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for Franco, my father


Our every act of knowledge begins with a feeling

Leonardo

To the vain, time turns all remedies into water

Anonymous, 21st century


Florence, April 1964

At nine o’clock in the evening a tiny little man no taller than a child came through the front door of the police station, out of breath. He pressed up against the windowpane of the guard’s booth, yelling politely that he wanted to speak with the inspector. Mugnai, inside, told him to calm down and asked him which inspector he was referring to. The dwarf squashed a dirty hand against the glass and yelled:

‘Inspector Bordelli!’ as if Bordelli were the only inspector in the place.

‘What if he’s not here?’ asked Mugnai.

‘I saw his Beetle outside,’ said the little man. In the end he was let in. Mugnai gestured to his colleague Taddei, a burly sort with bovine eyes who was new on the job. Taddei got up with effort from his chair and, with the dwarf following behind, started climbing the stairs. At the end of a long corridor on the first floor, he stopped in front of Inspector Bordelli’s door.

‘Wait here,’ he said, glancing at the tiny stranger’s shabby shoes, which were still smeared with mud after a cursory cleaning. Then he knocked, disappeared behind the door, and came back out a few seconds later.

‘Go on in,’ he said.

The little man hurriedly slipped inside and Taddei heard Bordelli say:

‘Casimiro, what on earth are you doing here?’ Then the door suddenly closed. Unsure, Taddei scratched his head and knocked again. He stuck his head respectfully inside.

‘Need anything, Inspector?’

‘No, thanks. You can go now.’

Casimiro, repeatedly swallowing, waited silently for the ox to shut the door. He declined a cigarette from the inspector and remained standing in front of the desk.

‘What’s wrong, Casimiro? You seem agitated.’

‘I’ve just seen something, Inspector, up Fiesole way . . . I was walking through a field and—’

‘If you don’t want to smoke, have a beer at least,’ said Bordelli, pointing towards the bottom drawer of a filing cabinet on the other side of the office. ‘I’ll have one too, please,’ he added.

Casimiro dashed over and got the bottles, setting them down nervously on the desk. He was anxious to speak. Bordelli calmly opened the beers, flipping off the bottle-caps with his house keys, and passed one to Casimiro. The little man drank half of it in a single draught, grew a bit calmer, and finally sat down. The inspector avidly took two swigs, splashing his shirt, then set the bottle down on some of the papers strewn all across his desk. Hanging on the wall behind him was a dusty photo of the President of the Republic, with a horseshoe appended from the same nail. The air in the office always smelled of rotten cardboard and mushrooms, Bordelli thought.

Casimiro was squirming in his chair. He was wearing a child’s jacket that was actually too big for him. Bordelli studied the dwarf’s face, which was small and narrow, as if it had been crushed in a closing door. He’d known him since the end of the war, and the little man had always had the same tragic, nervous look about him. One rarely saw him laugh. At most he might make a bad joke about his physical condition and then snigger. Bordelli in his way was fond of him and had even, on occasion, invented phoney jobs for him as an informer, so he could give him a little money without making him feel too embarrassed.

‘I was passing that way by chance, Inspector . . . If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes—’

‘Sorry to interrupt, Casimiro, but the second of the month was my birthday.’

‘Happy birthday . . .’

‘Is that all?’

 ‘What do you want me to say, Inspector?’

Bordelli felt like chatting that evening, perhaps because he was very tired . . . He could only imagine what sort of rubbish Casimiro had to tell him.

‘Aren’t you going to ask me how old I am?’ he said.

‘How old are you?’

‘Fifty-four, Casimiro, and I have no desire to grow old. Fifty-four, and still, when I go home, I have no one to kiss me on the lips.’

‘Why don’t you get a dog, Inspector?’ the dwarf said in all seriousness. Bordelli smiled and slowly crushed his cigarette butt in the already full ashtray. Picking up his beer, he leaned back in his chair. The bottle had left a damp ring on a report.

‘Just think, Casimiro, maybe, at this very moment, in some part of the world, the woman I have always been looking for has just been born. But if she was born today, by the time she’s twenty I’ll be a dotty old bed-wetter. And even if she was born forty years ago, it was probably in Algeria, Poland or Australia . . . Fat chance I’ll ever run into her . . . Do you ever think about such things?’

‘Inspector, can I tell you what I saw?’

‘Of course, forgive me,’ said Bordelli, resigned.

Casimiro set his beer down on the desk and stood up, growing agitated again.

‘I was walking through a field and almost tripped over a dead body,’ he said in a single breath, for fear the inspector might interrupt him again.

‘Are you sure?’ asked Bordelli.

‘Of course I’m sure. He was dead, Inspector. Blood was dripping from his mouth.’

‘Where was this?’

‘Just past Fiesole,’ Casimiro said darkly.

Bordelli stood up and, with one hand, grabbed his cigarettes and matches and, with the other, took his jacket from the back of his chair.

‘What were you doing up there at this hour, Casimiro?’

 ‘I was just passing through,’ the dwarf said with lying eyes.

‘Let’s go and have a look at this corpse,’ said Bordelli, walking out of the office.

‘But what about my bicycle?’ Casimiro asked, trotting beside him.

‘We’ll load it into my car.’

Reaching the end of the Viale Volga, they turned on to the road that led up to Fiesole. Past San Domenico they began to see the city below, a great dark blot dotted with points of light. A pile of cow shit with little candles on top, thought Bordelli.

Casimiro’s short legs were stretched over the seat, his worn-out shoes barely reaching the edge. He was quiet and fiddling with a good-luck charm, a little plastic skeleton barely an inch long, with two tiny pieces of red glass in the eye sockets. He’d been carrying it with him for years, and Bordelli had stopped ribbing him about it some time ago.

Past the piazza at Fiesole, the little man said to turn down the Via del Bargellino, and a few hundred yards on, he began to look around nervously.

‘Stop here, Inspector,’ he said suddenly, jumping to his feet on the car seat. Bordelli parked the Beetle in an unpaved clearing and got out. Casimiro hopped down, more agitated than ever.

‘I’ll lead the way, Inspector.’ He climbed up the small, dilapidated retaining wall beside the road and began to penetrate the low, dense vegetation. Bordelli followed behind him, looking around with care. High in the sky, a big bright moon cast a lugubrious glow on the countryside, but in compensation made it easy to see. To the right was a large, untilled field with a few now withered vines and several ivy-smothered trees. It seemed a shame to see a field reduced to such a state.

‘You said you were passing this way by chance?’ Bordelli asked, laughing.

‘Sort of,’ said Casimiro, continuing hurriedly through the brush.

‘Meaning?’

 ‘I haven’t got a lira in my pocket, Inspector, what am I supposed to do?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, now and then I have to go out and look for vegetables.’

‘Around this time there should be some beans.’

‘It’s still a bit early for that. For the moment, there’s only cabbage . . . Come, let’s turn here.’

‘It’s probably full of toads,’ Bordelli said in disgust, hoping not to step on any. The grass was tall and damp and he could already feel his shoes getting wet. It had rained all week, and every so often he stepped in a mud puddle. The air felt almost cold. Spring couldn’t make up its mind to arrive.

‘Is it much farther?’

‘It’s down there,’ Casimiro said softly, his little feet practically running. After passing through a muddy thicket they came out into a rather well-tended olive grove. The ground was densely carpeted with a short grassy weed. After all the mud, it was a pleasure to walk on. The light of the moon was so bright that their shadows were sharply outlined on the ground. And everything in shadow was all the darker.

‘We’re almost there,’ the little man whispered, slowing his pace. Farther ahead, towering above them, was an eighteenth-century villa, a massive structure built on a steep embankment. The garden loomed sheer over the field, supported by a high, curved wall reinforced by great buttresses covered with ivy. The stone balustrade that ran along the top of the wall was the boundary between two worlds. The shutters on the villa’s windows were all closed, and no light could be seen filtering through. Casimiro stopped a few yards from the wall, in front of a gigantic olive tree, and looked around in disbelief.

‘The dead man was here, Inspector . . . I swear he was here!’

Bordelli threw up his hands.

‘Apparently he woke up,’ he said, laughing. Casimiro still couldn’t believe it and kept walking round the olive tree. At a certain point he bent down to pick something up.

 ‘Look, Inspector,’ he said, holding up a bottle. Bordelli grabbed it by the neck. It was made of colourless glass and rather small, and there was still a bit of dark liquid at the bottom. It was clean and could not have been outside for very long. He read the label: Cognac de Maricourt, 1913. He didn’t know it. He pulled out the cork and sniffed it. It smelled like good cognac. He overcame the urge to have a sip and put the cork back in.

‘The body was right here! I’m not crazy!’ Casimiro insisted. ‘Maybe he was only drunk.’ The inspector put the bottle in his jacket pocket and, with the little man following behind him, approached the buttresses. They were huge and well constructed. Seen from there, the stone wall seemed even higher.

‘What did this dead man look like?’ Bordelli asked wearily.

‘I didn’t get a good look at him . . . I was walking and, suddenly, there he was in front of me, and I ran away . . . All I saw was that he had blood around his—’

‘Quiet!’ said Bordelli, pricking up his ears. All at once they heard the sound of hurried footsteps and panting, and on the moon-whitened turf appeared the silhouette of a short-haired dog running towards them. The most visible part of it was its teeth, which shone like wet marble. The inspector barely had time to pull out his Beretta and shoot the animal square in the mouth. The Doberman yelped and its feet gave out from under it, but in the momentum of its charge it rolled forward into Bordelli’s legs, knocking him to the ground. It cried out again, kicking its feet in the air for a few seconds, then drew its legs in and stopped moving.

‘Shit . . .’ said Bordelli.

‘We’re lucky you’re a good shot,’ said Casimiro, voice quavering slightly.

‘Where the hell are you?’ said Bordelli, unable to see him.

‘Up here, Inspector.’ Casimiro had climbed up an olive tree and was already coming down. Bordelli put his pistol away and got up. He looked around. Half his jacket was wet and his trousers were spattered with blood. He cleaned himself as best he could with a handkerchief, then knelt forward to have a better look at the Doberman. Its muzzle was a bloody pulp, and it had no collar.

‘You know, Casimiro, I don’t like the look of this one bit,’ said Bordelli, looking up, but the little man was no longer there. He glanced around and saw him running through the olive trees towards the woods. He decided to let him go. He took a few steps back to get a full view of the villa. It was still all dark. The gunshot apparently hadn’t woken anyone up. The house was either uninhabited, he thought, or whoever lived there was a heavy sleeper. He lit a cigarette and headed towards the woods. When he reached the car, he found the dwarf sitting on the bonnet, arms folded round his legs, eyes still flashing with fear.

‘What got into you, Casimiro?’

‘If I’d been alone he would have torn me to pieces,’ the little man replied, shuddering.

‘Do you come this way often?’ asked Bordelli, cleaning his shoes against the wall’s rocks.

‘Now and then,’ said Casimiro, hopping down from the bonnet and looking around with a tense expression on his face.

They got into the Beetle and headed back towards town. Casimiro sat there stiff and silent, the little skeleton between his fingers. They were already at the Regresso bend when Bordelli abruptly stopped the car.

‘What are you doing, Inspector?’

‘I’m going back up there.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Bordelli. He made a U-turn and headed back up towards Fiesole, stepping on the accelerator. The Beetle’s vibrations came straight up into their backbones. A short distance later he turned again on to the Via del Bargellino and parked in the same spot. He opened the car door and put one foot outside.

‘You’re not coming?’ he asked Casimiro, seeing that he hadn’t moved.

‘I’d rather wait here,’ the little man said gloomily.

‘Suit yourself.’ Bordelli got out of the car and, retracing the same route, rushed back to the olive grove. The moon was beginning to light up the walls of the villa, which made it look even more abandoned. He approached the buttresses, gun drawn, and saw at once that the Doberman’s carcass was gone. All that remained was a bit of blood on the grass. He checked the immediate surroundings, but the carpet of compact grass showed no footprints. He shook his head, thinking he’d acted stupidly. If only he hadn’t left the scene . . .

All at once he heard a sound of crunching gravel that seemed to come from the villa’s garden. He crouched instinctively behind a buttress, hiding in the shadow. Looking up, he saw a man’s head peer out over the balustrade at the top of the wall. He was able to get a good look at him in the moonlight. The man had very white hair and a long black mark on his neck. He stood there for a few seconds, scanning the olive grove with his eyes, then disappeared.

There was deep silence. The only sound was the wind rustling the leaves of the olive trees. In the distance a dog began to bark angrily, every so often howling like a wolf. The inspector waited a few more minutes, holding his breath and looking up until the coast seemed clear. He stepped out of the shadow but hugged the wall, to lessen the risk of being seen from the villa. When he found a more shielded path, he headed back towards the woods, turning round repeatedly to look at the house, but seeing no sign of life. He hurried back to the car and found Casimiro standing on the seat with his face against the window.

‘The Doberman’s gone, but I saw someone look out from the garden above,’ said Bordelli, quietly closing the car door.

‘That bloody dog . . .’ Casimiro said with a tragic look in his eye, clutching his little skeleton.

Bordelli calmly lit a cigarette and blew the smoke against the windscreen.

‘Any idea who lives in that house?’ he asked the dwarf.

‘Some foreigner who’s never there.’

‘How do you know?’

‘Gossip.’

 ‘Foreigner from where?’

‘Dunno . . .’

‘Where’s the entrance to the villa?’

‘Up above here, on the Bosconi road . . . Why?’

‘Just curious.’ The inspector started up the car, turned it round, and drove up to the top of the hill. That man with the black spot on his neck seemed familiar to him . . . He felt as if he had seen someone with a mark like that before . . . Or perhaps it was only his investigative imagination . . .

He turned on to Via Ferrucci, in the direction of the Bosconi. After rounding a few bends he stopped the Beetle in a spot where the shoulder broadened, not far from the villa’s gate, which bore a plaque with indecipherable initials on it.

‘You wait here,’ he said to Casimiro, getting out of the car.

‘Where are you going?’

‘I just want to go and have a look.’

The road was feebly illuminated by a yellow street lamp. Bordelli arrived at the gate and tried to push it open, but it was locked. The garden was full of high-trunked trees and overgrown plants, which shielded the dark ground from the moonlight. Scattered everywhere were large, empty vases, terracotta jugs, and strange marble statues of varying size and shape. The villa was set back a good way from the road and surrounded by cedars that rose well above the roof. On that side, too, the shutters were closed tight, with no light visible behind them. The inspector pulled the chain of the doorbell and heard it ring solemnly inside the house. There was no reply. He rang it again, and again, then twice consecutively. In the end he saw some light filter out between the slats of one shutter. A small light came on over the stone moulding of the front door, which opened at once. A human silhouette appeared on the threshold.

‘Who’s there?’ asked a woman’s voice.

‘Police. Could you please open the gate for me?’ The woman went back inside, and the gate opened with a click. The inspector pushed the gate open with both hands, making it squeak on its rusted hinges. He entered the garden and headed down the gravel lane, through the shadows cast by the jugs and marble monsters. Wrapped in a black shawl, the woman waited for him on the threshold, in front of the great door, which she had pulled to. She didn’t seem dressed in nightclothes and didn’t look as if she had just woken up. The inspector stopped in front of her, pulled out his police badge, and bowed slightly.

‘Inspector Bordelli’s the name. Sorry to disturb you at this hour.’

The woman appeared to be about fifty. She was tall and slender and did not look Italian. She had a hard mouth. She stood there without moving, back erect, watching Bordelli from behind her glasses.

‘Vhat can I do for you?’ she asked in a strong German accent, pulling the shawl tightly around her. Her hair was all white and gathered into a perfect bun at the back of her head. Bordelli had the feeling that someone was spying on him from behind a shutter on the first floor, but he pretended not to notice.

‘And you are Signora . . .?’ he asked.

‘I am baron’s housekeeper,’ the woman said icily.

‘And his name is . . .?’

‘Baron von Hauser.’

‘And you are . . .’

‘Miss Olga.’

‘Is the baron at home?’

‘No.’

‘May I ask where he is?’

‘Baron ist alvays travelink, he’s not often at home.’

‘Does anyone else live here?’

‘No.’

‘You live here alone?’

‘Ja.’

‘Year round?’

‘I don’t understant . . . Vhy all these qvestions?’

‘I’m sorry, somebody called in and reported a shooting in this area.’

‘I hear nothink, I go to sleep early.’

Bordelli threw his hands up and smiled.

 ‘Well, that’s all I have to ask. Sorry again for the disturbance. Goodnight,’ he said.

‘Goodnight,’ the woman replied, poker faced.

Bordelli gave a slight bow of respect and headed back towards the gate, but after taking a few steps he stopped and turned round to face the woman again.

‘One more question, Miss Olga . . . Have you got a Doberman in this house?’

‘No.’

‘Do you know by any chance if any neighbours—?’

‘I don’t know much about dogs,’ the woman interrupted him, with a note of scorn in her voice.

‘All right, then. Goodnight,’ said Bordelli, and he headed back down the dark garden path. Closing the gate behind him, he noticed that the woman was still standing in the doorway. He walked back towards the Beetle without turning round, and moments later heard the sound of the great door closing.

In the car he found Casimiro asleep. The dwarf’s head had fallen to one side, and he was snoring. The moment Bordelli started up the car, the little man raised his head abruptly and rubbed his eyes.

‘I wasn’t asleep,’ he said.

‘I’ll take you home.’

‘Did you discover anything, Inspector?’

‘No, but there’s something fishy about all this,’ said Bordelli, staring into space. Then he turned the car round again and headed back towards town. During one straight stretch of road he pulled his wallet out of his jacket pocket, took out two thousand lire, and put the money in Casimiro’s hand.

‘You could use a little, no?’ he said. The dwarf hesitated for a moment, as he always did, then took the money and put it in his shoe.

‘Thank you, Inspector, I can’t be too picky,’ he said darkly.

‘Cigarette?’

‘No, thanks . . . If you want, I can try to find something out myself.’

 ‘But you’ve already shat your pants once . . .’ Bordelli said, laughing.

‘I’m not afraid,’ the little man said, slightly offended. He didn’t like to be seen as a coward.

‘Never mind, Casimiro, it might be dangerous,’ Bordelli said in a serious tone.

‘Why dangerous?’

‘You never know.’

‘I know what I’m doing,’ said Casimiro, squeezing the little skeleton tightly in his hand.

‘And what if you run into another puppy dog like the last one?’

‘I’ll bring a pistol this long . . .’ said Casimiro, playing the tough guy. He seemed in the grip of a fit of pride.

‘This isn’t a cowboy movie, Casimiro . . . But I may have another little job for you in a few days,’ Bordelli lied, already trying to think of something. Once he had even had the little guy tail Diotivede, telling him the doctor was a mafioso . . .

They rode for a few moments in silence. The Beetle descended slowly towards the city. At San Domenico, Bordelli turned to pass by way of the Badia Fiesolana for no reason in particular, perhaps only because he wanted to see one more time the steep descent he used to take in his toy wagon, always risking a broken neck.

‘Have you got any news of Botta, Casimiro?’ Bordelli hadn’t seen Ennio Bottarini for quite a while. He wanted to arrange another dinner party at his place, with Botta at the cooker. The luckless thief wasn’t a bad cook at all. He’d spent a number of years in jails across half of Europe and had learned from his various cellmates how to make the local dishes.

‘He must be still in Greece,’ said Casimiro.

‘Free or in jail?’

‘A few days ago I ran into a friend of his, who said Botta’d made a little money down there and is supposed to return soon.’

‘You don’t say . . .’

A few days later, a phone call came in to the station, and Bordelli set out in his VW, stepping hard on the accelerator. As usual, young Piras was with him. It was almost 7 p.m., and the sun had already set a while before.

There was a big crowd at the entrance of the Parco del Ventaglio, along with three police cars with their headlamps on. Bordelli parked the car beside the gate and got out, blood pounding in his brain. Piras walked beside him in silence. Ever since the tough, intelligent lad had joined the force, Bordelli had been bringing him along on every investigation, and to avoid always having a uniform at his side, he’d told him to dress in civvies. He got on well with Piras, just as he had got on well with Piras’s father, Gavino, during the war.

The moon was covered by a thick blanket of cloud, and the park was as gloomy as the sky. To their left was a grassy slope, steep and dark, and at the top of the hill shone the glow of the police’s floodlights, as a crowd of people gathered round. Bordelli and Piras began to climb. The soles of their shoes slipped on the wet grass, and the cuffs of their trousers were soaked after only a few steps. They heard a siren in the distance. When they got to the top of the hill, Bordelli started clearing a path through the crowd, advancing in long strides. Piras followed right behind him, stepping into the opening before it closed again. There were already some journalists scribbling in their notebooks, as well as a few photographers. The press were always the first to arrive on the scene, though it was never clear how they did it.

The inspector kept elbowing his way until he got to the police cordon. And suddenly he saw her: under the white light of the police lamps, the little girl looked like a bundle of rags thrown on the grass. She lay face up at the foot of a big tree, legs straight and arms open, like a tiny Christ. The inspector went up to her, with Piras still following, and they both bent down to look at her. She must have been about eight years old. Her mouth and eyes were open wide, and she had jet-black hair tied in a braid that was coming undone. She was so white in the light that she seemed unreal. And on her neck were some red marks. Her jumper was pulled up, and her belly bore the traces of a human bite. Bordelli looked at her a long time, as if to burn that image into his memory, then turned towards his Sardinian assistant. They looked at each other for a few seconds without saying anything.

Busybodies were falling over one another to get a look at the child, grimacing in horror and exhaling vapour from their mouths. A few women could be heard weeping and, farther away, someone was vomiting. But what most bothered Bordelli was all that commotion of legs and shadows around the little girl’s dead body. He pressed his eyes hard with his fingers. He felt very tired, though perhaps it was only disgust for what lay before him.

The sound of the siren grew closer and closer, and the inspector wondered whether it was indeed coming towards the park, since, at this point, he thought, the blaring sirens were useless. The girl was dead, and nobody was to touch anything before Diotivede, the police pathologist, got there. Bordelli glanced at his watch. How bloody long was Diotivede going to take? He took one of the uniformed policemen by the arm.

‘Rinaldi, do you know if anyone saw or heard anything?’

‘No, Inspector, nobody saw or heard anything.’

‘Then please send them all away.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Suddenly a man’s voice was heard above the crowd:

‘So what are the police doing about this?’	

Bordelli stiffened and started looking for the imbecile amid the herd of onlookers. He wanted to grab him by the collar and bash his head against a tree trunk. What were the police doing? Come forward, jackass! What do you want the police to do? Piras saw he was upset and squeezed his elbow.

‘Forget about it, Inspector,’ he said.

The ambulance entered the park, turning off its siren. Bordelli and Piras stared at the ground. Five men got out of the ambulance and started climbing the grassy incline, carrying a stretcher. Bordelli scratched his head.

‘What are they doing?’ he said to himself. He went up to the doctor, a fat man climbing up the hill with a black bag in his hand.

‘Nobody can touch anything before the medical examiner gets here,’ Bordelli said. The fat man stopped in front of him, happy for the rest.

‘And who are you?’ he asked.

‘Chief Inspector Bordelli. Tell your men not to touch the girl.’

‘I’m sorry, but we’re here for a woman.’

‘A woman? What woman?’

‘Somebody called us about a woman who collapsed. How do you do? I’m Dr Vallini.’

The inspector shook his hand and turned round to look at the stretcher-bearers, who were walking towards a small group of people. He saw them lay a woman down on the stretcher. Then they came back, and the doctor began at once to examine the woman. He felt her pulse, looked inside her mouth, then opened her eyes and shone a light into her pupils with a small pocket torch. Bordelli got close to have a better look at her. She seemed very young. Her face was pale, and rested on a cushion of black hair. A beautiful girl. Her mouth was half open, and she gently batted her eyelashes at regular intervals, about once per second. One of her arms slid slowly off the stretcher, and the doctor put it back at her side.

‘It’s nothing serious; she just fainted,’ he said.

‘Who is she?’ Bordelli asked.

‘The little girl’s mother,’ said one of the stretcher-bearers. The inspector bit his lip . . . The mother, of course. How could he not have thought of it? He leaned over her for a better look, and at once the young woman opened her eyes wide, found Bordelli’s face right in front of hers and stared at it as if it were something amazing. Then she raised her arms and grabbed his hand. Ten small cold fingers wrapped around his own.

‘Valentina . . . Valen . . .’ she whispered, staring at him with empty eyes. Dr Vallini was already preparing an injection of sedative.

 ‘Please be brave, signora. It’s better if you sleep a little now,’ said the doctor, and he stuck the needle in her arm and pressed the plunger down. The woman opened her mouth to speak, but it was too late. Her eyes rolled back into her head and her arms fell. The doctor gestured to the orderlies, and the group trudged off.

Bordelli pointed at the woman.

‘Where are you taking her?’ he asked.

‘To Santa Maria Nova.’

‘When could I talk to her?’

‘Try phoning the hospital in two or three days, and ask for Dr Saggini.’

‘All right. Thanks.’

‘Goodbye, Inspector.’ The doctor began his difficult descent down the slippery grassy slope, balancing his massive body with the help of his medical bag. Bordelli lit another cigarette and inhaled deeply. The white face of Valentina’s mother, as delicate as that of her daughter, remained etched in his mind.

The siren of the Misericordia ambulance suddenly blared and just as suddenly stopped, as if it had been turned on by mistake. The vehicle then glided slowly and smoothly away into the darkness, engine whirring gently. Bordelli stood there watching it until it passed through the park’s gate, then looked up over the roofs of the city, then down, lost in thought. Piras’s voice shook him out of it.

‘Inspector, can you hear me?’

Bordelli ran a hand over his eyes.

‘What is it, Piras?’

‘Dr Diotivede is here.’

Bordelli wasn’t surprised he hadn’t seen him arrive. Diotivede was as sly and silent as a beast of the forest.

‘Come,’ Bordelli said to Piras. They began to walk towards the doctor, whose almost phosphorescent shock of white hair was visible from a distance.

Diotivede was kneeling down over the little girl’s body, his knees on a newspaper. He was studying her from very close up, touching her from time to time. His gestures were those of his profession, but he wore an offended expression on his face, as if he had just been slapped.

Bordelli and Piras stopped a few yards away so as not to disturb him. People were finally starting to leave, pushed away by the uniformed cops. The inspector smoked one cigarette after another, impatient to speak to Diotivede. A light wind was blowing, spreading a scent of dead leaves through the air. It was April, but it felt more like a nice November evening. The clouds were thinning out, and in the black sky a few stars were beginning to appear, along with a yellowish sliver of moon.

Bordelli kept an eye on the pathologist, trying to guess where he was in his examination, not daring to disturb him. He well knew that at such moments Diotivede didn’t want anyone bothering him. One had no choice but to wait.

A few minutes later Diotivede had finished examining the corpse and, still kneeling, began to write in his black notebook, lips pouting like a schoolboy’s. At last he rose and came towards the two policemen.

‘Strangled. And she has a nasty bite on her belly, which probably happened after she died.’

The inspector tossed his fag-end far away.

‘Nothing significant, in other words,’ he said.

‘For the moment, no. But I’ll let you know after the post-mortem. You never know, something might turn up.’

‘Let’s hope so,’ said Bordelli, disappointed. He went up to the girl’s body again and lit his umpteenth cigarette of the day. He knelt forward and looked closely at that now grey little face spattered with mud. He saw an ant walking along the sharp edges of the little girl’s lips and flicked it away with a finger, very briefly touching the dead flesh. She must have been a beautiful child. She looked a little like a woman he had once loved, many years before . . . He shook his head to banish the thought. Who knew why he thought of such things at moments like these? He took a last glance at the girl, her naked little feet looking as if they’d just sprouted from the ground – and then he turned towards the others. Diotivede was clutching his briefcase tightly against his stomach with both arms, ready to leave. Behind the thick lenses his eyes looked as if they were made of glass.

‘I hate to say it, but this crime looks like the work of a maniac who may strike again,’ he said.

‘Unfortunately, I agree,’ said Bordelli, tossing his cigarette to the ground.

‘Unless it’s a vendetta,’ Piras mumbled, teeth clenched, thinking of the cruel feuds of his homeland.

‘Need a lift, Doctor?’ the inspector asked.

‘Why not?’

The inspector gestured to Rinaldi to say that the body could now be taken away. Rinaldi raised a hand, and two policemen laid a cloth down beside the little girl, picked her up and laid her down on it.

‘We can go now,’ Bordelli said with a sigh, heading towards the park exit without waiting to see the body being taken away. The three descended the wet, grassy slope, taking care not to lose their balance. Piras was quiet, staring into space and looking sullen. He climbed into the back seat of the VW, letting Diotivede ride in front. Bordelli started up the car and drove off slowly, an unlit cigarette between his lips.

‘Shall I take you home, or do you want to go back to the lab?’ he asked, turning on to Via Volta.

‘You can take me home, thanks,’ said Diotivede. He remained silent the rest of the way. They dropped him off in Via dell’Erta Canina, in front of his little house and garden. Piras came and sat down in front like an automaton.

‘What do you think of this murder, Piras?’

‘What was that, Inspector?’

‘Nothing.’

They returned to police headquarters and got down to work. Bordelli sent a few officers out to question people who lived in the neighbourhood of the Parco del Ventaglio. With a little luck they might find someone who had seen or heard something of interest, though he didn’t have much hope of this. He drafted a communiqué for the television and radio to broadcast the following morning, to put the whole city on alert. And with Piras’s help, he organised the shifts of plainclothes officers to patrol the city’s parks, which were always full of mothers and children. But these were general measures that gave no assurance at all. The killer might strike again in another way and another place, as Bordelli well knew. In the meantime, however, there wasn’t much more that could be done.

The in-house telephone rang. It was Mugnai.

‘There are more journalists here, Inspector,’ he said.

‘Send them to Inzipone. I don’t feel like talking to anyone.’

‘Commissioner Inzipone told me to send them to you.’

‘Then send them away. And the same goes for the next few days.’

‘As you wish, Inspector.’

Bordelli hung up. He had nothing to say to the journalists. He massaged his eyes with his fingers. They burned as if he hadn’t slept for three days.

To avoid being seen by anyone, he left headquarters through a side door that gave on to Via San Gallo. He got into his Beetle and, head full of thoughts, drove to the trattoria Da Cesare. Gesturing in greeting to the owner and the waiters, he slipped into Totò’s kitchen, as he always did. He greeted the cook and plopped down on the stool that had been his place for years. He couldn’t get the image of that little girl on the ground out of his head.

‘What’s the matter, Inspector? Y’oughta see your face . . .’ said Totò, coming up to him with a wooden spoon in his hand.

‘I’m just a little tired,’ said Bordelli, knowing that the news of the little girl’s murder hadn’t yet spread.

‘Just tell me how hungry you are.’

‘Give me whatever you want, Totò. I don’t feel like deciding.’

‘Don’t you worry, Inspector. I’ll set you right,’ said the cook, who went and started fiddling at the cooker. He soon returned with a steaming plate of fried chicken and artichokes, a speciality of his. Bordelli poured himself a glass of wine and set to his food. Totò was loquacious as usual and started talking about politics and love against a backdrop of sauté pans, never once losing the rhythm of his cooking. The uneducated cook knew how to get to the heart of things, even if his way of getting there was all his own.

‘People getting married, people breaking up . . . I have this idea, Inspector . . . If a man and a woman want to work things out together, they can remake the world; but if they want to make war, then a plate of overdone spaghetti’s enough to bring out the knives.’

Bordelli was gorging himself, washing it all down with wine and nodding in agreement with Totò. He had no desire whatsoever to talk. He finished off his fried chicken and artichokes to the sound of the shrill, sharp voice of the cook, who talked about everything from the bloody vendettas of his home province to the recipe for pork with myrtle.

‘Coffee, Inspector?’ he said in the end.

‘Make it nice and black, Totò. You’ve made me eat like a pig.’

‘Then you’ll need a little of this grappa I’ve got,’ said the cook, looking on a shelf for the right bottle.

‘You’re shortening my life, Totò.’

‘But making it better . . .’

‘I can pick my poison . . .’

‘No poison, Inspector – here, have a taste of this,’ said Totò, filling his glass.

‘Sit down with me a minute, Totò, you’ve been on your feet the whole time.’

Bordelli left the trattoria around eleven o’clock, feeling fatter and more tired, and swore he would not set foot in that kitchen again for at least a month. But he knew he would break his vow. After he got into his car, it started to rain, but in drops so tiny it wasn’t worth the trouble of turning on the windscreen wipers. He drove slowly, smoking, and every so often a sigh escaped him. He stopped to have another coffee in Via San Gallo and went back to police headquarters. The rain was starting to fall harder as he ran inside. Entering his office, he collapsed in his chair, wishing he could go to bed. But the night was not over yet; there was one more ball-ache to attend to.

The round-up had been planned some weeks before and couldn’t be postponed any longer. Bordelli hated this sort of thing, especially when he had a case as serious as the child murder on his hands. He had tried to talk Commissioner Inzipone out of it, even pulling out the excuse that, on top of everything else, it was pouring outside. But it had been no use.

‘It’s only sprinkling, Bordelli. Let’s not have any tantrums. Every now and then these things have to be done. We have orders from the Ministry. Please don’t make life difficult for me, the way you always do.’

Fine. If the round-up had to be carried out, Bordelli preferred to be there for it.

Shortly past midnight, a number of police cars and vans full of cops pulled up in Ponte di Mezzo. It was common knowledge that those low-rent blocks housed a clandestine gambling den for the poor and a couple of brothels of the lowest grade, and that a great many receivers and smugglers lived there alongside countless petty thieves who could open any door in the world. Ponte di Mezzo was one of the poorest quarters in town, reduced to rubble during the war and rebuilt mostly on hope, and full of disillusioned, pissed-off people. Bordelli often thought that in some respects the first twenty years of the Republic had done more harm to Italy than the Fascists and Nazis combined. Such districts were a necessary and even useful scourge of the great mechanism of a society so fashioned – badly, that is – and it was extremely unpleasant to go and give a bollocking to a whole army of people who scraped by to survive.

It was still raining hard. Bordelli, Piras and four uniformed officers ran through the downpour and slipped into a building in Via del Terzolle. Throughout the block there were underground tunnels and passages that in wartime had served several times to make fools of the Germans during round-ups. Bordelli and his men went into the basement and broke down a door. They entered a smoke-filled cellar where someone had managed to turn out the lights just in time. The policemen turned on their electric torches and put everyone up against the wall. The faces were the usual ones. Bordelli made gestures of greeting to a number of old acquaintances, then left the uniformed cops to check their papers, as he and Piras went up to the third floor of the building.

On the door was a tin sign that said: PENSIONE AURORA. They went in without knocking, dirtying the small pink rugs in the entrance with their wet shoes. Signorina Ortensia came running towards them with all her heft.

‘Don’t you wipe your feet before entering at home?’ she screamed, the fat quivering under chin.

‘Not so loud, Ortensia,’ said Bordelli. The ‘signorina’ gestured crossly and two girls in dressing gowns ran upstairs with a giggle, slippers shuffling. A boa of red feathers was left behind on the threadbare carpet covering the stairs. The little drawing room was all light and shadow, with soft music playing in the background. There was an unbearable tang of sweat and cheap perfume in the air. A black silk stocking fluttered faintly on the back of a chair. It was one of the most squalid places Bordelli knew.

‘For the love of God, why do you persecute me like this?!’ Ortensia cried plaintively. She had massive thighs, and yet she danced on her feet as though she weighed ten stone less.

‘It’s just a routine check,’ said Piras.

‘And who the hell is this little boy?’ said Ortensia, eyes popping, looking at him as if she’d just noticed him at that moment. Piras blushed and started biting his lips.

‘Let’s make this snappy,’ said Bordelli, looking bored.

‘A routine check . . . You call this a routine check! You’re worse than the Germans!’ the woman whined, pulling her flower-print dressing gown tightly around her. She started saying the usual things . . . That her boarding house was a respectable place, frequented by important people, high-ranking politicians, even an undersecretary . . .

‘Bring the girls down,’ said Bordelli, tired of all the chatter. He could still feel Totò’s fried chicken churning in his stomach.

‘If you shut me down you might as well shoot me!’ the fat lady said, stamping her foot and making the floor shake.

‘Go and get the girls, Ortensia. All of them. And if there are any clients up there, bring them down too,’ said Bordelli, his patience wearing thin.

Ortensia looked at a crucifix on the wall and made the sign of the cross.

‘You want to ruin me. If word gets round, nobody will come here any more!’ she said in an angry whisper, forcing herself not to shout, so as not to alarm the clients.

‘Never mind, we’ll go and do it ourselves,’ said Bordelli. He gestured to Piras, and they sidestepped the fat lady. Once upstairs, they started opening doors.

‘Police. Everybody downstairs.’

Shouts and curses rang out, and in the semi-darkness they saw men pulling the covers over their heads. Bordelli and Piras went back downstairs to wait, ignoring Ortensia’s protests. Nobody could escape. Bordelli knew there was only one exit. A few minutes later various girls and a few men came down.

‘Are they all here, Ortensia? Because if I go up and find somebody hiding . . .’

‘They’re all here, General,’ said Ortensia, eyeing him with hatred.

Bordelli gestured to Piras, and they lined them all up against the wall. The few clients huffed and smoked with an indignant air. Only one of them had the repellent look of guilt, eyes lowered and face sweaty. The girls all wore the same plush slippers with pompons. They sniggered and held their dressing gowns provocatively open to fluster Piras, who was casting surreptitious glances at them. Bordelli felt ridiculous concerning himself with such things when he still had young Valentina’s dead body before his eyes. But he could do nothing about it.

They finished checking everyone’s papers. There were no fugitives among them, and no underage girls.

‘Ortensia, does the name Merlin mean anything to you?’1 asked Bordelli, looking straight into her eyes, which were drowning in fat.

‘It’s all so easy for you, copper, but what am I supposed to do? Eh? Can you tell me what I’m supposed to do at sixty years of age?’ asked Ortensia, swelling with hatred. She gave Piras a dirty look, as the Sardinian stared at her in disgust.
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