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			One

			1.

			“Don’t believe everything they say, you big baby. It’s the first step that’s the hardest. After that it’s a piece of cake.”

			Freddy turned and gave him an irritated look that meant something like Stop staring at me, or we’ll be here all day.

			Then, after a lazy flick of the tail, the St Bernard lifted his leg again and focused on what he had been trying to do before being interrupted – turning the side of the road into a miniature Jackson Pollock.

			2.

			If anyone had remarked on how sad it was to have a 110-kilogram St Bernard as your only friend, Tony – formally Antonio Carcano, also labelled “Sophie Kinsella in lederhosen” (a description dripping with that succulent brand of venom the literary world reserves for scribblers blessed with success) – would have been very surprised. Him – sad? Why should he be?

			No, the real issue was that, for some time now, the corner of his brain in charge of keeping him awake at night had been constantly repeating the words Dr Hubner had uttered during the most recent check-up. “Get used to the idea that this big puppy is now of a ripe old age, and prepare yourself for the event that . . .”

			Damned charlatan. Freddy was not old. Freddy was ten years old, and Tony had read that some St Bernards reached the age of eleven and even twelve.

			Of course, the little furball that would start trembling so badly when there was a thunderstorm that the only way to soothe it was to sing “Another One Bites the Dust” was a distant memory. And, for that matter, Freddy was no longer the nimble animal who would jump on his bed at dawn to remind him of his duties, either (now he just panted in his face with an accusatory look, waiting for him to wake up), but . . . to go as far as saying that he had one foot in the grave? No way.

			Freddy was fine. Absolutely fine. He had just slowed down a little, because of the intense heat.

			And at that very moment, as though to allay Tony’s fears, a jet spurted out from under the large dog’s back leg. A timid little squirt, not the vigorous fountain of a few years ago, but still a healthy pee which allowed Tony to draw breath and become aware of the insistent buzzing disturbing the silence of the countryside. A motorcycle. Nothing out of the ordinary. Some Valentino Rossi wannabe or other occasionally mistook this maze of narrow roads amid the apple orchards for a racetrack, but since Tony belonged to the school of thought that you could never be too careful, he put Freddy on the lead and moved as close as possible to the kerb. Caution is the mother of routine. And routine is at the root of a long, prosperous life.

			By the time it had travelled a few metres through the mugginess of that June Sunday morning, the buzzing had turned into the roar of a muddy white Yamaha Enduro that downshifted, tilted to the side and, tracing a black strip on the asphalt, halted right next to Tony and Freddy, making them quickly step back a little further.

			The young woman driving the Enduro wore shorts that revealed slender long legs and a bright-red vest with a star, but it was not her outfit Tony found alarming, to the point that he shielded the St Bernard behind him. It was the flick knife. In his experience, people who felt the need to carry around that kind of gear rarely harboured good intentions.

			The knife was peering out of the back pocket of the two-wheel fanatic as she performed a nimble twirl, got off the Yamaha, removed her helmet, turned, and without a word shot him a look brimming with hatred.

			Long, curly hair of that very blonde shade of blonde. Slender build. Pale eyes. Delicate, almost cat-like features that made her look like a singer of that syrupy-voiced, heartbroken-but-sexy kind that was trendy in the nineties, a pop star whose name Tony suddenly (and with a touch of panic) felt it was important, essential even, to remember.

			In vain.

			For a few extended seconds, the young woman did not move so much as a muscle and just stood there, arms crossed, staring at him so furiously that he actually wondered how such a minute body could contain all that rage and not explode.

			Alarming, Tony thought, looking at her. Perhaps even dangerous. Which was absurd, because, with or without a knife, the young woman barely weighed fifty kilos, and if she tried to attack Tony he would easily disarm her and make her harmless. Besides, why should she attack him, anyway?

			The answer came when the stranger slipped a small canvas rucksack off her shoulders, took out an envelope and handed it to Tony. His hands felt suddenly cold as he took it.

			The envelope contained a photograph that brought to light a number of things Tony had gone to great lengths to bury. First of all, a taste. The taste of mud in the spring. The taste of the place where the photo had been taken twenty years earlier: a village with geraniums at the windows, enclosed in a valley in north-east Tyrol. Kreuzwirt. Just a glance, and it all became clear to him. And panic swept over him.

			March 22, 1999, 10 a.m. In the left-hand side of the picture, a carabiniere was frozen just as a “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, you arsehole?” was popping out of his mouth. In the centre, on all fours and covered in mud, was Tony. A twenty-year-old Tony looking straight at the lens, smiling, next to a third subject in the tableau: a sheet from which a hand, a face and a mane of blonde curls emerged.

			A sheet that barely covered the dead body of a young woman of just twenty: Erika. Erika Knapp. Or, as everyone called her in Kreuzwirt, Spooky Erika.

			Erika Knapp, who looked like Fiona Apple, the broken-hearted-but-sexy singer whose name suddenly surfaced in Tony’s memory with such impetus it nearly made his head burst. Erika Knapp, known as Spooky Erika, who on the night of March 21, 1999, left behind an orphaned child with an unusual name: Sibylle.

			And, twenty years after her mother’s death, Sybille Knapp – the young woman on the Yamaha, the young woman with the flick knife in her shorts and the loud vest who, like Erika before her, bore a resemblance to a curly, blonde version of that now outmoded pop star – flushed and, unable to restrain herself any longer, barked a simple question.

			“Why were you laughing?”

			Tony was startled. He wanted to explain, to tell her what had happened. Instead, all he could do was flinch again as the young woman drew nearer, looked him in the eye, shook her mane of blonde curls and slapped him right across the face, making his nose bleed.

			“You’re a . . . a bastard.”

			Then, disgusted, she turned away, retraced her steps, put the helmet on and jumped back in the saddle. She gave the engine a rev that made Freddy whimper, and the Yamaha vanished in a cloud of dust. The roar became a buzzing once again, then the buzzing died away.

			Tony stood motionless, shuddering, and watched the bleeding easing off as it dripped to the ground, listening to the silence of the countryside until Freddy, restless and perhaps a little scared, nuzzled him.

			Tony calmed him with a pat on his massive, wrinkled head, folded the photograph (on the back of which a female hand had written an address – in Kreuzwirt, naturally – and a phone number), put it into the pocket of his jeans and wiped his face like a child, with saliva and a tissue. Once he had finished, he walked away, ignoring the St Bernard’s worried glances.

			Half an hour later, he reached the district where he was born and grew up, which Bolzano’s residents – some affectionately, others not so much – called “Shanghai”. Back home, he filled Freddy’s bowl with fresh water, threw his dirty clothes on the floor and jumped in the shower.

			Once he emerged, he holed up in his study, switched on the computer and searched for the song that had made Fiona Apple famous back in the day: “Criminal”. As soon as the bass guitar and drums started marking the rhythm, Tony felt the onset of nausea, but he was not overwhelmed by it. He did not allow himself to be. He wanted to discover, to know who had given Sibylle that damned picture and why. He used the music and his nausea to recall faces, circumstances, words. The click-clack of his keyboard, the smell of stale coffee and Jim Beam.

			Sole delle Alpi.

			How long had this adventure of sorts lasted? A month? Two? The newspaper had closed down in 2001 and there was a temping agency in its stead. The only member of staff Tony had (despite himself) got on with back then was that oversized braggart called Michele Milani, the paper’s photographer. And although that damned snapshot had been taken by Milani, Tony ruled him out of his list of suspects. He had attended his funeral in 2008. He had placed a bottle of bourbon next to his headstone, certain that the loquacious bastard would have appreciated the gesture.

			But then who had given Sybille the photograph? A nasty piece of work, Tony thought. Someone so resentful and shameless as to keep it for two decades without—

			Giò.

			Giovanna Innocenzi. High cheekbones, square bob and a fondness for black clothes. An arrogant sneer during even the worst tragedies. Giò, the queen of crime news. Giò, the queen of gossip. Or, as Michele Milani had rechristened her, Giò, the grand duchess of the kingdom of bullshit.

			Giò, who . . .

			The St Bernard put his massive head on his thighs.

			“I agree, Freddy: it’s a really bad idea.”

		

	
		
			Two

			1.

			It was five in the afternoon, and by the time Sybille had finished her shift the thermometer hanging on the door of the Black Hat was showing twenty-nine degrees. Aunt Helga always said that the hottest summer had been in ’81, but Sib had trouble believing it. She could almost feel the heat of the asphalt through the soles of her shoes.

			Still, if the temperature had risen that high in Kreuzwirt, at an altitude of 1,200 metres, then in Bolzano, perched at the bottom of a valley that was not even 300 metres above sea level, Tony was bound to be swimming in a putrid stock of mugginess and sweat.

			Small consolation, as well as brief. The journalist in black had revealed that Carcano’s books sold well (“the world is full of frustrated housewives to fleece”), so Tony most likely had air conditioning – that worked, unlike the unit Oskar would get around to fixing at some point. Or the non-existent one in Erika’s house, where Sib lived.

			Tony . . .

			Sibylle could not get the expression in his eyes when she had slapped him out of her mind. Astonishment? Guilt? She was almost certain it was fear. But of what? Of the arsehole slasher she kept in plain sight in her back pocket, because that was the area the Black Hat creeps aimed for when she was in the vicinity? Perhaps. That was what the arsehole slasher was for.

			Except that Tony had not given her the impression that he was a wimp. Rather, he seemed like one of those rubber-coated gadgets that look like toys at first sight but actually conceal metal innards. As though the scruffy jeans, cheap T-shirt and dog on a lead were just a screen on which to project a film so pedestrian that it was suspect. A wall masking a ditch.

			But to shield himself from what?

			Sibylle did not know, and after the scene in the apple orchard she probably never would. And this, in addition to the heat, and what had been happening to her since Perkman’s funeral – the anonymous envelope, the nights spent tossing and turning under her sheets and all the rest – made her feel on edge.

			Because Sib had not left Kreuzwirt to schlep a hundred kilometres of twisting, turning roads just to wallop (and a nice hard wallop it had been, she had to admit) a guy who made a living selling sentimental doorstops. Seeing how much petrol the Yamaha guzzled down, it would not have been worth it. No, Sibylle had wasted time and petrol so she could actually speak to Tony.

			Shake hands, introduce herself, show him the picture of Erika by the lake, and ask him about it.

			Listen to his answer.

			But when did Sib ever manage to stick to a plan? Never – that was the point. Because she was impulsive. Because at the most inappropriate moments the side of her that Aunt Helga had christened Sibby Longstocking would rear its head, and whenever Sibby Longstocking stuck her oar in everything went pear-shaped. You could bet on it.

			Sibby Longstocking never held her tongue and was always sticking her nose in business best stayed clear of. And that morning, when she had found herself in front of the man who, twenty years earlier, had laughed next to Erika’s body, Sibby Longstocking had the brilliant idea of slapping him, irretrievably sabotaging one of the most promising chances she had ever had to discover what happened to Erika on the night of March 21, 1999.

			Just remembering it made Sibylle furious. With Sibby Longstocking and with herself. With the whole world. And Erika. Especially with Erika.

			Erika ruins your life. Erika brings trouble. “Erika’s coming to get you,” as the Kreuzwirt children would say when they did not know she was listening. Sib had grown up with that bullshit. In spite of that bullshit.

			“Shit!” she said out loud.

			And not because putting on the biker jumpsuit she usually wore when she wanted (or needed) to rock out with her Yamaha down dirt roads and paths for a while had been like plunging into a bath of boiling water, but because, until the day of Friedrich Perkman’s funeral, Sibylle had been stupid enough to believe everything she had been told: unlucky Erika, gentle-hearted Erika.

			On June 8, while her fellow townspeople and the crowned heads of the Autonome Provinz were paying their final respects to Friedrich Perkman, somebody (Sibylle still did not know who, and if she was clever she would stop wondering) had left a photograph in her letterbox.

			Not the Polaroid the journalist in black had given her – the one with Erika under the sheet and Tony smiling. The other one. The impossible one.

			The one with the hummingbird smile.

			The photo that said: Did you really believe it? Remove the word “suicide”. Replace it with “murder”. See how that sounds.

			From that day forward, Sib had stopped sleeping and started asking questions. Discreetly. Although she suspected not discreetly enough. Judging by some of the looks she thought she got, at least. But maybe it was just paranoia. Another gift from Erika: Sibylle was growing paranoid. Because the picture of Erika, the lake and the hummingbird smile, the picture she had not yet had the courage to show to a soul (not even Aunt Helga) had opened her eyes.

			Something about Erika’s death did not add up. And the deeper Sib dug, the more connections, contradictions and coincidences emerged to obsess her and persuade her more and more that she had not gone mad. Not at all.

			Erika had not committed suicide.

			Erika had been murdered.

			Once again: “Shit.”

			Sibylle put on the helmet and stepped on the gas. The Yamaha roared.

			A few heads turned towards her from behind the windows of the dance hall. Sib only failed to show them the middle finger because she had already darted away. She needed air. To race. Just that. Speed had the power to clear her head. And adrenaline to calm her down.

			Sibby Longstocking never shut up, never managed to stick to a plan of any kind and was a disaster when dealing with writers and St Bernards, but she could ride the Yamaha like the very devil.

			She left Kreuzwirt, turned off the asphalt road and slipped onto the narrow dirt tracks between the trees, the ones which, before the sawmill went bankrupt, had carried the woodcutters in their jeeps, and which only a lunatic would have considered mapping. Left the stench of peat bog behind her and plunged deep into the forest, going even faster, dodging branches, taking flight whenever the bumps on the track allowed it, ignoring rocks, downshifting and smiling.

			It was working.

			It always worked.

			It worked again that afternoon, until something large, red and nasty cut her off.

		

	
		
			Three

			1.

			Finding Giò had been a piece of cake – she was listed in the directory. But getting on a bicycle in the thirty-nine degrees in which the city was floating (“And it doesn’t look like it’s about to drop!” Signora Marchetti, his neighbour, had chirped in the strange tone halfway between triumph and ferocity that some elderly people use for bad news) and reaching her front door had represented a Herculean task.

			Ringing the bell, accepting a coffee and enduring barbs about writers who sold detritus they passed off as caviar had been excruciating.

			Getting immortalised by signing a copy of A Kiss at the End of Days, his latest novel, and imagining the comments on the gossip website (Giò called it “alternative information” and he had to put up with that, too) that had given Giò a new lease of life after she was let go as editor-in-chief of Sole delle Alpi’s crime section, had proved such a gruelling test to his nervous system that, once the meeting was over, the scorching outside air had seemed as fresh and rejuvenating as a spring breeze.

			In summary: Sole delle Alpi no longer existed, Michele Milani was dead and buried and Fiona Apple had vanished from radio schedules, but Bloody Giò was still exactly as he remembered her. Worse than ever, perhaps. And to think that some people had the nerve to call him a misanthrope.

			Still, it had not been a waste of time.

			Pedalling down the streets, deserted because of the heat, bathing in sweat, thinking about what Giò had revealed between drops of poison, Tony reached the conclusion that, whether he liked it or not, there was only one thing to do: go to Kreuzwirt. In person. He owed it to Erika. And Sibylle. And to himself.

			Unfortunately, he realised, there was only one correct way to return to that place.

			And so, less than half an hour later, both dog and owner were standing in the car park under the Eurospar supermarket in Via Resia, Freddy slobbering on the concrete that stank of damp and sewage, Tony looking askance at the rolling shutter of the garage, thinking he was about to break the oath he had faithfully kept for twelve years. The St Bernard gave him an impatient tap with his paw and Tony smiled.

			Pinocchio had the Talking Cricket, he thought, wiping the sweat from his forehead, and I have a fat St Bernard. It could be worse. Peter Pan got lumbered with Tinker Bell.

			Tony pushed the key into the lock and gave the door a tug. The hinges squeaked, the shutter vibrated and a few specks of rust drifted down to the ground. Freddy sniffed them and vanished into the darkness, which smelled of mould, dust and engine oil.

			The light switch was still where Tony remembered it, to his left. The strip lights flickered. Happy, Freddy wagged his tail. He liked cars, while Tony preferred bicycles. Still, even he had to admit that this car was quite a sight. Not just any Mustang, but a bottle-green Fastback like the one Steve McQueen drove in Bullitt. A 428 engine with 335 horsepower. Faithful in every detail except one: there were no CD players in 1968. “Sacrilege!” the Californian engineer from whom Tony had ordered it had protested on the phone. An insult. Why ruin such a jewel? An astronomical bonus had silenced his objections.

			Tony sat behind the wheel, wondering (partly in hope) if the years the Mustang had spent down there had turned it into an expensive ornament.

			But the engine started at the first attempt, and Tony realised that there would be no easy way out of this.

			2.

			If you cannot prevent contact, then go with the fall. That was what Lucky Willy had told Sib when she had persuaded him to teach her to drive. If you have to fall, then do it well.

			Sibylle let go of the handlebars, abandoned the motorbike to its fate, let herself go and prepared to become a spring. That was the trick. Fly and roll. In that order.

			Springs bounce from side to side, collide with walls, and if you throw them from a plane they survive. Springs don’t absorb the shock because springs are clever. They draw energy from the collision and use it. Act like a spring and you’ll survive.

			But remember one thing: this little trick works only if you’re not about to slam into a brick wall at the speed of light. In that case, springlike or not, get ready to meet your ancestors. So best not to, don’t you think?

			Sib was not heading for a brick wall or going (too) fast, so she followed Lucky Willy’s instructions. Fly and roll.

			Only, Lucky Willy had not told her it would hurt. Like hell.

			While the Enduro went crashing against the trunk of a fir with a spatter of metal, plastic and bark, Sibylle saw the world beyond the visor of her helmet become a green-and-black kaleidoscope, felt a sharp pain in her hip and arm, and an even sharper pain in her shoulder. She closed her eyes, opening them again to find the world had settled into a screen of fir branches and sky.

			Almost immediately afterwards, the fir branches and the sky were hidden by something Sib was unable to make out except in fragments. Bloodshot eyes. Gappy front teeth. A dimple on the chin. The arsehole from the red pickup, she figured.

			Hunched over her, the guy kept repeating, “You alive? You OK? You alive? You OK?”

			Sib ignored him.

			She could move her head, which was good news. What about the rest? She tried her feet and legs. They were still there. Her arms also responded to her commands.

			Hooray for Lucky Willy.

			The guy would not stop yapping. Sibylle raised her hand to make him shut up.

			“I’m alive,” she grumbled. “I’m OK. Let me catch my breath, will you?”

			She forced herself to sit up, removed her helmet and unzipped her biker suit. She breathed in air that smelled of pine, then stood up. A huge effort, with an unpredictable outcome.

			“Sure you don’t want a doctor?”

			“I’m . . .”

			A lie.

			Sib leaned forward, her hands on her thighs and hair over her face, mouth wide open. Another thing Lucky Willy had forgotten to tell her. The panic, the shock. There was not a single cell in her body that was not quaking.

			Breathe in, breathe out. Repeat. And once more.

			Breathe in, breathe out. Repeat.

			Gradually, the trembling stopped.

			“My motorbike,” she said, wheezing, still unable to raise her head. “Is it in bad shape?”

			She heard the guy walk around the pickup. He let out a low whistle.

			“I know someone in Brixen. I can call him. A mechanic. He’s very—”

			“Is it a write-off?”

			The sound of a lighter, the stench of a cigarette. No reply.

			Sibylle worked up the courage to see for herself. She leaned on the bonnet of the pickup so as not to lose her balance. She was walking as though she had only learned to do it a couple of days ago.

			The Yamaha was a wreck. Sib approached the carcass of the motorcycle. All that saving. All that work. She shook her head and sniffed. She hated crying. Especially when someone was watching.

			Sibby Longstocking rushed to her help.

			She pushed back her tears and started kicking what was left of the Enduro.

			“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” She turned on the guy who had cut her off. “Do you realise you could have killed me? Where were you looking? What—?”

			Suddenly, the details Sib had made out only in fragments, like the gap between the front teeth, the monotonous voice, the wide forehead and the broad shoulders, turned into a single, coherent picture. Sibylle’s hand quickly reached around to the back pocket of the biker suit.

			“Keep away from me, OK?”

			Her hand grabbed at nothing.

			She’d lost the arsehole slasher.

			3.

			Freddy was slobbering with his mouth open, happily mauling the air coming in through the window. Tony kept his eyes on the road, the speedometer hovering just below the limit. He was remembering a game he and his dad would play on Sundays after dinner, when his father was not in a foul mood or doing a shift at the steelworks.

			This is how it went: Tony would spread the road map out on the table while his father closed his eyes (don’t cheat, Papà), lit an MS and waited for his son to say the name of a locality, however tiny, as long as it was within the provincial boundaries. Then, tracing invisible lines with his free hand, his father would tell him how to get there.

			He never made a mistake.

			Kreuzwirt? Easy-peasy. It’s a hundred – a hundred and twenty kilo­metres away. Only let’s not take the A22 because motorways are for tourists or people in a rush. Bolzano, northbound. Take the SS49, past Brixen and Vahrn. Shortly afterwards, come off the SS12 and take the SS49, which becomes the SP40 and then the SP97 until Bruneck, where it swerves and becomes a three-digit SS, the SS621 that leads you to Sand in Taufers, with its nice castle perched over the village. Keep going east and get ready to get off the SS621 and take the SS621-K.

			The K is an alternative route that takes you straight to the ninth and smallest community district in Alto Adige (in the stifling present, Tony listed the other eight: Bolzano, Burggrafenamt, Überetsch-Unterland, Salten-Schlern, Eisacktal, Pustertal, Vinschgau, Wipptal – funny how some things remained etched in your mind), and it’s not easy to spot, so keep your eyes open.

			The K alternative. Don’t forget. At this stage, once you can smell the peat bog, the Tote Mose . . .

			Tote Mose. Dead Moses. But, after what happened to Erika, some joker had mangled its name. From Tote Mose to Tote Möse.

			Dead pussy.

			Tony sighed.

			. . . here you are in Kreuzwirt. Only, tell me something. What the hell are you going there for? It’s the only village in the whole of Alto Adige without a church. Actually, it’s the only one in the whole of Italy not to have one. Besides, don’t you know it’s full of bloody Krauts and arseholes in general?

			Under the signpost marking the entrance to the administrative territory of the town of Kreuzwirt, somebody had glued a sticker that said:

			südtirol ist nicht italien

			Alto Adige is not Italy.

			Tony would have gladly done without it.

			4.

			The man extinguished his cigarette, crumpled it with his calloused fingertips and threw it far away.

			“Fancy a lift home, honey?”

			“Fuck off.”

			The man who had just narrowly missed dispatching her to the Otherworld was not just a random stranger. His name was Rudi Brugger, and Sibylle had seen him countless times at the Black Hat. Rudi, the custodian of Krotn Villa. Toad Villa. The Perkman villa.

			Though “custodian” didn’t really cover what Rudi did for the Perkman family. Sure, he trimmed hedges, repaired gutters and placed deterrents to stop foxes from crossing the boundaries of the property. But, above all, Rudi solved problems. That was what Lucky Willy had once revealed to her.

			Keep away from him. He can be a good laugh when he wants to be, but as soon as Karin Perkman snaps her fingers . . .

			Not that the Perkmans had that many problems. Nobody in Kreuzwirt would ever speak badly of them, let alone do anything to cross them. The Perkmans had saved the town when the sawmill closed down. They gave work to anyone who came knocking at their door and shielded the valley from rowdy waves of tourists. Good people, everyone said. Generous.

			The Perkmans. Who, as soon as Sib began asking questions about Erika’s death, had sent Rudi.

			Sibylle prepared to fight.

			Rudi winked at her. A “you and I understand each other, honey” kind of wink.

			Sibylle set herself to dart away.

			Without dropping his odious little smile, Rudi walked heavily back to the pickup, sat behind the wheel, reversed back onto the dirt road and vanished in the direction of the town.

			Mission accomplished. Message delivered.

			Sibylle had just discovered that she was a problem for the Perkman family. At the expense of her Yamaha. She collapsed on the ground and allowed herself a scream.

			Just one, but a very, very long one.

		

	
		
			Four

			1.

			When the sharp peaks of the Rieserferner Group began to conceal the sun, as the gradually cooling air came alive with exciting sounds (buzzing, whistling, mewing, croaking, rustling and all kinds of calling), Freddy saw the young female human (young and very frightened, judging by the scent of her sweat) who had sent their routine belly up that morning.

			He watched Tony approach the wreck the young woman was dragging and try to take it off her, noticing also how she angrily pushed him away.

			Then, just when the St Bernard thought it would be nice to at least try to catch one of the exquisite bats that were starting to circle not far away from his nose, Sibylle opened her front door, Tony followed her in, and Freddy was forced to go after him.

			The two humans began to talk, although Freddy wouldn’t hear much of their conversation, because he was fast asleep within ten minutes.

		

	
		
			Five

			1.

			Erika had come back. As though she’d had second thoughts.

			On the evening of the Maturaball, Erika had said goodbye, kissed her little girl on the forehead, left, then come back. Come back and knocked on the front door, even though she had the bunch of keys in her diamanté clutch bag.

			It was this detail that would fill Aunt Helga with remorse. If only she had realised. If only she had sensed it. But how could she have?

			The clutch bag had been a gift from Oskar. Inside it, Erika had found two fifty-thousand-lire notes and a message: We are proud of you! Moved, she had wiped away a few tears and hugged Oskar, practically crushing him.

			But Erika had not tried to return the money, because she knew she needed it. Sibylle was a darling, but, naughty or nice, children cost a great deal.

			Just like the dress for the Maturaball that Helga had insisted on paying for out of her own pocket.

			Up until the very last minute, Erika could not make up her mind between red and black. In the end, she had gone for red, and Aunt Helga agreed. It was a provocative, daring, sexy dress. In other words, it suited her to perfection. And even though on the evening of the 21st, while her aunt was helping her do her hair, Erika had done nothing but complain about it making her look like a surfboard (leading Aunt Helga to point out that, though her mother had certainly not had a dairy up front, it had not prevented half of Kreuzwirt’s young men from courting her), Helga knew that Erika was excited about the dress. And about the Maturaball. And life. Things were improving, or so she thought.

			After all, Erika had come back. She had waited for Helga to get up from the sofa, place the baby in the cradle and open the door. Then – and this, too, would torment Aunt Helga for years, in her waking moments as well as in her dreams, when she would relive that terrible moment – Erika had smiled and given her a caress.

			“I forgot to tell you how much I love you.”

			“I love you, too. Are you sure you’re not cold?”

			“No, I’m fine like this.”

			And Aunt Helga had closed the door.

			2.

			Instead of walking out of their driveway, turning right and going down to the Black Hat to meet Karin, Betta and Gabriel as arranged, Erika had turned left. Towards the forest. Wearing pumps which, by the time she had left the carriageway and slipped down a path, were all splattered with mud.

			One of them, the left one to be precise, would be found the following day by a volunteer, about a kilometre from the lake, immersed in a puddle more or less at the spot where the forest gave way to the peat bog. Erika had lost it and hadn’t bothered looking for it. And why should she?

			It would be no use where she was going.

			The lake might have had a name on the map but for Kreuzwirt residents it was simply “the lake”. In late March, its waters were usually coated with ice. But the winter of 1999 had been oddly mild. The Föhn had blown relentlessly throughout January and February, preventing the snow from settling. It was around fifteen degrees at that time of the evening. Way above average. That was why Erika left the house with just a thin cardigan over her shoulders and nothing heavier. That was why there was no ice to stop her from doing what she did.

			Erika stepped into the water. It reached up to her ankles. Then her calves. Then her knees. Few people in Kreuzwirt went swimming in the lake. Not just because of the foxes that infested the area, or the insects, or the peat bog with its less-than-appealing smell, but because everybody knew that the lake was deep and dangerous. Those who had gone in, perhaps to cool off in the summer heat, spoke of a sudden drop about a metre from the shore. Beyond that point it was like falling into a well. Erika went past it.

			The cold water did the rest.

			3.

			When, at 4 a.m. on March 22, while taking one of the frequent strolls imposed on him by his insomnia, Dr Horst saw her floating face down, he knew immediately that he had found a dead body. Even so, he pulled off his jacket and rushed into the water. A heroic act, everyone said.

			With some difficulty, since in 1999 he was fifty-two years old and not exactly fit, the doctor brought Erika back to shore, checked her pulse just to be certain, then used his mobile to call the carabinieri.

			The nearest barracks were in Sand in Taufers, about thirty kilometres away. The carabinieri took an age to arrive, but it did not occur to Horst even for a second to leave Erika alone in the peat bog.

			The possibility that his wet clothes could consign him to a quick death from hypothermia did not cross his mind. He stayed by the water’s edge, pacing up and down, teeth chattering, his arms tight against his chest, looking at the young woman’s face, her hair spread over the mud, wondering why the hell a girl like her – why . . .?

			The carabinieri reached him half an hour later, equipped with torches and questions.

			Although the Maturaball had officially ended at 1 a.m. with “Love Hurts” by Nazareth, which had allowed the couples to snog without any embarrassment in the drizzle that had started to fall over Kreuzwirt at that very moment, there were still many young people out and about when the beacons on the jeeps lit up the town’s main street.

			Word quickly got around. Spooky Erika was dead.

			4.

			“Then the reporters arrived.”

			Sib looked at him with her focused large blue eyes, tapped on the picture of him smiling next to Erika’s body and crossed her arms.

			It was his turn to speak now.

			Tony sighed. He had got the Mustang out for this, so why beat about the bush?

			“1999 was the year of the forklift.”

		

	
		
			Six

			1.

			One of Tony’s father’s colleagues was retiring in December, and Giuseppe Carcano was not one to miss such a golden opportunity. Shaking hands here and buying drinks there, he extracted a promise that, if his son were able to drive a forklift by Christmas, the position would be his.

			“It’s a real job with real wages,” he told Tony. “All you have to do is enrol in the course, learn to drive one of those old bangers and you’ll have food on your table for the rest of your life.”

			Tony tried to object. “They’re saying the steelworks are going to close down. They’re saying they can’t keep up with China and India.”

			Many families in the area had lost their income overnight. China and India were producing three times the amount of steel at half the price. As a result, the streets of the Shanghai district were suddenly filled with ghosts.

			And the bars with zombies.

			“Fuck that,” his father snarled, upset. “You know what they pay workers over there? Fucking globalisation. I’m telling you, it’s a con. But the steelworks aren’t going to close. It’s just a phase. You know when the Indians and the Chinese will start producing the same quality steel as us? When Krauts stop tossing their crap into our district.”

			In other words, never, as far as Giuseppe Carcano was concerned. Still, instead of launching full-on into one of his rants, he smiled. “Look, you’re very lucky. You won’t even have to go anywhere near the furnace. Dump your gig at the paper. I’m offering you a real job. A man’s job.”

			A gig.

			It was not yet a month since Tony had walked through the door of the editorial office of Sole delle Alpi, introduced himself and said he wanted to learn the trade. Become a journalist. Tony was not sure why he had done it. Maybe so he could change the world. Or maybe to piss his father off. Or both.

			His first article was about the Kurtatsch cherry festival. A hundred and fifty words. He had paid the bus fare there out of his own pocket. His second covered the chess tournament in Oberau, the district on the other side of the river Eisack from Shanghai. Tony had cycled there. Two hundred words and the honour of a credit. Well, actually just his initials, “A. C.”, but his mother was so pleased she cut out the piece and put it in her wallet so she could always have it with her.

			As for his father . . .

			“If you really believe this is your future,” he said, “then go ahead. Starting today I want you to pay your mother one third of the rent. How much do they pay you, Tonino?”

			Hit and sunk. Nobody at Sole delle Alpi had ever mentioned payment.

			Tony did not even have a name among the editorial staff. Except for . . .

		

	
		
			Seven

			1.

			“Hey, newbie!”

			March 22, 1999, 8 a.m.

			Milani had a broad smile on his face as he announced, “There’s a body in Kreuzwirt. Shall we go?”

			“What about Giò?”

			Milani lit a cigarette. “She’s not picking up. It’s your big chance . . .”

			Milani’s car was a mess. Papers, empty bottles and cans, pages from newspapers, receipts, porn magazines and ash – ash everywhere.

			“All we know for now is that her name was Erika. Maybe a suicide. But if you’re lucky it was murder. How old are you?”

			“Twenty next May.”

			“You know what would be a real kick-start to your career? Murdered and raped. In that order. A fucking necrophiliac. Now that’s what you need to bump up circulation. Ideally a serial killer. People drool over serial killers. And terrorists. Same thing, anyway, but without the imagination, don’t you think? Back in ’88 you were a little runt who didn’t know shit, but I was around. Ein Tirol. I loved the bastards. Bombs, flyers, anonymous phone calls, police trying to be reassuring while politicians were shitting themselves, and vice versa. The riots. Our sales spiked like never before. And bear in mind that Sole was founded in ’54.”

			Tony was nine years old in ’88 but, despite what the photographer Milani apparently thought, he remembered quite a bit. The helicopters, the police vans, the swastika painted on the school gate that made the teacher cry. The drug addicts. His father’s clenched fists. His mother’s red eyes. For Tony, Shanghai would always be that. A district where fathers always walked around with clenched fists and mothers always had red eyes.

			“Shouldn’t Giò write the piece?”

			Milani, who was easing the Citroën between two carabinieri cars, braked abruptly.

			“Can you write your name without making a mistake? As far as I’m concerned, that’s all you need to knock an article together. Or are you chickening out?”

			“Giò’s—”

			“Wake up, newbie,” Milani said while grabbing lenses and crammed bags from the back seat. “You know why Giò always manages to beat the competition?”

			“Because she’s good?”

			Milani gave him a menacing look. “Or because she’s screwing someone, maybe a magistrate, maybe a very married, very influential magistrate who gives her a lead in exchange for a quick fuck. You’ve clearly got a lot to learn.”

			They advanced into the forest. Then into the peat bog. Soon, Tony was splattered in mud up to his knees. In the pocket of his jeans, he had the Moleskine he had bought himself to look sharp. He took it out, worried it might get wet, and discovered he had left his pen at home.

			“Look, isn’t that wonderful?”

			The lake was glistening in the crisp air of that March morning, but it was not the lake the photographer was referring to. From the top of the small hill where they were standing, Milani and Tony could see the carabinieri talking among themselves and, in particular, the sheet from under which hair was spilling out.

			It was the first time Tony had seen a dead body.

			“Raped and murdered. Shall we bet a beer on it?”

			“I don’t drink. And I don’t gamble,” Tony replied. “Why do you say raped and murdered?”

			“I swear I’ll make a man of you sooner or later. Did you see the banner as we drove through the town? Maturaball. Do you know what a Maturaball is?”

			Tony knew, though he’d never had anything to do with one. No Italian ever attended a Maturaball. And it was not the usual issue of bloody Krauts, who called Italians “shitty Walscher” and everyone else “manure”.

			The Maturaball was a party to celebrate graduation, but only in German schools (in Alto Adige, schools were strictly divided into Italian and German ones – how could they keep the fields in the province nice and glowing green without a sustainable and constant source of excrement?).

			Except that the Maturaball took place before the final exams, something no sane Italian would ever dream of. It would be like appearing before Professore Tamanini (Tony’s nightmare teacher) for the written maths test after breaking a hundred mirrors or testing a ski track while carrying a litter of black cats.

			No, thanks.

			“Sex and alcohol. That’s what a Maturaball is about. Maybe the little tart agrees to slink away with a boyfriend, he cops a feel but she’s not ready, so – are you taking notes?”

			Tony looked around. “Doesn’t look like an ideal place for slinking away, does it?”

			“And how would you know what goes on in the minds of those fucking Krauts?” Milani put the bags down on the ground and sneered. “You’ve got a lot to learn and that’s what I’m here for. Ready? Do you know what a real journalist with balls to spare would do with a shrinking violet like you? One of those real journalists with integrity who aren’t afraid to get their hands dirty?”

			The photographer gave Tony such a powerful shove that he flew down the hill. By the end of his involuntary run, caked in mud from top to toe, the revolting taste of peat bog in his mouth, Tony was well past the carabinieri cordon. Next to the sheet. Face to face with the body. Eye to eye. And he realised that it was not a body.

			It was a young woman. A . . . sad young woman. Frightened. Calm. Terrified. Radiant. Upset. Carefree. Happy. In love. Angry.

			Alive.

			Tony heard Milani’s voice calling him. Dazed and bewildered by what he had read in the young woman’s eyes (Erika, her name is Erika, it’s not a body, it’s a young woman called Erika who, until a few hours ago, was like me, breathing, dreaming, alive), he turned towards him. And when the photographer framed him with his Nikon and shouted “Smile!” at him – just as a carabiniere was saying, “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, you arsehole?” – Tony smiled.

			2.

			Because when someone hands you an envelope, you take it. And when someone tells you to smile, you . . .

		

	
		
			Eight

			1.

			The one Sib had called “Erika’s house” was on the fringes of Kreuzwirt. To reach it you had to drive across the town and follow a gravel path. There were blackberry bushes all around it, which Freddy had immediately liked.

			It was also the only house in Kreuzwirt with no geraniums at the windows. Maybe Sibylle didn’t have green fingers. Or maybe she didn’t have time. Or couldn’t care less about geraniums. After all, at least blackberries are edible.

			The interior was furnished plainly. And it was a dreadful mess – an artistic kind of mess, as Tony would have described it. Books, magazines and DVDs stacked up all over the place. But no Vanity Fair or Elle for Sib. Only journals about mechanics.

			A Black Sabbath poster, with Jimmy Page sneering at Les Paul. Just a few photographs. Sibylle as a child. Sibylle as a teenager. Not a single one of Erika.

			Sib invited him to sit down on a wobbly armchair, in an open plan room with the kitchen in the corner. A clock shaped like a cat was beating time. The cat was called Felix, and had the same expression as Jimmy Page.

			Tony cleared his throat. “Now if you don’t mind,” he said, “rewind and give me a summary of the previous episodes.”

			“How I found you? How I found the picture?”

			“Two questions and a single answer: Giò. The only person who could have given you both the photo and a lead on where and when to find me without—”

			“Witnesses?” Sibylle said, pointing at his nose and immediately regretting it.

			“Distractions,” he said, correcting her, with a half-smile. “Hardly an impossible task. I’ve always been a creature of habit.”

			“Walking Freddy. The same streets, the same time, like a Swiss watch. Giò used the expression ‘dead boring’.” Sibylle crossed her legs. “At this point, I imagine it’s easy to work out how I got to Giò.”

			“You imagine correctly. You dug up the old papers. The only one that went beyond a polite mention was Sole delle Alpi. Two articles signed ‘A. C.’ The first, three thousand words, the second, two thousand. Since you didn’t know who the mysterious ‘A. C.’ was, you looked for the crime editor at the time, Giovanna Innocenzi, and Giò isn’t exactly what you’d describe as a lover of anonymity. It took me less than a minute to track her down.”

			“And three hours for her to get to the point. Your books. Your success. Sarcasm, sarcasm, sarcasm. And the nickname she pinned on you back in March ’99,” Sibylle said, absent-mindedly massaging her sore shoulder. “Explain that to me.”

			Tony leaned against the back of the armchair and clenched his fists. When he noticed Sib staring at them, he forced himself to relax, with an embarrassed grimace.

			“‘The Recommended One.’ In the days following Erika’s death, Giò stopped calling me ‘newbie’ and started calling me that instead. She did it again today, you know? Like some kind of comradely joke.”
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