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PART ONE

 A LONG, STRANGE DAY IN FLORENCE

1 October 1999
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7 a.m.: Michele Ferrara’s apartment 
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That morning, Florence had woken up twice: from a night’s sleep, and from the sluggishness of a summer that had been too hot and too long.

Chief Superintendent Ferrara looked out at the city from his terrace overlooking the Lungarno degli Acciaioli. He had just finished reading the newspapers. Even the news seemed to echo the morning’s good mood: the Pope had declared that sexual intercourse encourages the growth of tumours. That was sure to delight his incorrigible friend Massimo Verga, who would see it as yet more evidence of how right he was to be an atheist. Meanwhile, in Granada, Spain, it had been established that Italian women, with a life expectancy of eighty-two or eighty-three, were second only to Japanese women for longevity. Petra, his wife - German by an accident of birth but Italian by her choice of husband, as she often said with a self-satisfied air - would smile about that when he read her the article in a little while over tea.

Right now, Michele was enjoying the breeze and watching the Ponte Vecchio slowly fill with people. Petra was still inside the apartment, because she’d had to answer a phone call, but the table was already beautifully laid.

Breakfast was almost a sacred ritual in the Ferrara household, perhaps because it was the only meal husband and wife always ate together. As a tribute to Petra’s Teutonic origins, it was a big, hearty breakfast, a real German breakfast, but one  that the Germans could only dream about. The cold meats were Tuscan, the olives Sicilian and even the strudel, which Petra ordered from the pastry shop in the Piazza Beccaria, was much better than anything you could find in her native city. A judgement confirmed by her parents, who often came to visit them, either because they missed their daughter or because they couldn’t resist the charms of Florence.

Weather permitting, they always ate on the terrace, which Petra had transformed into a garden. This morning, it was full of the scents of jasmine, lavender and rosemary. Drifting from the stereo speakers was the muted sound of Tosca cursing Scarpia.

‘Guess who that was?’ Petra said cheerfully, appearing at last with a steaming teapot.

‘Your Mutti?’ Ferrara asked, with a touch of irony in his voice: his in-laws had only left a few days earlier, and had been on the phone for more than an hour the night before.

‘The tombeur,’ Petra replied. ‘He wants to know if you can drop in and see him. He’s got a surprise for us.’

The ladies’ man - Petra also called him Peter Pan because of his stubborn determination, common to all Casanovas, to never grow up - was Michele Ferrara’s best friend, Massimo Verga. A Sicilian like Ferrara, he owned a big bookshop in the Via Tornabuoni. They had been school friends, then Massimo had decided to study philosophy at university while Ferrara had opted for law. It had actually been Massimo who had introduced Michele and Petra. Massimo had been madly in love with her, but in the end she had chosen Ferrara. The two of them had then drifted apart, until they had met again by chance in Florence, where fate had somehow brought both of them. Once their old friendship had resumed, Massimo had made it a point of honour to rescue Michele from the pit of barren ignorance into which, in his opinion, the study of law and his career as a policeman had cast him.

It was Massimo, too, who had introduced them to the pleasures of opera. Neither Ferrara nor his wife was a real connoisseur like Massimo, and they never would be. To them, opera was something purely emotional, and they kept up with it whenever they could. They were as passionate about it as their grandparents and great-grandparents had been in the days when opera was a popular art, like melodrama, and seemed to touch people’s lives directly; the days when film and TV had not yet entered the lives of Italians. In the Ferrara household, in any case, the TV set was little more than a piece of furniture to be dusted. Even the news they preferred to hear on the radio.

Where Ferrara invariably disappointed Massimo, however, was when it came to books. It wasn’t that he disliked books - on the contrary. He just didn’t have time to read, he’d always say.

Ferrara looked at his watch. ‘I can’t make it right now. Maybe I’ll drop in on him around midday. Will you remember to get the mushrooms? I should be home for lunch today.’

‘How could I forget?’ she said, laughing. ‘Chief Superintendent Ferrara coming home for lunch is quite an event!’

She sent him off after breakfast with a kiss on his forehead.




8.56 a.m.: Santa Maria Novella station 
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The Eurostar 9425, due to arrive at 8.46, pulled into the station ten minutes late.

Valentina Preti got off the train and headed straight for the Tourist Information office. She was in a hurry.

As she passed a group of three young idlers, one of them called out, ‘Oh schönes Fräulein, if you want to wash your clothes in the Arno, I’ll help you take them off, no problem!’

All three laughed.

‘Go fuck yourselves!’ she snapped back with a malicious smile, leaving them stunned.

She was used to hearing remarks like that - she’d heard a lot worse. And she was used to being taken for a foreigner. In Bologna, where she had been living for four years, it happened all the time.

Born in San Vigilio di Marebbe, in Alto Adige, where her parents owned a hotel, Valentina was tall, slim and athletic, distinctly Nordic in appearance. She wore her wavy blonde hair short, in a gamine cut: today, it peeped out slyly from under the bright orange and purple scarf she had tied into a bandana. She had clean, regular features, and although she wore a little make-up she did not really need it. Her clear skin was dotted with small freckles at the sides of the straight, thin nose, her green-grey eyes were slightly upturned, and her small, soft, slightly protuberant lips had that hint of a pout that men like so much. She was wearing tight-fitting jeans, a purple blouse and an Indian silk waistcoat.

There was a queue at the Information office, and she had to wait.

From time to time, she looked nervously at her watch.

‘How do I get to Greve in Chianti?’ she asked when she finally reached the front of the queue.

‘There’s a bus about once an hour,’ the girl behind the desk replied. ‘The bus station is on your right as you go out, in the Via Santa Caterina da Siena.’

‘How about the university?’

‘Here in Florence?’

‘Yes, the faculty of letters and philosophy.’

‘Just a moment, let me have a look.’

As Valentina left the station, she looked at her watch again. 9.25. Too late. Better take a taxi, she could still afford it.




10 a.m.: Police Headquarters 
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In the offices of the Squadra Mobile on the first floor of Police Headquarters in the Via Zara, Ferrara had summoned five of his men for a meeting.

They sat around the table opposite his desk: Gianni Ascalchi, a young superintendent with a pleasantly grumpy expression, recently transferred from Rome; Superintendent Francesco Rizzo, Ferrara’s deputy to all intents and purposes; Violante, the oldest of the chief inspectors, deaf in one ear, nearing retirement age and not greatly respected by his colleagues; Inspector Antonio Sergi, known as Serpico because of his resemblance to the Al Pacino character; and finally, Inspector Riccardo Venturi, who had been in the Squad the longest and remembered everything.

Ferrara kicked off proceedings. ‘Are we ready for Sunday? There’s always trouble when Roma are visiting, and we’ll be dealing with two lots of supporters who can’t stand the sight of each other. The Commissioner’s afraid there might be trouble at the stadium, especially if Fiorentina lose.’

‘What do you mean, if they lose?’ The ironic comment came from Ascalchi, already known as ‘the Roman’ because of his strong accent. ‘They’ll lose, chief, they’ll lose. We’re the better team!’

Rizzo, a Sicilian like Ferrara, shot him an amused glance,  but the others took offence and jumped in to counter Ascalchi’s remark.

‘We can take it!’ Inspector Venturi said.

‘We’ll destroy you!’ was Violante’s contribution.

‘Okay, cut it out!’ Ferrara interrupted. ‘I don’t want any more predictions about the match, is that understood? We have to help out our colleagues in Special Operations. They’re overstretched in a situation like this.’

‘As if we didn’t already have enough on our plates . . .’ Rizzo complained. He had several operations on the go, and was hoping to bring them to a rapid conclusion. He didn’t like to spare men from his own squad for jobs which, in his opinion, weren’t even in their remit.

Ferrara ignored him. ‘Let’s see if we can get some decent tip-offs. We need to know if the Fiorentina hooligans are planning anything violent. Get some of our people into the bars where the supporters hang out. Gather as much information as you can.’

Rizzo objected again. ‘But surely, chief, Special Operations are already doing that.’

‘I know, but it’s not enough. We know the territory better than they do - and anyway, these are the Commissioner’s orders, okay?’

‘I wasn’t arguing with the orders. It just seems to me a waste of manpower.’

‘Let’s not underestimate the situation. As you probably read in La Nazione, Special Ops raided the homes of several known troublemakers yesterday . . .’

Inspector Sergi stopped playing with his long tousled beard. ‘I read that,’ he said. ‘Apparently in one house they found explosives filled with marbles.’

‘Three of them,’ Ferrara said. ‘Three lethal devices. Best case scenario, someone gets hit and is left with an indelible  memory. Worst case scenario, these things get tossed into a crowd of Roma supporters, or at the police. If someone were to get killed . . .’

Rizzo surrendered. ‘All right, chief. We’ll see what we can do.’

‘Good. So when we finish here, get yourselves organised. Search cars and houses, if necessary. We have the legal authority to do it if we have to. The important thing is that you tell me first, unless it’s urgent and you don’t have time to call me. If that’s the case, I don’t need to tell you, you just carry on.’

‘All right, chief,’ they all agreed.

‘Any questions?’ Ferrara asked. Then, as always when a meeting was coming to an end: ‘Has anyone got anything to say about their current cases?’

Inspector Venturi gave a summary of that day’s activities. Sure that everything was under control, Ferrara brought the meeting to a close.




12 noon: parish church of Santa Croce, Greve in Chianti 
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Father Rotondi - Don Sergio, as everyone called him - walked towards the sacristy across the central nave, annoyed as usual by the tourists disturbing the peace of his church. These were supposedly high-class tourists, but they were just as intrusive as the downmarket kind. And there were more of them every year. Germans, English, Americans, and Japanese - the latter the worst because they always went around in groups.

This morning, there were two groups. The smaller one  stood admiring the precious white varnished terracotta above the altar in the left nave, while the larger one crowded around Lorenzo di Bicci’s triptych in the apsidal chapel of the right nave. In the middle of the group, incongruously, there was a tall, fair-haired young man who towered over the Japanese. It was impossible not to notice him, because even inside the church he had kept on his sunglasses.

‘He’s really going to enjoy the triptych,’ Father Rotondi said to himself, even more irritated. What disturbed him most was the unpleasant impression that, behind those sunglasses, the young man’s eyes weren’t on Lorenzo’s work at all, but on him.

When he got back to the sacristy, he set to work trying to prise open the door of the wooden cabinet, which was jammed. The cabinet contained the precious monstrance that was used only for the most important masses, and Father Francesco, parish priest of Santa Croce, wanted it at all costs for Sunday’s ceremony.

He had brought a sharp knife in from the kitchen and was trying to force the door open with it when Father Francesco walked in.

‘Careful you don’t ruin the wood,’ he said.

Taken by surprise, Don Sergio jumped in fright and the knife fell from his hand.

‘You shouldn’t be using tools like that, father,’ the older priest said. ‘And you seem more nervous than usual today. Anything wrong?’

‘No, no. It’s just that there’s a lot to do.’

‘There always is, Don Sergio. The care of souls doesn’t leave time for idleness.’

But Don Sergio wasn’t thinking about the care of souls. He was thinking about the normal, everyday administrative tasks which Father Francesco didn’t bother about and which the  elderly sacristan was increasingly neglecting. There were repairs that needed doing, bills to be paid. They’d almost run out of candles and if he didn’t take care of it, Sunday mass would have to be celebrated without them. And there were other things that were worrying him, too; private things. He had made a lot of mistakes in his life, and he had to find a way to free himself from them once and for all, even if it meant doing something really drastic. That was in his thoughts more and more these days.

He applied more pressure with the knife, and the door suddenly sprang open.

‘There!’ he said triumphantly. ‘Now the important thing is not to close it again, at least before Sunday. We’ll call the lock-smith next week.’

‘All right. But take that knife back to the kitchen and try not to hurt yourself. If you want to see me about the accounts, I’ll be in my study.’




12.30 p.m.: Verga bookshop, Via Tornabuoni 
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‘Nice to see you, Superintendent!’ Rita Senesi greeted him, as cheerfully as ever, in her enchanting Florentine sing-song. ‘What can I do for you?’

Rita Senesi had been working here for as long as anyone could remember. Whether or not she was in love with her boss was a mystery, and nobody knew the answer - perhaps she didn’t even know it herself. She was certainly resigned to Massimo Verga’s inveterate womanising, which had caused more than a few problems over the years and had greatly reduced his considerable family fortune.

‘I’m not here to buy anything, Rita. Massimo asked to see me.’

‘He’s up there, in a “meeting”. One of those “summits”, you know? . . . I’ll go and call him. Wait here. Or would you prefer to go to his office?’

‘Yes, I think I will. Tell him I’m there.’

It was a big bookshop, spread over three floors. The latest books were on the ground floor, along with a section for newspapers and magazines just inside the front door on the left, and a section for luxury stationery on the right. On the first floor were the art books, including the antiquarian volumes, as well as Massimo Verga’s office. In the basement was the store room, the paperbacks, and the meeting room. Book launches were held in the meeting room, as well as impromptu gatherings of the city’s best wits, who convened from time to time at a moment’s notice to slaughter anything that took their fancy: the latest bestsellers or the policies of whichever government was in office, no matter the political complexion.

Ferrara was not at all sorry to have arrived right in the middle of one of these meetings. If Massimo was busy, he wouldn’t have time to do something Ferrara had been dreading: grill him on how he was getting on with Henry James’ Turn of the Screw. Massimo had been constantly lecturing him about that book ever since Ferrara had been unwise enough to confess that, when it came to horror, he preferred Stephen King.

The office was not large. It was dominated by a metal desk that was always cluttered with books, most of them open and annotated in the margins or with the pages marked with strips of coloured paper. There were also four chairs, various shelves full of files, and an outsize rack of carefully polished pipes.

That was another of the differences that united the two men: as far as smoking went, Ferrara maintained that cigars were superior to anything else, while Verga championed the  nobility of the pipe. Both of them looked down on cigarettes, which they considered common and deadly.

‘I did it!’ Massimo exclaimed as he joined him, having finally managed to extricate himself from the passionate debate currently in progress.

‘I could have waited. I’m in no hurry.’

‘What?’ He smiled. ‘Oh, no, I wasn’t referring to those four madmen.’ He opened a drawer in the desk, took out a rather thick envelope and handed it over in triumph. ‘Look at this, and spare me the gratitude. When the time’s right, I’ll remind you that you owe me one.’

The surprise wasn’t entirely unexpected. The envelope contained return tickets to Vienna, for two people, for a period of two weeks over the New Year, as well as tickets for the first night of Cavalleria Rusticana with Placido Domingo, which were now quite impossible to find.




1 p.m.: Michele Ferrara’s apartment 
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Ferrara returned home, humming Bada, Santuzza, schiavo non sono under his breath, making sure no one could hear him because he was very out of tune and was well aware of the fact, even without Petra there to remind him. He was in a good mood. He had quite forgotten that the world never stops breathing down our necks, doesn’t give a damn how we amuse ourselves, and is always there, ready to deal us a new blow in order to remind us that we are human and are born only to suffer.

Petra was in the greenhouse on the terrace, which was one of her two kingdoms, the other being the kitchen.

They lived in a top floor apartment, which Ferrara had been lucky enough to find seven years earlier. The apartment was small, though perfectly adequate for the two of them, but its great advantage was that it had a beautiful terrace, very large by Florentine standards. Petra had fallen in love with it immediately, and with a little time, patience and determination had transformed it into a garden that was the envy of their friends.

This was the time of year when she spent a lot of time in the greenhouse, sowing, transplanting, fertilising. The greenhouse was a small mobile construction of wood and glass, complete with air-conditioning, placed against the wall of the apartment on the south side of the terrace.

As he embraced his wife, Ferrara felt a strange sensation. When two people know each other so well, it takes the slightest thing, a pressure that lingers a moment longer than necessary, a glint in the eyes, an unexpected pause.

‘What a wonderful day, Michele!’ Petra said, freeing herself from his embrace with a forced smile that did not deceive him.

If she didn’t want to come out with it straight away, he was happy to humour her. She was not the kind of woman to hide things. When the time was right she would tell him what the problem was. That was what he thought, anyway.

‘You have no idea how wonderful,’ he replied, taking her by the arm and walking her to the arbour, where the table was already laid.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Massimo’s surprise.’

‘A nice one?’

‘To say the least.’

They sat down, but he found it hard to concentrate on the tempting salad with porcini mushrooms and slivers of Parmesan. ‘So,’ he said, ‘don’t you want to know? What’s the matter? You seem distracted.’

‘No, no, tell me. What is this great news?’

He told her as he handed her the envelope, and for a moment at least the joy of the surprise seemed to dispel whatever anxiety was nagging away at her. But immediately her expression grew pensive.

‘So,’ Michele Ferrara said gently, unable to restrain himself any longer, ‘do you want to tell me now or do you prefer to keep it bottled up until tonight?’

‘What, Michele?’ she said, making a small attempt to defend herself but knowing it was pointless.

Petra’s greatest gift was that she was a practical, down-to-earth woman. She always overcame her fears and anxieties, always tried to find ways of dealing with even the most difficult situations, and never let herself become discouraged. The important thing was to do something: that was her credo in life. That was another reason he didn’t like to think that something had unsettled her.

They looked at each other intensely for a few moments. Then she took a letter out of the big pocket of her gardening smock, and handed it to him. As he held out his arm to take it, he uncovered his watch, and he instinctively noted the time: 1.46.

It was an ordinary commercial envelope. It bore the letterhead of a mail order firm and a gummed label with Michele Ferrara’s name and address printed on it. Inside, an ordinary sheet of A4 paper, folded twice.

He unfolded it.

What he saw was like a collage made by a mad artist with a taste for the macabre.
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‘Remember that you will die.’ Or else, That you must die. A pleasant little gift, Ferrara thought. The warning was pointless: death is the one thing we can be sure of in our lives, we don’t need anybody to take the trouble to remind us. But if someone deliberately, and anonymously, sends a warning like that to the head of the Florence Squadra Mobile, it’s hard to take it as a joke.

Petra certainly hadn’t.

The letters had been cut out of a newspaper, and the sender had put the finishing touch to his work by spattering the words and the paper with red stains, and then holding it up to allow the liquid to trickle a little. A realistic touch that achieved the desired effect, whether the bloodstains were real or fake.

Ferrara put a cigar in his mouth but did not light it.

Petra stood up and started clearing the table. Neither of them had done justice to the porcini mushrooms.

He would have liked to put his arms around her and hold her tight. Perhaps she would have liked it, too. He would never know because at that very moment his mobile rang.

It was his deputy, Francesco Rizzo.

A man had just been murdered.




2.40 p.m.: in the squad car 
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‘There was a call to 113,’ Officer Sebastiano Franchi, the driver, said as they crossed the city with sirens blaring.

‘Who’s on the switchboard?’

‘Grassi.’

‘What time was it?’

‘2.23, chief.’

‘Do we know who called?’

‘A woman, the cashier in a bar on the main square of Greve.’

‘What did she say?’

‘Just that they’d found a dead body. It was a murder. She sounded very agitated, according to Grassi.’

‘What else?’

‘That’s it, chief. She hung up immediately.’

From the way he said it, it was clear that he was quite indignant at the woman’s lack of civic responsibility. He couldn’t have been more than twenty, was new to the job and unaware that, in a situation like this, such behaviour was, unfortunately, only to be expected. By way of compensation, he drove as if he were at the wheel of a Ferrari at Monza. Like all drivers, he insisted on showing off his skills.

They had left the city and were starting to climb towards Greve. Ferrara asked Franchi to turn off the siren and slow down a little. As he never tired of repeating: when a murder has been committed, five minutes more or less won’t make any difference to the victim.

Especially as Rizzo had already gone on ahead, setting off immediately while the driver was still on his way to pick Ferrara up from home.

He was pleased with Rizzo, who’d turned out an excellent detective. Ever since, as a novice barely out of the Police Academy, he had been involved in the investigation of a series of prostitute murders, he had made great strides. His instincts were good, and he combined the old fashioned virtue of dogged commitment - an increasingly rare gift in policemen these days - with an ability to use the most up-to-date tools. In some ways he reminded Ferrara of Marshal Monaco, now  retired, but whereas Monaco had hated even typewriters, Rizzo was perfectly at home with computers.

He had preferred to send him on ahead because he trusted him, but mainly because he needed an oasis of peace and quiet during the brief journey out of the city. He needed to think.

So someone wanted to eliminate him.

Who? And why?

Like everyone, he had his ghosts, personal and professional. After more than twenty years on the force, holding key posts, it was natural that a lot of people had grudges against him. Not only among those who lived on the margins of society and threatened it, but also within the establishment. Theoretically, he had a surfeit of choice. And yet he couldn’t think of a single person among his possible enemies who might take things as far as this.

Cases of released prisoners seeking revenge were rarer than might be imagined. And he also tended to exclude political motives: things had been quiet on that front in the last few years, the Red Brigades had long since left the scene, and nothing had happened recently to suggest that anyone was looking to rack up the tension again. Besides, politically motivated murders tended to be claimed after the event, not announced in advance. And certainly not this way.

Of course, there was also the case of the Monster of Florence. The perpetrator of eight double murders, sixteen horrible crimes in which the victims had been dismembered, the Monster had been arrested before Ferrara had become head of the Squadra Mobile. Many people would have preferred to think of the case as closed, but Ferrara had insisted on reopening it, had demolished the theory of a lone serial killer, and had tracked down the killer’s accomplices, all of whom were now in prison. That might have been enough for a lot of people, but not for him. Stubbornly, pigheadedly, he  had continued searching for the people behind the crimes, and his search had taken him ever higher, as well as into the darkest corners of the city, uncovering a world of satanic rites and black masses - a lot of nonsense, according to those who still clung to the theory of a single killer.

It can be risky to stir things up like that, and he had certainly made enemies, but he found it hard to believe that they could really be planning his physical elimination. They could ruin his career, trap him in a compromising situation, or scheme to have him ‘promoted’, which usually means ‘removed’.

They had already tried.

But killing him was too great a risk: his men would move heaven and earth, not to mention the prosecutors who had followed his investigation, the journalists who knew him, and the previous Commissioner who had been so heavily involved in the case.

Or was he wrong? Was there someone really high up, and close to being discovered, who thought the risk might be worth taking?




3.05 p.m.: Greve in Chianti 
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Officer Franchi drew up next to the other police cars and vans in the Piazza Matteotti, near the monument to Giovanni da Verrazzano, where a number of tourist coaches were parked. The little town of Greve has long benefited from its position halfway between Florence and Siena, in an area - Chianti - much valued for its agricultural produce, and especially its  wine, which was already being mentioned in documents dating back to the fourteenth century. In the Middle Ages, Greve was a place where several trading routes met, and during the Renaissance - a period of great artistic, economic and cultural growth in the two main cities of Tuscany - it became a sought-after spot for the most important Florentine families to establish their country residences. Today, it is an essential destination for visitors who want to experience the genuine, rich, sweet atmosphere of a region that is unique in the world.

The shop was in one of the streets leading off the piazza, the Via Roma. The piazza had an unusual triangular shape, which some said looked like a fish. At the apex of the triangle was the church, and near the base, beneath the arcades, was the bar from which, to judge by the crowds, the phone call had been made. Among the crowds, Ferrara spotted a couple of officers from the Homicide Section asking questions.

As far as he could see, there were no journalists or TV crews - much to his relief.

A red and white tape with the words Stop - Police had been stretched across the entrance to the Via Roma. His men had, quite correctly, cordoned off the part of the street immediately adjacent to the crime scene.

He crossed the tape.

The shop was less than twenty yards along the street. In the two wide windows was a nicely arranged display of crucifixes, candelabras, books, postcards, and religious prints. A sign above the entrance read Religious Articles.

He went in.

As he did so, Rizzo came towards him. The others already there were the pathologist, Francesco Leone, with whom Ferrara continued to be on formal terms despite all the cases  they had worked on together over the years, Inspector Sergi with various colleagues from Homicide, and the forensics team.

In a quiet corner, some distance from the scene of the crime, he saw a priest talking in a low voice to an elderly man. The priest, who looked nervous and upset, was unusually handsome.

There was a strange atmosphere, an unnatural absence of noise. It was almost as though the men, subdued by the surroundings, had instinctively lowered their voices and toned down the bustle normal in such situations, adapting their rhythms and movements to a sanctity the place didn’t really possess.

As if to confirm that impression, Rizzo greeted Ferrara with the words, ‘It’s like being inside an old church.’

The room was quite large, rectangular in shape, and artificially lit. Not much light came in from outside. The walls were almost entirely covered with heavy wooden shelves, some behind glass doors, containing books, missals, votive images, and locally-made silver - or what appeared to be silver - crucifixes. The high ceiling was supported by solid beams. A half-open door on the right led to a store room. At the back was a long counter, on which candles of various sizes were displayed. Even the smell, a mixture of wood, wax, incense and damp, served to emphasise the peculiar character of the scene.

The body lay on the floor, hidden by the counter. He approached it.

The first thing he noticed was the blood, as bright as red paint, which seemed to be still gushing from under the body. The victim’s slashed clothes were smeared with it, the floor was covered with a pool of it, and the shelves, the counter and the objects were spattered with it.

The dead man was lying on his left side with his head turned slightly to the right. His eyes were wide open and his mouth gaped, as if he had been caught by surprise. His face was horribly disfigured.

Francesco Leone, helped by one of the forensics team, was busy dictating his observations. He greeted Ferrara with a nod and continued without a pause.

‘. . . presenting what appear to be knife wounds in the right temporal-mandibular joint, at the left corner of the lower jaw, in the right costal arch and in the mesogastric region. As well as numerous wounds all over the face . . .’

‘Who’s the dead man?’ Ferrara asked Rizzo.

‘Stefano Micali, thirty years old.’

‘I checked the name in records,’ Inspector Sergi said. In some ways, he had taken the place of Antonio Monaco. ‘Nothing. He was clean.’

‘And those two?’ Ferrara asked, referring to the young priest and his companion.

‘Don Sergio, from the parish church at the top of the piazza, and Alfredo Beccalossi, who owns the shop,’ Rizzo replied. ‘It was Don Sergio who found the body. He immediately ran to the bar to raise the alarm. Beccalossi was in the bar and they came back together. Don Sergio was scared, he didn’t want to come, but Beccalossi insisted. They were here when we arrived and we asked them to stay.’

‘You did the right thing. Did they resist?’

‘Not at all. In fact, they seem keen to cooperate.’

While the forensics team continued with their work, Ferrara asked the two men to follow him into the store room, where they would be left in peace. He took Sergi with him, leaving Rizzo to keep an eye on the others.

Don Sergio looked a lot younger than his thirty years. He was tall, athletic-looking, and elegant: in his ecclesiastical suit  he looked as if he was wearing Armani. He had fair, short hair, intense blue eyes, and gentle, almost feminine features. Raphael would surely have chosen him as a model for an angel. Alfredo Beccalossi was an elderly man, short and bent with arthritis, with unkempt white hair and nicotine-stained fingers.

Ferrara started with Beccalossi. ‘Was he your employee?’ he asked.

‘Yes, the only one.’

‘A good worker?’

‘Very good. He practically ran the shop. I hardly ever set foot in here these days.’

‘Married? Children?’

The old man shot a quick glance at the priest, a glance that seemed to Ferrara to be knowing and amused.

‘No. No, he was a . . . lone wolf. He’d been an orphan. The priests brought him up. He started working for me when he was twenty-three. A perfect worker, never any problems, I can assure you.’

‘Did he have any enemies, as far as you know?’

‘Even if he’d told me he had some, I wouldn’t have believed him. I can’t really imagine why anyone would—’

‘And yet someone did, didn’t they?’

‘Some petty thief, an immigrant, there are lots of them around.’

‘Is that what you think, too?’ Ferrara asked the priest.

‘I’ve no idea . . . I wouldn’t like to hazard a guess . . . I don’t know, I really don’t know!’ His voice was high-pitched, and he seemed on the verge of hysterics. He was wringing his hands nervously and constantly biting his lower lip.

‘But you can confirm that he was a good man?’

‘Oh, yes, as good as gold.’

‘Would you be so kind as to go over the facts for me, please?’

‘Well, I came to get the candles for the altar—’

‘What time was this?’

The priest swallowed, seeming annoyed by the interruption. ‘Just after two.’

‘Doesn’t the shop close for lunch?’ he asked, turning to Sergi.

‘It’s open from 9 to 1 and from 3 to 7,’ Serpico replied diligently.

‘Oh, but Stefanino always stays here during the lunch break,’ the priest hastened to explain. ‘I mean, he always stayed,’ he corrected himself, lowering his voice and making the sign of the cross. ‘In fact, I often came to see him during the break. He’s . . . he was a good man, like I said, very dedicated. ’

‘Stefanino?’ Ferrara asked politely, trying hard not to sound crude or tactless. Coming from the priest, the nickname sounded strange, excessively familiar.

‘That was his name. I mean . . . that’s what everyone here called him. He was as good as gold. Pleasant to everyone, well-liked.’

‘I understand. Please go on.’

‘When I arrived, it was obvious the shop was closed. I rang the bell and waited. As there was no answer I rang again, and at the same time pressed my face against the glass door, making a screen with my hands. It was quite dark inside. Except that the door wasn’t locked as it usually is, and a small amount of pressure was enough to push it open. What a fright! I nearly fell flat on my face . . . my God!’

His voice had again risen in pitch. The effect was more comic than dramatic.

‘And then?’

‘I came in very cautiously and called, “Stefanino! Stefanino!” There was no reply, so I started walking towards  the back room and then for some reason I turned my head to the left and . . . that’s when I saw him! Oh my God, oh Lord, have pity on him. Have pity on us.’

‘Please calm down - it’s all over now.’

Don Sergio sniffled. ‘I saw a heap on the floor,’ he resumed. ‘Behind the counter. And blood - blood everywhere. Even though it was dark, you could see it. It was almost shiny, like . . . I don’t know, like liquid rubies.’

‘Did you touch anything? Did you cry out, call for help?’

‘I ran out. I ran to the bar and raised the alarm. The cashier called you. I wanted to go to the church and tell Father Francesco, but Signor Beccalossi begged me to come back here with him. He wanted to see for himself.’

‘Did you notice anything suspicious? Did you see anyone?’

‘No - nothing, nobody.’

‘Did you know him well? Stefano Micali, I mean.’

‘I’ve known him since we were children. We were at school together.’

‘We’ll need to talk to you again, if you don’t mind. And if you think of anything, anything at all, however insignificant it may seem, please contact me. Either me or Superintendent Rizzo. There are still a few formalities to go through, so I’ll hand you over to the inspector. Thank you for your time.’

Meanwhile, the cashier and the owner of the bar, as well as the customers who had seen Don Sergio come in, had been interviewed by some of the officers. Two other officers had immediately taken up guard outside the shop. Fortunately, nobody had entered before Ferrara’s arrival, apart from the priest, the owner and the police.


The public have seen a lot of crime movies, Ferrara thought.  They’re well trained.

Nothing of any great interest had emerged from the interviews. They had merely confirmed that Stefano Micali was a  good man - a modest, rather retiring man, hard-working and generous.

By now, the shop had been thoroughly searched. As far as could be ascertained, nothing had been stolen. The money was all in the till, and nothing valuable seemed to be missing. The owner would be able to confirm that later.

There was no sign of the murder weapon.

The forensics team and the pathologist had finished their work. The body had been wrapped in a waterproof sheet which was then zipped up and placed in a zinc casket, to be taken to the morgue at the Institute of Forensic Medicine of the University of Florence. Any objects which might turn out to be useful to the investigation - either because of the position in which they had been found or because they might be connected in some way, however remotely, with the murder - had been placed in special containers. The most interesting of these objects was some kind of missal or small Bible, bound in black and with a gold cross on the cover, which had been found lying under the body, so thoroughly drenched in blood as to be completely unreadable.

Perhaps this was the object the assistant had been showing, or intending to show, the customer, if the murderer had indeed been a customer. There were similar books displayed on the shelf behind the counter.

The shop was emptying. Soon the last men would leave and seals would be placed on the door.

Ferrara walked back to the square and got there just in time to see Gianni Fuschi of Forensics, an old friend of his, heading for one of the police cars.

He called to him.

‘Can you do me a favour?’ he asked when he came level with him.

‘Maybe even two, Gatto,’ Fuschi replied, using the  nickname - the Cat - that many of his men, and even some journalists, used for Ferrara. It was an affectionate term that not only showed their admiration for the shrewdness concealed beneath his often secretive exterior, but also alluded to the catlike shape of his eyes and his sharp, penetrating gaze.

‘Follow me,’ he said, drawing Fuschi away from the other men, who were getting into their cars and vans to return to Headquarters. Spotting Rizzo among them, he called, ‘Go ahead, I’ll join you!’ Then, turning back to Fuschi, ‘There’s another thing I’d like you to take a look at. But whatever you find, I don’t want anyone else to know. Just me, okay?’

From his jacket pocket he took out a plastic envelope containing the threatening letter, which he had wiped clean of fingerprints - a serious mistake, perhaps, but there was no avoiding it if he didn’t want his own fingerprints or, worse still, Petra’s to be identified.

He had decided that nobody, at least for the moment, should know that his life had been threatened. There were too many people who could have used it as an excuse for removing him, for his own safety, from the Monster case.

‘All right, all right,’ Fuschi said, amused. ‘So - the upright Chief Superintendent Ferrara has taken to removing evidence from a crime scene. For his own personal use. I have a couple of friends on La Nazione who’d be prepared to buy me dinner at Sabatini’s for a scoop like this. Maybe even two dinners. With a nice Havana cigar to finish off, not one of those disgusting pieces of charcoal you stick in your mouth!’

‘This is important, Gianni,’ Ferrara said.

But Fuschi had already grasped that.

On the way back Ferrara let Officer Franchi give free rein to his motor racing ambitions. There was no reason to slow down now - quite the contrary.

As they drove, they passed a white van with the letters RAI in blue on the side.




5 p.m.: the Commissioner’s office 
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At exactly five o’clock, Ferrara reported to the Commissioner.

Riccardo Lepri, who had replaced the Mephistophelean Angelo Duranti, was almost the exact opposite of his predecessor. Where Duranti had been in a constant bad mood, Lepri was affable, sometimes even merry. A man of large build and clearly robust appetites, he very rarely lost his temper and exuded an air of calm and self-confidence. But there was something a tiny bit ambiguous in that diplomatic stance of his, something Ferrara could not quite put his finger on. It was as if, deep down, his real interests were not those his position dictated, but lay elsewhere. That was why Ferrara’s relations with him, although cordial and polite, were not really as friendly as they had been with other commissioners.

‘So, a difficult case,’ he commented rhetorically when Ferrara had finished his report.

‘Like any case where the killer isn’t either caught red-handed or identified immediately. A victim with no criminal record, no witnesses, no murder weapon, no apparent motive. It may have been an attempted robbery that went wrong, but I doubt it. First, because this was an extremely violent attack, and second, because there wasn’t much cash in the till, which wasn’t touched anyway, and there was little or nothing of any real value in the shop.’

‘The press are going to have a field day.’

‘I’m surprised I haven’t had them under my feet already.’

The Commissioner winked. ‘A good turn from a devoted admirer of yours. As soon as I heard about the murder, I got all the journalists out of the press room and gave them an impromptu briefing on the measures we’re taking to avoid or limit disorder in the stadium on Sunday. They couldn’t resist.’

‘Thank you, though I don’t think it’ll help much. The TV people have already arrived, which means the papers won’t be far behind.’

‘As I expected. But even a few minutes’ head start can help, don’t you think? If we can forestall them before they start spreading scare stories as they usually do . . .’

‘It depends how long we take to get on the right track and bring the culprit to justice. My own feeling is that it’s going to take a while.’

‘I assume you’ll be handling this personally?’

‘Not exactly. I’d like to put Superintendent Rizzo in charge of the investigation. He’s a good detective, he could do with the space.’

The Commissioner seemed slightly put out. Ferrara preferred not to think that he was someone else who’d have liked to see him working on something other than the Monster of Florence case for the moment.

‘Of course, of course. I know Superintendent Rizzo. But his experience . . . Well, anyway, I’d be really grateful if you gave this case your special attention. You know as well as I do that when something like this happens, the police need to act quickly and efficiently, or people start to feel scared. Apart from anything else, the publicity is bad for the tourist trade, and Greve is only fifteen miles from here, practically part of Florence.’

‘Don’t worry, Commissioner. I stand by my men and I’ve  never shirked my responsibilities. The case will be pursued with due diligence and Rizzo will have my full backing. I’ll keep you updated myself.’

‘Thank you. I have every confidence in you.’




6 p.m.: Chief Superintendent Ferrara’s office 
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There was a knock at the door, and Rizzo, just back from the morgue, came in.

‘Sit down, Francesco.’

‘Thank you, chief.’

Ferrara no longer found it strange that, although he had been calling Rizzo by his first name since early in their relationship, Rizzo, with a traditional respect for rank and seniority, continued to address him formally. Of medium height and solid, even stocky build, a down-to-earth man of few words, Francesco Rizzo was the personification of a reliable policeman and a regular guy.

‘Anything interesting?’

‘A few things,’ he said, sitting down on one of the two small black armchairs in front of the big wooden desk and taking out a packet of cigarettes. Then, remembering that Ferrara, although not expressly forbidding it, didn’t like the stench of cigarettes to clash with the smell of his cigar, put it back in his pocket.

He appeared visibly tired. His face was drawn, and his dark, prematurely greying hair slightly ruffled.

He checked in his notebook. ‘The most important thing is that they were able to pinpoint the time of death very  precisely: between 1.15 and 1.45. Definitely not before or after, most likely the twenty minutes between 1.20 and 1.40. From an examination of the wounds, it’s clear that death was almost instantaneous, and was caused by the first or second wound to the back. They were the two deepest wounds. The weapon used was a knife with a blade about four and a half inches long.’

‘How many times was he stabbed?’

‘A lot. Thirty-six, and almost all of them, as I said, after he was already dead and lying on his side on the ground.’

‘What do we know about the direction of the blows?’

‘The first blows were struck with great force in a downward direction and from right to left, in rapid succession, which indicates that the killer is right-handed and must be as tall as, or taller than, the victim. The other blows, more cuts than blows, were inflicted from right to left, from left to right and in a downward direction.’

‘Well, that’s something.’

‘There’s more, chief.’

‘Go on.’

‘Leone conducted a close examination of the tissues of the rectal walls. There’s no doubt about it: Micali was a practising homosexual, and had been for a long time.’

‘Ah, our “Stefanino”,’ Ferrara said knowingly. ‘What about this afternoon? Any signs of sexual assault?’

‘No. Leone’s ruled it out.’

‘Is that all there is?’

‘Yes, chief.’

‘Let’s see what we’ve got so far. The murder took place after the shop closed for lunch. According to the priest, Micali usually locked the door. And again according to Don Sergio, Micali never went out during the lunch break. On the contrary, that was when people sometimes, or maybe often,  came to see him. We know the priest did. Why not some other special friends?’

‘I’d say it’s at least possible,’ Rizzo agreed.

‘Which means the killer was someone he knew. He must have opened the door to him, and trusted him enough to happily turn his back on him. He had no idea what the man’s real intentions were and was genuinely surprised when he stabbed him in the back.’

‘Sounds right to me.’

‘The blow kills him, he doesn’t even have time to cry out. He falls to the floor and the killer carries on stabbing him even though he’s dead. It’s as if he was so angry at him, he wanted to wipe his body from the face of the earth. But why? Why did he hate him so much? Jealousy? A quarrel over money?’

‘We’ll have to look into his private life. That might not be so difficult. Greve’s a small place. If we’re lucky, the case can be contained within the town and sooner or later we’ll find the culprit.’

‘I hope it’s sooner rather than later. Let’s try and avoid the press turning this into a soap opera. The homosexual angle will be meat and drink to them, whether it’s the right line of inquiry or not. But I appreciate your optimism and I wish you good luck, because I’d like you to be in charge of the investigation. What do you think of the priest?’

‘There’s something strange about him,’ Rizzo replied, clearly pleased with the assignment. ‘Why did he run to tell the people in the bar? And why did he spend nearly half an hour with the body before he told anyone? Doing what? He gave the impression he’s someone who’s more likely to run away than join the fray, don’t you think?’

‘Yes, I do. Unless, of course, he actually ran away as soon as the crime was committed, washed off the bloodstains, got  rid of the weapon and then, feeling repentant or whatever, ran to the bar. But frankly I don’t see it. He seems too timid for that. Keep an eye on him, though, but discreetly, please, we mustn’t upset anyone. This is a sensitive area, and we’d like to avoid a scandal.

‘Don’t worry, chief, we’ll wear kid gloves with the Church. But not blinkers.’

Ferrara smiled. ‘Oh, and Francesco,’ he added. ‘You don’t need to keep me informed of everything. Just the important things, anything significant you turn up. I want you to handle as much of the case yourself as you can. I have other things on my plate at the moment. And please, as far as the press is concerned, say as little as possible. If necessary, send them to me and I’ll deal with them.’

Although Rizzo was trying hard not to let it show, he was clearly surprised to be delegated such a degree of responsibility. Ferrara caught a hint of alarm in his eyes, a slight tightening of the muscles in his face.

‘Let’s go,’ he said. ‘You have things to do, and I want to watch the evening news at home for once.’




7 p.m.: Verga bookshop, Via Tornabuoni 
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The shiny silver Porsche Carrera parked just outside the front door of the bookshop. Bound to get a ticket, Rita Senesi thought, and it’s sure to be a hefty fine. But the driver seemed quite relaxed and unconcerned with the consequences of such a glaring infraction of the rules.


The richer they are, the stupider, Rita thought. 

From inside the shop, she couldn’t see the occupants of the Porsche clearly but, from what she could see, the girl was certainly a looker and the driver a youngish man who, even at this hour, was still wearing sunglasses.

The girl got out - she had long, beautiful legs - and walked quickly to the front door.

Rita did not move. She had seen enough: the wisps of hair escaping from beneath her scarf, the pale freckles, the slightly upturned grey-green eyes. Customers like this girl were the exclusive reserve of her boss - who indeed, guided by his infallible antennae, had already materialised and was heading for the door, ready to hold it gallantly open for the girl.

‘Please come in. It’s the first time you’ve been here, isn’t it? Are you a foreigner?’

‘Yes, a foreigner from Bologna,’ she replied, with a touch of sarcasm in her beautiful, silvery voice.

‘You see? I’ve always said Florence was the wrong city. I should have opened my bookshop in Bologna!’

‘Do you just flirt or do you also sell books?’

‘It depends on what you’re looking for. In my opinion, flirting has one advantage: it doesn’t ruin the eyes.’

‘I’m in a bit of a hurry,’ she replied, handing him a sheet of paper with a list of titles: history and theory of Renaissance theatre, aesthetics, art history.

‘We must have some of these. Fabio!’ he called.

One of the assistants came running and Rita’s boss gave him the list.

‘It’ll take five or ten minutes. While we’re waiting, if you’d like to follow me upstairs I might be able to suggest something equally useful.’

The girl glanced at her watch and then looked outside, to where the car was parked. It was empty. The ticket was clearly visible, tucked under the windscreen wiper.

‘Don’t worry about the fine. It’s too late now.’

‘It’s just that I have a train to catch.’

‘What time does it leave?’

‘8.13.’

‘That gives us more than thirty minutes, plenty of time. Make the most of it, follow me. What exactly are you interested in?’

‘I’m studying arts, music and drama. I’m in my last year, preparing a thesis on banquets and theatrical performances at the time of Lorenzo de’ Medici.’

‘And can’t you find those books in Bologna?’

‘I imagine I can,’ she said as they climbed the stairs. ‘But I’m thinking of attending a course here in Florence and that’s the reading list for it.’

‘So we’ll be seeing you again. Florence isn’t so bad after all . . .’

‘I didn’t say I’d made up my mind.’ She smiled: the smile of a young woman keeping an older man at arm’s length.

While the two hobnobbed upstairs, Rita Senesi, who had looked on in amusement as the traffic wardens had swooped on the Porsche, was now watching the young man: he had first gone into the bar-tobacconist’s next door, then had come out and was pacing in front of the windows, smoking nervously.
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