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Praise for the Auntie Poldi Series


 


‘Raise a glass, Auntie Poldi’s back!’ People


‘Giordano is a novelist of high skill and originality with an eye for eccentric comedy, idiosyncratic characters and vivid scenes. John Brownjohn’s translation is stylish and this book is a masterly treat’ Times Literary Supplement


‘Routines can do only so much to tame a force of nature like Poldi . . . Long may she reign’ Kirkus Reviews, starred review


‘A delightful detective, and a lively, humorous portrait of Sicilian society and gastronomy’ Times


‘The whole book is alive with a tang of lemons to set the senses zinging. Refreshing’ Spectator


‘To the ranks of amateur sleuths from Miss Marple to Jessica Fletcher, welcome Auntie Poldi a 60-year-old German widow who has bought a villa on Sicily to drink wine and enjoy the sea view’ Newsday


‘Mario Giordano has created a world that spins in technicolor like a Sicilian carretto and, like the traditional donkey carts painted in an explosion of color, this novel is a celebration of the palette of Italian life and the Sicilian experience in its specificity, warmth and drama. Delizioso!’ Adriana Trigiani, bestselling author of Kiss Carlo


‘Giordano keeps the tension in check with an anonymous narrator whose affection for his eccentric relation can’t be disguised’ Washington Post


‘As types of amateur sleuths go, the category of lusty Bavarian widow has been woefully underrepresented until now . . . Fans of international mysteries or just those who fantasize about good wine and languorous meals on the Italian coast will devour this mystery debut’ Booklist


‘There’s a new star in the mystery firmament, and her name is Auntie Poldi. Mario Giordano has created a character who will be the envy of every novelist, mystery and otherwise’ Alan Bradley, author of The Sweetness at the Bottom of the Pie


‘Like a mini-vacation to Sicily, full of colorful characters and all the twists and turns I crave in a mystery . . . If you’re looking for a book to read on the beach, this one is perfect!’ BookRiot


‘A lush, sexy, and slightly madcap romp, much like Auntie Poldi herself. Mario Giordano has a gift for eccentric storytelling, snappy dialogue, and sly wit, making this a tart and delectable treat that you’ll press on all your friends. I can’t wait for the next installment!’ Amy Stewart, author of Girl Waits with Gun
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A Brief Prelude


The woman on the ancient massage couch writhed as if she’d been hit by a power surge, grunting, growling and snarling like an animal. She foamed at the mouth and rolled her eyes, gnashed her teeth and uttered blasphemous oaths. Every time the priest sprinkled her with holy water, the three nuns had their work cut out to force her back onto the couch by her legs and shoulders without getting bitten.


Some forty years old, the woman was barefoot and wearing a cheap, patterned tracksuit. She seemed highly dissatisfied with the whole situation.


The wobbly phone camera zoomed discreetly back and panned once more across the treatment room. It revealed a sink, three old wooden chairs around a kitchen table covered with a floral oilcloth, two espresso cups, a small altar and a Madonna. Hanging on the pastel green walls was a crucifix flanked by several pictures of Padre Pio, a team photograph of Juventus F.C. 1986, and a framed portrait photograph of the Pope. The two windows, which overlooked some kind of garden or park, bathed the room in sunlight. However, the room’s monstrous couch and the old flagstoned floor made it look about as snug as a Gestapo interrogation chamber.


Nothing could be heard but the woman’s snarls and the exorcist’s sonorous voice.


Panning further, the phone camera lingered for a moment on the youngest of the nuns, who smiled coquettishly.


Then came a dramatic close-up of the priest, a plump, jovial-looking sixty-year old with a healthy Mediterranean complexion and laugh lines around his eyes. But for his cowled soutane, one might have taken him for the proprietor of a slow-food restaurant.


He inscribed the sign of the cross on the woman’s forehead. ‘Renounce your Satanism, Rosaria! Renounce your witchcraft, your drink and fornication!’


The exorcist sprinkled her again with holy water, and Rosaria instantly snarled at him like a cornered cat. This didn’t seem to faze him in the least.


‘What is your name, demon?’


No answer, just more snarls, grunts and growls.


‘I ask you again, demon! Tell me your name!’


He repeated this procedure several times: holy water, the cross on her forehead, the demand for a name. Rosaria yowled and twitched like the lead singer in a heavy metal band. The nuns had to pin her down.


‘Tell me your name!’


‘Nigra sum sed formosa!’ Rosaria yelled in Latin. And again: ‘Nigra sum sed formosa!’


She rolled her eyes, then went quite rigid and opened her mouth wide.


‘Die!’ she growled in Italian, her voice a sudden, unnatural basso profundo. ‘She must die! Die in agony!’


‘Who are you, demon? Tell me your name!’


And this time Rosaria did answer. In pure Bavarian German, what is more.


‘Kiss my arse, you creepy gobshite!’ she yelled at the exorcist. ‘I’m Poldi. One more time, just for the record, you cowled cunt: I’m Isolde Oberreiter from Torre Archirafi. Got that?!’










Chapter 1


Tells of graffiti, start-ups, chakras, pirates, learning the sitar, uniforms, envy, and death. Sicilian summers bring out the abs and pecs, Poldi embarks on a spiritual journey, and her nephew is once more devoid of a plan. On the plus side, Poldi has taken on a new home help with a cock-and-bull backstory. When Montana gets serious, she develops cold feet. She then receives some nocturnal visitors.


‘KRAZZZ AB!’ This misspelled German injunction to kick the bucket had been sprayed on the front of No. 29 Via Baronessa, right beside my Auntie Poldi’s pretentious brass plate. Glistening in the midday sun, the black paint did, one had to admit, contrast most dramatically with the sunny yellow of the façade. Black-and-yellow is, after all, Mother Nature’s favourite colour combination for venomous reptiles, killer wasps and no entry areas of all kinds. Visible from afar, it is an unmistakable warning that the fun stops here. Even the dimmest birdbrains get the message at once; either that, or they’re hoodwinked. The drips oozing down from the spidery capital letters, which had clearly been applied in a hurry, may have been meant to lend them a certain emphasis. They looked more like the product of a Halloween stencil from a craft shop, but the message itself was disturbing nonetheless.


‘What the hell!’ I said, taking off my rucksack, which was sticking to my back.


‘Quite,’ Poldi said happily, ‘my sentiments entirely.’


I was just going to ask what it all meant when Totti, my Aunt Teresa’s dog, came hurtling out of the house. Beside himself with delight, he leaped up at me, almost knocking me over, and licked me from head to foot. He also gave one of his habitual farts, needless to say, but my weary heart melted and I reciprocated my smelly friend’s welcome by patting him and ruffling his fur.


‘What’s Totti doing here?’


‘Well, Teresa thought it’d be better if I wasn’t all alone in the house for a while.’


Mind you, no animal could be less suited to the role of watchdog than Totti. A typically Sicilian mongrel, he’s yellow with a black muzzle, huge, batlike ears, and a thoroughly ill-designed body that looks as if it’s been put together out of components from every breed imaginable. I strongly doubt whether his appalling farts would suffice to keep a potential murderer at bay.


‘Is this the only threat you’ve received?’


‘There were similar messages sprayed on walls in Via Filandieri – in English and Italian, presumably to demonstrate the troll’s language skills. I made a record of them all, of course.’


She got out her mobile phone and proudly showed me photos of various menacing messages. All it said on one wall was ‘poldi go home!’ which I found quite mild.


‘That’s how it started,’ Poldi explained. ‘The wording was rather ambiguous, though, because ‘home’ is a relative concept to a citizen of the world like me. Besides, my ‘home’ is here in Torre Archirafi, and because that probably occurred to the troll, he resorted to threats of murder . . .’


‘He?’ I broke in on impulse.


Poldi stared at me in surprise. ‘Well, I never! Bravo, cento punti! This time you didn’t fall into the primary hypothesis trap. Could be a she.’


She stepped back with her head on one side and contemplated the threat on her façade like an art expert.


That gave me a brief opportunity to inspect my Auntie Poldi, because we hadn’t seen or spoken to each other for over three weeks – until a day ago, when she had unequivocally summoned me back to Sicily right away.


Although rivulets of sweat were trickling down her cheeks from under her black wig, I thought she was looking well. She had acquired a bit of a tan and was wearing hot pants made out of truncated jeans from which her bare thighs bulged in a rather unflattering way. With these she wore a skin-tight orange top with a plunging neckline that emphasised her Bavarian baroque appearance, and peeping saucily out of her décolleté was the tattooed phoenix on her left breast. Completing her outfit were a pair of strappy gold sandals and a whole collection of cowrie-shell necklaces that clicked and clattered softly whenever she moved. Only a woman as self-assured as my Auntie Poldi could have ventured such a hippie look at the age of nearly sixty-one.


What really took my breath away, however, was the screen-printed image on her top: a kind of silhouette of herself with the words ‘DONNA POLDINA’ below it in bold capitals.


‘Did you get that made?’ I blurted out.


‘No, your cousin Marco designed it. It’s a logo. The thing is, I thought I’d open a discreet little detective agency – a sort of start-up, you know.’ Poldi tweaked the top straight and stretched to give me a good view of everything. ‘Like it? I’ve got one in your size, too.’


I sighed. ‘Yes, don’t tell me. Moderation is a sign of weakness.’


‘You can stick your sarcasm where the sun doesn’t shine. It’s what they call image-building. Marco says you’ve got to pull out all the stops from the word go: homepage, blogs, logo, merchandising – the whole shebang.’


She turned back to the graffito.


Wafting towards me through the open front door came a gust of air-conditioned air mingled with the scent of patchouli and the soft, plaintive strains of a sitar. So Poldi was on a spiritual journey, and also champing at the bit with her new business idea. This could only mean that her plan to drink herself to death within sight of the sea had been temporarily shelved. On balance, this was a welcome development – or would have been but for the ‘KRAZZZ AB!’ on her wall.


Poldi concluded her art expert’s analysis and shook her head. ‘No, that was a guy all right. Three Zs . . . It’s suggestive of all the insecurity of a pubescent prick without a girlfriend, don’t you think? The sort that’s lost his grip on life – spends all day watching movies on the internet and gets a hard-on if he can spook someone. Want a beer?’


‘Finally,’ I grunted. I picked up my rucksack and went inside.


Totti trailed after me, farting.


I was naturally itching to hear about the background to these threats and all that had happened to Poldi while I’d been gone – all that she had done, botched and straightened out again. I had to admit that I had missed her, even her eternal bullying. And I was positively bursting with curiosity about her adventures and escapades in the past three weeks, and could tell that she herself was finding it hard not to come out with it all. I knew better than to ask – in the first place, you must never badger Poldi if you want something from her; second, the Italian bella figura principle precludes undue curiosity; and third, it was really hot and I could have used a beer after my journey and all the chaos in France. I felt I could use much more than one beer, in fact, but I’m not too fond of losing control of myself and, besides, I always get a headache after the third. The first thing that struck me inside the house was the heavy, sweetish scent of joss sticks, fighting a losing battle with Totti’s farts. In other respects, No. 29 Via Baronessa made a neat and tidy impression. Specifically, there were no empty booze bottles to be seen.


But then there was the sitar music, which was live.


I was just going upstairs when I glanced down at Poldi’s shady inner courtyard and saw a guy of about twenty sitting there, dreamily playing the sitar in a white salwar kameez, the combination of long shirt and baggy trousers traditionally worn in India or Pakistan. He gave me a friendly nod. Rather puzzled by this apparition, I nodded back. From below me, Poldi called, ‘No need to look so surprised. That’s Ravi. He’s giving me lessons.’


Shaking my head, I trudged on up the stairs to Poldi’s attic guest room, which I now regarded as my room. The freshly made bed, which seemed to have been waiting for me, was coated with a thin layer of Totti’s fur. I flung my rucksack into the corner and sat down at the wobbly little desk beside the window, where I supposed I would finally, after a longish break, resume work on my novel, a great Sicilian family epic spanning an entire century. I checked my mobile for messages (there weren’t any), or rather, checked to see if Valérie was online (yes, she was), gazed at the phone with mounting despair, then turned it off and promptly on again. I could hear Poldi clapping to the sitar downstairs, and I strove in vain to feel at home. Somehow, I was completely out of gear.


‘What’s keeping you, for God’s sake?’


‘Just coming!’ I called back, lying.


Thirty-four years old, I was devoid of any qualifications, job or plan. All I had was a fragment of a botched novel and – this was a novelty – a broken heart. I was a living, breathing zero, and nothing and no one seemed capable of remedying this situation.


I went out onto the roof terrace to smoke a cigarette and collect my thoughts. The midday sun was dazzling. The heat, which felt like a punch in the face, was burning off the remains of spring. It was only mid-May, but there wasn’t a breath of wind. Across the rooftops I could see the sea stretching away to the horizon, glittering and motionless. Behind me, Etna jutted into the midday haze, its peak already free from snow and a sluggish, irresolute plume of smoke issuing from the main crater. Air-conditioners were humming the length of the Via Baronessa. The air smelled of tomato sauce and coffee. Sounds of hammering were coming from the esplanade, where workmen were busy putting up snack bars and sunbathing decks on the seafront’s jagged volcanic rocks.


The Sicilian summer was bringing out the abs and pecs again. It would once more reduce all movement to the consistency of molasses while enervating people with the sirocco, plague the countryside with tiger mosquitoes and forest fires, and make people closet themselves behind their shutters even more suspiciously than usual. But summer belongs to Sicily like mountains to Switzerland. It’s only during the long, hot months from May to October that the island is entirely at ease with itself, rediscovering its rhythm like a cat that has strayed and found its way home again. Summer would also bring mulberry granita, silken nights filled with promise and the scent of jasmine, and days bathed in the sand-coloured light of which you can never get enough. The coffee would again taste as it does nowhere else – in fact everything would again taste like the very first time, for that is the Sicilian summer’s hypnotic trick: everything feels pristine, over and over again.


I was surprised to see that Poldi had embellished the roof terrace with several flower pots containing a variety of succulents, a palm tree and a little lemon tree – there was now even a bistro table with two basket chairs and a sun umbrella. It all looked really nice. Noticing an ashtray on the little table, I was touched to realise that she’d done it all for me.


 


Poldi was waiting for me in the inner courtyard. There was a bottle of Birra Moretti on the table, but she herself was drinking something that looked like a mixture of duckweed and mud from a pond in a horror film. Ravi, sitting cross-legged on an embroidered cushion, was still playing the sitar. I briefly introduced myself.


‘My pleasure!’ he said in English. He played on, using a species of wire plectrum on his right forefinger to evoke gently quivering overtones from the instrument’s twenty strings.


My overwrought nerves quivered along with them.


Totti, lying in the shade beneath the table, blinked at me cursorily.


‘You look kind of tired, my friend,’ said Ravi. ‘I shall play something cheerful for you.’


Not good, I thought in alarm, not good at all.


But Ravi had already adopted a different rhythm and the sitar was buzzing out a florid, coquettish medley of fifths and thirds.


Totti emitted a sigh.


‘Could you take a break, please?’ I interjected.


I sounded a bit brusque, perhaps, not that Ravi seemed resentful. He stopped playing but beamed like the sun.


‘No problem, my friend.’


‘Hey,’ said Poldi, ‘what’s the matter? Aren’t you feeling well?’


‘No, I’m fine,’ I muttered, lighting a cigarette. ‘What on earth are you drinking?’


‘It’s a laxative Ayurvedic smoothie. Totally organic.’


‘Looks that way. What’s in it?’


‘Don’t ask.’


‘How does it taste?’


‘Awful, but it’s good for the anahata.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Why, the heart chakra, the seat of unconditional love and so on. Like to try some? You’re looking a bit constipated, heart-wise.’


I ignored the offer.


‘Is he living here?’ I asked without looking at Ravi.


‘Oy, oy!’ Poldi exclaimed in amusement. ‘Could someone possibly be jealous?’


‘What does Montana say about it?’


I should have known better. Red line. Poldi glared at me for a moment, then tore me off several strips. ‘You impudent young twat!’ she thundered like a summer storm in the Alps. ‘You can get stuffed! Who do you think you are, taking that tone with me? This is still my house and my life, and I’m not accountable either to you or to Vito. It’s nobody’s business but my own if I screw every available male from Taormina to Siracusa. If you don’t like that, you tobacco addict, you can pack up your things again and piss off. Is that clear?’


Silence reigned for a moment. Poldi continued to glare at me.


‘I like the sound of the German language,’ Ravi exclaimed. ‘It’s very lovely.’


‘I apologise,’ I mumbled meekly. I gave an embarrassed cough and stubbed out my cigarette. ‘I’m sorry, Poldi, especially now. I’m, er . . . I’m going through a rough patch.’


‘Yes, I thought as much from the way you’re looking, back in your nerdy old jeans and navy blue polo neck. You make an emotionally dehydrated impression. Having trouble with Valérie? Or is it your pesciolino? Can’t you get it up?’


I took a white paper napkin from the table and waved it in the air. ‘Poldi, please!’ I sighed. ‘I already apologised.’ I turned to Ravi and said, ‘Sorry.’


‘You’re welcome.’ Ravi folded his hands on his chest and bowed. ‘Namaste.’


Totti farted.


There it is again, I thought, Poldi’s parallel universe. As I did so, some of the previous weeks’ heartache dissipated. Drawing a deep breath, I felt something akin to a cool sea breeze blow through me – I felt there again at last. In a nutshell, at home.


A trifle more reconciled with the world, I changed the subject. ‘Tell me something, Poldi. Why did you call me back from France? And no hedging, please. Just be straight with me, okay?’


She stared at me in surprise. ‘I didn’t call you. I thought you missed me, that’s all.’


‘Er . . . Just a moment! You called me. You told me to shift myself and get my arse back to Torre in double-quick time. I know your voice, after all.’


Poldi suddenly looked kind of tense.


‘Fake news,’ she said, studiously casual. ‘It wasn’t me, I don’t talk like that.’


‘You don’t? Since when?! Who else was it, then?’ A thought struck me. ‘You haven’t had another of your mental blackouts, have you?’


Poldi angrily dismissed this. ‘Get on with you!’


‘What’s your explanation, then?’


She drew a deep breath. ‘There are things for which there’s no so-called rational explanation. Want another beer?’


That’s her usual way of evading an unwelcome subject. There was nothing to be done, I knew. She exchanged a glance with Ravi, who seemed suddenly in a hurry and took his leave. Poldi escorted him to the door and returned with another beer for me.


‘Ravi is my new helper,’ she explained before I could say anything.


‘Aha.’


‘Yes, not what you were thinking, okay? Housekeeper, not toyboy. Besides, it turns out that sitar music has a favourable effect on Totti. It stops him farting.’


As though in confirmation of this, Totti let rip from under the table and I instinctively held my breath. Poldi put on a playlist of classical sitar music, and – sure enough – his vile flatulence ceased.


‘These death threats, Poldi – when did you say they started?’


‘Soon after you dashed off to France like the biggest lovesick idiot in history.’


I let that pass.


‘And since when has Ravi been here?’


‘Don’t go down that road!’ Poldi made a dismissive gesture. ‘Ravi’s a kind-hearted soul. He’s an absolute pearl.’


‘Maybe someone in the town has a thing about Indians. Or foreigners in general.’


‘You reckon so?’ she said.


I shrugged.


‘Ravi comes from a highly respectable family,’ she said. ‘Three weeks ago he was going from door to door, offering his services as a cleaner, and I could have used a bit of help in the house after you and Valérie . . . Well, never mind. Anyway, Ravi told me he had majored in economics at Harvard and gone to Europe on a voyage of self-discovery. He was completely broke because – get a load of this – his father is a Mumbai multimillionaire who wants him to take over his entire hotel chain someday. But Ravi, who’s got a lot of talent, would sooner play the sitar. That’s why his father has brutally disinherited him and blocked all his credit cards. Sad, isn’t it?’


I was dumbfounded. ‘And you bought that cock-and-bull story?’


‘Good God, how dumb d’you think I am? Still, it’s a good story, and a good story bends the truth a little, here and there, until a truth of its own emerges. Bear that in mind for your novel. No need to roll your eyes like that, just tell me what happened in France. Did you break up?’


Instead of replying, I pointed to her Ayurvedic pond potion. ‘Heart chakra, did you say?’ Before she could say anything, I swapped my cool Moretti for her slimy anahata smoothie. ‘I think they’d be more appropriate that way round – for both of us.’


Poldi sighed. ‘It never ends, does it, the old heart palaver?’ She clinked her bottle against my glass.


The smoothie was lukewarm and tasted like what I’d imagine a turtle’s stomach contents might.


‘Any alcohol in it?’ I asked.


‘Sure there is, I enhanced the flavour with a wee shot of grappa. It’s all vegan.’


‘Bottoms up!’ I downed the enhanced turtle cocktail in one, shook myself like a wet dog, and slammed the glass down on the table.


The ‘wee shot’ of grappa was already going to my head.


‘And now,’ I exclaimed, ‘I want to hear what’s really been going on here. The whole story, mind you, so don’t leave anything out. Oh yes, and I also want to know what sort of birthday party you’d like.’


Because – who would have thought it after all that had happened? – Poldi would be celebrating her sixty-first birthday in five weeks’ time.


 


It was almost a year ago, on her sixtieth birthday, that my Auntie Poldi had moved from Munich to sleepy little Torre Archirafi in Sicily, where she planned to drink herself to death in comfort with a view of the sea. However, a few things had supervened since then. Specifically, three murder cases that Poldi, sporting dramatic outfits and seldom entirely sober but fully committed, had solved. What had also supervened was a handsome commissario of police (to quote Poldi, a sexual force of nature) to whose pulsating, unflagging sicilianità she regularly succumbed. She had also acquired several new friends, for instance sad Signora Cocuzza from the café bar in the piazza. Or Padre Paolo, Torre Archirafi’s chain-smoking priest. Or Valérie, the owner of Femminamorta, but I’d prefer to pass over her here for emotional reasons. Or Poldi’s peculiar, cheesy-smelling, clipboard-carrying, imaginary friend in a hoodie sweater – the one whose surprise visits she likes to describe but whose existence none of us is wholly convinced of.


By ‘us’ I mean my family in Catania, notably my aunts Teresa, Caterina and Luisa and my Uncle Martino. They were the ones who had periodically flown their nephew – the dropout with the lousy command of Italian – from Germany to Sicily to look after Poldi, and keep destroying her stocks of booze. A thoroughly Sisyphean task, I can tell you.


With a small inheritance and the remains of her savings, Poldi had purchased the little Via Baronessa house with the roof terrace that affords a view of Etna and the sea. I usually sit up there by myself because of Poldi’s bad knee.


I enjoy being on my own, but Poldi needs people around her. She needs to make a big entrance, needs a stage on which to argue, flirt, grumble, blaspheme, be helpful, forge plans and flaunt her leopard-skin look. And, after solving three murders, she had found the perfect stage in peaceful little Torre Archirafi, with its esplanade and mineral water spring.


She had soared to the heights of local celebrity like a comet. ‘Donna Poldina’ was now well-known throughout the Catania–Taormina area. For all her natural modesty, this went down well with Poldi and may possibly have gone to her head a little. Seldom did a day go by but someone rang her doorbell to ask her advice, request an autograph or a selfie, nail an unfaithful husband or the author of a poison pen letter, christen a fishing boat, mediate in a family feud, or find a pubescent Angelica who had run off with some acne-ridden Enzo. But these, of course, were all small fry to a sleuth of my Auntie Poldi’s calibre. She was made to solve really major crimes, and she needed harder nuts to crack. It would have been like using a high-performance laser cutter for fretsaw work, except that a high-performance laser cutter doesn’t drink itself to death when it’s disconnected from time to time.


The other aunts were afraid that too much inactivity would sooner or later get Poldi down and drive her to drink, which was why they had set my cousin Marco on her during my absence. Hence the idea of the detective agency, the business plan, the logo, the T-shirts and so on – all intended to keep Poldi on the go and off the booze. Perhaps the aunts and Marco had rather overdone it, though, because success, initiative and self-assurance inevitably attract envious trolls who spit in your soup, key your car, leave dead cats on your doorstep, or – just for fun – threaten to murder you. For, sad to say, envy is as much a part of Sicily as Etna, the Cyclops, Cosa Nostra, pasta alla Norma, suspicion, melancholy and fatalism. It doesn’t matter whether you start a business or build a house, open a bar or stand for election – as soon as you venture out of the safe haven of universal indifference, envy strikes, blighting your mood, testing your endurance and setting traps that eventually spell disaster. Sicilian envy is a legacy from centuries of foreign occupation. It has saturated the Sicilians like omertà, the law of silence, preserving the status quo and ensuring that the ruling structure of money, power and misery isn’t displaced. Like bella figura, the look-good principle, it forms part of the glue that holds Sicilian society together. Envy tends to mean that you’ve made it to the next rung on the social ladder and want to stay there, thanks very much.


‘Why so indignant?’ Poldi demanded. We were still sitting in the courtyard. ‘Have I put your nose out of joint again?’


‘No, it’s all good.’


‘Oh, I get it. It was just that I thought you were too busy with Valérie and voulez-vous-coucher-avec-moi-ce-soir.’


After Poldi had cleared up the Owenya case in such spectacular fashion and John Owenya had returned to Tanzania, Poldi went off to Rome with Montana for a week of canoodling. Me, I flew back to France to join Valérie and heard nothing more from Poldi. Nix, niente, zilch.


I sighed. ‘Have you forgotten already, Poldi? I thought we were a team now.’


‘You didn’t get in touch either.’


‘Eh? I sent you at least three texts a day.’


‘Poof! You know I hardly ever check my messages because of the negative vibes those electronic gizmos give off. I’d have answered if you’d sent me a letter.’


‘I did write you a letter.’


‘A proper letter. Fancy!’


‘Yes, six pages of my best handwriting, plus an amusing little sketch. What more did you want?’


‘I was very busy too, for God’s sake!’


‘With sitar-playing and “it”, eh?’


Poldi shook her head reprovingly and drank some beer.


‘No, with a new murder case,’ she said casually. ‘What did you think?’


I stared at her. ‘Are you being serious?’


‘Yes. You don’t think these graffiti write themselves, do you?’ She leaned forwards and whispered, ‘I’ll just say this: Black Madonna!’ After a brief, dramatic pause, she went on, ‘Somehow or other, I’ve got mixed up in another fine mess. Want to hear about it, or would you rather go on sulking?’


‘Forza, Poldi!’ I said with a sigh, and went to fetch myself another beer.


The fridge was full of little bottles of Moretti, no hard stuff. Since Poldi had been activating her Ayurvedic chakras, I concluded that she’d always expected me back, and I inferred from the number of bottles that she intended to tell me everything in minute detail. I found this both galvanising and flattering, I must admit, because my Auntie Poldi knew a thing or two about murder and thirst.


 


But first things first, perhaps.


After John Owenya returned to Tanzania, Vito Montana, Poldi’s bearded, moustachioed police inspector with the crumpled suits, frown lines between the eyes, dense thicket of chest hair, compact little tummy and Cyclopean virility, had invited her on a surprise jaunt to Rome, where he had served in the special Anti-Mafia Commission during the eighties and where his daughter Marta was studying medicine.


To Poldi, this was an unmistakable sign that the man was getting serious. And as usual when a man was getting serious – when she’d achieved her aim of being introduced to his family and included in medium-term plans for holidays and Christmas – she developed cold feet. It was no use, the lights went red and she panicked a bit. It had been the same even with my Uncle Peppe, the love of her life. Poldi simply couldn’t resist the impulse to flee. My Uncle Peppe had managed to capture and even marry her, however, for – don’t get me wrong – Poldi was a staunch believer in love, loyalty and devotion. Although she could be flighty and had a thing for stalwart, uniformed traffic policemen, she preferred a safe harbour to the open sea – but only if she could head for the harbour mouth whenever she thought fit. In her heart of hearts Poldi was a pirate, and pirates must sometimes go marauding so as to expand their horizons and make the world a bigger place for us all. I know of no one better equipped to do that than my Auntie Poldi.


Now that I know her somewhat better than I used to, I often wonder how Poldi and Peppe stayed together for so many years, because Peppe was a hothead, a bit of a rogue with an erratic lifestyle characterised by too little sleep and an excessive zest for life. Poldi always prevaricates when I broach the subject, and I can’t ask my Uncle Peppe because he’s dead. I sometimes think it must really have been a grand passion. Or sex, maybe. Or a shared love of booze. Or fate. Or my Uncle Peppe simply knew he had to give Poldi room to breathe.


Whether Montana would realise that remained to be seen.


 


‘On one condition only, tesoro,’ Poldi had said gently when Montana suggested the trip three weeks ago.


‘I’m listening.’


‘Once we get to Rome, don’t go fishing out a ring or proposing or anything of that kind, is that understood?’


‘No worries,’ purred Montana. This came as a relief to  Poldi but then almost immediately rankled a little.


She’s like that, though, because she also knows a thing or two about the zest for life and the fragility of the human heart.


The trouble with the little trip to Rome was getting there, because Montana insisted on flying them himself in a friend’s single-engine plane, and Poldi was terrified of flying. Montana dug his heels in, however. He needed another couple of hours’ flying in order to extend his pilot’s licence in any case and, besides, I think he wanted to make a statement.


‘Forget it, Tesoro!’ Poldi told him emphatically. ‘I don’t need a holiday, let alone a lesson in humility.’


‘It’s not about that,’ Montana replied gravely.


‘So, what is it about?’


‘Trust.’


‘Are you being serious? After all we’ve been through?’


Montana just shrugged.


Poldi bombarded him with imprecations in Italian and Bavarian. She told him to go to the devil, she blocked his texts for three days and cursed, swore and haggled like an Uzbek carpet seller. She pulled out all the stops, but in vain.


The evening before the planned trip to Rome, someone rang Poldi’s front doorbell. Assuming that Montana had been worn down at last and was prepared to travel there in comfort by car and ferry, Poldi breezed to the door, ready to forgive graciously and engage in uninhibited, conciliatory sex.


But instead of a contrite commissario, she found two strange men standing there in the light of the street lamp: a young priest in a soutane and a forty-something policeman in a blue uniform and a peaked cap which Poldi, for all her expertise in this field, could not immediately identify. The priest looked pale and exhausted. A thin film of sweat glistened on his forehead and the bluish stubble on his chin intensified his thoroughly unhealthy appearance. He was incessantly kneading his very hirsute hands as though rubbing something off them. Dust, perhaps, or – given that he was a Catholic – original sin. Anyway, Poldi thought he made a sickly impression. Not so the policeman, who looked great – just her type: muscular but not too tall, with a chiselled, clean-shaven, Hollywood-cop type of face.


 


‘A face like a bronze sculpture,’ she enthused. ‘Pure testosterone, believe me – in fact the sight of him took my breath away for a moment. He remained absolutely impassive, of course. If policemen smile at all, you know, it’s only off-duty or after sex.’


‘Poldi, please!’ I sighed.


Now even Poldi knew that strange men who ring your doorbell at night aren’t to be invited in just like that, even if they are wearing a police uniform or a cassock. Criminals come in many guises, after all. On the other hand, she was used to receiving strange visits at unusual times of the day or night. Besides, where knowledge of human nature and intuition were concerned, Poldi had one gear more than us normal individuals. The Oberreiterish superbrain took only nanoseconds to absorb the whole appearance of the pallid priest with his film of sweat, his fluttering eyelashes, his kneading fingers. It scanned his figure for lethal weapons, registered the high quality of his cassock and luxury footwear and came to the conclusion that this young man genuinely was a priest.


‘Moreover,’ Poldi told me, ‘a priest who could afford to have his clerical garb made for him by Gammarelli of the Via di Santa Chiara in Rome. They are the clerical tailors in Rome. Only popes and cardinals shop there – remember that in case you ever change track.’


‘How would you know something like that?’


‘Why, because I used to be a costume designer and had to deal with such people. Anyway, he didn’t look the sort who would hit an old lady over the head and steal her cheap jewellery. Only killers do that, and he just wasn’t cool enough.’


And Poldi had registered all this within moments, as I said.


Where the policeman was concerned she had no misgivings at all, because she simply had a nose for cops of all kinds. It was only his insignia that gave her pause for thought. She conducted a seconds-long mental review of her five photo albums containing all the policemen she had photographed (and sometimes screwed) in the previous thirty years. It wasn’t until she noticed the badge on his left sleeve – a triple crown and crossed keys – that the penny dropped.


 


‘Well, I’ll be buggered!’


‘Signora Oberreiter?’ rasped the policeman.


‘Please forgive us for disturbing you at this hour,’ the priest said in a low voice. ‘I am Padre Stefano. This is Commissario Morello of the Vatican gendarmerie. We’ve come here straight from Rome.’


‘Really?’


‘May we come inside?’ growled the commissario.


Poldi then had a rather X-rated impulse, because detective inspectors are, as everyone knows, supreme manifestations of humanity, above all sexually, but she just managed to control herself.


‘What’s it about?’


‘We’d like to ask you a few questions, that’s all,’ said the Vatican commissario.


And, as ever when a policeman spoke of ‘a few questions’ in that tone of voice, Poldi knew she was in trouble again.










Chapter 2


Tells of respect, sexy glances, The Song of Solomon, improvisation, and pin-ups. Poldi gets drunk with her nephew, comes under suspicion, and offers a dirty deal. She turns a no into a yes, drinks tomato juice and buys a calendar. Then she has to shake off two individuals, visit a cemetery, and infiltrate a museum. That was the plan, but, like so many plans, this one also ends in front of a doorway it would be wiser not to go through.


As usual at such junctures, Poldi paused for a moment and eyed me contentedly.


‘I’m going to make myself another root-chakra smoothie. Want one?’


I knew the move. It was a little battle to see who would crack first. I strived to extinguish every last spark of curiosity inside me and became a Zen master of absolute vacuity.


‘No thanks. You carry on, I’ll wait.’


‘Aren’t you curious?’


‘There’s no rush.’


Poldi stared at me appraisingly. ‘You used to be more impatient.’


‘That was in the old days.’


‘Perhaps it’s just that the fire of curiosity has died inside you,’ she said, glaring at me. ‘Permanently.’


I held her gaze. ‘Maybe you simply need a break, so you can dream up something else.’


‘You think I’m inventing it all?’


I shrugged. ‘You said it yourself: a good story bends the . . .’


I got no further. Poldi grabbed me by the ear and yanked me to my feet.


‘Ouch! That really hurts!’


‘I’m still your aunt. That means I deserve some respect, get it?’


Still gripping my ear, she towed me into the kitchen.


‘D’you think I daubed those death threats on the walls myself, just for fun?’


‘Listen, Poldi, I . . .’


‘Not another word!’ she snapped. ‘While you were making amore in France, I became innocently embroiled in a conspiracy. Dreamed it up be damned!’


Grumbling and vituperating, she chopped up some celery, beetroot and spinach, slung it into the mixer together with a handful of mulberries, plenty of cumin, some hot water and a generous slug of grappa, and pressed the button. The brown gloop smelled of male perspiration. Poldi filled two glasses and handed me one.


‘No thanks,’ I groaned. ‘I’m feeling a bit woozy already, to be honest.’


‘Drink it or I won’t tell you any more.’


My Auntie Poldi is an expert at subtle persuasion, and I always know when I’m beaten. With the stoicism of Socrates draining his cup of hemlock, I downed the contents of the glass. As before, the grappa unerringly found the shortest route into my circulation.


‘Hang on a minute,’ I said. ‘Got to fetch something from upstairs.’


‘Like what?’


‘You’ll see.’


On the stairs I had to cling to the banisters for a moment. There was something wrong with my legs.


It was a relief to flop down on the plastic chair when I got back to the courtyard soon afterwards. I opened the big black notebook I’d bought in Paris.


‘Well, I’ll be damned,’ Poldi exclaimed, ‘so Mr Author has been making notes.’


‘My memory’s not improving with age,’ I muttered, ‘that’s all.’


‘Show me!’ She snatched the notebook out of my hand and examined it closely. ‘You mean you write down all I tell you?’


She sounded rather touched.


‘Just bullet points,’ I said with a shrug. ‘More of an aide-mémoire.’


She nodded, gave the notebook an affectionate stroke, and handed it back.


‘And then you’ll make a book out of them? About an aging nympho who’s trying to drink herself to death but never succeeds? About the cases investigated by a useless old dear?’


‘Poldi! I’m just making a few notes, okay? Relax.’


She took a crumpled handkerchief from her trouser pocket and loudly blew her nose. ‘I’m an emotional person, that’s all,’ she said. Having trumpeted into her handkerchief once more, she sniffed and finally went on.


 


My Auntie Poldi isn’t easily disconcerted, not even by a prize specimen of a detective inspector standing on her doorstep at night with a dog-collared priest beside him. ‘Perhaps you’d like to be a bit more specific?’ she said boldly.


Commissario Morello took a photo from his breast pocket and held it out. ‘Do you know this woman?’


The photo was of a forty-something woman in a cheap, patterned tracksuit. Her chin-length brown hair was unkempt. She looked as if she’d been caught doing something reprehensible.


‘Her name is Rosaria Ferrari,’ Morello went on.


‘And? What about her?’


‘She’s disappeared.’


Poldi was a trifle disappointed. ‘No one’s been murdered, then?’


‘Yes!’ the priest blurted out. ‘That’s to say, we don’t know for sure if . . .’


‘Father!’ Morello hissed angrily.


‘I’m sorry.’


Poldi beamed at the two men. ‘Call me Poldi. Maybe that’s too personal, though. Better call me Donna Poldina.’


She showed the priest and the policeman into her living room and went to the kitchen to put some coffee on. When she returned the priest was sitting meekly on the sofa with his hands folded on his lap. Commissario Morello was pacing up and down. He had removed his cap and was scanning the room with a look familiar to Poldi from her experience of detectives.


 


‘It’s a very special look that goes right through me,’ she told me. ‘It’s like being felt all over by big, exploratory hands – inside and out, of course. It makes me go all horny. You can make a note of that.’


‘Poldi!’ I sighed.


‘My, how uptight we are today! Anyway, he was looking sexy with his buzzcut and his muscular neck. I couldn’t help picturing what the rest of him must look like – without his uniform, I mean. I’m not stupid, though. I grasped at once that he suspected me.’


 


So Poldi kept her cool. Patiently, she sat down in an armchair and poured some coffee.


‘Do sit down, commissario.’


Morello pointed to the antique muskets on the wall, which Poldi had inherited from her father.


‘Have they been deactivated?’


Poldi had been expecting that question.


‘No,’ she trilled innocently. ‘If you want to defend yourself, commissario, you’ll have to use your service automatic or wrestle me to the ground.’


My Auntie Poldi knew a thing or two about flirting with detective inspectors.


Morello’s face remained expressionless. He went over to the sofa and cleared his throat because the priest was seated in the middle.


‘I’m sorry,’ muttered Padre Stefano, hastily making room for him.


‘There was an incident,’ Morello began. ‘Two days ago. During an exorcism.’


He paused for a moment and looked at Poldi, but she coolly held his gaze. They might have been playing who’ll-blink-first.


‘Can you give me a bit of context, commissario?’


Morello turned to Padre Stefano.


‘Of course, I’m sorry,’ the priest mumbled, realising that it was his turn to speak. ‘I am the assistant of Monsignore Amato, the Vatican’s chief exorcist.’


‘Congratulations.’


He ignored Poldi’s sarcastic tone of voice.


‘Monsignore Amato has conducted more than 50,000 exorcisms in his life. No one knows the Devil better than he.’


‘You’ll pardon my scepticism.’


‘There are innumerable demons in this world,’ Padre Stefano went on eagerly. ‘Satan is everywhere.’


‘Really, Father! I’m sure people would do better if you sent them to see a good psychologist.’


‘If you’d seen what Monsignore Amato has seen, you wouldn’t talk like that, Signora Oberreiter.’


‘Donna Poldina.’


‘I’m sorry. The monsignore has seen people hover in the air in front of him or spit nails!’ Stefano drew a deep breath. ‘Besides, we do send most people to see doctors. Sometimes, though, if the doctors make no progress, they send them to us.’


Poldi sighed. ‘What about this incident the commissario mentioned?’


‘I’m sorry. I took a video. May I show it to you?’


She sighed again. ‘Go ahead.’


Padre Stefano fished a big smartphone out of his trouser pocket, tapped the display with a hairy finger and handed the phone to Poldi.


‘Just tap “Play”.’


Poldi took the phone in both hands and bent over it in order to see better. She struggled with the controls at first.


‘Hang on, almost there!’


She watched Rosaria’s transformation on the massage couch. She saw the woman arch her body, grunting and snarling, saw her sprinkled with holy water. And then she heard her swearing in Bavarian. In her, Poldi’s, voice.


The video ended abruptly. Poldi stared at the display for a moment, trying to compose herself and think of something nice. Then she drew a deep breath and slid the phone across the coffee table. Morello had apparently been watching her the whole time.


‘I realise this must come as a shock to you, Donna Poldina,’ the priest said in a low voice. ‘I was just as shocked just now, outside the house, when I heard you swear in German. Madonna, I thought, the same voice!’


Poldi interrupted him with a gesture. ‘What was that she said in Latin?’


‘Nigra sum sed formosa,’ the priest repeated. ‘ “I am black but beautiful.” In the original Hebrew the conjunction is simply ve which can also . . .’


Morello frowned at him disapprovingly.


‘Sorry,’ he mumbled.


‘But she isn’t black,’ Poldi exclaimed.


‘Neither has she spoken Latin or German at other times,’ growled the policeman.


‘The Song of Solomon, i, 5,’ said Padre Stefano. ‘The song of the Queen of Sheba: “I am black, but comely, O ye daughters of Jerusalem, black as the tents of Kedar, as the curtains of Solomon.” ’ He glanced at the commissario. ‘Sorry.’


‘I see,’ said Poldi, who had always liked The Song of Solomon for its erotic allusions. ‘But the video must go on, surely. What happens after that? Did she say anything else?’


Morello and Stefano exchanged a quick glance.


‘Monsignore Amato ended the session immediately after that outburst,’ said the priest. ‘Rosaria couldn’t remember a thing afterwards.’
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