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La Nazione, Monday, 20 February 1967


Page three


HILLS OF HORROR


SUICIDE IN THE WOODS


FLORENTINE BUTCHER, 44 YEARS OLD


SHOOTS SELF IN MOUTH AT CINTOIA ALTA


MOTHER AND DAUGHTER GRIEF-STRICKEN


Yesterday morning Livio Panerai, a butcher aged 44, killed himself by firing a shotgun into his mouth near the abbey of Monte Scalari. Shortly before 7 a.m., a hunter found the butcher’s lifeless body in the woods, still holding the double-barrel rifle. Signora Cesira Batacchi Panerai, the victim’s wife of nineteen years, had no explanation for her husband’s extreme act. He had left early that morning before dawn to go hunting in the hills of Cintoia, as had long been his custom on Sundays. Livio Panerai had no apparent causes for anguish in his day-to-day existence. A hard worker, always cheerful and beloved of his customers, he led a transparent life. The inhabitants of La Panca, the site of the tragedy, now speak of ‘hills of horror’. Not only was the area the scene of atrocious massacres by the Nazis at Pian d’Albero and nearby locations, but the horror hasn’t let up since. The suicide victim was found not far from the spot where the lifeless body of Giacomo Pellissari, the young kidnapping victim who had been raped and murdered, was discovered a few months earlier. Pellissari’s killer has never been apprehended. 


The mortal remains of Livio Panerai have been transferred to the chapel of the hospital of …




 

 

 


Bordelli closed the newspaper and dropped it on to the table. He sat there without moving, staring into space, looking pensive. A dense cobweb hung from the ceiling, while beside it a huge, hairy spider waited for a victim to fall into its trap. The obsessive ticking of the clock on the wall was not enough to overcome the silence. Rather, it insinuated itself into one’s thoughts like a worm into an apple. Life was strange sometimes. It surprised you when you least expected it. So the butcher had killed himself. Only Bordelli and Piras knew what kind of animal Livio Panerai really was. An unreconstructed Fascist, a child rapist, a killer …


He stood up, sighing. Tearing page three out of La Nazione, he crumpled it up and squeezed it into a ball, then went and tossed it between the andirons. Other pages met the same end: articles on the aftermath of the flood, the incalculable damage to artworks, the despair of those who’d lost everything, the families still living in makeshift lodgings, not to mention the polemics, the accidents, the films playing in town, the day’s television listings, the Fiorentina football squad’s loss at home, adverts for alcoholic beverages and headache pills …


Over the balls of newspaper he placed a small bundle of dry sticks, some larger branches, a few old pine cones with scales open, and then he crowned the stack with two small logs of oak. Striking a match, he lit the paper at several different points, then went and sat down on one of the two brick benches on either side of the enormous fireplace, right under the great hood of blackened stones, where peasants used to sit during the cold winter months. 


Outside it was already night. He’d been living in the old farmhouse for a little over a month, and lighting the fire had become a pleasant ritual. He’d finally done it, after thinking about it for years. He’d managed to sell his flat in town and buy a place in the country, in the commune of Impruneta. It was a big two-storey farmhouse a few kilometres from town along an unpaved road full of holes and rocks where nobody ever passed. A secluded, wild spot … Hic sunt leones.


The water was brought up from a well with an autoclave, and for heating he had a cast-iron stove upstairs and the fireplace on the ground floor. To get a telephone connection he had to wait about three weeks. But with each day that went by he became more convinced that he’d made the right choice. Now that he was no longer spending his days tracking down killers, he had plenty of time on his hands. He’d even bought many books and sometimes spent whole afternoons reading in the armchair by the fire. The city was more distant than the moon, even though in reality it was barely a fifteen-minute drive away. When he thought of Florence the same things always came to mind: the dense, dirty band of heating oil still clinging to the façades of the churches and palazzi, the mud stagnating in basements, the gutted shops and businesses that hadn’t reopened, the smell of car exhausts … But he also thought of the young people darting to and fro on their Vespas and Lambrettas and the girls who in summer wore miniskirts so short they left him in a daze.


When stuffing boxes and suitcases while moving out, he’d found a great many things he hadn’t seen for years and had even forgotten he owned. Bundles of family photos, old letters, two pistols from the war, daggers from the San Marco Battalion still covered with blood, Nazi decorations stripped off the uniforms of the dead … He’d even found the piece of torpedo shrapnel, with bits of dry algae tangled in the crinkled metal, which had grazed his temple when he was stationed on a submarine. He’d put this in the drawer in his bedside table so he wouldn’t lose it again.


Lighting his fifth cigarette of the day, he started watching the flames as they devoured the paper, sticks, cones and branches before enveloping the logs in reddish-golden tongues. Every so often the fire popped and a swarm of sparks rose in the air and vanished into the darkness of the hood.


He liked getting up every morning to find his bread and La Nazione hanging under the porch roof in a plastic bag. This was normal practice in the countryside. You had only to arrange it with the baker, who was so kind as to include the newspaper with the bread. The paper was indispensable for lighting the fire.


The treccone1 came by once a week, but now instead of a bicycle he had a Fiat 500 Giardinetta with a boot full of every sort of thing imaginable. He didn’t always succeed in selling or trading something, but he knew how to repair umbrellas and shutters that didn’t close properly, how to sharpen knives and fodder-cutters, and he was always glad to accept a glass of wine and exchange a few words, bringing the latest news from house to house, perhaps embellishing things as he pleased. 


Bordelli had done well to buy the house. Included in the price was a hectare of untilled land with a hundred or so neglected olive trees. It was in a magnificent location, all in the sun and none in the shade, as the local peasants said. The view stretched far into the background of a Leonardo painting. Rows of cypresses, vines, olive trees, expanses of red earth, soft hills with crests covered with black woods that turned violet at sunset, as in certain nineteenth-century landscapes. 


And to think that in the end he still had several million lire2 left over. After the flood, apartments from the third floor up had increased greatly in value. Whereas nobody wanted to live in the country any more. Country life was a horror. And not only for the children of peasants, who were fleeing to the city chasing a dream that led them on like a beautiful prostitute. Even the proprietors wanted to rid themselves of all those now worthless buildings before they went completely to ruin. They were in a hurry to sell them and didn’t fuss much over the price. The owner who had sold him his house, a man of about sixty who looked like he’d never worked a day in his life, hadn’t even bothered to remove his own things. He’d left everything there, large antique armoires, cherrywood chests, cast-iron beds, terracotta stoves, a kneading-trough that smelled of wood and flour, tables, chairs, inlaid cupboards, and even two small, chipped panels of religious subjects, painted in oils in the sixteenth or seventeenth century. Nothing of great value, mind, but still quite pleasant to look at. He’d hung them in his bedroom, and at night, before turning out the lights, he would sometimes sit there studying them for a few minutes, trying to work out from which master the naïf painter had drawn his inspiration.


At night the silence was absolute, broken every so often by the call of some animal or the dull thudding of a herd of wild boar cantering through the olive trees, or the shifting of the logs in the fire downstairs. He’d loved the house from the moment he first saw it, the way he did sometimes with a woman he saw passing by on the street. He felt good inside those skewed walls, on those half-warped clay tiles. After living in a flat for so many years, he now enjoyed ascending a staircase or having to take a short walk to go into the kitchen or his bedroom. It was as if he felt younger in the country, except when he saw himself in the mirror.


Through a small door on the ground floor one entered the most rustic part of the house: a proper cellar with brick vaults, and a stall that still stank of animals, with old rabbit cages cobbled together by some peasant. There was even an old olive press with a big granite wheel and a pole to hitch to a donkey. Nowadays he stacked his firewood on it. Who knew, perhaps one day he would put those rooms in order and the house would get even bigger. He could live there with a woman and not see her during the day. He smiled, but it was a bitter smile. Whenever he thought of a woman he thought of Eleonora …


He heard the sound of an approaching car in the distance and looked at the clock on the wall. Half past seven. Punctual as ever, he thought. He tossed his cigarette butt into the fire, got up calmly and put a pot of water on the largest burner. He peered out of the kitchen window. A rusted lamp embedded in the outside wall scarcely illuminated the threshing floor, while the tops of the cypresses swayed in the wind in the darkened distance. The car pulled up in front of the house, the headlights went off, and a car door slammed. A shadow came up to the door, and Bordelli went to open it. 


‘Good evening, Inspector.’


‘I’m not an inspector any more, Piras.’


‘A leopard can’t change its spots …’ said the young policeman, shuddering with cold as he entered the house. A year and a half had passed since the shoot-out that had shattered his legs, and by now he walked almost normally. He had a strange air about him that evening, as if he wanted to know something badly and was having trouble holding himself back. He wrinkled his nose at the smell of cigarettes, but said nothing.


‘Cold?’ asked Bordelli.


‘It’s freezing out here, but it’s a bit warmer in town.’


‘Make yourself at home … Penne in tomato sauce all right with you?’


‘Anything’s fine with me,’ said the Sardinian, sitting down inside the fireplace. He opened his hands and held them close to the fire. By now he knew that the former inspector didn’t want any help in the kitchen. Ever since Bordelli’s move they had talked often on the telephone, and he’d gone out to see him two or three times, always staying for dinner. Every time, he’d asked him how a human being could live in such isolation. He himself was born and raised in the country, but now he couldn’t do without the chaos of the city.


‘A glass of wine?’ Bordelli asked, opening a can of tomatoes. The Sardinian nodded assent. Bordelli filled two glasses and brought one to Piras. It was a blood-red wine he bought by the demijohn from a local peasant. He would put it into flasks himself, pouring a few drops of oil on top to keep the air out.


They sat there in silence. The sound of the fire was relaxing. Bordelli started sauteeing some finely chopped onion in olive oil, let it sizzle for a spell and then poured the tomatoes on top of it.


‘Have a pleasant day down at the station?’


‘No murders, at least.’


‘That’s something …’


‘And how was your day, Inspector?’


‘I’m not an inspector any more …’


‘It’s okay, nobody can hear us,’ said Piras. Bordelli dumped the pasta into the boiling water and, after stirring it for thirty seconds or so, took his glass and went and sat down in the fireplace opposite his young Sardinian friend. He was still waiting for him to blurt out the question that was burning his tongue. It was anybody’s guess whether he would ask it directly or take a roundabout approach. In the distance a dog was barking wildly, and every so often they could hear the cry of an owl that must have been perched on the roof.


‘How’s your beautiful Sicilian girl?’ Bordelli asked after a long pause.


‘Everything’s fine.’


‘Why don’t you bring her here with you some evening?’


‘She’s working on her thesis. She studies all day long and then goes to bed with the chickens,’ Piras said with a smile of resignation. 


‘That girl knows what she wants.’


‘I can’t imagine her as a lawyer.’


‘Are you kidding? People will be falling all over themselves to have her defend them,’ said Bordelli. 


Silence again. Piras was staring at the fire, every so often sipping his wine. His eternally serious face, which was a little like an ancient nuraghic stone, might mislead anyone who didn’t know him. On the outside he might seem like a melancholy, gloomy lad, but he wasn’t. He was actually light hearted, in his way, and when he wanted to he could joke around and have fun. But you couldn’t tell, to look at him.


Bordelli finished his glass and got up to put another log on the fire. He went and tasted the pasta: it needed another two or three minutes. He’d set the table in grand fashion. White tablecloth, fine china plates and bowls, crystal tulip glasses, his grandmother’s cutlery, clean napkins, a flask of wine, water, bread, oil and vinegar, salt and pepper, Parmesan cheese and grater … All laid out in order. That, too, was a new and pleasant habit of his, whether he was alone or in company. When he still lived at San Frediano in Florence, on the rare occasions he ate at home he would sit on the couch with his plate on his lap. He would never again make such mistakes. Rosa, his friend and stand-in mum, would always say: Eating is like making love; you have to do it right. And to think it was a retired prostitute who said this.


He drained the pasta, served it in the bowls, and poured the hot tomato sauce over it. They sat down at the table, pleasantly famished. A smidgen of fresh oil, and plenty of Parmesan. They also added a bit of ground hot pepper. At his first forkful, Piras lightly raised his eyebrows in appreciation. Bordelli refilled their wine glasses.


‘Your folks are doing all right?’


‘Everything’s fine.’


‘What’s your father been up to?’


‘I spoke with him yesterday. He sends you his best.’


‘One of these days I’ll give him a ring,’ said Bordelli. He and Gavino, Piras’s father, had been comrades in the San Marco Battalion in the last year of the war. Gavino had returned to his village less one arm and gone back to the peasant’s life.


‘He said he might come to the mainland this spring to see me,’ said Piras.


‘Oh, good. So I’ll finally get to meet your mum.’


‘She definitely won’t be coming.’


‘Why not?’


‘She’s never left Bonarcado in her life; the mere idea of it frightens her.’


‘Try to persuade her …’


‘It’d be easier to get a brick to change its mind.’


‘But are all you Sardinians like that?’


‘Everyone is the way he is,’ said Piras, cutting things short.


‘Well, if Gavino wants to, he can come and stay here with me. I’ve got loads of room.’


‘Thanks, I’ll tell him that. But I don’t think he’ll really come … He’s been saying that for years …’


They lapsed into silence again. They ate, drank, and exchanged long stares. The popping fire, the great kitchen and its cracked walls, the countryside immersed in darkness and peopled with animals out hunting in the woods under an indifferent moon … Bordelli, meanwhile, was still waiting for Piras’s question, trying to imagine how he would phrase it.


In that silence, an old memory, for no reason, resurfaced from the depths of his mind … The corpse of a small child abandoned in the snow, riddled with bullets and hard as marble, eyes wide open and staring at the heavens. Its only crime was to have been Italian, an Italian traitor, a damned little traitor in a country occupied by the Nazis. He witnessed the child’s burial again, when they broke apart the frozen earth with pickaxes, cursing and sweating like pigs in the cold of the wild. As they were covering the body with clods as hard as stones, he’d thought: If one day I found the man who shot this baby in front of me, what would I do? He’d pictured himself looking the man in the eye, glaring at him, and he’d realised with anger and terror that he would have found something familiar in that man’s gaze, he would have found a man a lot like himself standing there before him … But he would have killed him just the same – indeed, he would have killed him for this very reason, because he was a man like him …


‘Are you happy living out here, Inspector?’ Piras’s voice slid out on to the table like a wad of cotton, breaking the silence. But that wasn’t the question Bordelli had been expecting.


‘I’m not an inspector any more …’


‘Don’t you feel a bit isolated?’


‘I don’t think that’s the right word for it.’


‘What do you do all day long?’


‘A whole lot of interesting things … I walk in the woods, read, chop wood, go shopping, light a fire, cook, eat, watch the telly, and soon I’ll even have a kitchen garden to hoe.’


‘Don’t you get lonely?’ Piras insisted.


‘Depends what you mean.’ 


It was true that the seclusion and silence of the countryside tempted one to ruminate over everything and feed one’s melancholy, but he loved this life more than he would have imagined. There was nothing he could do about it.


Piras refilled the wine glasses and took a long sip.


‘Did you read this morning’s Nazione?’ he asked. 


Bordelli smiled faintly. At last Piras had decided to broach the issue.


‘You mean did I read about the butcher’s suicide?’


‘What do you think about it?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Why do you think Panerai killed himself?’


‘I don’t know … Maybe he tried to shoot a sparrow and missed?’


‘No, seriously. I can’t figure it out …’


‘He’d killed a little boy, Piras … You know that. You and I are the only ones who know it.’


‘So, out of remorse?’


‘Why not?’


‘I just can’t see someone like that shooting himself in the mouth.’


‘Remorse can play some dirty tricks on you, Piras. It smoulders under the ashes, and when you least expect it …’


‘Even a gorilla like Panerai?’


‘Apparently …’


‘What if he was murdered?’ said the Sardinian, looking him straight in the eye.


‘I really don’t think so. But even if it were so, I have to confess that I wouldn’t waste a single minute looking for the killer,’ said Bordelli, peeling an apple. Piras kept brooding, casting long, interrogatory glances at Bordelli.


‘I even thought that you … I wouldn’t swear by it, of course … But the moment I heard the news, the first thing that came into my mind was … Seeing how things really are, it wouldn’t even seem so unusual to me …’


‘You think I did it?’ asked Bordelli, saying it for him. Piras said nothing, but sat there waiting for the answer, gripping his wine glass. The inspector let him stew for a few moments, then shook his head.


‘Well, I didn’t, Piras. But I must say I certainly wasn’t upset about it … Would you like an apple?’


‘No, thanks.’


‘One arsehole less in the world is still one arsehole less, Piras.’ 


‘Of course … But … As I was saying …’


‘Tell me in all sincerity … Do you have any suspicions? Have you been to the place where he killed himself? Did you see something that didn’t look right?’ asked Bordelli, chewing his apple.


‘I went to the woods with Detective Silvis but didn’t notice anything unusual. At a glance it did look like a suicide.’


‘So what are you worried about?’


‘The fact is … You said it yourself … I know that Panerai was an animal, whereas the others weren’t …’


‘You’re right, Piras, absolutely right. Care for some grappa?’ asked Bordelli, standing up.


‘Four killers, two suicides …’ muttered the Sardinian. Bordelli brought a bottle of grappa and two small glasses to the table and sat back down.


‘I don’t really feel like talking about this all evening, Piras …’ 


He poured the grappa and pushed a glass towards the young man. Piras took a sip, and had to make an effort not to cough. When he saw that Bordelli was about to light a cigarette, he got up and went and sat down beside the fire. He couldn’t stand the smell of cigarettes and considered smoking the stupidest of vices.


‘All right, then, we won’t talk about it.’ He sighed, staring at the flames. Bordelli took a few puffs and, as a favour to his young friend, quickly stubbed out the cigarette, which was still almost whole. He went and sat opposite him, on the same brick bench as before.


‘Did you like fairy tales when you were a little boy, Piras?’


‘Yes …’


‘Why? Do you remember?’


‘Well, I guess it was because the bad guy was always punished in the end, and good prevailed.’


‘And do you think it’s right that little children learn to believe in something that almost never happens in real life?’


‘I don’t know …’


‘I think it is … In spite of everything, it’s always best not to give up …’


‘Are you trying to tell me something?’


‘Never mind, Piras. Old men sometimes like to play the “wise grandfather”, especially in front of a warm fire.’




 

 

 


After reading for about an hour, he turned out the light. Before getting under the covers he’d put a few logs in the cast-iron stove on the first floor, and the warmth filled the air, along with a strong scent of burning wood.


Piras had left about midnight. Over the course of the evening, Bordelli kept reading in his eyes a desire to reopen the discussion of the Panerai the butcher’s suicide, but the Sardinian had asked no more questions.


He lay in the pitch darkness with his eyes wide open and, as used to happen when he was a little boy, saw bright kaleidoscope-like designs in the emptiness. He couldn’t very well tell Piras the real situation. Not now, anyway. This was a war he had to fight alone. He had made a mistake, and he had to make up for it. He alone had to shoulder the burden. The regrets were already becoming hard to bear.


During the last days at his old flat in San Frediano, before falling asleep each night, he would think of all the things that had happened in that bed, not all of them pleasant. He couldn’t help but remember the nights spent making love with Eleonora, her dark, luminous eyes, the lovely scent of her skin … But then he would see her between the sheets with her face swollen and her eyes empty, trembling in fear. Poor Eleonora. She’d been punished without having done anything wrong, brutally raped by a pair of goons for the sole purpose of sending a message to him, Bordelli, the ball-busting police inspector who’d been sticking his nose where he shouldn’t. They’d broken into his home and waited for the beautiful girl, who’d wanted to surprise her knight between the sheets. But instead of her knight she’d found two thugs who forced her on to the bed to violate her in body and soul, for the sole purpose of advising her knight to stop making trouble for the king. And they’d even left him a piece of paper with a list of names on it: Rosa Stracuzzi, Dante Pedretti, Pietrino Piras, and so on. The message was as clear as a telegram: If you don’t desist, we’ll kill every person you care about. Full stop.


He’d been a damned fool. He’d threatened murderers, knowing he had no evidence to incriminate them. What had he expected to gain from it? Perhaps to scare them, make them feel in danger … But one of them was quite powerful and hadn’t taken the joke too kindly. And Eleonora had paid the price for it … He couldn’t forgive himself for this. And, as if that wasn’t enough, she had left him.


And what about him? Had he done the right thing by quitting his job? But what else, really, could he have done? Could he have stayed on as chief inspector of police knowing he would never succeed in putting Giacomo’s killers in jail? When you can’t play by the rules of the game, it’s best to stop playing. It was a little like the time when, many years ago, he’d won twenty-five months’ worth of salary from a dear friend at poker. Obviously he’d declined to accept his winnings, but from that day on he’d never played poker again.


He turned on to his side and shut his eyes. Though he felt tired, his thoughts were preventing him falling asleep. He was a former police inspector, but he was also a former commander of the San Marco Battalion. There were certain things he simply couldn’t tolerate. Nazism hadn’t started with Hitler and hadn’t ended with his suicide. Nazism by definition belonged to a specific moment in history, but its essence had always been in the air, everywhere around the world, imprisoning people and nations in its clutches … 


Nice little thoughts for the middle of the night …


A nightbird’s raucous cry split the silence and, imagining the abandoned countryside under the moonlight, he remembered a poem from his schooldays …


The moon sets; the world loses colour;


the shadows vanish, and darkness


glooms the valley and hills …3


He suddenly felt like going out into the night and wandering through the fields. He turned on the light, got out of bed feeling heavy-headed, and calmly got dressed. He put on a woollen sweater and a sports jacket and wrapped a scarf round his neck. Sticking a torch in his pocket he went out of the house, but there was no need to turn it on. The moon was almost full, the olive trees’ black shadows stretching long across the faded ground. Great gusts of wind shook the foliage. He walked through the tall grass with his hands in his pockets, breathing in the cold air with pleasure. He’d always liked wind. It was a living force that made things move. Immobility was like death.


At the far end of the field a large white stone stood out from the darkness like the eye of a giant. Beyond the olive grove rose a wooded hill, while here and there the dark spikes of the cypresses poked through the round boughs of the Mediterranean pines. Reaching the edge of the woods, he heard at last the faint gurgling of the Fosso delle Acque Cadute – the ‘Ditch of Fallen Waters’ – a small stream that marked the end of his field. With each new blast of wind a tree trunk moaned.


He couldn’t tell anyone his secret – at least not yet. By now he knew he would go all the way, and he preferred living this adventure alone. It wasn’t some decision he’d made on the fly: the hand of fate had intervened.


Accompanied by his lunar shadow he started walking along a narrow path that cut through the grassy terrain parallel to the ditch, a trail almost certainly travelled by wild boar. The natural world immersed in the night made him shudder in a strange, animal kind of way. The call of the forest, you might say. Under his skin he felt a desire to tear off all his clothes and charge head down through the trees and shrubs, and maybe even howl at the moon … Obeying only instinct and the natural laws of survival, and turning his back on the filth and stupidity governing the human race …


There was no doubt about it: it was fate that had organised everything, in the simplest manner possible. Chance did not seem capable of as much. It could not have all been a banal coincidence …


Ever since he’d moved to the country he went often on walks through the woods, sometimes early in the morning, even at dawn. He would put a panino with prosciutto, a bottle of water and an apple in his backpack, get into his Volkswagen Beetle, drive up the dirt roads that led up into the hills, and finally park in some clearing by the side of the road. It was Botta who had first kindled this passion in him, when he’d taken him mushroom hunting on the Monte alle Croci some months before. And that was where he usually went nowadays as well. He would start the now familiar climb panting heavily, happy as a child to recognise the strangest-looking trees and the rocks jutting up from the ground. He would go farther each time, exploring new paths and descending steep slopes by grabbing on to the trunks of chestnuts to keep from falling. Often he was glad to lose his way, knowing he would later find it again. Little by little he was beginning to know the area and understand the network of trails. On those rare occasions when he crossed paths with a hunter, he would exchange a minimal nod of greeting and continue on his way. He didn’t like hunting one bit.


The previous day, a Sunday, when he’d left the house, it was still dark outside, and as he began the climb up Poggio alla Croce he’d witnessed the sunrise. It was cold as hell, and he’d even worn gloves and a hat. Not five minutes would go by without him hearing at least one gunshot. He reached the three-way junction at Cappella dei Boschi in less than an hour and took the path that led from Monte Scalari abbey to Pian d’Albero. By now he knew these haunts rather well. He’d come the first time just before the flood, when the little boy’s dead body was found hastily buried in these woods. He’d gone back several times in the days that followed, to inspect the area and look for clues. One morning a desperate squealing had caught his attention amid the shrubs, and he’d discovered Briciola, a kitten only a few days old with a damaged eye which he’d taken at once to Rosa’s. Briciola could never have known, but it was thanks precisely to her mewing that he’d found the first tenuous lead that would later lead him all the way to Giacomo Pellissari’s killers. He’d patiently managed to uncover everything, down to the last detail, but hadn’t been able to arrest the culprits, because he didn’t have enough proof … It had been a kind of checkmate for him … Then things came crashing down, and after Eleonora was raped he decided to quit the police force …


But he hadn’t wanted to think about this that morning; he’d already worn himself out enough. He’d wanted only to take a long walk, forget about smoking, sit down on a rock and eat a panino in peace.


When he reached the huge oak that the Nazis had chosen to hang ‘Italian traitors’ from, he stopped to study its sturdy black branches, which through no fault of their own had served to kill innocent people. Who knew how many other things that powerful tree had seen over its centuries of life. If only it could talk …


He’d got back on the path to Pian d’Albero, never imagining that just a few minutes later … It had all happened so fast … Thinking back on it, he almost couldn’t bring himself to believe that it had actually happened …


Round a bend he’d spotted a man crouching behind a hunter’s blind at the top of a small hill and, though seeing him from behind, he’d recognised him at once. It was Panerai the butcher, one of the four men who’d raped young Giacomo and, more importantly, the one who had actually killed him, strangling him while reaching orgasm …


Without thinking twice he’d climbed up through the trees and come up behind him, silent as an Apache … He’d grabbed the rifle out of his hands and pointed it at him.


‘Long time no see, Panerai.’ The butcher struggled to his feet, shaking like a leaf on a tree. He could barely speak. His eyes flashed with hate and fear.


‘How’s the hunting? Kill any little birds?’


‘No … not … yet …’ Panerai muttered.


‘Wasn’t it around here that you buried that little boy?’


‘No … I … didn’t do anything …’


‘Don’t be so modest, man … Don’t forget, you’re a devotee of the Duce …’ 


All of a suddenly he realised he had to act fast. 


‘I … didn’t … I …’ the butcher kept stuttering.


‘Eia eia alalà!’4 Bordelli shouted, sticking the double barrels of the shotgun into Panerai’s mouth so fast he hadn’t time to react, and squeezing both triggers at once. The back of the butcher’s head exploded in a burst of blood, and his flaccid body fell to the ground with a thud. The crack of the rifle echoed across the valleys, but it was normal to hear gunshots in the woods, especially on a Sunday.


The butcher had writhed in agony for a few seconds, kicking the fallen leaves between his feet, and after a final spasm stopped moving for ever. Bordelli had let the rifle fall to the ground and left the scene with his hat pulled down over his eyes. But he hadn’t run. He wasn’t worried. He felt that everything would turn out all right. And it had. Walking through the woods back to the car he hadn’t run into anyone at all. It was as if he’d never left his house …


He’d had gloves on when he used the rifle, the leaf-strewn ground was so frozen and hard that he’d left no tracks, and the gunshot was just one of many that day. All the same, if he’d still been with the force he would never have done what he did … How could he not think it was fate? Even Diotivede, the old forensic pathologist and his friend, would never manage to uncover the truth about the butcher’s death …


He stopped for a moment, eyes following the flight of a large nightbird passing silently overhead without moving its wings. Its white, moonlit feathers stood out in the darkness as though phosphorescent, as it disappeared, gliding softly, into the dense wood.


He started feeling cold, and began to head home. He’d once read an interview with a writer who claimed he wasn’t the one who wrote his novels … The stories simply unfolded before him as though they’d already happened, and he couldn’t even bring himself to change the characters’ personalities or words … That was more or less the way he, Bordelli, felt … As though he’d ended up in a story already written and could do nothing more than turn the pages. All he knew was that he would read the book all the way to the end …


The wind had picked up and was violently shaking the olive branches. It was a night for wolves. He quickened his pace, hair swirling over his head. Seeing his house from afar he imagined Eleonora waiting for him inside, under the covers, but this sweet thought did nothing but plunge him into despair.


The moment he set foot in his house he poured himself a small glass of grappa and knocked it back in one gulp. He went upstairs, legs feeling heavy, got undressed and crawled into bed. He turned off the light and curled up in the cold sheets like a little boy awaiting his goodnight kiss. 




 


 

 


He was dreaming he was under a hail of German machine-gun fire, holed up with his mates in an abandoned farmhouse. A burst even fiercer than the rest woke him up … Someone was knocking at the door. He heard a voice call out and recognised it as Ennio’s. He turned on the light and looked at the clock. Ten past eight. Dammit, he’d forgotten he had an appointment with him to start work on the garden …


‘Coming! …’ he cried in a hoarse voice. Getting out of bed with great effort, he got dressed with eyes still half shut. Botta kept on knocking. He staggered down the stairs, not yet having fully emerged from his dream, Nazi machine-guns still ringing in his ears. When he opened the door, Ennio Botta threw up his hands.


‘Inspector, don’t tell me you were still asleep …’


‘I’m not an inspector any more, Ennio.’


‘Inspectors are born, not made, and you, in all modesty, are one,’ said Botta, stepping inside the house.


‘Sorry. I went to bed late last night.’


‘If you’re going to be a farmer you have to get up with the sun.’


‘Just let me have a coffee and I’ll be ready. You want some?’


‘I’d better make it myself.’


Botta got down to work, while Bordelli went upstairs to wash his face and pull himself together. When he returned to the kitchen, the coffee was ready.


‘How many teaspoons of sugar, Inspector?’


‘Just one, thanks.’


‘Good …’ Ennio spooned the sugar into the empty cups and poured the coffee over it, as he always did.


‘Today we’re going to prepare the ground for the tomatoes,’ he said.


‘I can hardly wait …’


‘I still wonder whether you made the right decision, moving to the country.’


‘No one will ever make me go back to the city, Ennio.’


They were sitting at the table, opposite each other. Botta’s coffee was superb. And yet he’d used the same coffee pot and the same ground beans Bordelli used every day.


‘You know, this whole story of you leaving your job doesn’t really make sense to me, Inspector.’


‘I did it for you, Ennio. Now you can tell me about all the crimes you committed without any worry.’


‘Those weren’t crimes, Inspector …’


‘Then what were they?’ asked Bordelli, curious to hear the answer.


‘The art of survival.’


‘There are people who work for a living …’


‘So you want to pack Botta off to a factory to spend the day hammering slabs of metal? You want to kill me?’


‘Weren’t you going to open a restaurant?’


‘Of course … If a certain deal goes well for me … I’m talking big stuff, mind … Something to set me up for life …’


‘Just be sure you don’t get caught, Ennio. It would make me too sad.’


‘I’ve already told you, Inspector, I will never go back to jail. I’ve learned my lesson … I will never get caught again like some bleeding amateur. Nowadays I do things right. It’s all scientific.’ 


‘Like that deal in Persons Unknown …’5 Bordelli said, smiling.


‘Take a good look at me, Inspector. Do I look like the type to spend his life rotting behind bars?’


‘If you get caught I’m going to start crying, Ennio.’ 


‘It’s not going to happen, I can promise you that.’


‘So what’s this big deal you keep talking about? Maybe I can give you some advice …’ Bordelli said, turning serious. 


Botta shook his head. ‘I don’t need any. It’s all going swimmingly. Maybe I’ll tell you about it when it’s all done, over a bottle of wine … The way you like it.’


‘As you wish.’ 


‘Shall we get down to work, Inspector?’ asked Botta, standing up.


‘I’m not an inspector any more …’


‘So what should I call you?’


‘You know what, Ennio?’


‘What?’


‘I’ve only just now realised that I always speak to you in the familiar form and you always use the polite form with me …’


‘So what?’


‘Doesn’t that seem strange to you?’


‘I’ve never noticed.’


‘So why don’t we both cut the formalities?’


‘I can’t, Inspector.’


‘Enough of this “inspector” stuff, Ennio. Call me Franco and scrap the formality.’


‘Let’s just leave things the way they are, Inspector … And now let’s go and dig some holes for the tomato plants,’ said Botta, heading for the door.


Bordelli stuck a cigarette between his lips and followed him. They went into the gardening room to get the tools left behind by the former owner, then out through a door that led behind the house, where they’d decided to put the garden. It was a beautiful day, with a sky that looked like the background to a Trecento Madonna. 


‘What are you going to do with them?’ Ennio asked, referring to the abandoned olive grove in a tone of commiseration. ‘Are you going to let them go or do you want to make oil?’


The boughs of the trees had been left to grow freely and now soared some fifteen to twenty feet in the air.


‘I wouldn’t mind making oil,’ said Bordelli, scratching his head.


‘Just at a glance I’d say nobody’s touched these trees for at least ten years. You’d have to weed the whole grove, and then come April the trees should be drastically cut back, to reinvigorate them. If all went well, you might get your first oil by December of ’69. Then you have to have them pruned every year, treat them with fungicide at least twice, and manure the ground … Then there’s the harvest … the press … Actually, making oil’s a lot of work.’


‘You’re making me change my mind …’


‘If you want some advice, find someone whose does it for a living and would be happy to be paid with some of the oil.’


‘Okay, I’ll try … Thanks …’


‘I think a kitchen garden’s quite enough for someone like you.’


‘I’m not sure if I should feel insulted,’ said Bordelli, but Botta was already thinking about the tomato plants. He was studying the weed-infested future garden, rubbing his chin. One could see from his look that there was a great deal of work to be done.


‘I’d say we should put them from here to down there – that should accommodate about thirty plants. Let’s get busy.’


‘Yes, sir!’ said Bordelli, sketching a military salute.


‘If you don’t do things right, nothing will grow.’


‘How’s this soil seem to you?’


‘Well, Impruneta is famous for its terracotta.’


‘Meaning?’


‘Meaning there’s a lot of clay in the soil. The area’s full of quarries and brickworks. Carrots won’t grow here, and potatoes have a rough time of it, too, but cabbage’ll come up like nobody’s business.’ 


‘So let’s plant cabbage …’


‘Not now, Inspector. Cabbage grows in winter. But anyway, it’s not for you, believe me,’ said Botta, shaking his head.


‘Then what can we plant in spring?’


‘A whole lot of things, but for now we’ll start with tomatoes. If you manage to get a good crop, next year I’ll give you a hand planting some cucumbers, aubergines, radishes and beans.’


‘Sounds like a tall order to me …’


‘Let’s get down to work.’


They mowed the grass with billhooks and piled it up to one side. Then they started breaking up the ground, sweating under a blue sky that already hinted at spring. There was a blinding sun, but the soft, persistent wind got the better of the warm air.


Bordelli was thoughtful. Two days earlier he’d killed a child-strangler, and now he was working the land to create a kitchen garden for himself. He thought of the butcher’s wife and daughter, who had done nothing wrong. Surely they were overwhelmed with grief, but wasn’t a husband and father who died by his own hand better than a rapist and murderer? In essence he had spared those two creatures the pain of discovering something that would have ruined them for life …


‘You know what you could plant? Hot peppers …’ said Botta. 


‘Splendid.’ Bordelli just loved hot peppers, even if he’d never dreamed he’d be growing them.


‘They’re easy, at least. You put the seeds in some nice big pots and then water them. They’re beautiful plants, even to look at.’


‘When can I start planting?’


‘By next week.’


‘Good …’


They finished turning the soil. Bordelli was exhausted, while Ennio, for his part, seemed as if he’d only played a round of bocce. Under Botta’s direction they dug some holes almost a foot and a half deep. Three rows of twelve holes each.


‘As in the time of Christ,’ said Ennio, leaning on his spade. 


‘You’ll have to help me plant the tomatoes, too.’


‘You mean sow, not plant. If you want to be a farmer you have to use the right words.’


‘I’ll do my best. Where can I find the seeds?’


‘You can try the cooperative in Impruneta, but I don’t think they’ll have any. You’re better off asking some of the local peasants. And San Marzano seeds are best: they’re good for making all kinds of things.’


‘And then what?’


‘You have to sow the seeds in a patch of well-turned earth and add a bit of compost … If you’ve got the patience, you can get some in the woods, otherwise just buy a sack or two of it at the co-op.’


‘I’ll just buy it, don’t worry.’


‘You could sow them here,’ said Botta, pointing to a corner of the garden plot.


‘Whatever you say.’


‘After about a month, the plants will be about five inches tall, as long as the weather cooperates. If all goes well, you’ll then carefully uproot them and plant them in the holes we’ve made. And get some peasant around here to give you some pollina.’


‘What’s that?’ 


‘Chicken shit.’


‘Splendid … And what am I supposed to do with it?’


‘You must put it in a bucket full of water to mellow it, making sure to stir it with a stick every morning for about ten days. Three weeks after transplanting the small shoots, you can use it as fertiliser. Not before, however, or you’ll burn the roots. It should be diluted with a lot of water, and you should use half a litre per plant every day for at least a month.’


‘Anything else?’


‘You thought that would be all? The first thing you must do is fence the whole area off, otherwise the boar will eat everything. Then you must cover the just-transplanted shoots with wooden crates, to protect them from the sun while they’re putting down roots. You must water them daily – better yet, twice a day, early in the morning and at sunset. But not too much, just the right amount. When they start to grow you then have to plant poles beside them and fasten the plants for support. And obviously you need more and more water. By late June you’ll need at least five or six litres of water per plant, twice a day …’


‘I have to confess that by this point I’m thinking of going to the supermarket and stocking up on canned tomatoes,’ said Bordelli, wiping the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief.


‘You’ll change your mind after you’ve tasted your own tomatoes,’ Botta predicted.


‘I can’t wait …’


‘Along the wall you could put some pots with aromatic herbs – basil, thyme, marjoram, chives, mint …’


‘Right, I hadn’t thought of that.’


‘Don’t waste your time looking for them. When the time comes I’ll bring you some, already grown, so all you’ll have to do is water them.’


‘May God bless your soul …’


‘It’s not time for that yet.’


‘Listen, it’s almost one o’clock. What do you say we go and have a steak down at il Ferrone?’


‘That’s not a bad idea, Inspector …’


‘I don’t see any inspectors around here,’ said Bordelli, propping his hoe against the wall.


They went into the kitchen to wash their hands and change as best they could. Climbing aboard Ennio’s Lambretta scooter, they took the dirt road down to il Ferrone, a hamlet of a few houses, a little stream, a large modern church of stone and concrete, a memorial tablet with the words HE WHO DIES FOR HIS COUNTRY HAS LIVED WELL, and a simple, unpretentious trattoria.


They sat down at a table apart from the rest. There weren’t many customers in the room, but the few there managed to make a great deal of noise just the same.


They ordered two grilled steaks with roast potatoes, and a salad to soothe their consciences. The wine arrived at once, and they started drinking.


‘Come on, Ennio … tell me about this deal you’re in on,’ Bordelli said under his breath.


‘Not now, Inspector …’


‘Why? Don’t you trust me?’


‘No, no, it’s not that … I’d just rather not say anything. I’m superstitious.’


‘I won’t deny that you’ve got me worried,’ said Bordelli.


‘It’ll all go fine … I just need to borrow a car, because I have to drive a rather long way.’ 


‘Tell you what, Ennio – and I’m going out on a limb, mind you – if you tell me what the job is, I’ll drive you myself …’


‘You don’t know what you’re saying, Inspector,’ Botta said, smiling. 


‘I give you my word …’ Bordelli said, all serious. He knew it was risky, but he didn’t want Botta to get into trouble. Even if he was no longer active, a former police inspector might be able to save the day in certain situations. Ennio, too, turned serious and looked Bordelli in the eye.


‘Are you sure you won’t try to talk me out of it?’


‘I promise I won’t.’


‘Well … Do you remember when, in the days before the flood …’


At that moment the steaks arrived, and Botta broke off. They started devouring their steaks like a pair of cavemen. Turning the soil certainly whetted one’s appetite.


‘So, you were saying?’ Bordelli whispered after a long silence.


‘Do you remember when, in early November, you couldn’t find me?’


‘Unfortunately, yes …’ said Bordelli. He could scarcely forget that damned lock in Via Luna that he’d wanted Botta to pick, in hopes of finding evidence to incriminate Giacomo’s killers … But then the Great Flood came and washed everything away. 


‘You know where I’d gone?’ 


Botta was beating about the bush, grinning with satisfaction.


‘Where?’


‘To Milan.’


‘Go on …’ Bordelli pressed him, anxious to know everything.


‘And do you know what I’d gone to do there?’


‘What?’


‘To meet some people,’ Botta said solemnly, as if he’d slain a dragon.


‘Come on, Ennio, get to the point.’


‘If this deal goes well for me, I’ll be set up for life … No one can make me change my mind …’


‘I won’t try to change anything, Ennio. Every man chooses his own life.’


‘Let’s make a toast,’ said Botta, raising his glass. Bordelli raised his own.


‘To what?’


‘You’re asking me? To my prosperity …’ 


They clinked glasses and drank a long draught of Chianti.


‘Get to the nitty-gritty, Ennio …’ said Bordelli, increasingly impatient.


‘We’re getting there,’ Botta whispered, and they both leaned forward over the table. Ennio cupped his hands over his mouth and, moving his lips while emitting no obvious sound, revealed his secret. Bordelli was speechless for a moment, then shook his head.


‘That’s another Totò film,’ he said, discouraged.


‘Gimme a break. Totò …’


‘You should forget about this business, Ennio.’


‘Inspector, you said you wouldn’t try to talk me out of it.’


‘You’re right, I’m sorry. It was a moment of weakness,’ said Bordelli, thinking that when something is done for a good reason … Hadn’t he himself shot the butcher in the mouth? Did he feel like a murderer for it? Or rather …


‘It’ll all turn out the way it’s supposed to,’ said Ennio, and through gestures and whispers, like a Carbonaro,6 he told him about the rest of the affair in detail. When he’d finished he wrote down some figures on a piece of paper, to show him how profitable the deal would be. Their steaks had been stripped to the bone, the potatoes were gone, the salads untouched.


‘And what if something goes wrong?’ Bordelli asked in spite of himself. He didn’t want Ennio to end up back in jail.


‘Don’t play devil’s advocate, Inspector … At any rate, you’re not required to keep your promise,’ Botta said as a kind of challenge.


‘A San Marco sapper has only one word to give. I said I would take you there, and I will.’


This time it was he who raised his glass. Botta accepted the salute with a smile, and as they clinked their glasses they spilled some wine on to the tablecloth. Bordelli realised he was trapped, but lending Botta a hand was the only way to protect him. A wretch never gets rich, just as a rich man never goes to jail … Short of a miracle …




 


 

 


Country life was pleasant enough. The weather helped to regulate one’s daily life, gaining an importance it didn’t have in the city. The silence and slower rhythms invited one to meditate on everything, even when it seemed not worth the trouble. Sooner or later he would buy a record player, so he could listen to classical music and contemporary songs. But for now he would rather savour the silence.


The solitude and subtle melancholy that others might find disagreeable had become indispensable conditions for him. Even his customary walks in the hills might seem monotonous or tedious to some, but in fact they were profoundly different each time … The mood of the moment would merge with the colours and scents of the wood, which in turn changed with the seasons … There were always new things to see, and at every moment there was always the chance he might catch sight of an animal scampering away …


He got up very early that morning. After preparing his backpack, he drove off in the Beetle and went as far as La Panca. He’d decided to go for a long walk, by way of Celle, Ponte agli Stolli and Monte San Michele, all trails that until then he’d taken only in stages. The moment had come to put them all together in one great circuit. 


The sky was overcast, and a pale bluish fog lingered between the trees. On the trail to Pian d’Albero he passed not far from the spot where the butcher had ‘committed suicide’, and again he had the feeling he’d set out on a difficult path with no way back. So, whose turn was it now? There were only two left … But how could he possibly … It was better to think things over calmly, perhaps let fate show the way.


Around midday he sat down to eat, leaning back against the wall of the tiny cemetery at Ponte agli Stolli, looking out over a broad valley and soft, tree-covered hills. Tossing the apple core aside in some bushes, he set out walking again, head full of thoughts. Thoughts were strange things. Past moments with no apparent connection to one another would stream by in succession like links in a chain … The face of a girl whose name he couldn’t remember … the death of his mother … the hot focaccia sprinkled with nuggets of sea salt he used to eat on the sunny beaches of Marina di Massa, after a long swim … Images of Eleonora merged with others of the murdered boy, wartime memories he’d thought long gone and buried passed before his eyes … Not even the animals he saw scampering through the trees could halt that journey through the past …


He got back home around four in the afternoon, his legs a shambles. All told he must have walked close to twenty miles, not smoking a single cigarette the whole time. He’d purposely left the packet at home, so he wouldn’t be tempted, but in reality he hadn’t once felt the need to go for a smoke.


After a hot bath he lit a fire and started reading beside it in the armchair, in the dim light of the kitchen. His books he always bought at Seeber’s shop, which with great effort had managed to reopen after the flood. The salesman was a young man not yet thirty, full of enthusiasm and with red pimples on his face. By now he always greeted Bordelli like a friend and gave him advice.


‘Do you know Lermontov?’


‘I’m afraid I don’t …’


‘You must read him, he’s a genius. Died at the age of twenty-seven in a duel, for the same reasons that prompt the protagonist of his only novel to challenge a fellow-soldier. I have a beautiful BUR edition from 1950.’


‘I’ll take it.’


‘You should also read his unfinished novels, they’re unforgettable masterpieces that are hard to forget.’


‘Give me those, too.’


‘Do you like Dostoyevsky?’


‘I think I’ve only read Crime and Punishment and The Idiot.’


‘Did you like them?’


‘A lot.’


‘Did you know that part of The Idiot was actually written in Florence? During one of the journeys he made to Italy to flee his creditors. He was staying over by Palazzo Pitti … Have you ever read Notes from the Underground?’


‘No …’


‘How about The Eternal Husband?’


‘Neither.’


‘You must read both. You can tell me afterwards whether you agree with me.’


How had this kid managed to read all these books? Bordelli wondered with admiration. Every book he’d bought on the young man’s advice had been a revelation.


So now he was reading A Hero of Our Time, by Lermontov, while smoking his second cigarette of the day. After an initial section told in the third person – very good but still nineteenth-century in tone – came the surprise of the protagonist’s first-person diary, which read as if it had been written a century later. The young Russian’s ability to pull the reader into the story was breathtaking, and Bordelli lost himself in his daring adventures, which unfolded before him as in a film. He felt as excited as he used to do in childhood when listening to a fairy tale, and he actually forgot he had a book in his hands …


After a short while he realised that the fire needed more wood. Getting up with a groan he went and put another log between the andirons. While pouring himself half a glass of wine, he thought of something he should do. He wondered why he hadn’t done it already. He grabbed a pad and pen and sat down at the kitchen table.


Dear Eleonora, I have summoned the courage to write you this letter in the hope that …


He stopped and reread these few words, tore the page out, crumpled it up and threw it into the fire. He had to find a better opening … At least something less trite …


Dear Eleonora, Well, after such a long silence, here I am again …


That page ended up in the fireplace as well. Maybe it was better to open with a sorrowful statement, so she might understand …


Dear Eleonora, I cannot help but feel responsible for what …


Dreadful. Another balled-up piece of paper in the fire.


Dear Eleonora, It is not easy to find the words to …


No, it certainly wasn’t easy. Perhaps a lighter tone might be better, maybe even something a little playful? Something that left the past behind?


Dear Eleonora, Who knows how many boyfriends you must have by now …


No, no, no … Better start from the ugliest moment, just to get it out of the way.


Dear Eleonora, I shall never forget that terrible night when …


But what if she wanted never to hear any mention of it again?


Dear Eleonora, I have never stopped thinking of you …


Dear Eleonora, I hope that your life has …


Dear Eleonora, Today my desire to write to you has become …


Dear Eleonora, After this long silence …


But hadn’t he already written that sentence? Tearing out this umpteenth page from his notepad to feed it to the flames, he realised that there were none left. So he tossed the pad into the fire as well and dropped the pen on the table. He would never manage it. If he wanted to see Eleonora again, he would have to find another way, or else wait until something happened on its own. This, too, perhaps, was part of fate’s design. For now it was best to stop thinking about it. 


He went over to the window to look out at the sky. It was clear and black and speckled with stars. The full moon was still low. At the top of the hill in front stood the silhouette of a castle with a high, slender tower, by now a familiar sight. As always, one of its windows was illuminated. Just one. Who knew who lived there … Maybe a beautiful woman who could help him forget the past. He fell back into the chair and resumed reading.


When he realised he was hungry he looked up and saw that it was already past eight o’clock. With the help of a fire-shovel he spread out a bed of hot coals in front of the fire, laid the cast-iron grill on top, and set two sausages and a pork chop down on it to cook. He’d bought them from the butcher in Impruneta, a glum old man who always smiled as he sliced meat and chopped bones. Even shopping had become fun for him. The shopowners seemed like characters out of the commedia dell’arte, and one always learned a great many things while awaiting one’s turn … Tonio had cut himself with a brush-hook, Cesira had chased after a fox that had stolen a hen, Ginetta had quarrelled with her neighbour over a black cat that was killing her baby rabbits …
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