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To Vittoria






God, too, is starting not to listen


Anonymous, twenty-first century







For your good luck


may the moon shine bright your every night,


may you never know sorrow,


may the sun light up your every day,


such is my good wish,


from now until God wills.


Grazia Deledda







Florence, 12 December 1965


Sergeant Baragli lay in the bed nearest the window, a small tube stuck in his arm. He was looking outside. Behind the hospital buildings he could just glimpse the tree-covered hills of Careggi. The small white clouds dotting the sky looked like a flock of sheep. According to the old wives’ tales, it would be raining cats and dogs in a couple of hours.


Baragli’s face was covered in sweat and very pale. He’d lost a good ten pounds in just a few days. He hadn’t yet noticed that he had a visitor. Bordelli brought a chair close to the bed and unbuttoned his jacket. It was very hot in the room.


‘How’s it going, Oreste?’ he asked.


‘Inspector! I didn’t see you come in. My wife left just a few minutes ago.’


‘I saw her downstairs. When are they going to send you home?’ Bordelli asked, pretending not to know that the doctors considered him a lost cause.


‘I don’t know anything yet,’ the sergeant said. He was short of breath and spoke with difficulty. Just over sixty years old, he’d spent his whole life on the police force and had had a rough time of it during the twenty-year reign of Fascism, given his lack of sympathy for the Mussolini regime. He’d retired three years before and fallen sick the following month. He’d had several operations on his stomach, the last only a few days before.


‘How’s your son?’ Bordelli asked.


‘He’s still in Germany, Inspector. He might come for Christmas.’


There were five beds in the room, all taken. Some of the other patients had visitors. One looked rather young. His face was yellow and gaunt, but he tried to smile. His wife had brought him some newspapers.


‘You need anything, Oreste?’ Bordelli asked.


‘I’d like a book, a good book I could get excited about.’


‘I’ll bring you one next time.’


‘Thanks, Inspector. Everything all right with you?’


‘I wouldn’t go that far . . .’


‘You know what? If I were reborn, I would become a cop all over again,’ Baragli said, looking resigned. The inspector smiled. He felt sorry for the old policeman wasting away with illness. Baragli had always been nice to everyone, even those he arrested. The prostitutes were fond of him and called him nonno. But there were certain categories of criminals Oreste had never been able to stomach, especially pimps. Whenever he had one within reach he’d slap him around, and nobody had ever bothered to stop him. They were good, healthy slaps, the kind a parent deals out to a child.


‘Any murders lately, Inspector?’ Baragli asked.


‘Nah, nothing new.’ The inspector started telling him a few anecdotes about things that had happened at headquarters. He knew Baragli enjoyed hearing talk of his colleagues. Every so often the old sergeant cast a glance out the window. His lips were shrivelled and his sparse hair had turned completely white. He had aged a great deal in the past six months. Trying to sit up in bed, he groaned in pain and brought a hand to his stomach, grimacing.


‘What’s wrong, Oreste?’ asked Bordelli, standing up.


‘It’s nothing, just the stitches pulling,’ said Baragli, falling back on to the pillows.


‘Were you looking for something?’


‘My wife brought me some playing cards, they’re in the drawer there.’


The inspector grabbed the new deck of Modiano cards and they started playing briscola1 while making small talk. The sergeant played with the tube in his arm, moving his hands slowly.


Bordelli lost the game and shuffled the cards before dealing again. Baragli wiped his face with the handkerchief he always kept within reach.


‘The minute I get out of here I’m going to go fishing for a year,’ he said.


‘We’ll go together – at least once,’ Bordelli lied. They played for a while longer, as Baragli grew weaker and weaker. His hands shook and he had trouble breathing.


‘I hope to be home by Christmas at least,’ he said as the inspector reshuffled the deck. Bordelli had lost again. He couldn’t quite get into the game.


A fine rain began to fall outside. The drops left bright streaks on the dirty windowpanes.


‘My wife said Rita Pavone was on the telly yesterday. Did you see her?’ the sergeant asked.


‘I got home too late.’


‘I really like that girl . . . Your turn, Inspector.’


By nine o’clock the visitors had all left. One of the older patients had fallen asleep and was snoring lightly, eyes half open. He was in the bed directly opposite Baragli’s, and the skin on his face seemed stretched right over the bone. At last the inspector won a game. He looked at his watch.


‘I have to be going,’ he said. He put the cards back in the drawer and stood up, resting a hand on one of Baragli’s, which was thin and covered with veins.


‘’Bye, Oreste.’


‘Thanks, Inspector. Give everyone my best.’


‘I’ll be back soon,’ said Bordelli, squeezing the man’s fingers. When he made to leave, Baragli held him back.


‘How’s the Sardegnolo?’


‘If Piras could hear you . . .’2


‘He must be used to it by now. Can he walk yet?’


‘Only on crutches at the moment, but he says he’s making progress.’


‘Tough as nails, those Sardinians.’


‘He’d like to return to work in January, but I don’t think he’ll manage it before March . . .’


‘I like that kid,’ said Baragli.


‘Me too.’


‘Give him my regards.’


‘Next time I’ll bring you a book,’ Bordelli said, half smiling. He headed towards the exit, feeling terribly sad. He turned round in the doorway to wave goodbye, but the sergeant had turned towards the window and didn’t see him.


Piras was in Bonarcado, Sardinia, at the home of his father Gavino, a companion-in-arms of Bordelli’s during the war of liberation.


Three months earlier, during a routine check on the Via Faentina, Piras’s squad had stopped an Alfa Romeo Giulietta with Bologna licence plates, but instead of taking out their papers, the four men in the car had pulled out machine guns and pistols and started firing madly. Turning the car promptly around, they escaped the same way they had come, leaving three policemen and a great deal of blood on the road behind them. Officer Cassano died on the spot, struck in the head by a burst of machine-gun fire; Sbigoli came away with just an arm broken in two places; and Piras was rushed to hospital with his face covered in blood. He seemed to be at death’s door, but the blood pouring over his face and chest came from a superficial wound on his forehead. Another bullet had struck him in the right shoulder and come out the other side without causing any serious damage. He’d been more seriously wounded in the legs, however: three bullets had entered his right thigh, shattering the femur, and two had lodged in his left leg, one very close to the knee. All in all, he’d been quite lucky, as the men in the Giulietta had aimed for the head and chest. The first shots had hit Piras in the shoulder, knocking him down, and the only reason the subsequent bursts of fire hadn’t reached their target was because it is much more difficult to hit a man lying down than one on his feet.


The Giulietta was later found abandoned at the side of the road only a few miles from the shoot-out, having obviously been stolen. Bordelli had personally led the manhunt, which ended a few days later in the countryside near Bivigliano with two arrests and two dead bodies. The two deaths could probably have been avoided, but the policemen who had flushed out the fugitives didn’t feel much like holding their fire.


The four men in the Giulietta were all ex-convicts from Milan, three of whom had escaped just a month earlier from San Vittore prison. They were well armed and had planned to carry out robberies in Emilia Romagna and Tuscany before returning to their base in the Apennine mountains near Sasso Marconi.


The day of the shoot-out Bordelli phoned Piras’s girlfriend, Sonia Zarcone, a beautiful blonde from Palermo with whom the young Sardinian had fallen head over heels in love. The girl didn’t even cry upon hearing the news, but merely busied herself doing everything she could to make life easier for her boyfriend during those first difficult weeks in hospital.


Piras had undergone several operations at Santa Maria Nuova hospital, and each time it seemed it would be the last. In the end the surgeons decided that there was no more they could do, and they ‘set him free’, as Piras himself put it. The doctors forced him to take a long holiday to recover, and he’d decided to go to Sardinia to stay with his parents, who before his arrival hadn’t known a thing about what had happened to him. Sonia had stayed in Florence to sit two important exams. After a number of domestic battles, a phone was finally installed in the Piras home, and now the two lovers could stay in constant contact. Otherwise young Piras would have had no choice but to use one of the few telephone lines in town, the priest’s. And a sacristy really wasn’t the right sort of place to say certain things, Piras later related, chuckling. Apparently the beautiful Sonia liked to express herself rather explicitly, all the clichés about Sicilians be damned. Her free and easy manner came from her rather unusual family; her father was half Sicilian and half Spanish and a professor of economics at the University of Palermo, while her mother was from a very old Sicilian family.


But the installation of a telephone in the Piras home had another consequence as well. Bordelli had at last been able to talk directly with Gavino. They’d immediately started reminiscing about friends they’d lost during the war and remembering the most dangerous moments. Speaking with someone who’d lived through the same things made everything more vivid and painful. Gavino cursed the mine that had robbed him of one of his arms, and his rage against the Germans was still as keen as twenty years before. Then they cut short the war talk and started briefly recounting what they had done since the damned war. They promised to get together soon, but with the sea between them and all the work that neither could take a break from, it wasn’t going to be easy for either one to keep his promise.


From time to time Piras the younger would phone Bordelli to say hello and also to learn whether he was missing out on any interesting cases. Their last communication dated from a few weeks before.


‘I’m feeling better and better, Inspector. I still limp a little, but it’s not a problem. I’ll be back at work by January.’


‘No need to rush things. You’ll return when the doctors say.’


‘Any murders?’


‘Fortunately not . . . How’s Sonia?’


‘Fine . . . But I’m beginning to think Sicilians are even more stubborn than Sardinians.’


‘Don’t complain, Piras, you’re a lucky man.’


‘I know, Inspector, I know . . . How’s Baragli doing?’


‘Worse and worse.’


‘Damn . . .’


‘It’s a bloody mess.’


‘Poor bloke . . . Give him my best.’


‘How’s Gavino?’


‘The guy’s going to outlive us all! He’s made out of the same stones as the nuraghi.3 He’s always in his field, hoeing and sowing, and now he says he wants to buy himself a rototiller in the spring.’


‘Won’t that be a problem for someone with only one arm?’


‘He tried using a friend’s machine and says it’s fine.’


‘Give him a big hug for me.’


‘Thanks, Inspector . . .’


‘And give Sonia a kiss for me.’


‘Sonia only gets kisses from me.’


‘You’re starting to sound like a Sicilian.’


‘I’ll be on that ferry before the first of January, Inspector, you have my word.’


‘Ciao, Pietrino, let’s talk again soon.’




15 December


They found him on Wednesday with a pair of scissors stuck deep in his neck, at the base of the nape. Office scissors, the kind with pointed tips. When the stretcher-bearers of La Misericordia took away the body, all the building’s tenants stood in their respective doorways to watch. Seeing them pass, a woman on the second floor said: ‘That’ll teach him, the pig!’ Then she quickly crossed herself so that she might be forgiven for saying something so wicked.


The murder victim, Totuccio Badalamenti, was a loan shark. He lived only a few blocks away from Bordelli, in Piazza del Carmine, on the top floor of a fine old stone building. He was from southern Italy, like many outsiders in the city at the time. He’d been in town for a little over a year and worked as an estate agent as cover. In the neighbourhood they called him ‘the newcomer’ and probably would have kept on calling him that for ever had he not been killed. The whole San Frediano quarter knew exactly what he did, even though Badalamenti was careful not to ‘do business’ with anyone who lived near by. Every so often the inspector used to see him driving down those impoverished streets in his new red Porsche. He wore very fine gold-rimmed glasses and had a square-shaped head and frizzy hair you could scour a frying pan with.


Badalamenti lent out money, even very small sums, but always demanded outrageous rates of interest. Anyone who was late with payments faced the sort of penalties people commit suicide over. He was a violent man. Rumour had it that he beat the prostitutes he brought home with him, even though he usually made amends afterwards by paying them double. He was very rich and was always investing his money profitably in every imaginable sort of traffic. His wealth was legendary. One story had it that he’d bought a whole island down south just so he could swim undisturbed. He would buy houses and land at auction and then resell them, and often they’d belonged to the very people he had ruined. At other times he would rent squalid apartments cheaply, then fix them up at low cost and sublet them out for three times the amount to people in financial straits, petty criminals, prostitutes and the like. He kept copies of all the keys to his flats, and if a tenant went away for more than two weeks, he would manage to rent the place out to some other wretch, who would pay dearly for it. Some even said that he had a circuit of whores working for him in the south, and that he had dealings with the Cosa Nostra. There certainly was no lack of gossip about Badalamenti, some real, some invented, but nailing him wasn’t easy. He was very clever at using his work as an estate agent to camouflage his real occupation.


Bordelli dealt in murder, but having that loan shark so close to home really bothered him, like a pebble in his shoe. And so a few months earlier he had started concerning himself personally with the problem. As far back as the previous February he had spoken to Commissioner Inzipone about it, explaining who the man was and how difficult it was to find evidence to warrant arresting him.


‘We need someone who will press charges,’ Inzipone said, thoughtfully pinching his chin between thumb and forefinger. He didn’t seem terribly interested in the matter.


‘You know perfectly well that nobody will ever do anything of the sort, because they might well end up dead,’ Bordelli replied, annoyed.


‘Well then, stop wasting my time and tell me what you have in mind.’


‘I want a search warrant.’


‘Oh, do you? On what grounds?’


‘Whatever you can think up . . . By now even the cobblestones know who the man is and what he does.’


‘I’ll have you know that until proven otherwise, it might just all be malicious gossip, Inspector . . . And, anyway, you’re supposed to investigate murders, or am I mistaken?’


‘All right, but if you won’t get me the warrant, I’ll handle it my own way,’ the inspector said, standing up.


‘And what will you do, Inspector? Break into the man’s home illegally . . . as you’ve done on other occasions?’


‘I’m a policeman, and I try to do my job to the best of my abilities.’


‘A chief inspector who picks locks . . . Is that any way to do things? Can you imagine what would happen if—’


‘Just tell me one thing, sir: will you help me get that warrant or won’t you?’ Bordelli retorted, standing in front of Inzipone’s desk. The commissioner sighed deeply, chewing his lips.


‘I’ll see what I can do,’ he said.


‘Well, be quick about it. That man must be stopped.’


‘And what if your search yields nothing of interest?’


‘I’ll turn his flat upside down, take it apart piece by piece . . . I’m convinced something will turn up.’


‘You’re really so sure, are you?’


‘Let’s say I’m certain it’s worth the trouble of trying,’ Bordelli concluded, and with a nod, he headed for the door. Inzipone stood up.


‘Bordelli, have I ever told you I don’t like your methods?’


‘I think you have.’


‘Well, then let me repeat it. I don’t like your methods one bit.’


‘I’m truly sorry about that.’


Closing the door behind him, Bordelli heard the commissioner sputtering curses between clenched teeth.


In the days that followed, he learned that the judge had thrown a tantrum. Without a formal denunciation or concrete evidence, the possibility of a search warrant was less than a mirage. Seeing red, Bordelli had decided to go and talk directly with Judge Ginzillo, the man with the smallest head he’d ever seen. He’d had to deal with him a number of times in the past, and it had never been pleasant.


‘Dr Ginzillo, please don’t always throw spanners in my works, if you can help it,’ Bordelli said politely the moment he was allowed into the judge’s office.


‘Please sit down, Inspector, and excuse me for a moment,’ Ginzillo said without looking at him. He was busy reading something and seemed engrossed. Bordelli sat down calmly, repressing his desire to grab him by the ears and lift him off the ground. He even resisted the desire to light a cigarette, but not for Ginzillo’s sake. He’d decided to stop smoking and was always trying to put off the next cigarette for as long as possible.


The judge glanced at his watch, took a sip of water, and drummed his fingers on the desk, all the while hypnotised by that bloody, stamp-covered piece of paper.


‘All right, let’s hear it, Inspector, but make it brief,’ he said suddenly, without looking up. Before the inspector could open his mouth, a forty-something secretary dressed like an old maid walked in carrying a number of documents that urgently needed signing. The judge adjusted the glasses on his nose, and with a solemn mien sought the proper pen on his desk, found it, then started skimming the documents, murmuring the words as he read them. When he got to the end of each document, he gave a nod of approval, appended his signature, tightening his lips, then pushed the paper aside and went on to the next.


‘Go ahead, Inspector, I’m listening,’ he muttered, still reading. Bordelli didn’t reply, for fear he would utter an obscenity. When the secretary finally left, Ginzillo removed his spectacles with a weary gesture, cleaned them with a handkerchief, and put them back on. Then he resumed reading, fiddling with a very sharp pencil with a rubber at the end. He was holding it between two fingers and making it bounce off the wooden desktop.


‘So, you were saying, Inspector?’ he said, still hunched over the sheet of paper.


‘I haven’t breathed a word.’


‘Then please do. What are you waiting for?’


‘When I speak to someone I like to be able to look them in the eye, sir. It’s a fixation of mine.’


Ginzillo raised his head and, sighing, set the pencil down on the stack of papers. It seemed to cost him a lot of effort.


‘Go ahead,’ he muttered, looking at Bordelli with what seemed like great forbearance.


‘I need that search warrant, Dr Ginzillo.’


‘What search warrant?’


‘Badalamenti,’ the inspector said, staring at him.


‘We needn’t be so hasty.’


‘Hasty? Tell that to the people who’ve left their bollocks on the loan shark’s table.’


‘Please don’t be so vulgar, this is no place for that kind of talk.’


‘Why don’t you go some time and have a look for yourself at all the misery the man has caused? It’s not catching, you needn’t worry.’


‘Please, Bordelli . . .’


‘I said misery, sir, and while it may indeed be an obscenity, it’s not a bad word.’


The judge was getting upset. He put the pencil back in the cup and wrinkled his nose as if noticing an unpleasant smell.


‘Please sit down, Inspector, I want to have a little talk with you.’


Bordelli was already seated. Indeed, it felt to him as if he’d been sitting there for ever, and now he wanted to leave.


‘I don’t need to have a little talk with you, sir. What I need is that search warrant . . .’


The judge raised his eyebrows, looking irritated.


‘Just bear with me for a moment, Inspector,’ he said, sighing, putting his open hands forward as if to defend himself from the muzzle of a drooling, excessively friendly dog. Having caught his breath, he then stressed every syllable as if he were hammering nails.


‘If you really want to know, Inspector, Mr Badalamenti has a number of friends in our city government and socialises with some important families . . . Do you get the picture? Or can you think of nothing but your precious warrant? If I did as you ask and you found nothing . . . What would we do then? Can you imagine what the newspapers would say? Or have you already forgotten what happened with the Colombian jeweller?’


His voice came out through his nose with a metallic sound.


‘That wasn’t my case,’ Bordelli said, glancing compassionately at the timorous judge. Ginzillo raised his forefinger and his voice came out in a falsetto.


‘That’s exactly my point! If you’re wrong, it will be the first time for you, Inspector . . . but the second time in six months for the police force. Do you understand what I’m saying? The second time! And if you think I’m going to . . .’


‘Goodbye, Dr Ginzillo,’ Bordelli said unceremoniously, getting up and leaving the room.


As he had given Commissioner Inzipone to understand, the inspector had decided, after his fruitless meeting with Ginzillo, to enter the usurer’s flat illegally and search high and low for any evidence that might help to nail him. He was convinced he would find something but, truth be told, he was also hoping for a little luck.


That same night, at about three in the morning, he’d gone to inspect the site, to determine how difficult a job it would be. The small palazzina in which Badalamenti lived was quiet and dark. It was February and very cold outside. In the glow of the street lamps he could see a fine rain falling and turning to sleet.


Some years before, the inspector had taken lockpicking lessons from his friend Ennio Bottarini, known to intimates as Botta, a master of the art of burglary, and he was now able to pick some two-thirds of all the locks on the market with a mere piece of wire. His intention was to ask one of his friends from the San Frediano quarter to keep watch while he broke into Badalamenti’s flat right after the loan shark went out.


He managed to open the front door to the building in just a few seconds. Then, after tiptoeing up the stairs to the top floor, he met with disappointment. One look at Badalamenti’s door and he knew he was faced with a lock that his teacher classified as ‘curseworthy’. Bordelli was incapable of opening that kind. Only Botta could.


The following day the inspector had gone looking for him at home, only to learn that he’d been in jail for several weeks. He’d been arrested near Montecatini, at Pavesi di Serravalle, trying to shift a television set stolen from the office of a service station. Botta was an artist of burglary, and a very good cook, but he was terrible at disposing of stolen goods. The inspector was shocked to learn he’d started doing these small jobs again. The last time he’d seen him, Botta was still coasting on the money he’d made on a successful scam in Greece.


The following Sunday morning Bordelli had gone to see him at the Murate prison. A guard accompanied him down the long corridors, opening and closing gates along the way. Water dripped from the ceilings, and the floor was scattered with dirty little piles of sawdust. The doors of the some of the cells were open, and the inmates walked about the corridors in groups, dragging their feet. Under the general murmur of voices the inspector heard the distant sound of an ocarina.


After the umpteenth barred door, the guard pointed to a man scrubbing the floor at the end of a long, deserted corridor. It was Ennio. The inspector went up to him and tapped him on the shoulder.


‘Ciao, Botta, how’s it going?’


‘Inspector! What are you doing here?’ Ennio asked, feeling somewhat embarrassed.


‘How much time did they give you?’


‘Fourteen months, Inspector. I’m supposed to come out in March of next year, but by now I know how these things go. If I’m good, they’ll let me out for Christmas.’


‘And the money from Greece?’


‘The horses, Inspector. It’s the last time, I swear.’


‘I certainly hope so, for your sake.’


‘Fourteen months for a television set . . . Though I must say it was a Voxon, one of the best.’ Botta sighed histrionically.


‘Why don’t you ever call me when you have a problem, Ennio? You know I’ll help you if I can.’


‘But you already own a television set, Inspector! A beautiful Majestic . . .’


‘That’s not what I meant.’


‘And I hadn’t even stolen it myself! I was just lending a friend a hand . . . You know who gave it to me?’


‘I don’t want to know. Listen, I’m here to ask you a favour.’


‘A nice Greek dinner at your place?’


‘That too . . . but there’s something else.’


‘What is it, Inspector?’


‘I want you to pick a lock for me,’ Bordelli said, lowering his voice.


‘Did you lose the keys?’ Botta asked, laughing.


‘I want to get inside the flat of someone who should be in here instead of you.’


‘And what about all those things I taught you?’


‘It’s the kind of lock that calls for Botta.’


Ennio puffed up with pride.


‘No problem, Inspector, as soon as I get out of here I’ll open it for you.’


‘Just so it’s clear, what we’re going to do is illegal. If they catch us, they’ll bugger us both.’


‘No problem all the same, Inspector. If you’re there it’s fine with me.’


‘Thanks.’


‘At any rate I assure you, Inspector, you’ve got a real knack for it. I mean it.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘You’d make a pretty decent burglar yourself.’


‘Well, coming from you, that’s a compliment.’


‘I’m not kidding, Inspector, it’s the truth.’


‘You’re too kind, Ennio,’ Bordelli said, and as he shook Botta’s hand before leaving, he slipped two thousand-lira notes in his friend’s shirt pocket.


‘This may come in handy.’


‘I owe you one, Inspector,’ Ennio said, winking.


‘Don’t forget to give me a ring as soon as you get out.’


‘You’ll have to be patient, Inspector, I’ve still got thirteen months to go. And even if I get out at Christmas, that still leaves ten.’


‘We can wait. Break a leg, Ennio.’


‘Thanks.’


For some time thereafter the inspector had carried on his personal investigation of Badalamenti, without results. He had discreetly tried to initiate a review of the city’s banks, in order to comb through the usurer’s accounts, but without a court order it would have been like trying to empty the ocean with a spoon. He had even thought of having Badalamenti’s phone tapped, but it was too risky and, most importantly, would have involved other people. He didn’t feel like taking anyone else into his unsteady boat. And it was anyone’s guess whether it really would have helped. Badalamenti was very shrewd and seemed to feel quite protected by his acquaintances. As Ginzillo had said, the man had an entrée into the homes of rich businessmen and ambitious young politicians. It led one to the disturbing conclusion that everyone present at those dinner parties had something in common. This was one of the more unpleasant faces of the new, changing Italy, Bordelli said to himself, thinking of all those who had died in the hopes of leaving a better world to their children . . .


In short, stopping Badalamenti had proved to be a far more difficult matter than expected. But the inspector was determined to see things through. He would have to wait for Botta and hope for a bit of luck.


The months went by.


The second channel of the RAI, the national television network, inaugurated by Mina4 three months earlier, expanded its programming, and to some it seemed as if the world had doubled in size. The television news programmes vomited out information from all over the world. From Algeria came troubling reports: after a century of colonialism and a million deaths, the country was in chaos. The French were leaving en masse, including legionnaires and pieds noirs, heeding the advice of the FLN, whose slogan was: ‘The boat or the coffin’. In June Ben Bella was swept away by Colonel Boumedienne, while, back in France, De Gaulle was preparing for the presidential election against the socialist Mitterrand.


From the US and the UK came new music, new faces, new fashions. Girls’ skirts became impossibly short, men’s hair grew longer and longer. It was anybody’s guess what it all meant. Everywhere one heard the songs of Adriano Celentano, Bobby Solo, Nicola di Bari and Gigliola Cinquetti. Bordelli often found himself humming a tune of Petula Clark’s, but could never remember the words.


Italy was advancing at a gallop, even though there weren’t enough horses for everybody. The number of Motoms and Vespas on the roads steadily increased, and there were more and more cars, especially Fiat 600s and 1100s. But there was no lack of Lancias and Alfa Romeos, either, and there were even a few Jaguars here and there. The traffic was already worse than the year before; at certain hours of the day one had to queue up at junctions. Billboards were getting bigger and bigger, and the laundry was now done by a machine. Everything seemed to be going right. Money seemed to reproduce like loaves and fishes, the dream of wealth spread like a disease. But one had to be on the right side, or there was trouble. Trains kept coming up from the south, full of men without return tickets heading north to sell their flesh and muscles, dragging their poverty behind them. They kept the whole sideshow moving, but couldn’t climb aboard . . .


More than anything else, one felt the young people’s yearning to change the world, which to them seemed to have grown old and decrepit. Bordelli thought that it wasn’t only, as some believed, a desire to have fun. Nor was it only that they wanted to be rid once and for all of the dark past the old people were always telling them about with reproach and admonishment in their voices. At least from a distance, these kids almost looked as if they were of another race. They didn’t give a damn about the war that had ended not long before and which their parents claimed to have won.


For the first time, Bordelli felt all the violence of a real transformation in the air, even though it was hard to say exactly what it consisted of. The forces heating up across the country were diverse and numerous. In a sense, everything was being renewed. New wealth, new poverty. The word ‘freedom’ was being used in new ways, and the prisons to be destroyed had names never heard before . . .


More and more people were abandoning the countryside without regret. The old peasant houses and villas outside the cities were being sold at cut rates behind closed doors, furnishings and all. More than once during those months, Bordelli had wandered about with the idea of buying a ruin with a bit of land and growing old there, but he continually postponed acting on his desire. Before taking such a step, he had to think it over very carefully.


And so the months went by.


December had arrived. Christmas was approaching with its coloured lights and stacks of fir trees on street corners. All that was missing, as usual, was snow.


Ennio might call at any moment, and Bordelli was ready to do what he’d been planning for months. But fate had decided otherwise. Someone had killed Badalamenti.


The body was discovered that Wednesday, but the murder had occurred a few days earlier. The building’s other tenants had been smelling a sickly-sweet odour in the stairwell for some time and, sniffing around one morning, traced it to Badalamenti’s flat. Only then did they realise they hadn’t seen him for several days, and that his red Porsche hadn’t moved from the square for a while. They all agreed they should call the police. The report was passed on to Bordelli, who immediately got down to work.


The firemen were summoned, and they broke down Badalamenti’s door with the solemn imprimatur of the law. The stench of death immediately assailed with full force the nostrils of everyone present. Bordelli had smelled that sweetish odour many times, too many, perhaps, and had never got used to it. He went in first, handkerchief pressed firmly against his mouth and nose, and opened all the windows.


Badalamenti’s body lay face down on the floor of a small room done up as an office, halfway down the central hallway. His hands were curled, and he had one eye wide open, the other at half-mast. His half-open mouth rested against the tiled floor, and there were two dark spots of dried blood beside it. His eyeballs were already in bad shape. The scissors were stuck deep inside the flesh beneath the neck.


Bordelli immediately sent for the assistant public prosecutor. A police officer took a number of snapshots of the corpse from a variety of angles. The chief of forensics, De Marchi, and his assistants pulled out their tools and started searching the flat for fingerprints, cigarette ash, and anything else that might be of use, taking care not to move anything. De Marchi was just over thirty years old and had the face of a nerdy schoolboy, but was a real bulldog when it came to his work. Bordelli had a great deal of confidence in him. Even though he knew him only on a professional basis, he addressed him in the familiar form, since the forensic expert was young enough to be his son.


The apartment had been visibly and thoroughly ransacked without compunction. It had a number of rooms, all furnished in more or less the same fashion – that is, with a lot of money and little taste. Faux-antique dressers and wardrobes next to green Formica tables, huge mirrors with modern gold-plated frames, ugly but flashy paintings, and imposing beds intended for much larger rooms.


Half an hour later the young assistant prosecutor, Cangiani, arrived. Standing in front of the corpse, he visibly gagged several times, then called Bordelli aside.


‘I’ve already seen what there is to see. Once the forensic team and the pathologist are done, you can go ahead and take the body away,’ he said, and then rushed out of the apartment.


Bordelli wanted to inspect the flat in his own good time, and alone, after everyone else had left. Possibly even the next day. He was in no hurry. Phoning the station, he asked for Rinaldi.


‘I want you to come here with six or seven men and interrogate everyone in the building, and all the tenants in the buildings on Piazza del Carmine,’ he said.


‘Very well, Inspector.’


‘And try to find out if Badalamenti had a cleaning lady. I want a detailed report of everything.’


‘That’s a lot of work, sir, but I think we can manage,’ said Rinaldi.


Dr Diotivede, the police pathologist, arrived shortly thereafter, black leather bag in hand, wearing his seventy-two years like an ornament. He still had the face of a child not yet fully formed, and not even the bifocal lenses of his spectacles managed to make him look old. As he came in, he greeted everyone with an icy smile.


‘Who’s the victim?’ he asked, looking at Bordelli.


‘His name was Badalamenti. A loan shark . . .’


‘Ah, I see.’


Diotivede loved his work. Whenever a dead body turned up, he wanted to be informed at once, because he always insisted on seeing the victim at the scene of the crime.


As the others covered their noses with handkerchiefs or ran off to vomit, the doctor knelt down beside the corpse without so much as a grimace, and brought his face, and therefore his nose, close to the wound, which was already ringed with maggots, squinting with the same expression as a collector examining the fine toothing around the edges of an antique stamp. The only thing that flustered him was a murdered child, and he’d had to look at several of them the previous spring, when a madman strangled four little girls . . .


Cold gusts blew in from the open windows, and in the end they decided unanimously to close them all except for the one in the study, where the body lay.


Diotivede spent a whole minute studying the scissors planted in Badalamenti’s neck. Then he pulled his little black notebook out of his pocket and started making his first notes. Every so often he would stop, looking thoughtful, and run a hand through his snow-white hair. He bent down again. He touched the dead man’s face with a finger, prodded his shoulder, then resumed writing. Nobody dared disturb him. When he had finished he stood back up and put the notebook away, looking satisfied.


‘What can you tell me?’ Bordelli asked, going up to him.


‘He must have died at least five days ago, maybe six. I’ll try to be more precise after the post-mortem, but don’t bother asking me the exact time of day . . . Too much time has passed.’


‘Anything else?’


‘I didn’t see any signs of a struggle. No bruises or scratches, no torn clothing.’


‘Caught by surprise from behind?’


‘Most likely. If the adrenalin tests confirm it, I’d say he had no idea, until the very last second, that he was about to be stabbed in the neck.’


‘What would you prefer, Doctor? Would you rather know or not know you were about to die?’


‘I think being stabbed with scissors like that must be a pretty nasty way to die,’ the doctor said with a chilly smile.


Bordelli grimaced, unable to stand the stench any longer. ‘Can we take the body away?’ he asked as two cowled stretcher-bearers from the Misericordia came in.


‘I’m all done,’ said Diotivede, raising his hands.


‘When are you going to work on him?’


‘Are you in such a hurry?’


‘Less than usual.’


‘I have to finish up an elderly lady, then I’ll do this one for you,’ said the doctor, looking down at the corpse at his feet. Bordelli gestured to the two men in black frocks.


‘You can go ahead,’ he said.


The two cowled figures approached and without a word lifted Badalamenti on to a stretcher and carried him away.


The lads from forensics were also done. De Marchi whispered to the inspector that they’d combed the place very carefully and taken a few specimens. But they hadn’t found much, he said, shaking his head. At any rate, he would send over the results as soon as possible.


‘No fingerprints on the scissors. They were either wiped clean with a handkerchief or the killer was wearing gloves,’ he said, throwing up his hands. And he added that everything would be analysed and catalogued using the new techniques and procedures developed in the US and the UK, and that—


‘Fine, fine,’ Bordelli interrupted him, convinced that nothing would come of these analyses.


‘When should I drop by?’ he asked Diotivede, calmly walking him to the door.


‘Whenever you like.’


‘Maybe I’ll even give you a hand. I’ve always been fascinated by the idea of opening up dead bodies and pulling out their guts.’


The pathologist heaved a sigh of irritation at that thousandth idiotic quip about his perfectly normal profession. Bordelli knew such comments irked him, but that was precisely why he enjoyed making them. It was fun to see Diotivede tense up for a second like an offended child.


‘I guess you’re right, Inspector. It’s much more fun to be a policeman. You have the pleasure of tracking a man down, slapping handcuffs on him . . . or maybe even shooting him in the back.’


‘Need a lift home?’


‘I’m happy to get some exercise.’


‘Forget I asked.’


They calmly descended the stairs, side by side, without another word. Outside the front door was a throng of journalists, who immediately tried to get inside. Bordelli raised a hand and said nobody could go upstairs. Anybody wanting any information had to go to police headquarters and wait. The newsmen protested as usual, but in the end they left. Bordelli shook his head.


‘How the hell do they always find out so fast?’ he asked.


‘Maybe it helps that they’re not policemen,’ Diotivede quipped, then waved goodbye and went off towards Santo Spirito.


‘Thanks,’ Bordelli muttered, watching him walk away.


A little boy on a woman’s bicycle bigger than he was came out from Borgo San Frediano, standing on the pedals. He’d attached a folded-up postcard to the frame so that it rattled the rear spokes and sounded like a motorbike. Passing by the front door of Badalamenti’s building, the child shot a glance at the inspector and started pedalling harder. Bordelli followed him with his eyes and watched him disappear beyond Piazza Piattellina. A thousand years ago he too used to put a postcard in his bicycle’s spokes, and hearing the sound now only made him feel old. He ran a hand over his face and pressed his eyeballs with his fingertips. He wasn’t that old, really, but he was certainly too tired to start searching the dead man’s home right now. He realised he wished he had Piras at his side for the investigation. Sticking a cigarette between his lips, he decided at last to put the whole thing off till tomorrow. It wasn’t the kind of murder that made one feel anxious to get things moving, he thought, blowing the smoke towards the sky.


He woke up in the middle of the night after a bad dream and instinctively turned on the light. He looked around the room to reassure himself. Everything was the same as it always was, but the dream left him with a feeling of precariousness that seemed to presage death. It was almost three o’clock. He’d only been asleep for about an hour. His heart was beating wildly. He turned the light off and lay back down. He’d retained no precise image of what he’d just dreamt, and remembered only that he was struggling terribly to free himself from a sort of spider’s web in which he’d got caught. He was hoping to fall back asleep immediately. But, try as he might to keep his eyes shut and not move, his tired brain was still busy thinking about unpleasant and dangerous things.


He was imagining his heart imprisoned between the lungs, contracting and expanding, and it looked to him like a repugnant muscle that after years of spasms wanted only to burst or simply stop. His heart had broken many times, always because of women. The muscle had functioned quietly and well during the war, never asking him for anything. The years had gone by, and he’d suddenly found himself, at fifty-five years of age, feeling as if he’d never actually lived.


Deep inside he never really stopped thinking about death. It was always on his mind, every minute of the day, and had become a sort of habit. At moments he found himself imagining his own death in a variety of different ways. There was no good reason for it; that was just the way he thought. Even at the best of times. Now and then he would become fixated on heart failure, especially when he felt tired, as now. The idea of dying suddenly, without having the time to understand what was happening to you, frightened him even more than death itself. He was hoping to be conscious at the exact moment at which he went over to the other side. From time to time he would wonder whether his comrades who’d been blown sky high by German mines had had the time to realise anything.


He’d made it back from the war alive, but there had been many occasions when he could easily have died. He’d been lucky. It was almost though he was protected by a star in the heavens. In 1941, shrapnel from a British torpedo had breached the wall of the submarine he was in. He’d heard it hiss a centimetre away from his temple and lodge itself in the side of the ladder. He’d gone and dug it out. Inside one of the metal curls a greenish strand of seaweed had got stuck. Wrapping the splinter in a handkerchief, he’d put it in his pocket. He must still have it somewhere.


To take his mind off his beating heart he started thinking about the war, and he remembered the time he was trapped with five of his men in a field of maize under the sudden fire of the German artillery.


They spread out and hit the ground. The earth was shaking violently. They had to prop themselves up on their elbows with bellies raised, tongues pressed hard against palates to keep from biting them, hands over the ears to protect their eardrums from the explosions. The clods of dirt thrown into the air by the mortar shells kept raining down on them without cease. Staccioli and Bordelli were lying next to each other. With each blast they pressed their faces into the ground, and between explosions they exchanged glances and cursed the Nazis. Before exploding, the mortar shells whistled through the air. There was a moment of hell, with grenades falling around them one after another, the earth flying up into the air as if catapulted. Bordelli closed his eyes and kept his face pressed to the ground until silence returned. All of a sudden he heard a dull thud, like a boulder hitting the ground. He turned towards Staccioli.


‘Did you hear that?’ he asked, but Stacciolo couldn’t hear anything any more. An unexploded shell had fallen on his neck, and his face was buried in the ground. Bordelli just looked at him for a few seconds, suppressing the absurd desire to talk to him. Then he yanked off his friend’s dog tags, not bothering to pull the chain over his head. If the shell had done what it was supposed to do, there wouldn’t have been a shred of either of them remaining.


Very few were as lucky as he.


Capo Spiazzi died in the Veneto three weeks before the end of the war because of a moment’s inattention. It was a dark night and, lost in thought, he’d lit a cigarette while standing in front of a window. The German sniper aimed a couple of inches above the flame and hit him square in the forehead. Bordelli heard the glass shatter and ran to see what had happened, and found Capo Spiazzi sprawled across the floor, face up and eyes open. The cigarette had remained between his lips, still lit.


Giannino had died, too. Of gangrene. Bordelli had tried to stop the infection with the tools he had available. He poured two big glassfuls of cordial down his throat, tied a tourniquet of string very tightly just under the knee, then put a plank under his leg and amputated his foot with a hatchet. It took two consecutive, decisive chops. As a disinfectant he used some twenty tablets of sulphamide ground to a fine powder. But it was no use. Giannino lived only three more days. As he was dying he kept saying his right foot hurt, the one that had been amputated.


The inspector felt his heart start to grow calmer. He lay down on his back and, looking into the darkness with eyes open, continued to wander randomly through his memories. He remembered Cayman’s broad smile. They called him that because of some silly resemblance he supposedly had with the animal. The war had reached Cayman during his third year of studying philosophy at university. He shamed everyone with his vast culture, but one was always sure to be amused in his company. He said Jesus Christ was just a poor fanatic who had read too much Plato, and that was exactly why he liked him. But to believe he was the son of God was a bit much. Despite the sophistication of his arguments, Cayman cursed like a docker, and when he wasn’t talking he looked like the coarsest of them all. He had survived five years of mines and bombs only to die at the hands of a drunken Pole after the war had ended. Stabbed twice in the back for an empty wallet. Bordelli saw again the train that had taken Cayman back home: a train full of corpses crossing half of Italy, dropping off more dead at each stop. A dirty train driven by dirty men. But there was also something cheerful about it, because it travelled through a country free at last of Nazis and home-grown Fascists, a destroyed, shattered country that nevertheless hoped for something better than having to deal with pricks like Badalamenti.




16 December


When he opened his eyes that morning, the first thing he thought of was his beating heart. Putting his hand on his chest, he had the impression it was more sluggish than usual. But it was only an impression, he told himself. It was already nine o’clock. Getting up out of bed, he immediately felt dizzy, but for only a second or two. No need to worry, Inspector, you’re just a little tired. You really ought to take some time off every now and then. A proper holiday. It’s probably been ten years since you last lay down on the sand by the sea, thinking of nothing . . .


He went into the kitchen in his underpants to make some coffee, then drank it slowly, looking out the window. The sky was clean. He felt strange and ached a bit all over, but perhaps he’d only slept badly. He slowly got dressed and went into the bathroom to shave. Grabbing the shaving brush, he moistened it, slapped it across the soap a few times, and before lathering up his face, stood there with his hand in the air . . . He’d often heard such things as: He lathered up his face, started shaving, when suddenly, pow! He collapsed on the floor. No, he wouldn’t like that. He rinsed the brush and put it back in its cup. No shave today, he thought, looking at himself in the mirror . . . No shave, no heart attack. Not that he really believed it, but that morning he simply preferred not to shave, nothing more.


He went out into the street and pulled his trench coat tightly around him. The sun was shining brightly, but it was cold. He bought a newspaper in Piazza Tasso and started walking towards Badalamenti’s building. On the front page blared the headline: THE MOST AMAZING FEAT IN AERONAUTICS HISTORY: RENDEZVOUS IN SPACE. Gemini 6 and Gemini 7 had met up in weightless space, and the astronauts had waved ‘hello’ through their portholes. Everything had gone quite smoothly, and the Americans had reconfirmed their supremacy in matters of space travel.


Bordelli folded up the newspaper and stuck it under his arm. Before long they would be travelling to the moon, while back on earth, loan sharks still preyed on honest people.


There was only one week left before Christmas, and the shop windows were full of blinking lights and colourful festoons to enchant children of all ages. He absolutely had to remember to get a present for his friend Rosa, a former prostitute. He knew how much it meant to her. Even at her age, Rosa was as innocent as a child, and she loved getting presents. But Bordelli lacked imagination when it came to such things, and he feared that on the evening of the 24th he would still be wandering about the centre of town without any idea of what to get her.


When he got to Badalamenti’s building, he opened the front door with a key and climbed the stairs to the top floor, feeling winded. Bloody cigarettes. He removed the seals and pushed the door open. The sickly-sweet smell of death was still strong and seemed to stick to his skin.


He started wandering lazily about the flat. The rooms were rather large and had high ceilings. There were two bedrooms, a sort of sitting room, the study in which the body had been found, a big kitchen and a spacious bathroom with a tub. The killer had had the sangfroid to remain a good while in the apartment and ransack every room, including the bathroom. To judge from the state the flat was in, it had been an angry and summary search. Drawers upended on to the bed, clothes scattered across the floor, papers everywhere. Who knew whether the killer had found what he was looking for? Maybe not. Otherwise, instead of continuing to turn the flat upside down, he would have stopped at some point.


Bordelli postponed his first cigarette of the day until later and phoned police headquarters from the study. The previous day Rinaldi and company had continued to question the neighbourhood residents until late in the evening. He had faith in Rinaldi, who was young and efficient.


‘Anything of interest?’


‘Not much, Inspector. There was only one witness, an elderly lady called Italia Andreini, who lives in one of the buildings opposite Badalamenti’s . . .’


‘What did she say?’


‘She said that one night about ten days ago she couldn’t sleep, and so she bundled herself up, opened the window and started looking outside. It was raining hard. It was about two o’clock in the morning, and the piazza was empty. After a while, she noticed someone coming out of Badalamenti’s building. Average height, slender build. From the way he moved, she thought he was young. But that was all she could say, because the square was dark and the guy’s head was covered with a hood because of the rain. The lady is certain he didn’t see her, because she had the lights off. The guy walked fast and went towards Piazza Piattellina. But that’s all, Inspector.’


‘No cleaning lady?’


‘Nobody knows anything.’


‘Very well, then, go and get some rest,’ said Bordelli, hanging up.


They were getting nowhere fast. He went back into the hallway, hung his trench coat on a peg and got down to work. He started searching the rooms calmly one by one. He rifled through armoires already ransacked by the killer, pulled them away from the wall to look behind them, searched under and on top of every piece of furniture, under the beds, pulled out the few drawers left in place and emptied these out on the carpets, climbed on to chairs and tables to search the ceiling lamps. In the kitchen he even looked inside the coffee can and the sugar bowl. In the study where the body had been found there was a brown jacket hanging from the back of the chair. Searching its pockets, he found a golden key chain with the keys to the Porsche and put it in his own pocket.


The more he got to know the flat, the more depressing and cold it seemed to him. It was a far cry from the sort of cosy nest most people like to withdraw to. He realised that his own place was a lot nicer . . . with its grit-tile floors, its bathroom with fine, yellowed porcelain, its worm-eaten furniture inherited from some old aunts of his father’s whom he’d seen only in photographs.


He stuck a cigarette between his lips and, without lighting it, continued searching the flat. He did it calmly, convinced that sooner or later something would turn up. He had all the time in the world. If he’d searched his own place the same way, he would surely have found countless things he didn’t even remember he had.


By late morning there were only two rooms left to scour, and he still hadn’t found a thing. On the other hand, he had managed not to smoke, and this gave him a certain satisfaction. If he’d prevailed over the Nazis, he could prevail over that stupid vice.


He decided to search Badalamenti’s bedroom first. He went in and turned on the light. Ugly room. A light fixture of glass fruit, small metal lamps painted with green enamel, light brown furnishings reminiscent of a post office. A large rectangular mirror with a light blue frame hung from a wall. But the pièce de résistance was the gold-plated wooden bed, with a headboard inlaid with fanciful squiggles. On top of it was a great pile of clothes removed from the drawers. Bordelli rummaged through them. Underpants, vests, socks, all fine brand-name stuff. Beside the window was a small writing table with a black marble top and a rather fancy Leica camera on it. It was clear the killer hadn’t committed the murder during a robbery.


The two drawers of the desk had already been rifled through, like everything else. Papers large and small lay scattered across the floor: old bills, money orders to be filled out, empty envelopes, stamps. Nothing of importance.


He cast a 360-degree glance around the room. Hanging on the wall above the headboard of the bed was a print of a Quattrocento Christ inside a thick frame of black wood. Bordelli lifted it off of its hook to look behind it, and something fell on to the pillow. Setting the picture down, he picked up a small stack of black-and-white photographs held together by a broad rubber band. There was even a small envelope with the negatives. The first photo was of a beautiful girl in a bikini, very young, with long black hair. She was standing, leaning back against a door jamb and smiling innocently. On the whole, a rather provocative picture. She had a very beautiful body, if a little immature. But she wasn’t far from her full flowering. Bordelli brought the photos into the light and removed the rubber band. There were twelve in all. The dark young girl was as beautiful as the sun. Three of the shots showed her in a bikini; in a few others she was wearing a very short dress revealing two magnificent legs; and in a couple of others her breasts could be seen behind her folded arms. In the background, a few corners of Badalamenti’s flat were recognisable. Written on the back of each snapshot was a name: Marisa. He wondered why Badalamenti kept them hidden. Putting the rubber band back around them, he put the photos in his pocket and resumed sifting carefully through everything, with no results. At last he gave up and went into the sitting room, the last to be searched. It was a rather spacious room, with large red terracotta tiles and floral curtains that dragged along the floor. Between the sofa and the black leather armchairs was a low glass table that Badalamenti must not have cleaned very often. The only other piece of furniture was an unsightly modern glass-fronted cabinet full of glasses and bottles. The inspector opened both doors to have a better look. Cognac, whisky, Spanish brandies, all expensive stuff. Below, next to the glasses, was a tin can of the sort used for varnish. He grabbed it and pried off the lid with his house keys. It had grey putty inside. What the hell was a can of grey putty doing with the drinking glasses? He put the can back in its place and glanced at his watch. It was almost one o’clock, and he was starting to feel hungry. He would resume his search calmly after lunch.


He went down into the street with the intention of walking over to the Osteria di Santo Spirito for a panino and a glass of red. Then he changed his mind. He got in his Beetle, drove through the centre of town and parked the car in the inner courtyard of police headquarters. The sky had clouded over, and it felt a little less cold outside. After spending all morning holed up in that ghastly apartment, he felt like walking for a while in the open air.


Crossing Viale Lavagnini, he slipped into the Trattoria da Cesare, where for many years he’d been eating almost daily. As he entered he greeted the owner and waiters with a nod and exchanged a few quips with them. It was almost like being among family.


The inspector never sat at a table. His place was in the kitchen with the Apulian cook, Totò, where he had his very own stool. He considered it a privilege, and probably would have made a stink if anyone else were ever granted permission to enter that paradise of splashing sauces and drums full of offal.


‘Have you ever thought of getting married, Totò?’


The cook was enveloped in a cloud of infernal smoke, with six pans on the cooker at once. Bordelli watched in amusement as the material was transformed. A chunk of butter, a bit of meat, and some other insignificant thing turned into a pleasure for the tongue and palate. Totò was a shrimp, but had the touch of a bullfighter. Any animal had to feel honoured to be mistreated by him. He could handle many pots at a time, and he bragged about it like a little boy. He kept the whole kitchen going all by himself.


Finishing up his spaghetti alla carbonara, Bordelli thought with pleasure of the cigarette he would smoke once he’d finished his lunch. Totò emerged from his inferno and came up to him.


‘I’ll serve you in a second, Inspector. Wait till you taste the osso buco.’


‘I can’t wait.’


‘Did you like the pasta?’


‘Love at first sight.’


‘Don’t you think there was a little too much pancetta? Sometimes even I get it wrong.’


‘Cut the false modesty, Totò, you’re not convincing anyone.’


‘Nobody’s perfect, Inspector,’ the cook said, grinning like a braggart, before returning to the hob to see to the customers’ orders. Bordelli refilled his glass.


‘Totò, did you hear my question earlier?’ he asked.


‘What question, Inspector?’


‘Never mind,’ said Bordelli.


The cook drew near with a frying pan in his hand.


‘You like it hot, right?’ he asked.


‘I can’t live without it.’


‘Then have a taste and see if you like this osso.’


The meat was practically submerged in rather dense red sauce.


‘Your own invention?’


‘Almost . . . It’s sort of done in the Algerian style.’


‘You’re becoming as cosmopolitan as my friend Bottarini,’ Bordelli said to provoke him. The previous year Botta had replaced Totò in that kitchen for a few days, keeping the restaurant going without much trouble, and when Totò had returned from his trip to the south he’d heard tell that his stand-in knew how to cook foreign stuff, not knowing that Botta had learned all those dishes by spending time in the prisons of half the countries in Europe and even a few in North Africa.


‘Give me a break with this Botta, Inspector! I’ve always known how to cook those dishes! It’s just that nobody ever asked to me to make them before,’ said Totò, lower lip jutting in disgust, waving his greasy hands in front of his face.


‘There’s certainly nothing wrong with learning new things, Totò,’ Bordelli persisted with feigned innocence. Totò shook his head dramatically and sighed.


‘Keep that wine close to you, Inspector, this stuff is pure fire,’ he said, then turned back towards the cooker with his arms dangling. Never tell a cook he could learn something from anyone, Bordelli thought, studying the osso buco. It looked magnificent but dangerous.


Totò was endlessly filling dishes and bowls and passing them to the waiters through the semicircular hatch that gave on to the dining room. Bordelli put the first bite of meat in his mouth and felt his gums burst into flame. He took a long sip of wine.


‘Very good,’ he said with tears in his eyes.


‘I’m glad you like it,’ Totò said slyly.


‘What are you doing for Christmas, Totò? Going down to see your folks?’ the inspector asked, to change the subject. The cook paused for a moment, then approached, wiping his hands on his apron.


‘This year they’re coming up here. Cesare has decided to keep the restaurant open over the holidays. And what are you doing?’


‘I don’t know yet.’


‘Why don’t you come and spend Christmas with us, Inspector? There’s more than fifty of us, and we make enough noise to wake the dead. And you really ought to see some of my lovely cousins . . .’ he said suggestively, drawing the shape of a woman’s curves in the air with his hands.


‘Thanks, Totò, I’ll keep it in mind,’ said Bordelli, cautiously continuing his journey through the Algerian fire. He didn’t really feel like thinking about women at the moment. His last affair, which had ended badly, still weighed heavy on his mind. Milena, a twenty-five-year-old Jewish girl, had left a wound inside him that hadn’t yet healed. To chase the thought from his head, he put another piece of that devilish osso buco in his mouth.


Pietrino Piras came home from a difficult walk on crutches. The doctor had told him that the more he moved, the more quickly he would heal, and he couldn’t wait to get back to Florence. He didn’t like sitting around twiddling his thumbs. And Florence meant being with Sonia. He was dying to see her. At the moment she was in Palermo with her family and would spend the entire holiday with them. They talked over the telephone three or four times a week, and his mother kept trying to find out who this girl was who called so often asking for her Nino. He pretended it was nothing and wouldn’t even tell her the girl’s name. He was always jealously guarded about his things, and especially about Sonia.


It was lunchtime. In one corner of the kitchen stood a small Christmas tree adorned with the same baubles of coloured glass he’d known since childhood. His mother had decorated it that morning, much later than in years gone by. A fire had been burning in the hearth since the morning. Pietrino sat down at the table with his father, and Mamma arrived with a serving bowl of spaghetti in tomato sauce.


‘Zia Bona dropped by,’ she said, filling their plates. ‘She’s going to get the spumante for Christmas dinner.’


‘Mamma, this is enough pasta for four . . .’


‘Eat, Nino, the doctor said you must eat.’


‘It’s too much.’


‘It’s not, you’ll see.’


‘If you force him he won’t eat any meat afterwards,’ Gavino said to his wife.


His parents coddled him like a child. They were happy to have him at home, even if it was because of that frightful incident. Piras’s mother, Maria, was a small woman but full of energy. She worked like a slave and never let up. She spoke in Sardinian dialect, but had gone to school up to the third grade and knew Italian fairly well. She always wore a headscarf tied under her chin and had dramatic eyes. She took care of the animals. She and Gavino had a few chickens, a lot of rabbits and two pigs.


‘Gigi and Pino won’t be coming this Christmas, either,’ said Maria. They were the two other sons, both older than Pietrino. They were married and had been living in France for many years.


‘We’ve known that since October. Why repeat it?’ Gavino said.


‘Well, they could have come,’ Maria said.


‘They’ll come next year,’ said Gavino, pretending it didn’t bother him.


‘I understand them, Mamma, it’s too expensive.’


‘Not even for Christmas . . .’ said Maria, staring at her plate. They carried on eating in silence. There was only the sound of fire consuming wood.


Gavino kept himself busy working his small plot of land. He’d lost an arm in combat in ’45, while fighting at Bordelli’s side. But he worked as if he had three arms instead of one. He dug holes, pruned trees, harvested tomatoes. He was very proud of his plot of land and wanted to do all the work himself for as long as he could. Every morning at dawn a friend would come by in a little Fiat 600 van, buy a bit of everything, and sell it at the market in Oristano.


Pietrino realised he was hungrier than he thought and finished all the spaghetti on his plate. His mother smiled with satisfaction when she took the empty dish away. Mothers are always right. The wine was tart and light and still smelled of grapes. Gavino made it himself, repeating each year everything he’d seen his grandfather and father do.


Maria brought two frying pans to the table. Polenta with cavolo nero5 and pezz’imbinata, little strips of pork marinated in red wine and then grilled. Pietrino knew those flavours well. They were as much a part of his life as the walls of the house or the small picture of Santa Bonacatu hanging over the fireplace.


‘I made this cabbage with my own hands,’ Gavino said, dipping his spoon into the polenta.


‘You have only one hand, Gavino, and only God can make living things,’ said Maria, ribbing him. Her husband ignored her and looked at his son.


‘Eat. Taste that? It’s good because there’s hard work in it,’ he said, squeezing Pietrino’s arm.


‘You say that every day, Dad,’ said Nino, smiling.


‘And you eat every day,’ said Gavino, entirely serious.


Pietrino continued eating in silence. After lunch he went and rested in the armchair next to the fireplace and in front of the television, a fine twenty-one-inch Sylvania on the plastic stand he’d given to his parents for their last anniversary. Maria didn’t like having the antenna on the rooftop. That metal contraption would attract lightning, she said. The Piras family owned one of the few television sets in town, and often friends and relatives would come by to watch a programme or two, especially on Saturday nights and Sundays.


As his mother was washing the dishes, Pietrino distractedly watched the end of a programme on natural science, and then the test card came up. He leaned forward and, without getting up, extended a crutch and turned the set off with the tip. He tried to read a few lines of Simenon, but his full stomach and the warmth of the fire put him to sleep.


He woke up around three o’clock and sat there in a daze, staring at the lifeless television. He yawned, feeling tired from so much leisure.


Gavino was doubtless already out in the field, while his mother had gone to see to her bees. Sometimes Piras would go with her, but he never got close to the hives. He was always amazed to see hundreds of bees land on his mother’s arms and face without ever stinging her.


Reaching down, he picked up the Simenon novel again. He’d brought a whole suitcase full of books with him from Florence, lent to him by Simone, a close friend of Sonia’s who he was a little jealous of at first. Partly because he lived right across the landing from her, but mostly because he was very good looking.


Piras was only a few pages from the end of the novel. He read them in a few minutes, then closed the book and tapped it with his hand. He always did that when finishing a novel he liked.


Feeling a little groggy, he stretched and some of his joints cracked. To avoid falling back to sleep, he stood up, leaned on his crutches, and went out into the street. Staying indoors too long made him restless. There was never anything for him to do besides reading, and in his present condition he couldn’t even give his parents a hand in the field or in the stables. He would have been glad to do so, if only to help the time go by faster.


The inspector left Totò’s kitchen feeling as if he wanted to sleep. When all was said and done, he realised he had drunk nearly a whole bottle of wine by himself. The avenue was full of Christmas traffic. He headed towards Via Zara, repressing the urge to light another cigarette. It wasn’t raining, but the sky had turned into a slab of lead, and he could feel the humidity in his bones. He preferred snow, but it hardly ever snowed in Florence. He’d once slept in snow, on a night in Umbria in 1944, and it was one of the few times sleeping out in the open when he hadn’t felt cold. Sotto la neve c’è il pane, sotta la pioggia c’è la fame, the peasant saying went. Under the snow there’s bread, under the rain there’s hunger. He and his comrades had spent the night in their sleeping bags and woken up the following morning covered in sweat, under a ten-inch layer of snow . . .


There was no getting around it. No matter what he thought of, it always brought back memories of the bloody war.


As he entered the courtyard of police headquarters, he greeted Mugnai with a nod and went to look for Rinaldi and Tapinassi. He wanted to give them the photographs of the girl that he’d found in the loan shark’s house, and tell them to track her down fast. The photos had been taken by Badalamenti with his fancy Leica, and Bordelli thought rather optimistically that it was a fair bet the girl lived in town. If they couldn’t find her, then they would have to start looking for her in the outlying province, and then in all of Italy. At any rate, it was a lead that deserved to be followed to the very end. He found the two officers standing in front of the Flying Squad office.


‘I want you to find this girl for me,’ Bordelli said, handing Tapinassi two of the photos of Marisa which he’d cut below the chin. The rest he kept under lock and key. Tapinassi looked at the photos and blushed so thoroughly his ears turned red.


‘Let me see,’ said Rinaldi, taking them out of his hand. When he saw the girl his eyes opened wide.


‘Blimey,’ he said. They looked like a couple of idiots. It was a good thing they were seeing only the censored photos, thought Bordelli, shaking his head. Standing shoulder to shoulder, the two policemen couldn’t take their eyes off them.


‘You’ll have all the time in the world to admire her. Take one photo each and don’t make any copies. I want only you two to look into this; you mustn’t tell anyone else. Understand?’


‘We’ll do our best, sir,’ said Rinaldi.


‘Try the schools, too, but nobody must know why we’re looking for her. Invent some excuse, if you have to.’


‘Why are we looking for her, Inspector?’ Tapinassi asked.


‘You don’t need to know, for now. When you find her, don’t approach her, don’t do anything at all . . . Just report to me at once.’


‘Very well, sir,’ said Tapinassi, eyeing the photos in his colleague’s hand. Bordelli slapped him on the back.


‘But don’t take a week. We’re not in New York, after all,’ he said.


‘We’ll manage, sir,’ said Rinaldi, standing to attention.


‘Maximum discretion,’ the inspector reiterated, heading for the door. Before leaving he dropped into his office, for no real reason. Maybe just to have a look at the room. Every time he went in there he felt at home, and this worried him. It was very hot. He touched the radiators; they were boiling, at public expense. He put an unlit cigarette between his lips and left the matches on the desk. Leaving the room, he headed for the stairs, determined to smoke only if he ran into someone with a light.


He crossed the courtyard, pulling his trench coat tightly round his body. Passing Mugnai’s booth, he waved a greeting. Mugnai bolted out and came up to him.


‘Need a light, Inspector?’


Bordelli sighed and lit the cigarette on Mugnai’s match. His strategy hadn’t worked, but in truth this was what he’d wanted. Otherwise he wouldn’t have gone around the station with an unlit cigarette in his mouth.


‘Thanks,’ he said, blowing the smoke far away.


‘You can keep ’em,’ Mugnai said, slipping the box of matches into the inspector’s coat pocket.


It was hopeless. If he wanted to quit smoking, he had to rely on himself.


‘I’ll buy you another box,’ Bordelli said.


‘No need, Inspector. I don’t smoke.’


‘How did you manage to quit?’


‘I never started.’


‘I think you and Piras would get on well together,’ Bordelli said.


‘How’s he doing, now that you mention him?’ Mugnai asked.


‘He can’t wait to get back to hunting down killers.’


‘Give him my best.’


‘Will do.’


Bordelli got into his Beetle and drove away, imagining Piras with his crutches and his father Gavino with only one arm.


He glanced at his watch. Just three o’clock. Before returning to Badalamenti’s apartment he wanted to drop in on Diotivede. He turned on to the Viali and tried to smoke the cigarette as slowly as possible, to make it last. Driving past the Fortezza da Basso he saw a man in the distance talking to a little girl near the pond in the garden. At first he paid no heed. But when he approached the intersection with Viale Milton, he stopped the car and threw it into reverse, ignoring the horns blasting in protest. He parked the Beetle between two trees and got out. He thought he’d recognised Lapo, the thirty-year-old son of a couple of businesspeople in the centre of town. Lapo had been convicted several times of sexual harassment of minors. His parents were wealthy and always managed to save him by hiring expensive lawyers who tried to pass him off as insane. But Bordelli was not a judge. Crossing the busy avenue in a hurry, he walked towards the pond. The young man had his back to him and was on his knees, talking to the little girl.


‘Is there a problem here?’ Bordelli asked gruffly. The young man snapped his head around, saw the inspector, and stood up.


‘You scared me, Inspector.’


It was indeed Lapo, with his coat-hanger shoulders and hips as wide as a woman’s. He was trembling lightly from the fright.


‘It’s you who scare me, Lapo,’ the inspector retorted. The girl looked about ten years old. Long blonde hair and carrying a red satchel.


‘Are you the man with the toys?’ she asked Bordelli, looking him seriously in the eye.


‘Of course I am . . . Aren’t you going to introduce me to your daughter?’ the inspector said to Lapo.


‘He’s not my daddy,’ the little girl said.


‘She’s not my daughter,’ the young man stammered. He had a gaunt face, eyes too big, and his skin was always shiny. Bordelli approached the girl, smiling.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Beatrice. And you?’


‘Franco. What are you doing outside all alone at this hour?’


‘I was playing with my friend . . . she lives over there,’ she said, pointing a tiny finger in the direction of Via dello Statuto.


‘And where do you live?’


‘In that building there,’ said the little girl, pointing to a door across the avenue.


‘Come, I’ll walk you home,’ said Bordelli offering her his hand.


‘And what about the toys you promised me?’ she asked. The inspector shot a glance at Lapo, who looked away.


‘I forgot them at home.’


‘Ohh! And when will you bring me them?’


‘We’ll talk it over with your mamma,’ Bordelli said, to wriggle out of the bind. Then he went up to Lapo.


‘I’m going to take her home and come back. If you move even an inch, you’re in big trouble,’ he whispered.


‘I’ll wait right here, I promise,’ said Lapo, averting his eyes.


Bordelli took the child by the hand and escorted her to the front door of her building. Ringing the buzzer, he told the girl he wanted to talk to her mother about the toys. The mother came downstairs to meet them. The woman listened to him attentively and thanked him, then started saying a few words to her daughter, who looked at her in astonishment. Bordelli waved goodbye, and as the big door closed behind him, he could hear the little girl complaining that the toy man had tricked her.


He walked calmly back to the park. Lapo was huddled up on a bench, green greatcoat pulled tightly around him, smoking a cigarette. The inspector sat down beside him. He remained silent for a moment, gazing at the dark silhouettes of the oaks in the park and the naked branches of the plane trees lining the avenue. Cars drove by fast, as the volume of traffic increased. He turned towards the young man and extended his arm over the back of the bench.


‘I was going to give you a little lecture.’


‘Of course, Inspector,’ Lapo said, still looking down. He stank of sweat and eau de cologne. Bordelli sighed with irritation.


‘I want you to listen very closely, because I don’t like to say things twice.’


‘Of course, Inspector,’ Lapo repeated. Bordelli turned round to face the avenue.


‘From now on I’m going to have my men follow you, day and night. If I find out that you’ve come within ten yards of any little girl, I’m going to come and get you personally and take you straight to the Murate and charge you with rape. I’ll have forty-eight hours to investigate and establish the facts. But rumours travel fast in jail, and you know what the other prisoners do to people like you? They cut their balls off. So do me a favour now and repeat what I just said . . . word for word.’


Bordelli had seen something similar in a Western whose title he couldn’t remember. He had to admit that it had made an impression. Lapo took a deep breath and started speaking.


‘From now on I’m going to have you followed . . . and if I hear that you’ve approached a . . . a little girl . . .’


‘Well done. Now finish the sentence.’


‘. . . I’m going to come and get you and . . . take you to the Murate . . .’


‘Go on.’


‘. . . and in jail . . . they’ll . . . cut off . . .’


‘What’ll they cut off? Come on, it’s easy.’


‘. . . m . . . my balls . . .’


‘Good, now I know you understand. And do you know what happens when someone cuts off your balls?’


‘No,’ said Lapo, pale as a corpse.


‘Well, if you want to find out, just try to bother another little girl and it’ll all be clear to you. Think you need any more explanations?’


‘No,’ said Lapo, and a second later he covered his face with his hands and burst into tears like a child. His shoulders shook as if they had an electrical current running through them.


‘Have you got a cigarette?’ Bordelli asked. The young man passed him a packet of HB without raising his head. He continued whimpering and sniffling. The inspector took a cigarette and put the packet back in the man’s pocket. Then he stood up and headed for the Beetle. Had he remained a second longer he might not have been able to refrain himself from boxing the ears of that rich, sick kid. But he’d never liked beating people up, and so he’d left. Getting into the car, he imagined Lapo with his hands on a little girl and lit the cigarette with Mugnai’s providential matches.
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