difficult.


‘My husband,’ she repeats quietly, avoiding Montana’s eye. ‘Husband. Marriage certificate, ring, church – the works, know what I mean?’


Bewildered, she stares at the stranger as if he’s a ghost, a revenant risen from the dead.


‘Well I’m . . .’


‘It really is me, Poldi.’ John comes closer and spreads his arms with a beaming smile, but Poldi promptly fends him off.


‘Stop! Not another step!’


‘What is all this?’ growls Montana, who is becoming less and less enamoured of the situation.


Poldi strokes his cheek. ‘I was just about to tell you, tesoro. Get dressed and make us some coffee, OK?’ She turns to John. ‘No need to stand around, come in.’ She ushers him into the inner courtyard and points to a chair. ‘Sit down, don’t budge and don’t touch anything.’


‘Poldi, I wouldn’t have come, but . . .’


‘Not a word. My house, my rules, or you can piss off again right now.’


John raises his hands in surrender. ‘Hamna Shida. Your house, your rules.’


Poldi chivvies Montana into the bedroom to get dressed and disappears into the bathroom. Locking the door behind her, she flops down on the lavatory seat, buries her face in her hands and weeps.


Once she has recovered some of her composure, she quickly adjusts her wig and make-up, sprays herself liberally with scent and puts on her favourite kaftan, the white one with the gold thread.


When she enters the courtyard, Montana and John are facing each other across the table in silence. Montana, who is just filling two espresso cups with coffee from a little aluminium caffettiera, never takes his eyes off the newcomer. John seems unperturbed. His expression is serious but not nervous. He holds Montana’s gaze and nods his thanks for the coffee.


Montana naturally wants to fire a thousand questions at the new arrival, commissario fashion, but there’s a minor problem: his English is poor, like that of most Italians of his generation, and the bella figura principle deters him from trying it out. So he chooses to rely on his celebrated ‘Montana look’, which has been known to crack the toughest of tough nuts. Sadly, John seems impervious to it. Maybe he’s a contract killer. Or worse . . . But Montana prefers not to speculate further.


Poldi joins them at the garden table, sweetens her coffee and looks Montana in the eye.


‘As I said, Vito, this is John Owenya from Arusha, Tanzania. We got married four years ago. I loved him, but he broke my heart and stole my house. And it turned out he had another family on the side – a woman he had been with for a long time, but never married, and their kids. And now here he is, the bastard, he’s sitting there as if nothing had ever happened. I’ve no idea what he wants and I’ve no wish to know, because whatever he says will be a lie. Oh yes, and there’s something else: he’s a colleague of yours, a detective inspector with the Tanzanian Ministry of Home Affairs.’


Montana sighs. It’s just as he feared.


John clears his throat, but Poldi’s raised finger tells him to wait his turn. She continues to gaze intently at Montana and takes his hand, the big, shapely hand with the hirsute knuckles. She loves it for its combination of gentleness and strength.


‘I’m just as much at a loss as you, Vito,’ she says. ‘I’ll explain everything later, but first let’s get this over with, OK?’


Montana shakes his head and gives a mirthless laugh. ‘You really knock the stuffing out of me, Poldi!’


She kisses his hand and turns at last to John. My Auntie Poldi really is a model of composure.


‘All right, I want to know why you’re here and how you found me.’


‘Hamna Shida, Poldi.’ John heaves a sigh of relief. ‘I need your help. Thomas has disappeared.’


That, I imagine, was when it revived. The thrill of the chase. The moment when Poldi tasted blood.


‘Why come looking for him in Sicily, of all places? Anyway, how did you find me?’


‘I have ways of tracing people,’ John replies rather tetchily. ‘His mobile phone was logged into a WLAN in Taormina a week ago. Nothing since then. I even managed to trace the hotel he was staying at and checked his room. Thomas purported to be a Tanzanian financial investor. He paid a month’s rent in advance but hasn’t been seen for over a week, and yesterday, when I happened to see your picture in a newspaper, I thought—’


‘You thought you’d drop in and break my heart again!’


‘Who is Thomas?’ Montana interjects.


‘His half-brother,’ says Poldi. ‘A nice enough fellow, but a bit unstable.’ She turns back to John. ‘So he disappeared?’


‘Yes, from Arusha two weeks ago. You know what he’s like, he disappears from time to time, only to turn up again sooner or later. Rather the worse for wear, but OK otherwise. Like a stray cat. If you ask where he’s been, he always says . . .’


‘. . . don’t worry,’ Poldi supplemented, ‘I just got lost in the bush.’


John smiles. ‘Lost in the bush, yes, that’s what he always said.’


It doesn’t escape Poldi that he’s already using the past tense.


Montana starts to ask something, but Poldi gets there first. ‘Because in Tanzania, you never just get “lost in the bush”. Why not? Because you don’t go there on your own in the first place, and you don’t get lost because you’ll be torn to pieces by lions or hyenas, or, at best, die of thirst. The bush is a big, wild place. It’s no fun, and you’ve no business there unless you’re a game warden or a Maasai and you really know your way around. Thomas is neither one nor the other, he’s a big city boy to his fingertips. Always looks cool and dapper in some swanky rented car. A likeable show-off who attaches a lot of importance to his bella figura. A guy like that never ventures into the bush.’


Montana gets the picture. ‘In other words, a small-time criminal who does the occasional job.’


‘He really isn’t such a bad lot,’ says Poldi. ‘But no, one doesn’t always want to know exactly where he’s been or what he’s been up to.’


Montana’s frown deepens. None of this appeals to him: neither John Owenya’s sudden appearance, nor Poldi’s secretiveness, nor the sound of this man Thomas, nor the thrill of the chase reflected in Poldi’s eyes. He is even less pleased by what John goes on to say.


‘So we weren’t too worried at first. Not until a week after his disappearance, when four guys with sub-machine guns pulled up outside our house and—’


‘My house, you mean,’ Poldi cuts in sharply.


‘I mean our house, Poldi. Your house and mine.’


‘No, you bugger, that’s not what you mean! But get this straight once and for all: it’s my house, just mine. Not yours. You took it away from me, John. You cheated me out of it.’


John throws up his arms. ‘Do we have to thrash this out right now, Poldi?’


‘No, but we will, believe you me. All right, these four guys – what did they want?’


‘They were looking for Thomas.’


‘Kigumbe’s people?’


John nods. ‘So four guys with sub-machine guns pulled up outside the house, jumped out of the car and asked for Thomas. All I gathered was that he’d made off with something that belonged to Kigumbe, who wanted it back at any price.’


‘Like what?’


John gives my aunt a searching look. ‘They didn’t say. I suppose you wouldn’t know?’


‘Me? Why should I?’


‘You know why I’m asking.’


‘Yes, I know what you’re getting at. But no, John, I’ve no idea what Thomas could have stolen from Kigumbe. If he did, though, it was the height of folly. Kigumbe wouldn’t simply let someone rob him. If you ask me, Thomas is in deep shit.’


John nods. ‘You can say that again.’


‘Who is this Kigumbe?’ Montana interjects.


‘A boss,’ is all Poldi says, but that’s good enough for Montana. Everyone in Sicily knows what that means.


‘I paid him a visit after that incident with his men,’ John goes on. ‘He asked after “Mama Poldi”.’


‘Oh, how nice of him,’ Poldi says innocently. She mops her brow. ‘What did you tell him?’


‘Only that you’d gone back to Munich and we hadn’t been in touch since.’


Poldi picks up the caffettiera. ‘More coffee, anyone?’


‘Poldi?’


‘Poldi!’


Poldi’s two very different policemen might have been an echo. All at once, they sound unanimously suspicious of her, and she doesn’t like that somehow.


‘What? I honestly don’t have a clue what Thomas may have stolen from Kigumbe! What else did the man say?’


‘Only that it was something of rather sentimental value.’ John takes a sip of espresso. ‘And that it was probably worth ten million dollars on the open market.’




Chapter 2


Tells of picture postcards, Taormina and the tragedy of the Sicilian male. Poldi raises some dust, ruminates and has an idea. Montana gets sick of messing around and John gets the guest room. After conferring with the padre and the sad signora, Poldi almost picks up a new scent.


‘All right, tell me what it was,’ I demanded dutifully, just as Poldi meant me to, when she inserted a brief pause for effect in her story.


I didn’t expect an answer, of course, for as Poldi always says, ‘Happiness is reality minus expectation.’ What’s more, I’m not a complete fool.


‘Why, how impatient you always are!’ Poldi exclaimed – just as predictably. ‘I honestly don’t know.’


I didn’t believe a word of it. ‘Ah, so it’s a McGuffin.’


‘A what?’


‘That’s what Alfred Hitchcock called any object that drives the plot of a film or gives it momentum without being particularly relevant to the story.’


‘Oh, so we’re back in the wise guy mode again, are we? Fine, maybe you’d like to lecture me on the ways of the world – you men are fond of a bit of mansplaining, aren’t you? Or maybe you’d like to read me some nice stuff you’ve written lately?’


‘OK, OK,’ I sighed.


‘So I can go on, pray?’


‘Forza, Poldi!’


 


For a moment, silence reigned in No. 29 Via Baronessa. The sort of silence that takes possession of the world during a total eclipse. The sort of silence that falls when time stands still. When you realise that something has gone terribly wrong. When a child falls down a well or your brakes fail in the fast lane. When minus times minus no longer makes plus. When the sea retreats and you don’t have much time before the tsunami comes racing towards you. The silence that precedes disaster.


‘Ten million dollars doesn’t sound like some sentimental souvenir you’d put on the mantelpiece,’ growled Montana, looking at Poldi. ‘Why do I get the feeling you know more about this than you’re saying?’


Poldi mopped her brow again. ‘I’d tell you if I knew. Besides, what matters is to find Thomas.’


Montana knew my aunt well enough by now to know that she couldn’t keep secrets to herself for long, and so, quite contrary to his nature and the instincts of a detective chief inspector, he refrained from pursuing the question. The furrows in his brow merely deepened.


‘Do you have a photo of this half-brother of yours?’


‘Yes, of course.’ John produced his mobile phone. He tapped a few keys and handed it to Montana.


Peering inquisitively over Montana’s shoulder, Poldi saw a good-looking black man in his early forties grinning cheerfully and rather cheekily at the camera.


‘That’s just how I remember him!’ she exclaimed. ‘A real rogue – never without some daft idea in his head.’


‘Send it to me,’ said Montana, and he gave John his number.


‘And to me,’ said Poldi.


‘When did you say your brother disappeared?’


Poldi could see Montana assuming the expression detectives always assume when taking scent. My aunt liked that. It was a sexy expression – it turned her on, one could say – but she also found it rather reassuring. Better the investigative mode, she told herself, than the jealousy mode.


‘A week ago.’


‘And no sign of life since then?’


John shook his head. The two men exchanged a look that said they had long ago come to the same conclusion.


Montana eventually put it into words. ‘If this object is really worth so much, your brother could already be dead.’


John nodded mournfully. ‘That’s why I flew to Sicily at once. I found this in Thomas’s hotel room . . .’


He felt in the pocket of his green puffa jacket, extracted something and handed it to Montana. Montana looked at it, turning it over and over in his hand, and then passed it to Poldi, who was fidgeting with curiosity.


 


Believe it or not, my Auntie Poldi inserted another pause at this point and sipped her grappa with relish.


I, for my part, played the cool, hunky, broken-nosed dude. I took a leisurely drink of water and sat back against the sofa cushions – meditatively, as if I had something of great importance to mull over. Life, for example, or world peace. Or the question of when I would finally get to meet Valérie and be able to impress her with my hunky new personality.


‘Hey, you!’ snapped Poldi. ‘Stop slouching and pay attention!’


Ill-humouredly, she thrust a crumpled postcard into my hand. It was one of those cards that display a photo collage of assorted local sights in supersaturated colour. These included an eruption of Etna, the black elephant obelisk in the Piazza Duomo in Catania, a basket of lemons, some sinister-looking marionettes, and a young couple in Sicilian costume. It was just the kind of postcard that would be stuck on the fridge at home when I was a boy.


The card did not bear an address, just a brief note in neat block capitals:


 


HANDSOME ANTONIO


393403469364


 


Without more ado, Montana got out his mobile phone and keyed in the number.


‘Messaggio gratuito. Il numero selezionato è inesistente or momentaneamente non disponibile. La preghiamo di richiamare più tardi.’


A friendly female voice reeled off this recorded announcement in torrential Italian, and her news was both good and bad. The good: the information was free of charge. The bad: the number dialled did not exist or was temporarily unobtainable.


Montana rang off and immediately dialled another number.


‘Pippo, it’s me . . . Yes, I’m fine, you can cut out the soft soap . . . What? Yes, eating well and sends her best regards. Listen, you’ve got to check a mobile number for me. Probably a prepaid job, but I need all the traffic, locations, everything . . . Yes, Pippo, I know it’s Sunday today. Look, don’t mess me about, your pasta won’t go cold. Call Dottore Castorina from the district attorney’s office; he’ll be grateful for a break from his family. Get his goddam authorisation and get me the info, OK? And call me back right away . . . What’s that?’ Montana rolled his eyes and sighed. ‘Yes, I will.’ He shut his phone and gave Poldi a look of irritation. ‘Assistente Zannotta sends his best regards.’


‘Oh, thanks for telling me,’ Poldi trilled. ‘How sweet of him.’


‘Very sweet, the mealy-mouthed bugger.’


‘Calm down, Vito. Take some deep breaths and then we’ll be off.’


‘Off? Where to?’


‘Taormina, of course. I’m sure you want to take a look at Thomas’s hotel room.’


As I’ve already said, my Auntie Poldi knows a thing or two about detective inspectors and the thrill of the chase.


 


I can picture the three of them speeding along the motorway to Taormina in Montana’s Alfa. Montana grimly smoking behind the wheel, Poldi sitting beside him in a leopard-skin catsuit, and on the back seat, like an unloved foster child they would sooner have exchanged: John.


Not a word was uttered throughout the drive, but it didn’t escape Poldi that Montana and John spent the whole time sizing each other up in the rear-view mirror. This aroused some very mixed emotions in her. After all, she was in love with one of them and had once been very much in love with the other. This presented a dire possibility: a risk that one love might be extinguished while the other reignited and she once more ended up with a broken heart. What choice did she have, though?


While the Mediterranean glittered on her right like an obsessively cheerful weather presenter, my Auntie Poldi wondered if she would ever be spared all the shit men inflicted on her. Poldi had been in love throughout her life. Even at primary school in Augsburg, she would have found life intolerable without some madcap Maxi or Hansi to fall for. She couldn’t have endured her schooldays, her training, her job, her family and Augsburg, her holidays and weekends – indeed, her life in general – without being in love. For my Auntie Poldi love was a permanent condition, a kind of incurable malady no ointment or poultice could relieve. Sometimes it made her happy, sometimes not, but without that constant, sweet heartache she couldn’t breathe, couldn’t eat, couldn’t go to sleep or get up. Booze was the only thing that helped, for my aunt drank in order to promote heartache, not banish it. She continued to drink until she could carry on and fall in love again. And if, on very dark days, she found she felt nothing at all, booze could nonetheless kindle a little fire in the place where there was room for a huge conflagration: her heart.


Men . . . Poldi loved men, there’s no denying it. Her thoughts revolved incessantly around men. At the same time, she had always been a tough and belligerent demonstrator in favour of women’s rights, and had never let guys dictate to her. It was only in matters of the heart that she always went soft. In that respect the Oberreiterish body behaved in accordance with its nature and destiny: the seeking of pure sexual pleasure. Her words, not mine.


At all events, Poldi was glad to be able to spend the trip cogitating in peace.


 


‘Because you know,’ she explained on my first evening in Femminamorta, ‘once the initial shock had worn off – I mean, at the fact that my Johnny had popped up in front of me again like a jack-in-a-box – I realised that I was faced with a massive problem. You can guess what it was, can’t you?’


‘No. What?’


‘God Almighty, how dense you are! That thing just now, what did you call it? The McGovern?’


‘McGuffin.’


‘That’s it, the Mac. I like that, the Mac. I really don’t know what it is, but we’ll sure as hell find out.’


‘Er . . .’ I said suspiciously. ‘What’s with the “we”?’


‘Stop interrupting. The thing is, if Kigumbe asked after me, he must have had a reason, right? Logically, that means I’m in the firing line. Why? Maybe because I know something I don’t know I know, understand?’


‘No, I don’t.’


‘Why, it’s as clear as daylight! I’m playing a key role in whatever it is, Vito and John cottoned on to that at once. I have to find out what this Mac is, because it will lead me straight to Thomas.’


 


Taormina is a touristic petit four. A creamy, fragrant illusion composed of air and almond biscuit topped with pastel icing and hundreds and thousands. A whispered promise of eternal spring and everlasting beauty. A sugary gem you could devour at a gulp, sighing voluptuously, but only nibble in awe of the pâtissier’s art. Eternity is merely a backdrop but for one sweet moment you’re immersed in a Technicolor screen romance of the fifties, when kisses were still timid and men still faithful. When pomaded quiffs were trendy and girls were addressed as signorina. When gelati never melted and limoncelli weren’t sticky. When gentlemen wore linen suits instead of three-quarter-length trousers and ladies wore floral petticoats instead of leggings, and when no one, but no one, had to go everywhere equipped with a survival rucksack containing energy biscuits, a laptop, charger and mineral water. An illusion, as I say, for the spirit of the times has affected the Corso Umberto too, wafting over stone steps, whirling through cypresses and luxuriant bougainvillea bushes, shaking orange trees, hibiscus and oleanders, and rattling shutters. The Taormina of my summer holidays, for example, was one big amusement arcade eldorado where we fed our pocket money into slot machines, copped sugar rushes from cheap lemonades and could buy friendship bracelets, CDs, plastic toys and batik scarves on every street corner. Once a rip-off Mordor, Taormina is quite different today. Gone are the amusement arcades, and customers with loaded credit cards are awaited along the Corso by tasteful antique shops, craft shops, galleries, high-end boutiques, flagship stores, jewellers, and gourmet cafes. But most of the tourists continue to be families with children, language students and young couples who aren’t too ready to splash the cash – save possibly on friendship bracelets and cheap lemonade. At least the restaurants in the side streets offer genuine Sicilian cuisine, not just a limp menu turistico and pizza al taglio. And, thanks to my Auntie Poldi, the bars round about will even produce a gin and tonic or a Moscow mule.


So I’m fond of Taormina. The place no longer measures up to the glamour of former times, but a star does occasionally stray there for the film festival or a concert in the Teatro Greco, and the view of distant Etna across the middle of the amphitheatre’s stage is truly spectacular. Taormina is at its most beautiful in the spring, but I also like it in winter, when the whole place comes to a standstill and a gigantic Christmas tree stands in the piazza – even though the service in the bars of the Hotel Timeo or San Domenico Palace Hotel is no more attentive than usual. Unless, of course, I’m with my Auntie Poldi, in which case I’m addressed as ‘Dottore!’ or ‘Professore!’
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