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There is no witness so dreadful, no accuser so terrible, as the conscience that dwells in the heart of every man.








POLYBIUS




7.37 a.m.


The corpse opened his eyes.


He was lying on his back in bed. The room was white with daylight. On the wall facing him was a wooden crucifix.


He looked at his own hands, lying at his sides on the snow-white sheets. It was as if they didn’t belong to him, as if they were someone else’s. He lifted one – the right – and held it in front of his eyes to get a better look at it. It was then that he felt the bandages covering his head. He had clearly sustained an injury, but the strange thing was, he didn’t feel any pain.


He turned towards the window and saw a dim reflection of his face in the glass. That was when he started to feel afraid. A question hit him, a painful question. But what was even more painful was the awareness that he did not know the answer.


Who am I?





FIVE DAYS AGO








12.03 a.m.


The address was outside the city. Because of the bad weather and the satnav’s inability to find the house, it had taken them more than half an hour to reach this isolated spot. If it had not been for the little street lamp at the entrance to the drive, they might have thought the whole area uninhabited.


The ambulance proceeded slowly through the untended garden. The flashing light awoke statues from the darkness, moss-covered nymphs and mutilated Venuses, who greeted their passage with lopsided smiles and elegant, uncompleted gestures, dancing motionlessly for them alone.


An old villa welcomed them like a port in a storm. There were no lights on inside, but the front door was open.


The house was waiting for them.


There were three of them: Monica, a young intern who was on duty in Emergency that night, Tony, a paramedic with years of experience, and the driver, who stayed in the ambulance while the other two defied the storm and set off towards the house. Before crossing the threshold, they called out to see if they could attract anyone’s attention.


There was no reply. They went in.


A stale odour, dark walls, a corridor dimly lit by a row of yellowish bulbs. To the right, a staircase leading to the first floor.


At the end of the corridor, through the open doorway of the living room, they caught sight of a body lying on the floor.


They rushed to him. All the furniture in the room was covered with white sheets, apart from a worn armchair in the middle, positioned to face an old-fashioned TV set. Everything smelled of age.


Monica knelt beside the man on the floor. He seemed to be unconscious, and was breathing with difficulty.


‘He’s cyanotic,’ she observed.


Tony made sure the respiratory tract was clear, then placed the Ambu bag over his mouth, while Monica checked his irises with a torch.


The man could not have been more than fifty. He was wearing striped pyjamas, leather slippers and a dressing gown. With several days’ growth of beard and his sparse, dishevelled hair, he looked like someone who didn’t take care of himself. In one hand, he was still clutching the mobile phone he had used to call Emergency, complaining of terrible chest pains.


The nearest hospital was the Gemelli. In a serious emergency, whichever doctor was on duty joined the paramedics in the first available ambulance.


That was why Monica was there.


A small table had been overturned, a bowl broken. Spilt milk and biscuits lay everywhere, mixed with urine. The man must have been taken ill while watching TV and knocked everything over as he fell. It appeared to be a classic case, Monica thought. A middle-aged man, living alone, has a heart attack and, if he can’t manage to call for help, is usually discovered, long dead, only when the neighbours start to notice the stench. In an isolated villa such as this, of course, that wouldn’t have happened. If he didn’t have close relatives, years might have passed before someone noticed what had happened. In either case, it was a familiar scene, and she felt sorry for him. At least until they opened his pyjama jacket to massage his heart and saw the words on his chest.


Kill me.


They both pretended they hadn’t seen it. Their task was to save a life. But from that moment on, they moved with especial care.


‘The saturation’s dropping,’ Tony said, checking the oximeter. That meant that no air was getting into the man’s lungs.


‘We have to intubate him or we’ll lose him.’ Monica took out the laryngoscope and moved to position herself behind the patient’s head.


In doing so, she cleared Tony’s field of vision. She saw a strange look suddenly come into his eyes. Tony was a professional, trained to deal with any kind of situation, and yet something had startled him. Something that was right behind her.


Everyone in the hospital knew the story of the young doctor and her sister. No one ever talked about it, but she was aware of them looking at her with compassion and concern, wondering in their hearts how she could live with such a burden.


Now there was the same kind of expression on Tony’s face, combined with a kind of fear. So Monica turned, and saw what Tony had seen.


A roller skate, abandoned in a corner of the room. A roller skate that unleashed hell.


It was red, with gold buckles. Identical to its twin, which wasn’t here, but belonged to another life. Monica had always found them rather kitsch, but Teresa had preferred to call them ‘vintage’. The two girls were twins, too, so Monica had had the feeling she was seeing herself when her sister’s body had been found in a clearing near the river on a cold December morning.


She was only twenty-one years old, and her throat had been cut.


They say that twins feel things simultaneously, even when they are miles away from each other. But Monica did not believe that. She hadn’t had any feelings of fear or danger when Teresa was abducted one Sunday afternoon on her way back from roller skating with her friends. Her body had been found a month later, wearing the same clothes she had had on when she had disappeared.


And that red roller skate, like a grotesque prosthesis on one foot.


For six years Monica had kept it, wondering what had happened to the other one and if it would ever be found. The number of times she had tried to imagine the face of the person who had taken it. The number of times she had peered into the faces of strangers in the street, thinking one of them might be him. Over time, it had become a kind of game.


Now, perhaps, Monica had found what she was looking for.


She looked down at the man on the floor. With his cracked, pudgy hands, the hair sprouting from his nostrils, the urine stain on the crotch of his trousers, he didn’t look like the monster she had always imagined. He was a creature of flesh and blood, an ordinary human being – and one with a weak heart, to boot.


Tony’s voice jolted her from her thoughts. ‘I know what’s going through your mind,’ he said. ‘We can stop whenever you want, and wait for the inevitable to happen. You only have to say the word. Nobody will ever know.’


He had already seen her hesitate with the laryngoscope poised over the man’s mouth. Once more, Monica looked at his chest.


Kill me.


That might well have been the last thing her sister had seen while he was cutting her throat as if she were an animal in a slaughterhouse. No words of comfort, the kind that any human being who is about to leave this life forever deserves. Instead, her killer had mocked her with those words. It had probably amused him. Perhaps Teresa, too, had begged for death, wanting it all to end quickly. Angrily, Monica gripped the handle of the laryngoscope until her knuckles turned white.


Kill me.


The coward had carved the words on his chest but, when he had felt ill, he had called Emergency. He was just like anyone else. He was scared of dying.


Monica died inside herself. Those who had known Teresa saw her as a kind of copy, like a statue in a wax museum. To her family, she represented what her sister might have been and would never be. They watched her grow and saw Teresa. Now Monica had an opportunity to distinguish herself and exorcise the ghost of the twin who dwelt within her. I’m a doctor, she reminded herself. She would have liked to find a glimmer of pity for the human being lying in front of her, or the fear of a superior justice, or else something that resembled a sign. Instead she realised that she felt nothing. So she tried desperately to think of something that might convince her this man had nothing to do with Teresa’s death. But, however hard she thought about it, there was only one reason that red skate was there.


Kill me.


At that moment, Monica realised she had already made her decision.


6.19 a.m.


The rain covered Rome like a funeral pall. The silent, weeping facades of the buildings in the historic centre were draped in long shadows. The alleys that wound like intestines around the Piazza Navona were deserted. But a stone’s throw from the Bramante cloister, light spilled through the windows of the long-established Caffè della Pace on to the wet street.


Inside, red velvet chairs, grey-veined marble tables, neo-Renaissance statues, and the usual customers: artists, especially painters and musicians, greeting the uneasy dawn, shopkeepers and antique dealers waiting to open, and a few actors who dropped in for a cappuccino after an all-night rehearsal before going home to sleep. They were all in search of a little relief from the terrible weather, and all deep in conversation. Nobody paid any attention to the two black-clad strangers sitting at a table facing the entrance.


‘How are the migraines?’ the younger of the two men asked.


The older man stopped gathering grains of sugar around his empty cup and instinctively stroked the scar on his left temple. ‘They keep me awake sometimes, but generally I feel better.’


‘Do you still have that dream?’


‘Every night,’ the man replied, raising his deep-set, melancholy blue eyes.


‘It’ll pass.’


‘Yes, it’ll pass.’


The silence that followed was interrupted by a long hiss of steam from the espresso machine.


‘Marcus,’ the younger man said, ‘the moment has come.’


‘I’m not ready yet.’


‘We can’t wait any longer. They’re asking me about you. They’re anxious to know how you’re getting on.’


‘I’m making progress, aren’t I?’


‘Yes, it’s true: you’re better every day, and I’m pleased, believe me. But expectations are high. There’s a lot depending on you.’


‘But who are these people who take such an interest in me? I’d like to meet them, talk to them. The only one I know is you, Clemente.’


‘We’ve discussed that before. It’s not possible.’


‘Why?’


‘Because that’s the way things have always been.’


Marcus touched his scar again, as he did whenever he was nervous.


Clemente leaned forward, forcing Marcus to look at him. ‘It’s for your own safety.’


‘Theirs, you mean.’


‘Theirs, too, if you want to see it that way.’


‘I could turn out to be a source of embarrassment. And that mustn’t be allowed to happen, must it?’


Marcus’s sarcasm did not faze Clemente. ‘What’s your problem?’


‘I don’t exist,’ Marcus said, his voice painfully constricted.


‘The fact that I’m the only one who knows your face leaves you free. Don’t you see that? All they know is your name. For everything else, they trust me. So there are no limits to your remit. If they don’t know who you are, they can’t hinder you.’


‘Why?’ Marcus retorted.


‘Because what we are chasing can corrupt even them. If all the other measures were to fail, if the barriers they’ve put up turned out to be useless, there’d still be someone keeping alert. You are their last defence.’


‘Answer me one question,’ Marcus said, a gleam of defiance in his eyes. ‘Are there others like me?’


After a brief silence, Clemente said, ‘I don’t know. There’s no way I could know.’


‘You should have left me in that hospital …’


‘Don’t say that, Marcus. Don’t disappoint me.’


Marcus looked outside, at the few passers-by taking advantage of a lull in the storm to emerge from their makeshift shelters and continue on their way. He still had many questions for Clemente. Things that did not directly concern him, things he no longer knew. Clemente was his one contact with the world. In fact, Clemente was his world. Marcus never spoke to anyone, had no friends. Yet he knew things he would have preferred not to know. Things about men and the evil they do. Things so terrible as to make anyone’s confidence waver, and contaminate anyone’s heart for ever. He looked at the people around him, people who lived without that burden of knowledge, and envied them. Clemente had saved him. But his salvation had coincided with his entrance into a world of shadows.


‘Why me?’ he asked, continuing to look away.


Clemente smiled. ‘Dogs are colour blind.’ That was the phrase he always used. ‘So, are you with me?’


Marcus turned away from the window and looked at his one friend. ‘Yes, I’m with you.’


Without a word, Clemente slipped his hand into the pocket of the raincoat draped over the back of his chair. He took out an envelope, placed it on the table and pushed it towards Marcus. Marcus took it and, with the care that distinguished every one of his gestures, opened it.


Inside, there were three photographs.


The first was of a group of young people at a beach party. Closest to the camera were two girls in bathing costumes toasting with bottles of beer in front of a bonfire. One of the girls reappeared in the second photograph, wearing glasses and with her hair pulled back: she was smiling, pointing behind her at the Palazzo della Civilità Italiana in the EUR area of Rome. In the third photograph, the same girl was seen embracing a man and a woman, presumably her parents.


‘Who is she?’ Marcus asked.


‘Her name is Lara. She’s twenty-three years old. She’s from the south, and has been in Rome for a year, studying at the faculty of architecture.’


‘What happened to her?’


‘That’s the problem: nobody knows. She disappeared nearly a month ago.’


Blocking out his surroundings, Marcus concentrated on Lara’s face. She seemed a typical provincial girl transplanted to a big city. Pretty, with delicate features, and no make-up. He assumed she usually wore her hair in a ponytail because she couldn’t afford to go to the hairdresser’s. Maybe, in order to save money, she only had her hair done when she went home to see her parents. Her clothes were a compromise. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, which absolved her of the need to keep up with the latest fashions. Her face showed traces of nights spent poring over her books and dinners consisting of a tin of tuna, the last resource of students living away from home for the first time, when they have exhausted their monthly budget and are waiting for another transfer from Mum and Dad. He imagined her daily struggle with homesickness, kept at bay by her dream of becoming an architect.


‘Tell me what happened.’


Clemente took out a notebook, moved the coffee cup aside, and began consulting his notes. ‘The day she disappeared, Lara spent part of the evening with a few friends in a club. Her friends say she seemed perfectly normal. They chatted about the usual things, then about nine she said she felt tired and wanted to go home. Two of her friends gave her a lift in their car and waited as she went in through the front door.’


‘Where does she live?’


‘In an old apartment block in the centre.’


‘Are there other tenants?’


‘About twenty of them. The building belongs to a university agency that rents the apartments to students. Lara’s is on the ground floor. Until August she’d been sharing it with a friend. She was looking for a new flatmate.’


‘What’s the last trace we have of her?’


‘We know she was in the apartment over the next hour, because she made two calls from her mobile: one at eight twenty-seven p.m. and the other at ten twelve. The first one, which lasted ten minutes, was to her mother, the second to her best friend. At ten nineteen her phone was switched off, and wasn’t switched on again.’


A young waitress approached the table to take away the cups. She lingered to give them time to order something else. But neither of them did so. They simply remained silent until she had gone away again.


‘When was her disappearance reported?’ Marcus asked.


‘The following evening. When she didn’t turn up at the faculty next day, her friends called her several times, but all they got was a recorded message. About eight o’clock, they went and knocked at her door, but there was no reply.’


‘What do the police think?’


‘The day before she disappeared, Lara withdrew four hundred euros from her bank account to pay her rent. But the agency never received the money. According to her mother, there are some clothes and a rucksack missing from the wardrobe. And there’s no trace of her mobile phone either. That’s why the police decided she ran away of her own free will.’


‘Very convenient for them.’


‘You know how it is. If there’s nothing to make them fear the worst, after a while they just stop looking and wait.’


Maybe for a corpse to show up, Marcus thought.


‘Lara lived quite a regular life, spent much of her time at the university, and always kept within the same small circle of acquaintances.’


‘What do her friends think?’


‘That Lara wasn’t the kind of person to do anything on a whim. Although she had changed a bit lately. They say she seemed tired and distracted.’


‘Any boyfriends?’


‘From her mobile phone records, she doesn’t seem to have called anyone outside her circle, and nobody mentioned a boyfriend.’


‘Did she use the internet?’


‘Mostly from the library in her department or from an internet point near the station. There were no suspicious messages in her inbox.’


At that moment the glass door of the café was flung open to allow a new customer to come in, and a gust of wind blew through the room. Everyone turned in annoyance, except Marcus, who was lost in his own thoughts. ‘Lara returns home, just as she does every evening. She’s tired, as she’s quite often been lately. Her last contact with the world is at ten nineteen, when she switches off her phone, which then disappears with her and isn’t switched on again. That’s the last anyone hears from her. Some of her clothes are missing, along with money and a rucksack, which is why the police think she left home voluntarily. She may have gone alone, or with someone else, but nobody saw her go.’ Marcus stared at Clemente. ‘Why should we think that something bad happened to her? I mean why us?’


The look Clemente gave him spoke for itself. They had reached the crucial point. Anomalies: that was what they always looked for. Tiny tears in the thread of normality. Little departures from the logical sequence of a straightforward criminal investigation. It was in those insignificant details that something else often lay concealed, something that pointed to a different, unimaginable truth. That was where their task began.


‘Lara never left home, Marcus. Her door was locked on the inside.’


Clemente and Marcus went straight to the scene of Lara’s disappearance. The building was in the Via dei Coronari, not far from the Piazza San Salvatore in Lauro with its little sixteenth-century church. It took them only a few seconds to get into the ground-floor apartment. Nobody noticed them.


As soon as he set foot in Lara’s apartment, Marcus began looking around. First of all, he noted the broken door chain. In order to get into the apartment, the police had had to smash the door down, and they had not noticed the chain that had come loose and was now dangling from the doorpost.


The apartment covered no more than a hundred and fifty square feet, divided between two levels. The first was a single room with a kitchen area. There was a wall cabinet and an electric hotplate with cupboards above it. Next to it, a refrigerator with coloured magnets on the door. On top of the refrigerator was a vase containing a now dry cyclamen plant. There was a table with four chairs and, in the centre, a tray with a tea service. In the corner, two sofas arranged around a television set. On the green walls, not the usual pictures or posters, but plans of famous buildings around the world. There was a window that, like all those in the apartment, looked out on the inner courtyard. It was protected by iron bars. Nobody could get in or out that way.


Marcus registered every detail with his eyes. Without saying a word, he made the sign of the cross, and Clemente immediately did the same. Then he started moving around the room. He did not limit himself to looking. He touched the objects, brushing them lightly with the palm of his hand, almost as if he was trying to perceive a residue of energy, a radio signal, as if they could communicate with him, reveal to him what they knew or had seen. Like a water diviner who listens for the call of strata hidden underground, Marcus was probing the deep, inanimate silence of things.


Clemente watched him, keeping well back in order not to distract him. Marcus did not seem to hesitate: he was totally concentrated on the task in hand. This was an important test for both of them. Marcus would demonstrate to himself that he was again able to do the work for which he had been trained, and Clemente would know whether or not he had been right about Marcus’s ability to recover.


He watched as Marcus moved towards the far end of the apartment, where a door led to a small bathroom. It was covered in white tiles, illumined by a fluorescent light. The shower was an unpartitioned area between the wash basin and the toilet. There was a washing machine and a broom cupboard. On the back of the door hung a calendar.


Marcus turned back and walked along the left-hand side of the living room: here, a staircase led to the upper floor. He went up three steps at a time, and found himself on a narrow landing, faced with the doors to two bedrooms.


The first was the one vacated by Lara’s flatmate. Inside it was only a bare mattress, a small armchair and a chest of drawers.


The other was Lara’s bedroom.


The shutters on the window were open. In a corner was a table with a computer and shelves filled with books. Marcus approached and ran his fingers along the spines of books, mostly on architecture, and over a sheet of paper containing an uncompleted plan for a bridge. There was a glass filled with pencils. He took one out and sniffed it, then did the same with a piece of rubber, savouring the secret pleasure that only articles of stationery can instil.


That smell was part of Lara’s world. This was the place where she had felt happy. Her little kingdom.


He opened the wardrobe doors and looked through the clothes. Some of the hangers were empty. Three pairs of shoes stood in a row on the lower shelf. Two pairs of trainers and one of court shoes, for special occasions. But there was space for a fourth pair, which was missing.


The bed was a large single. A teddy bear sat between the pillows. It had probably been a witness to Lara’s life ever since she was a child. But now it was alone.


On the bedside table stood a framed photograph of Lara with her parents and a tin box containing a small sapphire ring, a coral bracelet and a bit of costume jewellery. Marcus took a closer look at the photograph. He recognised it: it was one of those that Clemente had shown him at the Caffè della Pace. In it, Lara was wearing a crucifix with a gold chain, but there was no sign of that in the jewellery box.


Clemente was waiting for him at the foot of the stairs. ‘Well?’


‘She may have been abducted.’ As he said it, he became certain that it was true.


‘What makes you say that?’


‘It’s too tidy. As if the missing clothes and mobile phone were all a set-up. Whoever was responsible, though, missed one detail: the chain on the door.’


‘But how did he—’


‘We’ll get to that,’ Marcus interrupted him. He moved around the room, trying to focus on the exact sequence of events. His head was whirling. The pieces of the mosaic were starting to come together before his eyes. ‘Lara had a visitor.’


Clemente knew what was happening. Marcus was beginning a process of identification. That was his talent.


He was seeing what the intruder had seen.


‘He was here when Lara was out. He sat down on her sofa, he lay on her bed, he searched among her things. He looked at her photographs, he made her memories his own. He touched her toothbrush, sniffed her clothes, tried to find her smell. He drank from the same glass she’d left in the sink to be washed.’


‘I don’t follow you …’


‘He knew where everything was. He knew everything about Lara, her timetable, her habits.’


‘But there’s nothing here to suggest an abduction. There are no signs of struggle, nobody in the building heard screams or cries for help. How can you be so sure?’


‘Because she was asleep when he took her.’


Clemente was about to speak, but Marcus got in first. ‘Help me find the sugar.’


Even though Clemente didn’t quite grasp what was going through Marcus’s head, he decided to humour him. In a cupboard over the oven he found a box with the word SUGAR on it. In the meantime, Marcus examined the sugar bowl in the middle of the table, next to the tea things.


They were both empty.


The two men looked at each other with these objects in their hands, a charge of energy vibrating between them. It wasn’t mere coincidence, and Marcus hadn’t made a random supposition. He had had an intuition that might confirm his theory.


‘Sugar is the best place to hide a drug. It conceals the taste and guarantees that the victim will absorb it easily.’


And Lara had been feeling tired lately, her friends said. This clinched it for Clemente, although he couldn’t tell Marcus.


‘It happened gradually, there was no hurry,’ Marcus continued. ‘That proves that the person who took her had been here before that night. Along with her clothes and mobile phone, he also got rid of the sugar containing the drug.’


‘But you’re forgetting the chain on the door,’ Clemente said. That was the one detail that blew any theory to pieces. ‘How did he get in? And above all, how did they both get out?’


Marcus looked around again. ‘Where are we?’ Rome was the greatest inhabited archaeological site in the world. The city had developed in layers; you only had to dig a few feet down to find traces of earlier periods, earlier civilisations. Marcus knew very well that even on the surface life had become stratified over the course of time. Every place contained many histories, many lives, within it. ‘What is this place? I don’t mean now, but before. You told me the building dates from the eighteenth century.’


‘It was one of the residences of the Costaldi family.’


‘Of course. The nobles occupied the upper floors, and down here were the storerooms and the stables.’ Marcus touched the scar on his left temple. He had no idea where that memory came from. How did he know that? Much had vanished for ever from his memory. But odd fragments of information surfaced unexpectedly from time to time, provoking the awkward question as to where they came from. There was a place within him where certain things existed but remained hidden, a place of mist and darkness that he was afraid he would never find.


‘You’re right,’ Clemente said. ‘That’s how the building used to be. The university authorities received it as a bequest about ten years ago and converted it into apartments.’


Marcus looked down. The parquet floor was of solid, untreated wood, with narrow floorboards. ‘No, not here,’ he muttered to himself. Undaunted, he headed for the bathroom, followed by Clemente.


He took a bucket from the broom cupboard, placed it under the shower and half filled it. Then he took a step back. Clemente, who was standing behind him, still did not understand.


Marcus tilted the bucket so that the water spilled on to the tiled floor. A puddle spread beneath their feet. They stood looking at it, expectantly.


After a few seconds, the water began to disappear.


It looked like a conjuring trick – just like a girl disappearing from an apartment locked on the inside. Except that this time there was an explanation.


The water had filtered through the floor.


Along the sides of some of the tiles, little bubbles of air appeared, eventually forming a perfect square, each side approximately three feet.


Marcus crouched down and felt the tiles with his fingertips, trying to discover a crack. When he thought he had located one, he stood up again and searched for something to use as a crowbar. He found a pair of scissors that did the trick. He put his fingers into the opening and lifted the square, revealing a stone trapdoor.


‘Wait, I’ll give you a hand,’ Clemente said.


They slid the lid to one side, uncovering a flight of time-worn travertine steps that went down six feet until it met what appeared to be a passage.


‘This is the way the intruder came,’ Marcus announced. ‘At least twice: when he came in and when he went away with Lara.’ He took out the little torch he always carried with him, lit it, and aimed it at the opening.


‘You want to go down there?’


He turned towards Clemente. ‘Do I have any choice?’


Holding the torch in one hand, Marcus descended the stone steps. Reaching the bottom, he realised he was in a tunnel that ran under the building in two directions. It was not clear where it led.


‘Are you all right?’ Clemente called down to him.


‘Yes,’ Marcus replied distractedly. In the eighteenth century, the gallery had probably been an escape route in case of danger. All he had to do was venture in one of the two directions. He chose the one from which he seemed to hear the distant noise of pouring rain. He went at least fifty yards, slipping a couple of times because of the wet ground. A few rats brushed against his calves with their hot smooth bodies before scurrying away into the darkness. He recognised the roar of the Tiber, swollen by days of persistent rain, and the sickly odour of the river, reminiscent of an animal in a headlong race. He followed it and soon came to a solid grille through which the grey light of day filtered. Impossible to go any further this way. So he turned back, went past the steps, and set off in the other direction. Almost immediately, he spotted something shining on the ground.


He bent down and picked it up: it was a crucifix on a gold chain.


The crucifix Lara had been wearing around her neck in the photo graph of her and her parents that she kept on the chest of drawers. It was the final proof that his theory had been correct.


Clemente was right. This was his talent.


Electrified by his discovery, Marcus did not notice that Clemente had come down to join him until he was right on top of him.


He showed him the chain. ‘Look …’


Clemente took it in his hands and examined it.


‘Lara might still be alive,’ Marcus said, excited by his discovery. ‘Now that we have a lead, we can find out who took her.’ But he realised that his friend did not share his enthusiasm. On the contrary, he seemed troubled.


‘We already know. We just needed confirmation. Unfortunately, we now have it.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘The drug in the sugar.’


Marcus still did not understand. ‘So what’s the problem?’


Clemente gave him a solemn look. ‘I think it’s time you met Jeremiah Smith.’


8:40 a.m.


The first lesson Sandra Vega had learned was that houses and apartments never lie.


People, when they talk about themselves, are capable of creating all kinds of trappings around themselves that they actually end up believing. But the place where they choose to live inevitably reveals all.


In the course of her work, Sandra had visited many houses and apartments. Every time she was about to cross a threshold, she felt as if she ought to ask permission, even though, for what she had come to do, she didn’t even need to ring the doorbell.


Years before taking up her profession, whenever she travelled by train at night, she would look at the lighted windows in the buildings and wonder what was going on behind them, what stories were being played out. Every now and again she’d caught a glimpse of one of these stories. A woman ironing while watching television. A man in an armchair sending up smoke rings from his cigarette. A child standing on a chair rummaging through a cupboard. Still images from a film, each captured in its little window. Then the train would pass. And those lives would continue on their way, unaware of her.


She had always tried to imagine what it would be like to prolong that exploration. To walk unseen among those people’s most precious possessions, to watch them as they went about their everyday lives, as if they were fish in an aquarium.


And in all the places she had lived, Sandra had asked herself what had happened within those walls before she entered them. What joys, quarrels and sorrows had flared then faded without leaving an echo.


She would wonder about the tragedies and horrors preserved like secrets in those places. Luckily, houses and apartments forget quickly. The occupants change, and everything starts all over again from the beginning.


Once in a while, those who go away leave traces of their passing. A lipstick forgotten in a bathroom cabinet. An old magazine on a shelf. A sheet of paper with the telephone number of a rape crisis centre hidden at the back of a drawer.


Through these little clues, it is sometimes possible to trace someone’s story.


She had never imagined that the search for such details would actually become her profession. But there was a difference: by the time she arrived in these places, they had lost their innocence for ever.


Sandra had joined the police through a competitive examination. The training had been standard. She carried a service gun, and knew how to use it. But her uniform was the white coat of the forensics team. After a specialisation course, she had chosen to become a forensic photographer.


She would arrive at a scene with her cameras, her sole purpose that of stopping time. Once everything was frozen by her lens, it would never change again.


The second lesson Sandra Vega had learned was that, like people, houses and apartments die.


And her destiny was to be there just before they died, when their inhabitants would never again set foot in them. The signs of that slow death agony were unmade beds, dishes in the sink, a sock abandoned on the floor. As if the inhabitants had fled, leaving everything in disorder, to escape the sudden end of the world. When in reality the end of the world had actually happened within those walls.


And so, as soon as Sandra crossed the threshold of an apartment on the fifth floor of a tower block on the outskirts of Milan, she realised that what was awaiting her would be a particularly unforgettable crime scene. The first thing she saw was the decorated tree, even though it was a long time since Christmas. Instinctively she understood why it was there. Her sister, too, at the age of five, had stopped her parents from taking down the decorations once the holiday was over. She had cried and screamed one whole afternoon, and in the end her parents had given up, hoping that sooner or later it would pass. Instead of which, the plastic fir tree with its little lights and coloured balls had stayed in its corner for the whole summer and the following winter. That was why Sandra suddenly felt her stomach gripped in a vice.


The tree told her there was a child in this apartment.


She could feel the child’s presence in the air. Because the third lesson she had learned was that houses and apartments have a smell. It belongs to those who live in them, and it is always different and unique. When tenants change, the smell disappears, to give way to a new one. It forms over time, mixing in other odours, natural and artificial – fabric softeners and coffee, schoolbooks and indoor plants, floor polish and cabbage soup – and it becomes the smell of that family, of the people who comprise it. They carry it on them and don’t even smell it.


The smell was the one thing that distinguished the apartment she saw now from the dwellings of other single-income families. Three rooms and a kitchen. The furniture acquired at different times, depending on financial circumstances. The framed photographs, mostly of summer holidays: the only ones they could afford. The tartan cover on the sofa in front of the TV: it was here that they took refuge every evening, sitting crammed together watching the programmes until sleep overcame them.


Sandra mentally catalogued these images. There was no warning in them of what was going to happen. No one could have predicted that.


The police officers were moving through the rooms like uninvited guests, violating the family’s privacy with their mere presence. But she had long since got past the feeling that she was an intruder.


Hardly anyone spoke at crime scenes like this one. Even horror had its code. In this silent choreography, words were superfluous, because everyone knew exactly what to do.


But there were always exceptions. One of these was Fabio Sergi. She heard him cursing from somewhere in the apartment.


‘Fuck, I don’t believe it!’


All Sandra had to do was follow his voice: it came from a narrow windowless bathroom.


‘What’s happening?’ she asked, putting the two bags with her equipment down on the floor of the corridor and slipping on plastic overshoes.


‘It’s been a great day so far,’ he replied sarcastically, without looking at her. He was busy giving energetic taps to a portable gas fire. ‘This damn thing doesn’t work!’


‘I hope you’re not going to blow us all up.’


Sergi glared at her. Sandra didn’t say anything else, her colleague was too nervous. Instead she looked down at the corpse of the man occupying the space between the bathroom door and the toilet bowl. He was lying face down, stark naked. Forty years old, she estimated. Weight approximately fourteen stone, height six feet. The head was twisted at an unnatural angle, and there was an oblique gash across his skull. Blood had formed a dark pool on the black-and-white tiles.


He was clutching a gun in his hand.


Next to the body lay a chunk of porcelain that corresponded to the left-hand corner of the wash basin. It had presumably broken off when the man had fallen on it.


‘What do you need a gas fire for?’ Sandra asked.


‘I need to recreate the scene,’ he replied curtly. ‘The guy was having his shower and he brought this thing in to heat the bathroom. In a while I’ll also turn the water on, so you’d better get your stuff sorted as soon as possible.’


Sandra knew what Sergi had in mind: the steam would bring out the footprints on the floor. That way they would be able to reconstruct the victim’s movements within the room.


‘I need a screwdriver,’ Sergi said angrily. ‘I’ll be right back. Try to stay as close to the walls as you can.’


Sandra didn’t reply, she was used to that kind of instruction: finger print experts always thought they were the only ones capable of preserving a crime scene. And there was also the fact that she was a twenty-nine-year-old woman operating in a predominantly masculine environment. She was accustomed to being patronised by her colleagues. Sergi was the worst of the lot; they had never bonded and she didn’t enjoy working with him.


While he was out of the room, Sandra took the opportunity to take the camera and tripod from her bags. She placed sponges on the feet of the tripod, to avoid leaving marks. Then she mounted the camera with the lens pointing upwards. After wiping it with a piece of gauze impregnated with ammonia, to stop it steaming up, she attached a single-shot panoramic optic, which would allow her to take 360-degree photographs of the room.


From the general to the particular, that was the rule.


The camera would focus on the entire scenario of the event through a series of automatic shots, then she would complete the reconstruction of events by manually taking ever more detailed photographs, marking her discoveries with numbered stickers to indicate the chronology.


Sandra had just finished positioning the camera in the middle of the room when she noticed a little tank on a shelf. In it were two small turtles. She felt a pang in her heart, thinking of the person in that family who had looked after them, feeding them from the feed box next to the tank, periodically changing the inch or two of water in which they were immersed and embellishing their habitat with pebbles and a plastic palm.


Not an adult, she told herself.


At that moment, Sergei returned with the screwdriver and again started fiddling with the gas fire. Within a few seconds, he had managed to get it working.


‘I knew I’d do it in the end,’ he said smugly.


The room was narrow and the body occupied almost all the space. It was barely large enough for the three of them. It wouldn’t be easy to work in these conditions, Sandra thought. ‘How are we going to move?’


‘Let me get the sauna working first,’ Sergi said, turning the hot water tap in the shower to full. It was obvious he wanted to get rid of her. ‘In the meantime, you could start in the kitchen. We’ve got a twin in there …’


Crime scenes are divided into primary and secondary, to distinguish the location where the crime has actually been committed from those which are merely linked to it, such as the place where a body has been hidden or the murder weapon found.


When Sandra heard that there was a ‘twin’ in this apartment, she immediately understood that Sergi was referring to a second primary scene. And that could only mean one thing. More victims. She recalled the turtles and the Christmas tree.


Sandra stood motionless in the doorway of the kitchen. To maintain her self-control in such situations, it was important to follow the manual to the letter. Its dictates brought order to chaos. At least, that was the illusion she clung to, and she had to believe it was true.


Simba the lion winked at her from the TV, then started singing with the other denizens of the jungle. She would have liked to switch it off, but she couldn’t.


Resolving to ignore it, she clipped the recorder to her belt, ready to make a verbal record of the whole procedure. She pulled back her long brown hair and tied it with an elastic band she always kept on her wrist, then arranged the microphone over her head, to keep her hands free to manoeuvre the second camera she had taken from her bag. She aimed the camera at the scene, glad that it allowed her to place a safe distance between herself and what she had in front of her.


Conventionally, the photographic survey of a crime scene went from right to left, from bottom to top.


She glanced at her watch, then started the recording. First, she stated her name and rank. Then the place, date and time when the procedure started. She began shooting, simultaneously describing what she saw.


‘The table is in the middle of the room. It’s laid for breakfast. One of the chairs has been overturned. Lying next to it on the floor is the first body: a woman, aged between thirty and forty.’


The woman was wearing a light nightdress that had ridden up her thighs, leaving her legs and pubis blatantly exposed. Her hair was gathered with a clip in the shape of a flower. She had lost one of her slippers.


‘Numerous gunshot wounds. In one hand she is clutching a piece of paper.’


She had been making a shopping list. The pen was still on the table.


‘The corpse is turned towards the door. She must have seen the killer come in and tried to stop him. She rose from the table, but only took one step.’


The clicking of the camera was the sole measure of time. Sandra concentrated on that sound, like a musician letting himself be guided by a metronome. In reality, she was assimilating every detail of the scene as it imprinted itself into the digital memory of the camera and into her own memory.


‘Second body: male, approximately ten to twelve years old. Sitting with his back to the door.’


He hadn’t even realised what was happening. But, as far as Sandra was concerned, the idea of an unconscious death was a relief only for the living.


‘He’s wearing blue pyjamas. He’s lying prone on the table, his face buried in a bowl of cornflakes. There’s a deep gunshot wound on the back of his neck.’


For Sandra, death was not in the two bullet-riddled bodies, or in the blood that had spattered everywhere and was slowly drying at their feet. It wasn’t in their glassy eyes that continued to look without seeing, or in the unfinished gestures with which they had taken their leave of the world. It was elsewhere. Sandra had learned that death’s greatest talent was being able to hide in details, and it was in those details that she would reveal it with her camera. In the coffee stains on the oven, where it had spilled from the old coffee maker that had continued to boil until someone switched it off after discovering the scene. In the hum of the refrigerator, which continued impassively to keep the food fresh in its belly. In the TV, which was still broadcasting cheerful cartoons. After the massacre, this artificial life had continued, unheeding and pointless. It was in that deception that death lay hidden.


‘Nice way to start the day, eh?’


Sandra switched off the recorder and turned.


Inspector De Michelis stood in the doorway with his arms folded, an unlit cigarette drooping from his lips. ‘The man you saw in the bathroom worked as a guard for a security company. The gun was licensed. They lived on his salary. What with the rent and the car insurance, they probably found it hard to make ends meet. But who doesn’t?’


‘Why did he do it?’


‘We’re interviewing the neighbours. The husband and wife quarrelled frequently, but not violently enough for anyone to call the police.’


‘So there were problems in the marriage?’


‘Apparently, yes. He was into Thai boxing, he was even provincial champion for a while, but he gave it up after being disqualified for using anabolic steroids.’


‘Did he beat her?’


‘The pathologist should be able to tell us that. What we do know is that he was very jealous.’


Sandra looked at the woman lying on the floor, half-naked from the waist down. You can’t be jealous of a corpse, she thought. Not any more.


‘Think she had a lover?’


‘Maybe. Who can say?’ De Michelis shrugged. ‘How are you getting on in the bathroom?’


‘I set up the first camera, it’s already taking the panoramic shots. I’m waiting either for it to finish or for Sergi to call me.’


‘It didn’t happen the way it looks …’


Sandra looked at De Michelis. ‘What do you mean?’


‘The man didn’t shoot himself. We’ve counted the cartridge cases: they’re all in the kitchen.’


‘So what happened?’


De Michelis took the cigarette from his lips and stepped inside the room. ‘He was having a shower. He left the bathroom naked, took the gun, which he kept in the hall in a holster next to his uniform, came into the kitchen, and, more or less where you are now, shot his son. One shot in the back of the neck, at point-blank range.’ He mimed the gesture with his hand. ‘Then he turned the gun on his wife. The whole thing only lasted a few seconds. He went back to the bathroom. The floor was still wet. He slipped and as he fell he hit his head really hard on the wash basin, so hard he broke a piece off. Death was instantaneous.’ The inspector paused, then added sarcastically, ‘God is great sometimes.’


God had nothing to do with it, Sandra thought, her eyes on the little boy. This morning, He was looking the other way.


‘By seven twenty it was all over.’


She went back to the bathroom, feeling distinctly uneasy. De Michelis’s last words had shaken her more than they should have done. Opening the door, she was overcome by the steam that filled the room. Sergi had already turned off the tap and was leaning over his small case of reagents.


‘The cranberries, the problem’s always the cranberries …’ Sandra had no idea what he was talking about. He seemed completely absorbed, so she decided not to say anything, for fear of provoking a reaction. She checked that the camera had completed all the panoramic photographs and then took it off the tripod.


Before leaving the room, she turned back to Sergi. ‘I’m just replacing the memory card and then I’ll start in on the detailed shots.’ She looked around. ‘There are no windows and the light isn’t very bright, so we’ll need a couple of low-energy lamps. What do you think?’


Sergi looked up. ‘I think I’d rather be beaten like a whore by one of those big bikers. Yes, that’d really be good.’


Sergi’s words took her aback. If it was a joke, she didn’t get it. But from the way he was staring at her, he didn’t seem to be expecting her to laugh. Then, as if nothing had happened, he started fiddling with his reagents and Sandra went out into the corridor.


Trying to dismiss her colleague’s ravings from her mind, she started checking the photographs on the screen of the camera. The 360-degree panoramic shots of the bathroom had come out quite well. The camera had taken six of them, at three-minute intervals. The steam had brought out the killer’s bare footprints, but they were quite hard to decipher. At first, she had thought that there had been a quarrel between him and his wife in the bathroom, which had then led to the murder. But if that had been the case, the woman’s slippers would also have left prints on the floor.


She was betraying one of the rules of the manual. She was looking for an explanation. However absurd this slaughter seemed, she had to report the facts in an objective manner. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t figure out a reason, her duty was to remain impartial.


In the past five months, though, that had become increasingly difficult.


From the general to the particular. Sandra began to focus on the details, looking for meaning.


On the screen, she saw the razor on the shelf under the mirror. The Winnie the Pooh shower gel. The stockings hanging up to dry. The daily gestures and habits of an ordinary family. Innocent objects that had witnessed a terrible act.


They’re not mute, she thought. Objects talk to us from the silence, you just have to know how to listen to them.


As the images ran past her, Sandra kept wondering what could have unleashed such violence. Her sense of unease had increased, and she also felt a migraine coming on. Her eyes clouded over for a moment. All she wanted was to understand.


How had this little domestic apocalypse come into being?


The family wakes up shortly before seven. The woman gets out of bed and goes to make breakfast for her son. The man is the first to use the bathroom, he has to take the boy to school and then go to work. It’s cold, so he takes a little gas fire in with him.


What happened while he was taking his shower?


The water pours down, and his anger mounts. Maybe he’s been awake all night. Something is disturbing him. An idea, an obsession. Jealousy? Has he found out his wife had a lover? They often quarrelled, De Michelis had said.


But there was no quarrel this morning. Why?


The man comes out of the shower, takes the gun and goes to the kitchen. No words exchanged before he opens fire. What broke inside his head? An unbearable sense of anxiety, panic: the usual symptoms that precede a fit.


On the screen, three dressing gowns hanging next to each other. From the largest to the smallest. Side by side. In a glass, the family of three toothbrushes. Sandra was looking for the little crack in the idyllic picture. The hairline fracture that had sent the whole thing tumbling down.


By 7.20 it was all over, the inspector had said. That was when the neighbours heard the shots and called the police. A shower lasts a quarter of an hour at most. A quarter of an hour that decides everything.


On the screen, the small tank with the two turtles. The box with feed. The plastic palm. The pebbles.


The turtles, she told herself.


Sandra checked all the panoramic shots, zooming each time into that one detail. One photograph every three minutes. Six in all. Sergi had turned the hot water tap full on, the room was filled with steam … And yet the turtles hadn’t moved.


Objects speak. Death is in the details.


Sandra’s eyes clouded over again, and for a moment she was afraid she was going to faint.


De Michelis came in. ‘Aren’t you feeling well?’


At that moment, Sandra understood everything. ‘The gas fire!’


‘What?’ De Michelis didn’t understand. But she had no time to explain.


‘Sergi! We have to get him out of there right now!’


A fire engine and an ambulance were parked outside the building. The ambulance was there for Sergi.


He was already unconscious when they entered the bathroom. Luckily for him, they had been in time. On the pavement in front of the building, Sandra showed De Michelis the image of the little tank with the dead turtles, trying to reconstruct the sequence of events.


‘When we arrived, Sergi was trying to start the gas fire.’


‘That imbecile could have snuffed it at any moment. There were no windows: the firemen said the bathroom was saturated with carbon monoxide.’


‘Sergi was trying to reconstruct the condition of the room. But think about it: it happened only this morning, while the man was having his shower.’


De Michelis frowned. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t understand.’


‘Carbon monoxide is a product of combustion. It’s odourless, colourless and tasteless.’


‘I know what it is,’ the inspector said ironically. ‘But can it also fire a gun?’


‘You know the symptoms of carbon monoxide poisoning? Headache, dizziness, and in some cases hallucinations and paranoia … After being exposed to the gas while shut in the bathroom, Sergi was raving. He was talking about cranberries, saying things that didn’t make any sense.’


De Michelis grimaced: he didn’t like it. ‘Listen, Sandra, I know where you’re going with this, but it won’t stand up.’


‘The father was also shut in that bathroom before he started shooting.’


‘It can’t be proved.’


‘But it’s an explanation! At least admit the possibility that it happened like this: the man breathed in the monoxide, he’s confused, hallucinating, paranoid. He doesn’t faint straight away, the way Sergi did. Instead, he comes out of the bathroom naked, grabs the gun and shoots his wife and son. Afterwards he goes back in the bathroom, and it’s only then that the lack of oxygen makes him lose consciousness and he falls, hitting his head.’


De Michelis folded his arms. His attitude exasperated her. But she was well aware that the inspector could never support such a farfetched theory. She had known him for years, and she was sure he’d be only too pleased if the responsibility for these absurd deaths was down to something other than human volition. But he was right: there was no proof.


‘I’ll tell the pathologist. They can do a toxicological test on the man’s body.’


Better than nothing, Sandra thought. De Michelis was a scrupulous man, a good policeman, she liked working with him. He was crazy about art, which for her was an indication of sensitivity. As far as she knew, he had no children and when he went on holiday with his wife they always tried to visit as many museums as possible. He maintained that every work of art contained many meanings and that discovering these meanings was the task of those who admired them. That was why he was not the kind of policeman who would be content with a first impression.


‘Sometimes we’d prefer reality to be different. And if we can’t change things, then we try to explain it to ourselves in our own way. But we don’t always succeed.’


‘No, we don’t,’ Sandra said, and immediately regretted it. What he had said certainly applied to her, but she wouldn’t admit it.


She turned to leave.


‘Listen, I wanted to say …’ De Michelis ran his hand through his grey hair, looking for the most appropriate words. ‘I’m sorry about what happened to you. I know it’s been six months …’


‘Five,’ she corrected him.


‘Yes, but I should have said this earlier …’


‘Don’t worry,’ she replied, forcing a smile. ‘Thank you, anyway.’


Sandra turned to go back to her car. She walked quickly, with that strange sensation in her chest that never left her and that the others did not even suspect. It was like a ball inside her, a ball made up of anxiety, anger and grief. She called it the thing.


She wouldn’t admit it, but for the past five months the thing had replaced her heart.


11.40 a.m.


The rain had started falling again with dogged persistence. Unlike those around them, Marcus and Clemente were in no hurry as they made their way along one of the paths leading to the city’s major hospital, the Gemelli.


‘The police are guarding the main entrance,’ Clemente said. ‘And we have to avoid the security cameras.’


He turned left, leaving the path, and led Marcus towards a small white building. There was a platform roof, beneath which stood drums of detergent and trolleys filled with dirty sheets. An iron staircase led to a service entrance, which was open. They entered and found themselves in the storage area of the hospital’s laundry. From here they took a lift to the lower floor and walked along a narrow corridor until they came to a security door. They put on white coats, masks and overshoes, which they found on a trolley, then Clemente handed Marcus a magnetic card. With that around his neck, nobody would ask any questions. They used it to open the electronic lock. At last, they were inside.


Ahead of them was a long corridor with blue walls. It smelled of alcohol and floor polish.


Unlike the other departments, intensive care was enveloped in silence. The constant rush of doctors and nurses was absent here; staff moved through the corridors unhurriedly and without making any noise. There was no sound beyond the hum of the machines keeping patients alive.


And yet it was in this silent realm that the most desperate life-and-death struggles took place. Whenever one of the combatants fell, it happened without any clamour. Nobody screamed, no alarms sounded, the sole announcement was a red light that went on in the nurses’ station, indicating as simply as possible the cessation of vital functions.


In other departments, the fight to save lives meant a race against time. In IC, time passed differently, expanding to such an extent as to seem absent.


Among those who worked here, this place was known as the border.


‘Some choose to cross that border,’ Clemente said, ‘while others turn back.’


They were standing in front of the glass partition separating the corridor from one of the recovery rooms. There were six beds in the room.


Only one was occupied.


In it lay a man of around fifty, connected to a respirator. Looking at him, Marcus thought again about himself and about the time Clemente had found him in a similar bed, fighting his own battle, hovering between life and death.


He had chosen to remain on this side of the border.


Clemente pointed beyond the glass. ‘Last night an ambulance was called to a villa outside the city. A man had phoned Emergency, saying that he was having a heart attack. In his house they found a number of objects – a hair ribbon, a coral bracelet, a pink scarf and a roller skate – that belonged to the victims of a previously unidentified serial killer. The man’s name is Jeremiah Smith.’


Jeremiah: a pious name, was Marcus’s first thought. Not really suited to a serial killer.


Clemente took a folder from the inside pocket of his raincoat. It was unmarked apart from a code number: c.g. 97-95-6.


‘Four victims in the space of six years. All with their throats cut. All female, aged between seventeen and twenty-eight.’


As Clemente went through these sterile, impersonal facts, Marcus concentrated on the man’s face. He mustn’t let himself be deceived. The body was merely a disguise, a way to pass unobserved.


‘The doctors say he’s in a coma,’ Clemente said, almost guessing his thoughts. ‘And yet he was immediately intubated by the ambulance team that came to his rescue. As it happens …’


‘What?’


‘By a twist of fate, one of the team was the sister of Jeremiah Smith’s first victim. She’s twenty-seven years old and she’s a doctor.’


Marcus looked surprised. ‘Does she know whose life she saved?’


‘She was the one who reported finding in the house a roller skate that had belonged to her twin sister, who was killed six years ago. There’s another thing that made this more than just a routine intervention.’


Clemente took a photograph from the folder. It showed the man’s chest, with the words Kill me. ‘He was walking around with that on his body.’


‘It’s the symbol of his divided nature,’ Marcus said. ‘It’s as if he’s telling us that we have to look beyond appearances. We usually stop at the first level, the level of clothes, to judge a person, when the real truth is written on the skin. It’s within everyone’s reach, hidden and yet close. But nobody sees it. In the case of Jeremiah Smith, people brushed against him in the street without imagining the danger, nobody saw him for what he really was.’


‘There was a challenge in those words: Kill me, if you can.’


Marcus turned towards Clemente. ‘And what’s the challenge now?’


‘Lara.’


‘What makes you think she’s still alive?’


‘He kept the others alive for at least a month before killing them and dumping their bodies.’


‘How do we know he was the one who took her?’


‘The sugar. The other girls had also been drugged. He took them all in the same way: approaching them in broad daylight under some pretext and offering them a drink. In each case he dosed the drinks with GHB, better known as the date rape drug. It’s a narcotic with hypnotic effects that inhibits the ability to reason and choose. It seems to be his signature.’


‘A rape drug,’ Marcus said. ‘So the motive is sexual?’


Clemente shook his head. ‘There were no signs of sexual violence on the victims. He tied them up, kept them alive for a month, then cut their throats.’


‘But he took Lara from her own home,’ Marcus said. ‘How do we explain that?’


‘Some serial killers perfect their modus operandi as their sadistic fantasies evolve. Every now and again, they add a new detail, something that increases their pleasure. Over time, killing becomes a job, and they try to get better at it.’


Clemente’s explanation was plausible, but didn’t totally convince Marcus. He decided to let that go for the moment. ‘Tell me about Jeremiah Smith’s villa.’


‘The police are still searching it, so we can’t go there yet. But apparently he didn’t take his victims there. He has another place somewhere. If we find it, we’ll find Lara.’


‘But the police aren’t looking for her.’


‘Maybe there’s something in that house that’ll connect him to her.’


‘Shouldn’t we put them on the right track?’


‘No.’


‘Why not?’ Marcus asked, incredulous.


‘That’s not the way we operate.’


‘Lara would have more chance of being saved.’


‘The police might get in your way. You need complete freedom of action.’


‘Freedom of action? What does that mean? I don’t even know where to begin!’


Clemente looked him straight in the eye. ‘I understand you find it daunting, because it all seems new to you. But this isn’t your first time. You used to be good at what you did, and you can be good again. I assure you that if there’s anyone who can locate that girl, it’s you. The sooner you realise that, the better. Because I get the feeling Lara doesn’t have much time left.’


Marcus looked over Clemente’s shoulder at the patient – attached to a respirator, hovering over the final border – then at the reflection of his own face in the glass pane, superimposed over that image, as if in an optical illusion. He quickly took his eyes away. It wasn’t the view of the monster that had disturbed him. It was the fact that he couldn’t stand mirrors, because he still didn’t recognise himself. ‘What will happen to me if I fail?’


‘So that’s it: you’re worried about yourself.’


‘I don’t know who I am any more, Clemente.’


‘You’ll find out soon, my friend.’ He handed him the case file. ‘We trust you. But from now on, you’re on your own.’


8:56 p.m.


The third lesson that Sandra Vega had learned is that houses and apartments have a smell. It belongs to those who live in them, and it’s always different and unique. When the occupants leave, the smell vanishes. That was why every time Sandra got back to her apartment on the Navigli, she immediately looked for David’s smell.


Aftershave and aniseed-flavoured cigarettes.


She knew that one day she would come home, sniff the air and not smell it. Once the smell had gone, David really wouldn’t be there any more.


That thought made her despair. And she tried to be out as much as possible. In order not to contaminate the apartment with her presence, not to fill it with her own smell.


At first, she had hated the cheap supermarket aftershave David insisted on buying. It seemed to her aggressive and all-pervading. In the three years they had lived together, she had tried many times to find him a replacement. Every birthday, Christmas or anniversary, in addition to the official gift there was a new scent. He would use it for a week, then put it away together with the others on a shelf in the bathroom. Each time he would attempt to justify himself with the words: ‘Sorry, Ginger, but it’s just not me.’ The way he would wink as he said this was intensely irritating.


Sandra could never have imagined that a time would come when she would buy twenty bottles of that aftershave and sprinkle it around the apartment. She had bought so many out of the senseless fear that one day they would take it off the market. And she had even purchased those terrible aniseed-flavoured cigarettes. She would leave them, alight, in ashtrays around the rooms. But the alchemy hadn’t worked. It was David’s physical presence that had linked those smells indissolubly. It was his skin, his breath, his mood that made that union special.


After a long day’s work, Sandra closed the apartment door behind her and waited a few seconds, motionless in the darkness. Then, at last, her husband’s smell came to greet her.


She put the bags down on the armchair in the hall: she would have to clean the equipment, but for now she was putting everything off. She would see to it after dinner. In the meantime she ran herself a hot bath and lay in the water until her fingers became wrinkled. She put on a blue T-shirt and opened a bottle of wine. It was her way of escaping. She couldn’t bear to switch on the television any more, and she didn’t have the concentration necessary to read a book. So she spent her evenings on the sofa, with a bottle of Negroamaro in her hands and her vision gradually blurring.


She was only twenty-nine, and found it hard to think of herself as a widow.


The second lesson Sandra Vega had learned was that, like people, houses and apartments die.


Since David had died, she had never felt his presence in objects. Perhaps because most of the things here belonged to her.


Her husband had been a freelance photojournalist, and he had travelled the world in his work. Before meeting her he had never needed a home, making do with hotel rooms and other temporary accommodation. He had told her that in Bosnia once he had slept in a graveyard, inside a walled niche.


Everything that David owned was packed into two large green canvas bags. There was his wardrobe: some things for summer, others for winter, because he never knew where he might be sent for a story. There was the dented laptop that he never let out of his sight, and there were utensils of every kind: multi-use knives, batteries for his mobile phones, even a kit for purifying urine in case he ended up in a place without drinking water.


He had pared everything down to essentials. For example, he had never owned a book. He read a lot, but every time he finished one, he gave it away. He had only stopped since he had come to live with her. Sandra had created a space for him in the bookcase and he had started to warm to the idea of having a collection. It had been his way of putting down roots. After the funeral, his friends had come up to Sandra and each one had brought her a book that David had given to them. The books were full of his annotations, corners turned down to mark the page, little burns or oil stains. She imagined him calmly reading Calvino, smoking a cigarette in the burning heat of some desert, next to a broken-down off-road vehicle, waiting for someone to come and rescue him.


I’ll continue to see him everywhere, they all said to her, it’ll be difficult to shake off his presence. And yet it wasn’t like that. She had never had the feeling she could hear his voice calling her name, nor had she ever unthinkingly put an extra plate on the table.


What she did miss, desperately, was the daily routine, those little, unimportant moments that had made up their lives.


On Sundays, she would usually get up after him and find him sitting in the kitchen, drinking his third pot of coffee and leafing through the newspaper in a cloud of aniseed-scented smoke, with his elbow placed on the table and the cigarette held between his fingers, the ash on the verge of falling, so absorbed in his reading as to forget everything else. As soon as she appeared in the doorway with her usual disapproving expression, he would lift his head with its mop of curly hair and smile at her. She would try to ignore him while she made breakfast for herself, but David would continue to stare at her with that goofy smile on his face until she couldn’t hold out any longer. It was that crooked smile, the result of a broken incisor, a memento of falling from his bicycle when he was seven. It was his glasses, with their fake tortoiseshell frames held together with scotch tape, that made him look like an old English lady. It was David, who within a few moments would draw her on to his knees and place a damp kiss on her neck.


At that memory, Sandra put down the glass of wine on the table next to the sofa. She reached out an arm to pick up her mobile phone, then dialled voicemail.


The electronic voice informed her as always of the presence of one message, which she had already listened to. It was dated five months earlier.


‘Hi, I called a couple of times but I always get the recorded message … I don’t have much time, so I just want to make a list of what I miss … I miss your cold feet searching for me under the blankets when you come to bed. I miss you making me taste things from the fridge to make sure they haven’t gone off. Or when you wake me up screaming at three in the morning because you’ve got a cramp. And I know you won’t believe this, but I even miss you using my razor to shave your legs and then not telling me … Anyway, it’s freezing cold here in Oslo and I can’t wait to get back. I love you, Ginger!’


David’s last words seemed to sum up a perfect harmony. The kind possessed by butterflies, snowflakes and a very small number of tap dancers.


Sandra switched off the phone. ‘I love you too, Fred.’


Every time she listened to the message, she felt the same sensation. Nostalgia, grief, tenderness, but also anguish. A question was hidden in those last words, a question Sandra could not and would not answer.


It’s freezing cold here in Oslo and I can’t wait to get back.


She had been used to David’s travelling. It was his work, his life. She had always known that. However much she might harbour the desire to hold him back, she had realised that she had to let him go.


It was the only way to make sure he came back to her.


His profession often took him to the most hostile places in the world. God alone knew how many times he had risked his life. But that was how David was, it was his nature. He had to see everything with his own eyes, touch it with his own hands. To describe a war, he needed to smell the smoke of burning buildings, to know that the sound of bullets is different depending on which objects they hit. He had never wanted to be exclusively tied to any of the great newspapers, although they would certainly have fought to get him. He couldn’t bear the idea of anyone controlling him. And Sandra had learned to dismiss her worst fears, confining her anxiety to a place buried deep in her mind. Trying to live in a normal manner, pretending she was married to a clerk or a factory worker.


There had been a kind of unwritten pact between her and David. It entailed a series of strange courtship rituals, which were their way of communicating. So he might stay in Milan for long periods and they would start to have a stable married life. Then, one evening, she would return home and find him preparing his famous shellfish soup, the one with at least five varieties of vegetable, accompanied by salted sponge cake. It was his speciality. But in their code, it was also his way of telling her that he would be leaving the next day. They would have dinner as usual, talking of this and that, he would make her laugh and then they would make love. And the next morning she would wake up alone in bed. He might be away for weeks, sometimes months. Then one day he would open the door, and everything would start again from where they had left off.


David never told her where he was going. Except that last time.


Sandra emptied the glass of the remaining wine. She drank everything in one gulp. She had always avoided the thought that anything bad could happen to David. He ran risks. If he had to die, then it had to happen in a war or at the hands of one of those criminals he often investigated. It all seemed equally stupid to her, but she could accept it somehow. Instead, it had happened in the most banal way.


She was starting to doze off when her mobile phone rang. She looked at the screen, but did not recognise the number. It was nearly eleven o’clock.


‘Could I speak to David Leoni’s wife?’


It was a man’s voice, speaking in a foreign accent, possibly German.


‘Who is that?’


‘My name’s Schalber, I work for Interpol. We’re colleagues.’


Sandra sat up, rubbing her eyes.


‘I’m sorry to phone you so late, but I only just got your number.’


‘Couldn’t it have waited until tomorrow?’


There was a cheerful laugh at the other end. Schalber, whoever he was, had a curiously boyish voice. ‘I’m sorry, I can’t help it, whenever there’s a question that’s nagging at me, I have to ask it. Otherwise I might not sleep tonight. Doesn’t that ever happen to you?’
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