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To Antonio.


My son, my best story
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For most of humanity, that 23 February was just a morning like any other, but for Samantha Andretti it could have been the start of the most important day of her young life.


Tony Baretta had asked to speak to her.


Sam had spent the night tossing and turning like a possessed character in a horror film, trying to imagine why one of the cutest boys at school – and the world – should wish to speak to her of all people.


All this had begun the previous day. First of all, the request had not been issued to her directly or by him in person. Some things had to follow a specific protocol with teenagers. Naturally, the initiative would always originate with the interested party, but then a whole procedure would follow. Tony had used Mike, a member of his close circle, who had passed the request on to Tina, who sat next to Sam in class, and Tina had then told her. A simple, direct sentence which, in the unfathomable universe of secondary school, could mean a multitude of things.


‘Tony Baretta wants to speak to you,’ Tina had whispered in her ear during gym, skipping with joy, a glow in her eyes and voice – because a true friend is as happy about something nice happening to you as if it had happened to her.


‘Who told you?’ Sam had immediately asked.


‘Mike Levin. He stopped me on my way back from the toilet.’


The fact that Mike had spoken to Tina meant it was a confidential matter and had to remain so. ‘But what did he tell you exactly?’ she’d asked to make sure Tina had understood properly – no one at school had forgotten poor Gina D’Abbraccio, nicknamed ‘the widow’ because when a boy had asked her if she had a date for the end-of-year dance, she’d mistaken his ordinary curiosity for an invitation and had ended up dressed in a long peach-coloured tulle gown, waiting in tears for a ghost.


‘He said,’ Tina had slavishly replied, ‘“Tell Samantha that Tony wants to speak to her.”’


Naturally, while they were analysing all this, Samantha had made her repeat these words over and over again. Precisely to guarantee that Tina hadn’t misquoted.


‘When’ or ‘where’ this chat with Tony would take place was not known, however, and that added to Sam’s frustration. She figured it would perhaps happen in the science lab or the library. Or else behind the steps at the gym where Tony Baretta trained with the basketball team and Samantha with the volleyball team. Before and after school were ruled out, just like the canteen and corridors – too many prying eyes and ears. On second thoughts, having no further details, while being a kind of torture, was also what made it special. For Sam, there was no better way to describe this strange alternation between euphoria and depression that had followed that simple request, since the topic of the meeting could turn out to be a boon or a disappointment. Even so, she was grateful – yes, grateful – for what was happening to her.


Actually happening to her – Samantha Andretti – and nobody else!


Her mother was wrong to say that there are things you experience at thirteen which you appreciate more as an adult, with hindsight. Because at this moment, Sam was happy with a happiness that belonged to her alone and nobody else on the face of the Earth could have understood or felt. And that made her privileged … Or else totally deluded and about to come smack up against a devastating truth: that, after all, Tony Baretta was famous for showing off with girls.


The fact was, she had never thought about Tony. At least not that way. Nature had started to change Sam’s body and she had already got used to her period, but until now she hadn’t had the opportunity to appreciate the positive effects of these changes. Samantha had never realised she was attractive – or perhaps she already knew it but before it was relevant in any way. She had begun to attract the curiosity of boys and it was a revelation to her.


Had Tony noticed? Was this what he was aiming at? To slide his hands under her top or – Jesus, Mary and Joseph, forgive me – elsewhere?


That was why, on the morning of 23 February – D-Day! – tired from lack of sleep and watching the glow of the dawn spread across her bedroom ceiling, Sam had convinced herself that Tony Baretta’s words weren’t real but merely the result of a hallucination. Or else she had probably thought about them so much that, amid the twists and turns of every teenager’s fervent imagination, the prospect had lost all credibility. There was only one way to find out if she had deluded herself. And that was to lift her tired body from the sweat-drenched bed, get ready and go to school.


And so, having ignored her mother’s chiding about not having enough breakfast – for God’s sake, she couldn’t breathe, let alone eat! – Sam put her rucksack over her shoulder and, intrepid but also somewhat resigned, quickly walked out of the front door to meet her destiny.


At five to eight, the streets in the area where the Andrettis lived were practically deserted. Anyone with a job had already gone a long time ago, the unemployed were busy getting over their hangovers, the elderly were waiting for the day to grow warmer before popping their heads out of their front doors and students would be leaving it till the last possible minute before setting off. For Sam, too, this was unusual timing. She wanted to drop by Tina’s house, as she often did. But then she decided her friend probably wouldn’t be ready yet and she didn’t have the patience to wait for her.


Not today.


As she walked along the grey brick pavement, the only person she passed was a delivery man looking for an address. She didn’t even notice him and he barely registered the girl who walked past him – to look at her, nobody would have imagined the turmoil inside her. Sam went past the Macinskys’ green house, with that horrid black mutt who’d lie low in the hedge and give her a fright every time, then the small villa that used to belong to Mrs Robinson and was now falling apart because her relatives couldn’t agree on the inheritance. She skirted the football pitch at the back of the church of the Holy Mercy. There was also a garden and a little playground with swings, a slide and the tall linden tree on which Father Edward would pin flyers advertising parish events. Although there was silence all around, at the end of the deserted street you could already see the main road hectic with traffic bound for the city centre.


But Sam didn’t notice any of this.


The landscape before her eyes was like a screen on which Tony Baretta’s smiling face was being projected. She was guided on her way only by the unconscious memory of familiar steps repeated hundreds of times before.


When she was halfway to her secondary school, Sam suddenly had a doubt about whether she was dressed appropriately for the meeting. She was wearing her favourite jeans – with rhinestones on the back pockets and small tears at the knees – and, under the black bomber jacket that was two sizes too large, the white hooded top her father had brought her from his most recent business trip. But the real problem was the dark rings under her eyes caused by the lack of sleep. She had tried to hide them with her mother’s concealer but wasn’t at all sure she’d managed it – she wasn’t allowed make-up yet and hadn’t learnt to apply it properly.


She slowed down and looked at the cars parked along the street. She immediately ruled out the silver-grey Dodge and a beige Volvo because they were too dirty and didn’t meet her requirements. She finally saw what she was after. Across the road, there was a white minivan with reflective windows. She crossed to the other side and looked at herself. Except that, after ascertaining that the concealer did in fact cover the bags under her eyes, she didn’t resume her walk. Instead, she carried on looking at the reflection of her face, framed with long brown hair – she loved her hair. She wondered if she was really pretty enough for Tony and tried seeing herself through his eyes. What does he see in me? And as she was wondering, her eyes focused for a moment beyond the reflective surface.


It can’t be, she thought, and took a closer look.


On the other side of the glass, in the shadows, there was a giant rabbit. It was watching her, motionless. Samantha could have run away – part of her was telling her to run, and fast – but she didn’t. She was fascinated, as though mesmerised, by this gaze emerging from the abyss. This isn’t happening, she thought. This isn’t happening to me, she repeated with the typical incredulity of some victims who, instead of fleeing their fate, are inexplicably drawn to it.


The girl and the rabbit stared at each other for an infinite length of time, as though driven by a morbid reciprocal curiosity.


Then, all of a sudden, the minivan door opened, depriving her of her reflection. As Samantha’s face vanished before her, she saw no fear in her eyes. If anything, there was just a flash of surprise.


As the rabbit dragged her into his burrow, Sam did not imagine that this would be the last time she would see herself for a very, very long while.
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First to surface from the darkness were sounds, like an orchestra tuning up before a concert. Chaotic and orderly but always light sounds. Electronic notes at regular intervals. Trolley wheels rolling from one side to the other and the clinking of colliding glass. The subtle ringing of phones. Quick but light footsteps. And all of that mixed up with incomprehensible, distant but nevertheless human voices – how long had it been since she’d heard voices? And she could hear her own breathing. Regular but muffled. Like breathing in a cave. No, there was something pressing on her face.


The second detail her mind registered was the smell. General disinfectant. And medicines. Yes, she thought, it smells of medicines.


She tried to find her bearings. She had no awareness of her own body, and only knew she was lying down. She kept her eyes shut because her lids felt heavy, ever so heavy. And yet she had to make an effort and open them. She had to do it quickly, before she could be overwhelmed by events.


Control the danger. That’s the only way.


The voice that had just spoken was coming from somewhere inside her. It wasn’t a memory but an instinct. Something that had taken shape over time, through experience. She’d had to learn to survive. That was why, despite the numbness, a part of her was always alert.


Open your eyes – open your damned eyes! Look.


A narrow slot opened in her field of vision. Tears flooded her irises, though it wasn’t an emotional response – if anything, one of annoyance – by now she would rarely give the bastard the satisfaction of seeing her cry. For a moment, she was afraid of coming up against darkness but, instead, saw a blue light inundating the room all around her.


It was like being at the bottom of the ocean. Comfortable and peaceful.


This could be a dirty trick, though, she knew that only too well, having experienced first-hand how dangerous trusting could be. As soon as her eyes grew accustomed to the new setting, she began to move them, exploring the surrounding environment.


She was lying on a bed. The blue light was coming from fluorescent lights on the ceiling. She was in a large room with white walls. No windows. But, at the far end, on the left-hand side, there was a huge mirrored wall.


He doesn’t like mirrors, the voice said again. How was this possible?


There was also a door standing ajar and, beyond it, a well-lit corridor. That was where the sounds were coming from.


It wasn’t real. It didn’t make sense. Where am I?


A human figure was standing outside the door, with its back to her, wearing dark clothes – she could make him out through the gap. He had a gun holstered at his side. Is this some kind of joke? What does it mean?


Only then did she notice a little table near her bed, with a microphone and recorder. There was an empty iron chair next to it, with a man’s suit jacket hanging on the back. He’s nearby, she thought. He’s coming back. She felt a wave of fear sweep over her like a tide.


No, not fear, she told herself. Fear was the real enemy. I have to get out of here.


It wouldn’t be easy, she didn’t think she had sufficient strength. She tried moving her arms, lifted her elbows and pushed them into the mattress to pull herself up. Long brown hair fell over her face. Her limbs felt heavy. She managed to partly raise her torso, but immediately fell back. Something was clasped over her face: an oxygen mask connected to a valve on the wall. And a drip was attached to her arm. She yanked the tube and slid the needle out of her vein, but as soon as she deprived herself of the beneficial gas, she realised she had run out of breath. She coughed and tried to swallow the air around her but its consistency was denser than the fresh breeze she had been inhaling up to now. Her eyes filled with lively black dots.


Darkness was gaining the upper hand again but she didn’t give in.


She pulled off the sheet that was covering her from the waist down and, through the shadows that obscured her eyesight, saw a thin tube coming out of her groin and ending in a transparent bag inside which yellow liquid had accumulated.


Still lying down, she moved her right leg, meaning to get out of bed, but something was holding onto her left. A weight. Caught unawares by the ballast, she lost her balance and realised she was falling down. She came crashing down on a cold, hard surface and knocked her face against it. Her left leg was the last thing to slide down onto the floor with a thud, like a stone.


The noise caught someone’s attention and she clearly heard the door open and close again. Then she saw a shadowy figure running towards her: something was jangling at its side – a carabiner filled with keys. The figure put a steaming cup down on the floor and grabbed her under the armpits. ‘Don’t worry,’ a male voice said encouragingly, pulling her up. ‘Don’t worry,’ he repeated, gently handling her near-lifeless body. ‘It’s all right.’


She was almost suffocating and about to faint, so she let her head drop on the man’s chest. He smelt of cologne and had a tie on, which she found cruel and absurd.


Monsters don’t wear ties.


The man heaved her back onto the bed and, after brushing her hair off her face, placed the mask back over her mouth. The oxygen filled her lungs and brought relief. After making her lie down properly, he put a pillow under her left leg, which was in plaster from her ankle up to her knee. ‘You’ll be more comfortable like this,’ he said caringly. Finally, he took the cannula she’d taken out and pushed the needle back into her arm. She watched him do these things with astonishment.


She’d grown unused to kindness. And above all to a human presence.


She tried to focus on him. Did she know him? She didn’t think she’d ever seen him before. He looked about sixty and athletic. He had round glasses with dark frames and tousled hair. Besides the carabiner with the keys attached to his belt, there was a photo ID pinned to the pocket of his dark blue shirt. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows.


Once the man had finished, he picked up the steaming cup he’d left on the floor and put it on the bedside table, on which there was also a yellow telephone.


A phone? It couldn’t be a phone!


‘How are you feeling?’ he asked.


She didn’t answer.


‘Are you able to speak?’


She said nothing, staring at him, her eyes wide open, ready to pounce on him.


He came closer. ‘Do you understand what I’m saying?’


‘Is it a game?’ The words emerged, harsh but muffled, from the oxygen mask.


‘Excuse me?’ he said.


She cleared her throat. ‘Is it a game?’ she repeated.


‘I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean,’ he replied, then added, ‘I’m Dr Green.’


She didn’t know any Dr Green.


‘You’re at Saint Catherine’s. It’s a hospital. It’s all right.’


She tried to take in his words but couldn’t. Saint Catherine’s, hospital – it was information outside her reach.


No, it’s not all right. Who on earth are you? What do you really want from me?


‘It’s understandable you should be disorientated,’ he said. ‘It’s normal. It’s still too soon.’ He stared at her silently for a moment, with compassion.


Nobody looks at me like that.


‘You were brought here two days ago,’ he continued. ‘You slept for almost forty-eight hours, but now you’re awake, Sam.’


Sam? Who’s Sam? ‘Is it a game?’ she asked for the third time.


Dr Green now looked worried. Perhaps he’d seen the perplexed expression on her face. ‘You do know who you are, don’t you?’


She thought for a moment, afraid to answer.


He forced a smile. ‘OK, one thing at a time … Where do you think you are now?’


‘In the labyrinth.’


Dr Green glanced at the mirror, then turned to her again. ‘I’ve told you we’re in a hospital. Don’t you believe me?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Well, that’s good enough for now.’ He sat on the iron chair and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees and interlacing his fingers in an informal pose. ‘Why do you think you’re in a labyrinth?’


She looked around. ‘There are no windows.’


‘You’re right, that’s odd, but you see, this is a special room: we’re in the burns unit. They brought you here because your eyes are no longer accustomed to natural light and it could be dangerous, just as if you had a burn. It’s also why there are ultra-violet lights.’


They both looked up at the blue fluorescent lights.


He turned to the mirrored wall. ‘Through there, doctors and relatives can look at the patient without exposing him or her to the risk of infection … I know,’ he said, attempting a joke, ‘it looks like a police interrogation room, like the ones you see in films or on TV. It’s the first thing it made me think of.’


‘He doesn’t like mirrors,’ she blurted out.


Dr Green turned serious again. ‘He?’


‘Mirrors aren’t allowed.’ She had avoided turning towards the left-hand wall until then.


‘Who doesn’t allow mirrors?’


She said nothing, thinking her silence would be sufficient. He gave her another sympathetic look. It was as gentle as a caress, but part of her felt angry. She wasn’t sure of anything yet.


I’m not going to be taken in.


‘All right, let’s put it another way,’ Dr Green said, not waiting for a reply. ‘If mirrors aren’t allowed and yet there is one here, then perhaps you’re not in the labyrinth any longer, right?’


The argument was airtight, but after so many tricks – so many games – even just trying to trust someone was exhausting.


‘Do you remember how you ended up in the labyrinth?’


No, she couldn’t remember that, either. She was aware that there was an ‘outside’ but as far as she knew, she’d always been inside.


‘Sam.’ Again, he uttered that name. ‘It’s time to clarify a few things because unfortunately we don’t have much time.’


What did he mean?


‘Even though we’re in a hospital, I’m not really a doctor. It’s not my duty to treat you – there are far more qualified people taking care of your health. My job is to find evil men like the one who abducted you and kept you prisoner in the labyrinth.’


Abducted? What’s he talking about?


Her head was spinning and she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear any more.


‘It’s painful, I know, but we have to do this. It’s our only way of stopping him.’


What did he mean by ‘stopping him’? She wasn’t sure she wanted to do this. ‘How did I get here?’


‘You probably escaped. Two nights ago, a police car found you on a road in an uninhabited area near the swamps. You had a broken leg and weren’t wearing any clothes. Judging by your grazes, you may have been running away.’


She looked at her arms, which were covered in small wounds.


‘It’s an absolute miracle you made it.’


She couldn’t remember anything.


‘You were in a state of shock. The officers brought you to the hospital and informed the bureau. They looked for a match in the missing persons reports and identified you … Samantha Andretti.’


He put a hand in the pocket of the jacket hanging on the back of the chair, took out a small piece of paper and gave it to her.


She studied it. It was a flyer with the photo of a smiling girl with brown hair and hazel eyes. There was a word printed in red beneath the picture: MISSING.


She felt a pang in her stomach. ‘That’s not me,’ she said, returning the flyer.


‘It’s understandable you should say that,’ Green replied confidently. ‘But don’t worry, you’ve already made great progress since they found you. The abductor gave you psychotropic drugs to make you docile and control you. They discovered them in large quantities in your blood.’ He indicated the drip attached to her arm. ‘They’re currently administering a kind of antidote and it’s working because you’re now conscious. Soon you’ll also get your memory back.’


She wanted to believe it – oh, God, how she wanted to believe it.


‘You’re safe, Sam.’


A strange calm swept over her at these words.


‘Safe,’ she repeated to herself. She felt a small tear form in the corner of her eye. She hoped it would stay there because she couldn’t allow herself to drop her guard.


‘Unfortunately, we can’t wait for the treatment to take effect fully, and that’s why I’m here.’ He stared at her. ‘You’ll have to help me.’


‘Me?’ she asked, startled. ‘How can I help you?’


‘By remembering as many things as you can, however insignificant.’ Once again, he indicated the mirrored wall. ‘There are police officers behind there who’ll be present at our conversation and pass on every detail they consider relevant to the officers on the outside who are busy trying to catch your abductor.’


‘I don’t know if I can.’ She was tired and frightened and wanted only to rest.


‘Listen, Sam: you do want that man to pay for what he’s done to you, don’t you? And, above all, you wouldn’t want him to do the same thing to somebody else …’


This time, the tear ran down her cheek and stopped at the edge of the oxygen mask.


‘As you might have gathered, I’m a policeman,’ he continued. ‘I don’t carry a gun and I don’t go around chasing criminals or being shot at. To tell you the truth, I’m not even that brave.’ He laughed at his own joke. ‘But one thing I can assure you: together we’ll catch him, you and I. He doesn’t know it, but there’s a place from which he can’t escape. And that’s where we’ll hunt him down: not out there but in your mind.’


Dr Green’s final words made her shudder. Even though she couldn’t admit it, she’d always known that he’d got into her head – like a kind of parasite.


‘What do you say – do you trust me?’


A moment later, she proffered her hand.


Green approved her decision with a nod, then gave her back the flyer. ‘Good, well done, my brave girl.’


As she tried to familiarise herself with the face in the photo, he turned to the table and activated the microphone and recorder. ‘How old are you, Sam?’


She studied the picture carefully. ‘Not sure … Thirteen? Fourteen?’


‘Do you have any idea how long you spent in the labyrinth?’


She shook her head. No, I don’t know.


Dr Green wrote something down. ‘Are you sure you don’t recognise anything of yourself in that photo?’


She looked at it more closely. ‘My hair,’ she said, stroking one of the strands. ‘I love it.’


In the labyrinth, stroking my hair is my favourite pastime. The recollection came to her unexpectedly, like a quick flash out of nowhere.


I run my fingers through it to kill time, while waiting for a new game.


‘Nothing else?’


I’d like a mirror but he won’t give me one. She had a sudden doubt. ‘Am I … am I attractive?’ she asked timidly.


‘Yes, you are,’ he replied gently. ‘But I want to be honest with you … I know why he wouldn’t allow mirrors.’


She had a rush of anxiety.


‘I’d like you to turn to the wall on the left and find out for yourself …’


During the silence that followed, all she felt was her breathing quickening in a frantic search for oxygen. She looked into Dr Green’s eyes to see if she should be afraid, but he seemed unfazed. She understood that this was a test and that she couldn’t avoid it. So she began to turn her head on her pillow. She felt the rubber band on the mask stretch over her cheek.


I’m now going to see the girl in the flyer and I won’t recognise myself, she thought. But the truth was a thousand times worse.


When she met her reflection, it took her a while to focus on the image that was being sent back to her.


‘You were abducted one February morning on your way to school,’ Green said.


The much older brown-haired girl in the mirror started to cry.


‘I’m sorry,’ Dr Green said. ‘It was fifteen years ago.’
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‘… Fifteen years with no news, no clue and no hope. Fifteen years of silence. An endless nightmare with an unexpectedly happy ending, because until two days ago, nobody could have imagined that Samantha Andretti was still alive …’


Bruno Genko was trying to follow the television news correspondent standing outside the entrance to Saint Catherine’s, but he struggled to hear over old Quimby banging the bar’s air conditioning unit, as old as himself, with a broomstick, in an attempt to get it to work again.


‘Jesus, Quimby, will you stop that?’ Gomez, one of the bar’s most regular patrons, cried out from one of the booths at the far end of the room. ‘It’s not going to fix itself just because you’re hitting it with a stick.’


‘What the hell do you know about air conditioners?’ the barman asked, annoyed.


‘All I know is that you should put your hand in your pocket and make sure your customers get some fresh air,’ the fat, sweaty man replied, lifting a half-full bottle of beer from the large stack in front of him.


‘Naturally, I could if everybody in this place paid regularly.’


The lively arguments between Quimby and his customers were a frequent enough performance for anyone who frequented the Q-Bar. And it didn’t take much for the owner to lose his temper. At that moment, however, the only audience, besides Gomez, was Bruno Genko, and on that particular afternoon he was in no mood for fucking around.


Genko was sitting on one of the bar stools, clutching a glass of tequila and staring at the television screen standing on an upper shelf. The blades of the fans above his head were moving warm humid air mixed with the smell of cigarettes. His drink hadn’t yet been able to wash away the taste from having vomited his guts out in the back alley half an hour earlier. He hadn’t used the bar toilet because he didn’t want anyone to notice he was ill.


Even so, he looked awful and the nausea was threatening a comeback when he suddenly remembered what he had in the right pocket of his linen jacket.


The talisman.


Genko pushed the vision away and drained his glass in a single gulp. It’s the heat, he told himself to pluck up courage while the recollection faded. Nobody must know. So he ignored the spat, the blows of the broomstick and the rattling air conditioner, and tried to focus on what they were saying on TV.


The news of Samantha Andretti’s reappearance had been occupying the prime spot on all the local and national networks for the past forty-eight hours and had even relegated to the background the extraordinary heatwave afflicting the region, with temperatures way above average and a level of humidity never previously recorded.


‘… According to unofficial sources, twenty-eight-year-old Samantha Andretti is at present getting psychological support from an expert in the hope that she will soon be able to provide useful details that will help to catch the monster who abducted her and kept her prisoner … Some say there will be important developments in this matter before very long …’


‘Naaah … these reporters don’t know fuck.’ With a hand gesture, Quimby dismissed the correspondent on the screen and, with her, the entire journalistic profession. Then he resumed his seat behind the counter. ‘And if you switch channels it’s the same old tune. It’s the fifth or sixth time this morning I’m hearing the same thing: they keep going on about “imminent developments” because they’ve run out of things to say.’


‘And yet I could have bet the police would have fallen over one other to give tip-offs to the media,’ Genko said.


‘The chief inspector has put a news blackout on the investigation to avoid giving any advantage to the son of a bitch they’re looking for … If they don’t catch him somebody’s going to make the bureau pay a heavy price for neglecting the fact that Samantha was still alive all these years. That really would make the police look good.’ Quimby stopped, shuddering at a sudden realisation. ‘My God, fifteen years … Doesn’t bear thinking about.’


‘No,’ Genko agreed, shaking his empty glass.


Quimby took the bottle of tequila and administered another dose of the delectable medicine. ‘The question is how she managed to survive this long …’


Genko knew the answer but couldn’t tell him. But then perhaps Quimby didn’t actually want to hear it. Like most ordinary people, he wanted to believe the fairytale of the brave heroine who’d managed to resist and, in the end, even escape unscathed from the monster. In reality, she’d made it only because that was the way her jailer had wanted it. He had decided not to kill her, of course, but also to feed her and make sure she didn’t get ill.


In other words, he had taken care of her.


Day after day, he had shown her a sick affection. Just like humans with zoo animals, Genko thought, raising the tequila to his lips. For all our kindness towards these creatures, deep in our hearts we know perfectly well that their lives aren’t worth as much as our own. And Samantha Andretti had experienced this violent hypocrisy. She had been the caged animal, the creature to be admired. Having the power of life and death over her was her sadistic abductor’s true reward. Every day, he’d made the decision to let her live. No doubt that had made him feel noble, magnanimous even. And maybe he was right. After all, he had protected her from himself.


But Quimby and ordinary people couldn’t understand any of this. They hadn’t visited the hell Genko had ventured into. Consequently, he felt sorry for them and would usually let them talk freely. Because a nugget of information could be lurking amid all that chatter, the kind of information that may become the turning point of an investigation.


As far as everyone was concerned, Bruno Genko was a private investigator. In actual fact, his job was to listen.


The Q-Bar was perfect for gathering rumours, indiscretions and simple tip-offs. It had been the point of reference for law officers ever since, about twenty years earlier, Lieutenant Quimby had taken a bullet in the kidney during an ordinary search operation. Early retirement, career over, but he’d bought the pub with the insurance money. Ever since then, whenever police officers wanted to celebrate anything – be it someone retiring, the birth of an heir, a diploma or an anniversary – they would all meet up at the Q-Bar.


Although he’d never worn a uniform, Genko would regularly hang out in the bar and was by now considered one of the family. Of course, he had to put up with the banter and the nasty cracks but he was up to that. It was the price he had to pay to collect information that would be useful in his line of work. Quimby was his main confidant. All cops, even ex-cops, know you must never trust a private investigator. But the old man didn’t do it for any kind of profit. It was a matter of vanity. Perhaps sharing confidential information with a civilian made him feel as though he was still part of the force. Naturally, Genko would never press Quimby to talk: the ex-policeman would never have breathed a word if confronted with a direct question. So he would simply lurk in the bar, sometimes for hours on end, and wait for the other man to take the initiative.


That day, too.


Except that today is different. There isn’t much time left.


While waiting, he put a hand in the pocket of his linen jacket and took out a handkerchief to wipe the sweat from the back of his neck. His fingers brushed against the crumpled piece of paper – he’d called it the ‘talisman’ because he never parted with it. He felt a flush rise up through his stomach and was afraid he’d vomit again.


‘Bauer and Delacroix were here last night, on their way to the overtime shift,’ Quimby suddenly said.


Genko overcame his nausea and forgot about the piece of paper, because the cops mentioned by the barman were the officers formally assigned to the Samantha Andretti case. Here we are, he thought. He’d spent hours waiting for this moment and now he was being rewarded.


After mentioning Bauer and Delacroix, Quimby topped up his glass of tequila without being asked. A sign that he felt like chatting. Then he leaned across the counter. ‘They tell me the story about an expert talking to the girl is true. Apparently it’s a profiler with balls: a specialist in catching serial killers who’s been called in specially from somewhere or other. Someone who uses unorthodox methods …’


Genko knew that surviving a psychopath was statistically unlikely. So, whenever it happened, the police had an invaluable witness and even a way into the twists and turns of a complex criminal personality. A multi-faceted web of fantasies, uncontrollable urges, instincts and obscene deviations. That was why they’d called in a professional to probe Samantha Andretti’s mind.


Genko noticed that Quimby, too, kept referring to her as though she were still thirteen years old. He wasn’t the only one. Many people, even on television, would say ‘girl’. This was inevitable, since the last photo circulated straight after her disappearance was still in people’s minds. And yet, even though the media hadn’t got their hands on a recent picture to show the public, Samantha was now a woman.


‘The girl’s still in shock,’ Quimby confided in a low voice. ‘But the bureau’s optimistic.’


Genko didn’t want to appear overly curious, but he was certain that Quimby had found out something. ‘What do you mean by optimistic?’


‘You know what Delacroix’s like: he doesn’t say much and never commits himself … But Bauer’s convinced they’ll catch the bastard …’


‘Bauer’s a show-off,’ Genko remarked, then, pretending he wasn’t interested, returned his focus to the television screen.


Quimby rose to the bait. ‘Yes, but apparently they’ve got a lead …’


A lead? Could Samantha possibly have already supplied a crucial detail?


‘I’ve heard they’re looking for the prison set up by the abductor,’ Genko said absent-mindedly, to add some fuel to the conversation. ‘The police have surrounded an uninhabited area in the south, behind the swamps. Isn’t that where they came across Samantha?’


‘That’s right, they’ve cordoned off a security perimeter and won’t let anyone in. They want to keep onlookers away.’


‘They’ll never find the place.’ Genko was trying to appear sceptical, so that the other man would feel the urge to contradict him. ‘They haven’t found it in fifteen years, so it must be pretty well camouflaged.’


Quimby seemed annoyed by his doubts. ‘Samantha Andretti was on foot and even had a broken leg, so she can’t have come a long way, right?’


The private investigator decided to throw the ex-cop’s wounded ego a bone. ‘I think she’s the key to everything: if she cooperates, then there’s a hope of catching the monster.’


‘She’ll cooperate,’ Quimby replied confidently. ‘But they’ve got something else, too …’


So the lead didn’t come from the girl. From where, then? Genko said nothing and sipped at his drink. This strategic pause gave the barman time to decide whether or not to tell him the rest.


‘What they leaked about the way they found her isn’t entirely true,’ Quimby said. ‘The police who saw her on the side of the road, with no clothes and a broken leg, weren’t driving by there by chance.’


Genko quickly assessed the implications of this piece of information. Why should they have lied about the way they’d found her? What was it that wasn’t supposed to be revealed? ‘The police had been tipped off,’ he said tentatively. ‘Somebody reported seeing Samantha.’


Quimby merely nodded.


‘A Good Samaritan.’


Quimby corrected him. ‘An anonymous caller.’
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Genko stepped out onto the threshold of the Q-Bar and was immediately assaulted by the mugginess, which constricted his throat and chest in a single grip. The heat was alive, an invisible animal that didn’t give you a chance. Genko struggled to breathe, but still slid a cigarette between his lips, lit it and waited for the nicotine to kick in.


After all, what harm could it possibly do to him?


He looked around. At three in the afternoon, the city centre streets were deserted. An unusual sight for this time of day, this area and the fact that it was a weekday. The shops and businesses were shut. No passers-by. A ghostly silence. Only the traffic lights absurdly insisted on regulating the flow in streets void of traffic.


Because of the high temperature, the authorities had been forced to apply extraordinary measures to safeguard the residents’ health. People were being advised to sleep during the day and leave their houses only at night. To make the transition smoother, the working shifts of police, firefighters and hospital staff had been altered. Government offices would open late in the afternoon and close at dawn. Even the courts began carrying out their activities in the evening. Firms and businesses had adhered to the change: at around 8 p.m., manual and office workers would crowd the streets to get to their workplace as if it was a normal rush hour. No one complained. On the contrary, shops and department stores had recorded an increase in sales, since people couldn’t wait to leave their homes. As soon as the sun went down, they would all emerge from their hideouts, like rats.


For about a week now, days had begun at sundown.


Time has gone crazy, Genko thought, remembering what had happened a year earlier in Rome, where a storm had beaten down on the city, causing blackouts and devastating flooding. The result of pollution, global warming, the fucking way in which the planet was being treated. How long before the damned human race self-destructed without even noticing? Such a shame. Then he remembered the talisman in his pocket and decided that it was no longer his problem, when it came down to it.


So he decided not to give a damn and to contribute further to the general degradation: he dragged on his cigarette a couple of times, threw the butt down on the scorching pavement and crushed it with the sole of his shoe. Then he headed to his car, which was parked around the corner.


An anonymous caller.


As he drove his old Saab down the empty streets, Genko kept mulling over the information he’d obtained from Quimby. The air conditioning hadn’t worked for years, so he kept the windows down. Sudden blasts would rush at him then pull back, as though he was advancing in the middle of a blaze. Genko needed a refuge, not to escape the heat but that thought. Stop thinking about it, it’s not your concern. But he was tormented by doubt. Who had made the call? Why? Why didn’t the informer help Samantha himself? Why omit his details? The stranger could have become the hero of these events, and yet he had preferred to remain in the shadows. What was he afraid of? Or what was he trying to hide? Genko knew his mind wasn’t clear enough to think. Too much tequila or else that damned piece of paper in his pocket. He could hole up in the hotel room he had booked a week earlier, finish the binge he’d begun at the Q-Bar and fall into a deep sleep, hoping not to wake up again.


It’s not going to be that painless, my friend, so get used to the idea.


He decided it was better for him not to be alone. And there was only one person who could stand him in this condition.


When Linda opened the door, her expression told Genko he must look awful.


‘Christ, are you out of your mind going out in this heat?’ she chided him, pulling him indoors. ‘And you’ve been drinking,’ she added with a disgusted grimace. Linda blamed the temperature and the drink for his pallor and the rings under his eyes.


Genko didn’t contradict her. ‘Can I come in?’


‘You’re already in, you idiot.’


‘OK, then, can I stay awhile or are you busy?’ His clothes were soaked in sweat and his head was spinning.


‘I have a client in an hour,’ she replied, adjusting her dark blue silk kimono over her bronze skin.


‘I just need to lie down for a few minutes, that’s all.’ He went on into the apartment, looking for the sofa. Unlike the Q-Bar, the air conditioning here was working and there was a nice semi-darkness because the blinds were down.


‘You know, you stink of vomit. You could have a shower.’


‘I don’t want to be a nuisance.’


‘It’ll be more of a nuisance if you make my apartment stink.’
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