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  Author’s Preface




  The task of creating a sort of personal anthology from all of the short stories I have written was almost enough to drive me to despair. I did once edit a volume of selected

  writings of a great author, but working in another’s skin is always easier.




  The problem that immediately arose was that my first book of short stories, Un mese con Montalbano (A Month with Montalbano), was published by Mondadori in May 1998, when four

  novels with Montalbano as their protagonist had already come out, and the character had therefore already had the time and opportunity to attain a certain completeness.




  In other words, in these stories, Montalbano appears as an already developed, well defined character, and thus I do not have the option of discarding any stories still weak or uncertain in

  design. They are all, from this point of view, written on the same terms.




  I should also add that twenty-seven of the thirty-nine stories that appeared in that first volume had been written for the occasion, and that there was a precise but unstated intention guiding

  their creation.




  This intention was to compose a series of ‘portraits’ of Sicilian characters, and therefore the stories didn’t necessarily have to revolve around murders but could also concern

  investigations into memory, false robberies, conjugal infidelities, petty vendettas, and so on. I used the ‘police procedural’, in short, only as a pretext.




  I followed the same guidelines with the twenty stories in the second short-fiction collection, Gli arancini di Montalbano (Montalbano’s Rice Balls), published in September

  1999. Here, too, the more or less ‘procedural’ circumstances served as a springboard to explore characters, settings, and situations.




  Things, in part, changed substantially, and I would say even visibly, with the third volume, La paura di Montalbano (Montalbano Afraid), published in May 2002. Here, while the

  three shorter stories followed the guidelines of the first two collections, the three longer stories were no longer a pretext, but revolved around bona fide police investigations, however sui

  generis at times (but this is in the nature of Inspector Montalbano himself).




  The fourth and final volume, La prima indagine di Montalbano (Montalbano’s First Case), published in April 2004, brought together three long investigations, none of which

  stemmed, however, from murders.




  These guidelines made the process of selection even more difficult, owing to a curious – at least to my eyes – interchangeability between one story and another.




  I must, moreover, confess that none, not a single one, of the stories of Montalbano was written without a specific prompting – or even necessity, I am tempted to say. Writing just for the

  sake of writing is not my sort of thing. I would even say I’m incapable of it. And this, at the moment of selection, created an additional problem.




  There was no problem whatsoever, on the other hand, from an affective point of view, so to speak. Many writers claim they consider their works as their ‘children’. This is not the

  case with me. I make a clear distinction between children and books, in favour of the former. Anyway, with the fifty-nine stories that make up the four Mondadori volumes as well as twenty-one

  Montalbano novels, I would be in a position to beat a biblical patriarch!




  Well, after having beaten around the bush, I’ve run out of subjects and now have no choice but to enter the quicksand of reasons for accepting some stories and rejecting others.




  Three preliminary statements.




  I want to emphasize further – since it seems rather clear to me in the prior paragraphs – that the stories included are not intended to be an ‘elite’ or ‘best

  of’, because it’s quite possible they’re not. Second, I am also keen to point out that the order in which the stories are presented in this anthology does not respect the

  chronology of the publication dates. For, example, I open the collection with a story that is in fact the one written most recently of all. Third, this is a book necessarily consisting of a certain

  number of pages, since if there were any more, it would become unwieldy. My ideal personal anthology would have included a few more stories.




  So, to be brief: there are twenty-one stories here.




  The first one features Montalbano’s first case and opens when he is still a deputy inspector, not yet with Livia, and dreams of being transferred to a seaside town like Vigàta. The

  first time that Montalbano ever appeared in print was in the novel La forma dell’Acqua (The Shape of Water), published in 1994, and in that book he’s forty-four years old,

  has already been Chief Inspector of the Vigàta police for some time, and is very much with Livia.




  Well before the readers started wondering, I had begun to ask myself: what did Montalbano do before coming to Vigàta? I answered myself in those pages.




  And, in fact, almost all of the stories collected here try to answer questions I had, or to settle bets I had made with myself, or treat narrative problems I had set for myself.




  I hardly intend to specify, story by story, the reasons for my choices, but, as the reader will already have gathered, there are two main threads: one that favours situations not specifically

  procedural, and one that, while treating material of a clearly procedural stamp, very often arrives at conclusions that underscore the inspector’s humanity more than his rigour in seeing that

  the law is respected.




  One such story, for example, is ‘Fellow Traveller’, about which I’d like to say a few words. In 1997, I think, I was invited by the organizers of ‘Noir in

  festival’, at Courmayeur in north-west Italy, to write a short story that would be read during an encounter with a French mystery writer who, in turn, would read a story of his own, written

  for the occasion. Well, my story was read first. And I didn’t understand why, during the reading, the French writer kept looking at me with increasing astonishment. Then it was his

  story’s turn. And it was I who was profoundly astonished. Because the stories were essentially the same: both unfolded inside a railway sleeper cabin with two beds, one occupied by a police

  inspector, the other by a killer. Those present at the conference didn’t want to believe that it was a coincidence; they were convinced that the French writer and I had worked it out

  together. But in fact we had never met or spoken before then. At a certain point, Ed McBain stood up and explained the mystery in his own way, by claiming that since we were both European writers

  particularly attentive to the psychology of the characters, as opposed to their actions, it was inevitable that we should both end up having the policeman and the killer meet face-to-face in an

  ideal space such as a stifling sleeping compartment.




  Finally, a few words about another story, ‘Montalbano Says No’, which ends with the inspector making a late-night phone call to me, his author, in which he tells me in no uncertain

  terms that he refuses to continue the investigation into which I’ve thrust him. This was the time of the so-called ‘cannibals’ of contemporary Italian fiction, who scorned my

  writing for what, they accused, was ‘feel-goodism’, and I decided to respond. But for me that story is still very relevant, and is, in fact, a sort of manifesto. A refusal, that is, to

  delight, narratively, in violence.




  And that’s all. Happy reading.




  Andrea Camilleri




  







  MONTALBANO’S FIRST CASE




  1




  It was by rather circuitous channels, through a sort of prediction, that Montalbano learned of his forthcoming promotion to the rank of inspector exactly two months before the

  official, stamp-covered announcement.




  Indeed, in every self-respecting government office, predicting (or forecasting, if you prefer) the more or less imminent future of every element of said office – and all neighbouring

  offices – is a common, daily practice. There is no need, say, to examine the entrails of a quartered animal or to study the flights of starlings, as the ancients used to do. Nor is there any

  need to read the patterns of coffee grounds at the bottom of a cup, as we have been known to do in more modern times. And to think that in those offices, whole oceans of coffee are drunk each day .

  . . No, for a prediction (or forecast, if you prefer) to be made, a mere word, casually dropped, a hint of a glance, a subdued whisper, or the first, upward movement of an eyebrow about to be

  raised, is quite enough. And these predictions (or forecasts, etc.) concern not only the career trajectories of bureaucrats – transfers, promotions, reprimands, citations of merit or demerit

  – but often involve their private lives as well.




  ‘In three weeks, at the very most, Falcuccio’s wife is going to cheat on him with Stracuzzi, the consultant,’ Piscopo the accountant says to Dalli Cardillo the surveyor while

  watching their colleague Falcuccio head for the toilet.




  ‘Really?’ the surveyor queries in puzzlement.




  ‘I’d bet my house on it.’




  ‘What makes you so sure?’




  ‘Just take my word for it,’ Piscopo the accountant says with a grin, tilting his head to one side and putting his hand over his heart.




  ‘But have you ever seen Mrs Falcuccio?’




  ‘No, I haven’t. Why do you ask?’




  ‘Because I know her.’




  ‘So?’




  ‘She’s fat, Piscopo: fat, hairy, and practically a dwarf.’




  ‘So what? You think fat, hairy women who are practically dwarves don’t have the same thing between their legs as all the rest?’




  The beauty of it all is that, without fail, seven days after this exchange, Mrs Falcuccio ends up in the spacious, wifeless bed of Stracuzzi the consultant, moaning with pleasure.




  And if this is what happens in every normal sort of office, imagine the high percentage of accuracy the predictions (or forecasts, etc.) made in police stations and commissioners’ offices

  must have, since there, all personnel, without hierarchical distinction, are expressly trained and instructed to notice the tiniest clues, the slightest shifts in the wind, and draw the inevitable

  conclusions.




  The news of Montalbano’s promotion did not take him by surprise. It was all in due course, as they liked to say in those offices. It had already been a good while since he’d finished

  his period of apprenticeship as deputy inspector in Mascalippa, a godforsaken backwater in the Erean Mountains, under the command of Chief Inspector Libero Sanfilippo. But what had Montalbano

  worried was where they would now decide to send him – what, indeed, would be his next destination. For that word, destination, was very close to another: destiny. And a

  promotion most certainly meant a transfer. Which meant changing home, habits, friends: a destiny yet to be discovered. In all honesty, he was fed up with Mascalippa and the surrounding area –

  not with the inhabitants, who were no worse or better than anywhere else, having more or less the same proportion of hoodlums to honest folk, cretins to smart people as any other town in Sicily.

  No, quite frankly, he just couldn’t stand the landscape any longer. Mind you, if there was a Sicily he liked to look at, it was this same Sicily of arid, scorched earth, yellow and brown,

  where little clumps of stubborn green stuck out as if shot from a cannon, where little white dicelike houses clinging to the hillsides looked as if they might slide down below at the next strong

  gust of wind, where even the lizards and snakes on summer afternoons seemed to lack the will to take cover inside a clump of sorghum or under a rock, inertly resigned to their destiny such as it

  was. And above all he loved to look at the beds of what had once been rivers and streams – at least that was what the road maps insisted on calling them: the Ipsas, Salsetto, Kokalos –

  whereas they were now nothing more than a string of sun-bleached stones and dusty shards of terracotta. So, yes, he liked to look at the landscape, but to live in it, day after day, was enough to

  drive a man crazy. Because he was a man of the sea. On certain mornings in Mascalippa, when he opened the window at dawn and took a deep breath, instead of his lungs filling with air, he felt them

  emptying out, and he would gasp for breath the way he did after a long dive underwater. No doubt the early morning air in Mascalippa was good, even special. It smelled of straw and grass, of the

  open country. But this was not enough for him; indeed it practically smothered him. He needed the air of the sea. He needed to savour the smell of seaweed and the faint taste of salt on his lips

  when he licked them. He needed to take long walks along the beach early in the morning, with the gentle waves of the surf caressing his feet. Being assigned to a mountain town like Mascalippa was

  worse than serving ten years in gaol.




  On the same morning that a man who had nothing at all to do with police stations and commissioners’ offices had predicted his transfer – he was a government employee of a different

  sort; that is, the director of the local post office – Montalbano was summoned by his boss, Chief Inspector Libero Sanfilippo. Who was a true policeman, one of those who can tell at a glance

  whether the person in front of him is telling the truth or spouting lies. And even then, that is, in 1985, he already belonged to an endangered species. Like doctors who used to have what was once

  called a ‘clinical eye’ and could diagnose a patient’s malady at a glance – whereas nowadays if they don’t have dozens of pages of test results obtained by high-tech

  machines in their hands they can’t tell a thing, not even a good old-fashioned flu. Years later, whenever Montalbano happened to review the early years of his career in his head, he always

  put Libero Sanfilippo at the top of the list. Without appearing to want to teach him anything, the man had actually taught him a great deal. First and foremost, how to maintain one’s inner

  equilibrium when something terrible and shocking happens in front of you.




  ‘If you let yourself get carried away by any reaction whatsoever – dismay, horror, indignation, pity – you’re done for,’ Sanfilippo would repeat every time. But

  Montalbano had managed to follow this advice only in part, because at times, despite his great efforts, he was overwhelmed by his feelings and emotions.




  Secondly, Sanfilippo had shown him how to cultivate the ‘clinical eye’ that he so envied in his boss. But, here too, Montalbano could only absorb so much of his example. Apparently

  that sort of Superman X-ray vision was for the most part a natural gift.




  The negative side of Chief Inspector Sanfilippo – at least in the eyes of former sixties radical Montalbano – was his utter, blind devotion to every sort of instituted Order with a

  capital O. The established Order, the public Order, the social Order. In his early days in Mascalippa, Montalbano wondered in bewilderment how a rather cultured gentleman like his superior could

  have such an iron-clad faith in an abstract concept which, the moment you translated it into reality, took the form of a cosh and a pair of handcuffs. The inspector got his answer the day when, by

  chance, his boss’s identity card ended up in his hands. The man’s full name was Libero Pensiero Sanfilippo. That is, ‘Free Thinking’ Sanfilippo. Madonna santa! Names

  like Libero Pensiero, Volontà (‘Will’), Libertà, Palingenesi (‘Rebirth’), and Vindice (‘Avenger’) were what anarchists used to like to give to

  their sons and daughters! The chief inspector’s father must certainly have been an anarchist, and his son, just to be contrary, not only had become a policeman, but had also acquired a

  fixation for Order, in an ultimate attempt to annul his paternal genetic inheritance.




  ‘Good morning, sir.’




  ‘Good morning. Please close the door and sit down. You can smoke, but don’t forget the ashtray.’




  Right. Because, aside from Order with a capital O, Sanfilippo also loved order with a small o. If even a little ash fell outside the ashtray, the chief would start squirming in his chair and

  grimacing. It made him suffer.




  ‘How’s the Amoruso–Lonardo case coming along? Any progress?’ Sanfilippo began.




  Montalbano hesitated. What case? Filippo Amoruso, a seventy-year-old pensioner, while reworking the edge of his vegetable garden, had shifted it slightly, eating up barely three inches of the

  bordering vegetable garden of one Pasquale Lonardo, an eighty-year-old pensioner. Who, when apprised of the fact, had claimed, in the presence of others, to have engaged several times in sexual

  congress with the deceased mother of Amoruso, known far and wide to have been a big slut. At which point Amoruso, without so much as a peep, had stuck a three-inch stiletto blade into

  Lonardo’s stomach, without, however, taking into account the fact that at that same moment Lonardo was holding a mattock, with which he dealt him a vicious blow to the head before collapsing

  to the ground. Both men were now in hospital, charged with disorderly conduct and attempted murder. Inspector Sanfilippo’s question, in all its uselessness, could therefore mean only one

  thing: that the chief was taking a roundabout approach to the subject he wanted to discuss with Montalbano, who assumed a defensive position.




  ‘It’s coming along,’ he said.




  ‘Good, good.’




  Silence descended. Montalbano shifted his left buttock about an inch forward and crossed his legs. He did not feel at ease. There was something in the air that made him nervous. Meanwhile,

  Sanfilippo had pulled his handkerchief out of his trouser pocket and was buffing the surface of the desk with it, making it shinier.




  ‘As you know, yesterday afternoon I went to Enna – the commissioner wanted to speak to me,’ he said all in one breath.




  Montalbano uncrossed his legs and said nothing.




  ‘He told me I’d been promoted to deputy commissioner and would be transferred to Palermo.’




  Montalbano felt his mouth go dry.




  ‘Congratulations,’ he managed to say.




  Had he called him in only to tell him something that everybody and his dog had already known for at least a month? Sanfilippo took off his glasses, looked at the lenses against the light, then

  put them back on.




  ‘Thank you. He also told me that within two months, at the most, you too will be promoted. Had you heard any mention of this?’




  ‘Yeth,’ Montalbano exhaled.




  He couldn’t form the letter s, his tongue having sort of solidified, and was as tense as a bowstring, ready to spring forward.




  ‘The honourable commissioner asked me if it might not be a good idea for you to take my place.’




  ‘Here?!’




  ‘Of course, here in Mascalippa. Where else?’




  ‘Bu . . . bu . . . bu . . .’ said Montalbano.




  It wasn’t clear whether he was babbling incoherently or simply stuck on the word but. This was what he’d been fearing! The moment he entered Chief Inspector Sanfilippo’s

  office he’d expected this very bit of bad news! And his boss had not failed to deliver it. In a flash he saw the landscape of Mascalippa and environs pass before his eyes. Magnificent, yes,

  but for him it just wasn’t the thing. For good measure, he also saw four cows grazing on parched, wilted grass. He shivered, as if sick with malaria.




  ‘But I told him I didn’t agree,’ said Sanfilippo, smiling at him.




  But did his bastard of a boss want to give him a heart attack? To see him writhing and gasping for air in his chair? In spite of the fact that he was one step away from a nervous breakdown,

  Montalbano’s polemical instincts got the better of him.




  ‘Would you please explain why you think it’s a bad idea for me to work as inspector in Mascalippa?’




  ‘Because you’re utterly incompatible with the environment here.’




  Sanfilippo paused, smiled faintly, then added: ‘Or, more precisely, the environment is incompatible with you.’




  What a great policeman Sanfilippo was!




  ‘When did you realize it? I’ve never done anything to show—’




  ‘Oh, you certainly have! Certainly! You’ve never talked about it, never said anything, I’ll grant you that. But you certainly showed it! Barely two weeks after you were first

  assigned here, I understood everything.’




  ‘But how did I show it, for Chrissake?’




  ‘I’ll give you one example. Do you remember the time we went to question some peasants in Montestellario and we accepted an invitation to eat with a family of shepherds?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Montalbano, teeth clenched.




  ‘They laid the table outside. It was a beautiful day, and the mountaintops were still covered with snow. Remember?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You sat there with your head down. You didn’t want to look at the landscape. They gave you some fresh ricotta, but you muttered that you weren’t hungry. And then the father of

  the family said that one could see the lake that day, and he pointed to a distant spot far below, a little jewel sparkling in the sunlight. I asked you to come and have a look. You obeyed, but

  immediately closed your eyes and turned pale. You didn’t eat a thing. Then there was that other time when—’




  ‘Please, that’s enough.’




  Sanfilippo was having fun playing cat and mouse with him. To the point that he hadn’t even told him what the commissioner had finally said. Still shaken by the memory of that nightmarish

  day spent at Montestellario, he began to suspect that his boss still hadn’t mustered up the courage to tell him the truth. Which was that the commissioner had stuck to his original idea that

  Montalbano should be the inspector at Mascalippa.




  ‘So, in the end, the commissioner . . . ?’ he ventured.




  ‘In the end the commissioner what?’




  ‘What did he say in response to your observation?’




  ‘He said he would think it over. But if you want to know my opinion . . .’




  ‘Of course I want to know your opinion!’




  ‘In my opinion, I persuaded him. He’ll let the higher-ups decide where to send you.’




  *




  What would be the irrevocable decision of the Higher-Ups, those Supreme Gods and Deities who, like all self-respecting deities, were headquartered in Rome? This troubling

  question was preventing Montalbano from properly savouring the suckling pig that Santino, the restaurateur, had proudly prepared for him the day before.




  ‘You’re disappointing me today,’ said Santino, slightly offended, having watched him eat listlessly.




  Montalbano threw up his hands in a gesture of resignation.




  ‘Forgive me, Santì, I just don’t feel right.’




  Walking out of the trattoria, he immediately found himself fumbling about in the void. When he’d gone inside to eat, the sun was out, and in little more than an hour, a dense, gloomy fog

  had descended. That’s what Mascalippa was like.




  He started walking home with a heavy heart, dodging head-on collisions with other human shadows by sidestepping at the very last instant. Darkness in the daytime, darkness inside him. While

  walking he made a decision he knew was final and irrevocable: if by any chance they assigned him to another town like Mascalippa, he would resign. And he would become a lawyer, or a legal aide, or

  the office manager of a law firm, so long as it was by the sea.




  He lived in a small two-room rented flat, with kitchen and bathroom, right in the middle of town so that he wouldn’t have to see any trace of mountains or hills when looking out of the

  window. There was no central heating, and despite the four electric space heaters that he never turned off, on some winter evenings all he could do was get into bed and cover himself entirely but

  for one arm, which he kept outside the blankets to hold a book. He’d always liked to read and then reflect on what he had read, and for this reason the two rooms were overflowing with books.

  He was capable of starting a book in the evening and then reading till dawn, without interruption, in order to finish it. Luckily there was no danger that he would be

  summoned in the middle of the night for any violent crimes. For some inexplicable reason, killings, shootings, and violent brawls always seemed to happen during the day. And there was hardly any

  need for investigations; the crimes were all without mystery: Luigi shot Giuseppe over a matter of money and confessed; Giovanni knifed Martino over a question of adultery and confessed. And so on.

  If he wanted to use his brain, Montalbano was forced to solve the rebuses in the Settimana Enigmistica, which had a whole week’s worth of puzzles. At any rate, at least his years in

  Mascalippa, spent beside a man like Sanfilippo, were not time wasted. On the contrary.




  That day, however, the idea of spending the evening lying in bed reading, or watching some idiocy on TV, seemed unbearable. At that time Mery was home from the school where she taught Latin.

  He’d met her at university, during the years of protest. They were the same age, or almost: she was four months younger. They’d liked each other at once, at first sight, and quickly

  they’d gone from a sort of amiable affection to an absolutely open, amorous friendship. Whenever they desired each other they would call one another and meet. Then they drifted apart and fell

  out of touch. In the mid-seventies Montalbano learned that Mery had got married and that her marriage had lasted less than a year. He ran into her by chance one day in Catania, on Via Etnea, during

  his first week on the job in Mascalippa. In a moment of despair he had jumped into his car and driven for an hour to Catania with the intention of seeing a first-run film, since the ones that made

  it to Mascalippa were all at least three years old. And there, inside the cinema, as he waited in the queue to buy his ticket, he’d heard someone call his name. It was Mery, who was just

  coming out. And if she’d been a beautiful girl in full flower before, maturity and experience had now made her beauty more composed, almost secret. In the end Montalbano didn’t get to

  see his film. He’d gone to Mery’s place, where she lived alone with the intention of never marrying again. Her one experience of marriage had more than sufficed. Montalbano spent the

  night with her and headed back to Mascalippa at six o’clock the following morning. Thereafter it had become a sort of habit of his to go to Catania at least twice a week.




  ‘Hi, Mery. It’s Salvo.’




  ‘Hi. You know what?’




  ‘What?’




  ‘I was just about to call you myself.’




  Montalbano became disheartened. Want to bet Mery was going to tell him they couldn’t get together because she was busy that evening?




  ‘Why?’




  ‘I wanted to ask if you could come a little earlier than usual, so we could go out to dinner. Yesterday a friend of mine from work took me to a restaurant that—’




  ‘I’ll be at your place by seven-thirty, OK?’ Montalbano cut her off, so happy he was practically singing.




  *




  The restaurant was called, rather unimaginatively, Il Delfino. But the imagination lacking in their sign was abundant in their cooking. There were some ten antipasti, all

  strictly seafood, and each more heavenly than the last. The polipetti alla strascinasale melted even before touching the palate. And what to say about the grouper cooked in an angelic sauce

  whose various ingredients Montalbano was unable to identify in full? And then there was Mery, who when it came to eating was just as much of a bon vivant as he was. For if, when you are eating with

  gusto, you don’t have a person eating with the same gusto beside you, the pleasure of eating is as though obscured, diminished.




  They ate in silence. Every so often they looked each other in the eyes and smiled. At the end of the meal, after the fruit, the lights in the place went dim and then off.

  One of the customers protested. Then through the kitchen door came a waiter pushing a cart carrying a cake with a single lighted candle on it and a bucket with a bottle of champagne in it.

  Bewildered, Montalbano noticed that the waiter was coming to their table. The lights came back on, and all of the customers applauded as a few of them cried out:




  ‘Happy birthday!’




  Surely it must be Mery’s birthday. And he’d completely forgotten. What a heel he was! What an airhead! But he could do nothing about it. He was simply incapable of remembering

  dates.




  ‘I . . . I’m so sorry. I forgot today was . . . your . . .’ he said, embarrassed, taking her hand.




  ‘My what?’ Mery asked, amused, eyes glistening.




  ‘It’s not your birthday?’




  ‘My birthday? It’s your birthday!’ said Mery, unable to hold back her laughter.




  Montalbano, flummoxed, could only look at her. It was true.




  When they got back to her place, Mery opened a wardrobe and pulled out a package all prettied up in what shop owners like to call ‘gift-wrapping’, an orgy of coloured ribbons, bows,

  and bad taste.




  ‘Happy birthday.’




  Montalbano unwrapped it. Mery’s present was a heavy sweater, for the mountains. Quite elegant.




  ‘It’s for your winters in Mascalippa.’




  As soon as she’d said it she noticed that Salvo was making a strange face.




  ‘What’s wrong?’




  Montalbano told her about his promotion and conversation with Inspector Sanfilippo.




  ‘. . . So I don’t know where they’re going to send me.’




  Mery remained silent. Then she looked at her watch. It was ten-thirty. She shot out of the armchair to her feet.




  ‘Excuse me, I have to make a phone call.’




  She went into the bedroom and closed the door so she wouldn’t be heard. Montalbano felt a slight pang of jealousy. On the other hand he could hardly object to Mery having a relationship

  with another man. A few minutes later, she called to him. When he entered the bedroom, she was already in bed, waiting for him.




  Later, as they lay there in each other’s arms, Mery whispered into his ear.




  ‘I called my Uncle Giovanni.’




  Montalbano hesitated. ‘And who’s he?’




  ‘My mother’s younger brother. He adores me. And he’s a big cheese at the Ministry of Justice. I asked him to find out where you’re going to be assigned. Was I wrong to do

  it . . . ?’




  ‘No,’ said Montalbano, kissing her.




  *




  The next day, Mery called him at the office around 6 p.m.




  She said only one word.




  ‘Vigàta.’




  Then she hung up.




  2




  Thus it was not some common soothsayer in the lofty reaches of the Roman Olympus, the Empyrean Palazzi of Power, who had uttered those three syllables –

  Vi-gà-ta – but a supreme Deity, a God of the Religion of Bureaucracy, one whose word marked immutable destinies. And who, when duly implored, had given a clear, precise response

  quite unlike the oracular utterances of the Cumaean Sibyl or the Pythia or the god Apollo at Delphi, which always needed to be interpreted by high priests who were never in agreement about the

  actual meaning. ‘Ibis redibis non morieris in bello,’ the Sibyl would say to the soldier about to go off to war. Sincerely yours. But one had to put a comma either before or

  after that non for the soldier to know whether he would leave his hide on the battlefield or come away safe and sound. And deciding where that comma should go was the job of the priests,

  whose interpretation usually depended on the amount of the offering made. Here, on the other hand, there was nothing to interpret. Vigàta, the Deity had said, and Vigàta it would

  be.




  After receiving Mery’s phone call, Montalbano was unable to remain seated at his desk. Muttering something incomprehensible to the guard on duty, he went out and started walking around the

  streets. He had to make a great effort, while walking, to restrain himself from breaking into a boogie-woogie, which was the rhythm to which his blood was circulating at that moment. Jesus, how

  nice! Vigàta! He tried to remember the place, and the first thing that came to mind was a sort of picture-postcard image showing the harbour with the three jetties and, to the right, the

  squat silhouette of a massive tower. Then he remembered the corso, the main street, about halfway down which was a large cafe that even had a billiards room with two tables. He used to go

  there with his father, who liked to play a round from time to time. And while his father played he would regale himself with an enormous triangular chunk of ice cream, usually what they called a

  pezzo duro, or ‘hard piece’, usually of chocolate and cream. Or cassata. The ice cream they made there had no equal. He could still taste it. Then the name of the cafe came back

  to him: the Castiglione. Who knew whether it still existed and still made the same incomparable ice cream. Two blinding colours then flashed before his eyes, yellow and blue. The yellow of the very

  fine sand and the blue of the sea. Without realizing, he had come to a sort of lookout point from where he could admire a broad valley and the mountaintops in the distance. They were hardly the

  Dolomites, of course, but they were still mountaintops. Normally they were enough to plunge him into the gloomiest sort of melancholy, a sense of unbearable exile. This time, however, he was able

  to look at the landscape and even enjoy it a little, comforted as he was by the knowledge that soon he would never see it again.




  That evening he phoned Mery to thank her.




  ‘I did it in my own interest,’ said Mery.




  ‘And what interest is that? I don’t understand.’




  ‘If you were transferred to Abbiategrasso or Casalpusterlengo, we wouldn’t be able see each other anymore. But Vigàta’s only about two hours from Catania. I looked at a

  map.’




  Montalbano didn’t know what to say. He felt touched.




  ‘Did you think I was going to let you go so easily?’ Mery continued.




  They laughed.




  ‘One of these days I want to dash down to Vigàta, to see if it’s still the way I remember it. Of course I won’t tell anyone that I . . .’ He trailed off. An icy

  serpent slithered fast up his spine, paralysing him.




  ‘Salvo. What’s wrong? Are you still there?’




  ‘Yes. It’s just that something occurred to me.’




  ‘What?’




  Montalbano hesitated. He didn’t want to offend Mery, but his sudden doubt was stronger than any sense of etiquette.




  ‘Mery, can we trust this Uncle Giovanni of yours? Are we absolutely certain he—’




  Her laughter rang out on the other end.




  ‘I knew it!’




  ‘You knew what?’




  ‘That sooner or later you would ask me that. My uncle told me your place of assignment has already been determined, already been written down. You needn’t worry. Actually, tell you

  what. When you decide to go to Vigàta, let me know a few days in advance. That way I can request a leave of absence and we can go together. Will I see you tomorrow?’




  ‘Of course.’




  ‘Of course what? Of course we’re going to Vigàta together, or of course I’ll see you tomorrow?’




  ‘Both.’




  But he knew at once that he had told a lie. Or at least a half-lie. The following day he would of course be going down to Catania to spend the evening with Mery, but he had already made up his

  mind to go to Vigàta alone. Her presence would definitely have distracted him. Actually the verb that had first come to mind was not ‘distract’ but ‘disturb’. He had

  felt a little ashamed of this.




  *




  Vigàta was more or less the way he remembered it. There was, however, some new construction on the Piano Lanterna, horrendous sorts of mini-high-rises of some fifteen or

  twenty storeys, while the little houses once built into the marlstone hillside, stacked one on top of the other and forming a tangle of little streets throbbing with life, were all gone. They were

  all hovels, more or less, single-room dwellings that during the day got air only through the front door, which was necessarily kept open. As one walked through those little streets, one might get a

  glimpse of a child being born, a family quarrel, a priest giving last rites, or a group of people getting ready for a wedding or a funeral. Right before one’s eyes. And the whole thing

  immersed in a babel of voices, cries, laughter, prayers, curses, insults.




  He asked a passer-by how the small houses had all disappeared, and the man replied that terrible flooding and landslides had washed them all the way down to the sea a few years before.




  He’d forgotten the smell of the harbour. A combination of stagnant sea water, rotten seaweed, sodden cordage, sunbaked tar, diesel, and sardines. Each single element making up that smell

  might not be so pleasant to the senses when taken alone, but together they formed a highly agreeable aroma, mysterious and unmistakable.




  He sat down on a bollard, but didn’t light a cigarette. He didn’t want the newly rediscovered scent to be polluted by the smell of tobacco. And he stayed there a long time, watching

  the seagulls, until a rumble in his stomach reminded him that it was time for lunch. The sea air had whetted his appetite.




  Returning to the corso, which was actually called Via Roma, he immediately spotted a sign that said ‘Trattoria San Calogero’. Putting his trust in the Good Lord above, he went

  inside. There wasn’t a single customer. Apparently it wasn’t time yet.




  ‘Can one eat?’ he asked a waiter with white hair who, hearing him enter, had come out from the kitchen.




  ‘No need to ask permission,’ the waiter replied drily.




  Montalbano sat down, angry at himself for asking such a stupid question.




  ‘We’ve got antipasto di mare, spaghetti in squid ink or with clam sauce or with sea urchin.’




  ‘Spaghetti with sea urchin’s not so easy to make,’ Montalbano said, doubtful.




  ‘I’ve got a degree in sea urchin,’ the waiter said.




  Montalbano wanted to bite his tongue into little pieces. Two to nothing.




  Two idiotic statements and two intelligent replies.




  ‘And what’ve you got for the second course?’




  ‘Fish.’




  ‘What kind of fish?’




  ‘Whatever kind you like.’




  ‘And how is it cooked?’




  ‘It depends on what fish you choose.’




  He’d better sew his lips shut.




  ‘Just bring me what you think best.’




  He realized he’d made the right decision. By the time he left the restaurant, he’d eaten three antipasti, a dish of spaghetti with sea urchin sauce big enough to feed four, and six

  red mullet fried barely one millimetre deep. And yet he felt light as a feather, and so infused with a sense of well-being that he had a doltish smile on his face. He was convinced that once he

  moved to Vigàta, he would make this his restaurant of choice.




  It was already three o’clock. He spent another hour dawdling about town, then decided to take a long walk along the eastern jetty. And he took it one slow step at a time. The silence was

  broken only by the surf between the breakwaters, the cries of the seagulls and, every so often, the rumble of a trawler testing its diesel engine. At the end of the jetty, directly below the

  lighthouse, was a flat rock. He sat down on it. The day was so bright it almost hurt, and the wind gusted every so often. After a spell he got up. It was time to get back in his car and return to

  Mascalippa. Halfway up the jetty he stopped abruptly. An image had appeared before his eyes: a sort of white hill, blindingly bright, descending in terraces all the way down to the water. What was

  it? Where was it? La Scala dei Turchi, that’s what it was! The Turks’ Ladder. And it couldn’t be too far away.




  In a flash he got to the Castiglione Cafe, which was where it had always been. He’d checked beforehand.




  ‘Could you tell me how to get to the Turks’ Staircase?’




  ‘Of course.’




  The waiter explained the route to him.




  ‘And I’d like a pezzo duro, please, in the billiards room.’




  ‘What flavour?’




  ‘Cassata.’




  He went into the back room. Two men were playing a round, with a couple of friends looking on. Montalbano sat down at a table and began to eat his cassata slowly, savouring each spoonful. All of

  a sudden an argument broke out between the two players. Their friends intervened.




  ‘Let’s ask this gentleman to settle the matter,’ said one of them.




  Another turned to Montalbano and asked:




  ‘Do you know how to play billiards?’




  ‘No,’ said Montalbano, embarrassed.




  They looked at him disdainfully and resumed their argument. Montalbano finished his ice cream, paid at the cash register, went out, got in his car, which he’d parked nearby, and headed off

  to the Turks’ Ladder.




  Following the waiter’s directions, he turned left at a certain point, went a short distance downhill along a paved road, and then stopped. The road ended there. One had to walk on sand the

  rest of the way. He removed his shoes and socks, put them in the car, locked the car, rolled up the bottoms of his trousers, and walked to the beach. The water was cool but not cold. Just past the

  promontory, the Turks’ Ladder suddenly appeared.




  In his memory it had seemed much more imposing. When you’re small everything seems larger than life. But even cut down to size, it retained its astonishing beauty. The silhouette of the

  marlstone hill’s crest stood jagged against the crisp blue of the cloudless sky, crowned by hedges, intensely green. Towards the bottom, the point formed by the last few steps of land

  descending into the turquoise sea sparkled in the sunlight and took on nuances of colour tending to bright pink. The part of the hill that stood further back lay instead entirely on yellow sand.

  Montalbano felt so dazzled by the bright colours, which practically screamed at him, that he had to close his eyes and cover his ears with his hands for a moment. He was still about a hundred yards

  from the base of the hill, but he chose to admire it from a distance. He was afraid he might end up inside the unreality of a painting, a picture, afraid he might himself become a spot –

  surely jarring – of colour.




  He sat down on the dry sand, spellbound. And he remained there, smoking one cigarette after another, mesmerized by the chromatic variations in the glow of the sun on the lower steps of the

  Turks’ Ladder as it slowly set. Once it had set, he got up and decided to drive back to Mascalippa after dark. He decided it was worth his while to have another meal at the Trattoria San

  Calogero. Walking slowly back to his car, he turned around every so often to look. He really didn’t want to leave.




  He drove back to Vigàta at ten kilometres an hour, bombarded with insults and obscenities by other drivers who had to pass him on the rather narrow road. But he didn’t react. He was

  in the sort of state of mind where, even if someone were to cuff him on the head, he would turn the other cheek. At the gates of town he stopped at a tobacconist’s and stocked up on

  cigarettes for the journey home. Then he went to a service station to fill up the tank and checked the tyres and oil. He glanced at his watch. He had another half hour to kill. Parking the car, he

  walked back to the harbour. Now there was a large ferry tied up at the quay.




  A line of cars and trucks were waiting to go aboard.




  ‘Where’s it going?’ he asked a passerby.




  ‘It’s the mail-boat for Lampedusa.’




  At last it was late enough to go to the restaurant. And, indeed, when he entered, three tables were already taken. The waiter now had a younger man helping him. He approached Montalbano with a

  grin on his face.




  ‘Shall I decide for you, like we did earlier?’




  ‘Yes.’




  The waiter bent down towards him.




  ‘Did you like the Turks’ Ladder?’




  Montalbano looked at him in astonishment.




  ‘Who told you I . . .’




  ‘Word gets around quickly here.’




  They probably already knew he was a policeman!




  *




  A week later, as they were lying in bed, Mery came out with a question.




  ‘Did you ever end up going to Vigàta?’




  ‘No,’ Montalbano lied.




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘I didn’t have the time.’




  ‘Aren’t you curious to see what it’s like? You said you’d been there when you were a kid, but it’s not the same thing.’




  Oh, what a pain! If he didn’t make an immediate decision, the questions might go on for ever.




  ‘We’ll go next Sunday, all right?’




  They agreed that Mery would set out in her car and wait for him at the bar at the junction for Caltanissetta. She would then park in the car park and they would go the rest of the way in

  Montalbano’s car.




  And thus he was forced to return to Vigàta pretending he hadn’t just been there a few days before.




  *




  Montalbano took Mery first to the harbour and then to the Turks’ Ladder.




  She was enchanted. But, being a woman – that is, belonging to that species of creature who is able to combine the loftiest heights of poetry with the hardest of concrete facts – she

  turned to Montalbano, who couldn’t take his eyes off all that natural beauty, and said, in Sicilian: ‘I’m really hungry.’




  Thus Montalbano found himself confronted with the most Shakespearean of dilemmas: should he go to the Trattoria San Calogero and risk being recognized by the waiter, or try a new restaurant and

  risk, with a high degree of probability, being served a bad meal?




  The idea of having to drive all the way home with his stomach churning, at grips with food that even dogs would have refused, dispelled all doubt. Back in Vigàta, he manoeuvred things so

  that he and Mery ended up as if by chance under the sign of the familiar trattoria.




  ‘Shall we try here?’




  Once inside, he tried to catch the waiter’s eye and succeeded.




  They needed exchange only the briefest of glances.




  You have never seen me before, said Montalbano’s eyes.




  I have never seen you before, replied the waiter’s eyes.




  *




  After feasting in heavenly fashion, Montalbano took Mery to the Castiglione, advising her to order a pezzo duro.




  When she’d finished her ice cream, Mery said she needed to go the loo.




  ‘I’ll wait for you outside,’ said Montalbano.




  He went out onto the pavement. The main street was practically deserted. Before him stood the town hall with its little colonnade. Leaning against one column, a policeman on his beat was talking

  to two stray dogs. A car approached slowly from the left. Then all at once a sports car appeared at high speed. Right before Montalbano’s eyes, the sports car skidded slightly and sideswiped

  the slow-moving car as it passed it. Both drivers stopped and got out. The one driving the slow car was an elderly gentleman with glasses. The other was a young sort of ruffian, tall and

  mustachioed. As the elderly gentleman bent down to assess the damage done to his car, the young man put a hand on his shoulder and, when the old man stood up to look at him, punched him hard in the

  face. It all happened very fast. As the old man fell to the ground, a fat man got out of the sports car with a determined look on his face, grabbed the youth, and forced him back into the car,

  which then set off again with a screech of its tyres.




  Montalbano went up to the old man, who was unable to speak. His face was all bloodied. The blood poured out of his nose and mouth. The policeman arrived at a leisurely pace. Montalbano sat the

  victim down in the passenger seat, as he was clearly in no condition to drive.




  ‘Take him to A&E at once,’ he said to the policeman.




  The policeman seemed to move in slow motion.




  ‘Did you get licence number of the other car?’ Montalbano asked him.




  ‘Yes,’ the policeman said, pulling a pad and pen out of his pocket. He wrote down the number. Montalbano, who had memorized the number himself, noticed that the man had written it

  incorrectly.




  ‘Listen, the last two numbers are wrong. I got a good look at them. They’re not five-eight, but six-three.’




  The policeman corrected the two numbers with bad grace and put the car in gear.




  ‘Wait. Don’t you want my name, address and telephone number?’ Montalbano asked.




  ‘Why would I?’




  ‘What do you mean, why would you? I’m a witness.’




  ‘All right, all right, if you really care so much.’




  He wrote down Montalbano’s personal particulars as if they were somehow offensive to him. Then he closed his notepad, gave Montalbano a dirty look, and left without another word.




  As he was driving off to take the old man to the hospital, Mery reappeared on the pavement.




  ‘I decided to freshen up a little,’ said Mery, who hadn’t noticed anything. ‘Shall we go?’




  *




  A month went by without so much as a leaf moving. No messages of promotion or transfer were forthcoming from the Higher Spheres. Montalbano began to be convinced that it was all

  a joke played on him by someone trying to get his goat. Which put him in a bad mood and had him dealing imaginary kicks left and right like a horse being assaulted by horseflies.




  ‘Try to be reasonable,’ Mery said, trying to calm him down, especially as she had become the principal target of his outbursts. ‘Why would anyone want to play a joke like that

  on you?’




  ‘How should I know? Maybe you and your Uncle Giovanni know!’




  And it always ended in a squabble.




  Then, one fine morning, Chief Inspector Sanfilippo called him into his office and, beaming a broad smile, at last gave him the response of the Council of Gods: Montalbano was to be Chief

  Inspector of the Vigàta police.




  Montalbano’s face turned pale at first, then red, then began to verge on green. Sanfilippo became worried he might be having some sort of attack.




  ‘Montalbano, are you OK? Sit down, please!’




  He filled a glass from the bottle of mineral water he always kept on his desk and handed it to him.




  ‘Drink.’




  Montalbano obeyed. Because of his reaction, Sanfilippo got the wrong idea.




  ‘What’s wrong? Don’t you like Vigàta? I know it pretty well, you know. It’s a delightful town. You’ll love it there, you’ll see.’




  *




  Montalbano returned to the ‘delightful town’ – as Sanfilippo called it – four days later. This time in an official capacity, to introduce himself to

  Inspector Locascio, whom he was to replace. Police headquarters was located in a decent sort of building, a three-storey construction situated right at the start of the main street for those

  entering from the Montereale road, and at the end of the main street for those coming in from the Montelusa road. Montelusa was the provincial capital, where the Prefecture, Commissioner of Police,

  and courts all were. Locascio, who lived with his wife on the third floor in an apartment belonging to the police department, immediately told Montalbano that he would have it cleaned up before

  leaving.




  ‘Why?’




  ‘What do you mean, why? Don’t you intend to use the apartment?’




  ‘No.’




  Locascio misinterpreted this.




  ‘Ah, I get it. You don’t want people to see your comings and goings. Lucky you, who can have night-time guests!’ he said, elbowing him in the ribs.




  On the day Montalbano was to take command, Locascio introduced him to all the men on the force, one by one. There was one man, a little older than Montalbano, whom the inspector immediately took

  a liking to, Sergeant Fazio.




  Montalbano wanted to take his time looking for the right place to live. In the meantime he rented a bungalow that was part of a hotel complex a little over a mile outside town. He’d put

  his books and other few belongings in a storage facility in Mascalippa, until he found a home.




  3




  The day after his arrival in Vigàta he got in his car and went to Montelusa to introduce himself to Commissioner Alabiso, whose fate was already sealed. The soothsayers

  predicted that at the first sign of movement at the ministry, he would be given his marching orders. He’d long been the chief of the political team (which still existed, though every so often

  they changed its name), and by now he knew too much. The last straw was his scarcely flexible character; indeed he’d never met a compromise he liked. In short, there are men of quality who,

  when appointed to certain positions, turn out, precisely because of their quality, to be unfit in the eyes of men who have no qualities whatsoever but who, to make up for it, engage in politics.

  And Commissioner Alabiso was now considered unfit because he wasn’t afraid of anybody.




  The commissioner received Montalbano at once, shook his hand, and asked him to sit down. But he seemed distracted. Every so often, as he was talking to Montalbano and looking him straight in the

  eye, he would hesitate, as if confused. Then he suddenly said:




  ‘But tell me something. Do we know each other?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Montalbano.




  ‘Ah, so that’s it! I was sure I had seen you before! Did we meet on duty?’




  ‘In a way, yes.’




  ‘And when was that?’




  ‘About seventeen years ago.’




  The commissioner looked puzzled.




  ‘But you were just a child then!’




  ‘Not quite. I was eighteen.’




  The commissioner visibly put up his guard. He was beginning to understand.




  ‘In ’68?’ he ventured.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘In Palermo?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘I was an inspector at the time.’




  ‘And I was a university student.’




  They eyed each other in silence.




  ‘What did I do to you?’ the commissioner asked.




  ‘You kicked me in the arse. So hard that it tore the seat of my trousers.’




  ‘Ah, I see. And what did you do?’




  ‘I managed to punch you.’




  ‘Did I arrest you?’




  ‘You weren’t able to. We wrestled for a few seconds, but I managed to break free and escaped.’




  Then the commissioner said something incredible, and so softly that Montalbano wasn’t sure he’d heard right.




  ‘Those were the days,’ Alabiso sighed.




  Montalbano started laughing, and the inspector joined in almost at once. They embraced in the middle of the room.




  Then they got down to more serious matters. Mostly concerning the turf war between the two local Mafia families, the Cuffaros and the Sinagras, a struggle that yielded at least two killings a

  year on each side. According to the commissioner, each of the families had a saint in heaven.




  ‘I’m sorry, sir, but what heaven are you talking about?’




  ‘Parliament.’




  ‘And do the two honourables belong to different parties?’




  ‘No. They both belong to the majority party and the same bloc. You see, Montalbano, I’ve got this idea, but it’s very hard to prove.’




  And it’s because of this idea of yours that they want to shaft you, Montalbano thought.




  ‘Perhaps it’s completely unfounded. Who knows,’ the commissioner went on. ‘But there are certain coincidences which . . . I think it’s worth looking

  into.’




  ‘But didn’t you discuss this with my predecessor?’




  ‘No.’




  No explanation.




  ‘And why are you discussing it with me?’




  ‘Chief Inspector Sanfilippo is a dear friend of mine, like a brother. He told me all I needed to know about you.’




  *




  Every morning when he left the hotel to go to headquarters, after a series of bends he came to a straight stretch of road parallel to the long, broad beach. The area was called

  Marinella. There were three or four small houses built right on the beach and standing rather far apart from one another. They were quite unpretentious, all single-storey constructions that spread

  out horizontally, with rooms that probably lined up in a row, railway-style. And all inevitably with giant cisterns on the roof for collecting water. On two of them, however, the tanks were

  situated at the edge of a sort of terrace that served as a roof and solarium and had an external staircase in masonry for access. Each house also had, in front, a small terrace where one could eat

  in the evening with a view of the sea. Every time Montalbano drove past he felt his heart throb. If he could somehow manage to move into one of those houses, he would never leave! What a dream! To

  wake up in the morning and take a walk along the seashore. And perhaps, if the weather was right, go for a long swim.




  *




  Montalbano hated barbers’ shops. Whenever he was forced to go to one because his hair was hanging down to his shoulders, it put him in a dark mood.




  ‘Where can I get my hair cut?’ he asked Fazio one morning in the tone of someone asking where the nearest funeral home was.




  ‘The best place for you would be Totò Nicotra’s salon.’




  ‘What do you mean “the best for me”? Let’s get this straight, Fazio. I refuse to set foot in one of those salons full of mirrors and gold trim, I’m looking for . .

  .’




  ‘Something more discreet, sort of old-fashioned,’ Fazio finished his sentence.




  ‘Exactly,’ Montalbano confirmed, looking at him with a touch of admiration.




  ‘And that’s why I mentioned Totò Nicotra.’




  This Fazio was a true policeman: a few bits of information were enough for him to know a person inside and out.




  When the inspector walked into Nicotra’s shop, there were no customers. The barber was a taciturn old man well past sixty who looked a bit melancholy. He didn’t even open his mouth

  until halfway through the haircut. Then he decided to ask:




  ‘How do you like Vigàta, Inspector?’




  By now everyone knew who Montalbano was. And so, as they got to talking, he learned that one of the little houses in Marinella was now vacant because Nicotra’s son, Pippino, had gone to

  New York and married an American girl who’d even found him a job there.




  ‘But they’ll want to come back for their summer holiday, won’t they?’




  ‘No, sir. My son already told me he’s going to go to Miami. Who knows when I’ll see him again! So I had the house whitewashed and cleaned up inside for nothing!’




  ‘Well, you could always go there yourself.’




  ‘To Miami?!’




  ‘No, I meant the house on the beach.’




  ‘I don’t really like the sea air. My wife’s from Vicari. You know it?’




  ‘Yes, it’s up high.’




  ‘Right, and my wife’s got a little house there, where we like to go now and then.’




  Montalbano could feel his heart throb with hope. He leapt into the breach:




  ‘Do you think your son would be willing to rent it to me for the whole year?’




  ‘What’s my son got to do with it? He left me the keys and told me to do whatever I want with it.’




  *




  ‘Hi, Mery. Want to hear some good news? I found a house!’




  ‘In town?’




  ‘No, a bit outside. A small three-room house, with kitchen and bathroom. Right on the beach at Marinella, just a few yards from the water. It has a solarium and a veranda at the front

  where you can eat outside. A little jewel.’




  ‘Have you already moved in?’




  ‘No. Day after tomorrow. I’ve already arranged for my stuff to be brought down from Mascalippa.’




  ‘I want to see you!’




  ‘Me too.’




  ‘Listen, I could come to Vigàta this Saturday afternoon and go back to Catania Sunday evening. What do you say? Would you put me up?’




  *




  The following day was a Thursday. And a beautiful day it was, which put him in a good mood. Entering his office at the station, he noticed a sort of postcard on his desk,

  addressed to him from ‘The Courthouse of Montelusa’. It had been postmarked fifteen days before. Which meant it had taken a good two weeks to travel the less than four miles separating

  Vigàta and Montelusa. They were convening him for the coming Monday at 9 a.m. His good mood faded. He didn’t like having to deal with judges and lawyers. What the hell did they want

  from him? The card didn’t say anything, other than the division where he was supposed to appear. The third division.




  ‘Fazio!’




  ‘At your service, Chief.’




  He handed him the summons. Fazio read it and looked questioningly at the inspector.




  ‘Could you have a look and see what this is about?’




  ‘Sure.’




  Fazio returned a couple of hours later.




  ‘Chief, before coming to Vigàta to start your new job, you’d been through here a couple of times, hadn’t you?’




  ‘Yes,’ Montalbano admitted.




  ‘And you witnessed a scuffle between two motorists?’




  Right! He’d forgotten all about it.




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘You’re being called upon to testify.’




  ‘What a pain in the arse.’




  ‘Sir, apparently you’re a good citizen. And good citizens who testify are usually subjected to pains in the arse, at least around here.’




  Was Fazio making fun of him?




  ‘Are you saying it’s better not to testify?’




  ‘Chief, what kind of question is that? If you want me to answer as a policeman, I’ll tell you it’s your duty to testify. But if you want me to answer as a civilian, I’ll

  tell you it’s always a big pain in the arse.’




  He paused.




  ‘And sometimes one pain in the arse leads to another, like mushrooms.’




  ‘Look, this involves a routine incident. Following an ordinary traffic accident, some bully broke an old man’s—’




  Fazio raised a hand to cut him off.




  ‘I know the whole story. The beat officer filled me in.’




  ‘The one who took down the licence-plate number?’




  ‘Yes, sir. He said he’d written down the wrong number and you made him correct it.’




  ‘Yeah, and so?’




  ‘Well, if not for you, who were in Vigàta for the second time and whom everyone knew was an inspector, that wrong number would have been written down correctly.’




  Montalbano looked bewildered.




  ‘What the hell are you saying?’




  ‘Chief, the beat officer says he was right to write the number down wrong.’




  Montalbano could feel his nerves beginning to fray.




  ‘Fazio, you’re talking in circles. Could you be a little clearer, please?’




  Fazio answered with a question.




  ‘Can I close the door?’




  ‘Go ahead,’ Montalbano consented, increasingly flummoxed.




  Fazio closed the door and sat down in one of the two chairs in front of the desk.




  ‘As the beat officer was driving the old man to the hospital, he tried to persuade him not to file a complaint. But the old guy, who’s from Caltanissetta, dug in his

  heels.’




  ‘I’m sorry, Fazio. But what is this policeman, anyway? A Franciscan monk? What’s he want, peace on earth?’




  ‘He wants peace all right, just not eternal peace.’




  ‘Fazio, you and I have barely just met. But if you don’t explain this whole business to me as clearly as possible within three minutes, I’m going to grab you and throw you out

  of this office. And you can report me to whoever you like, the union, the commissioner, or the pope!’




  Very calmly, Fazio stuck a hand in his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper folded in four, unfolded it, smoothed it out, and began to read.




  ‘Cusumano, Giuseppe, son of Salvatore Cusumano and Maria Cuffaro, was born in Vigàta on 18 October 19—’




  Montalbano cut him off.




  ‘Who’s he?’




  ‘The guy that punched the old man.’




  ‘What the hell do I care about his personal particulars?’




  ‘Chief, his mother, Maria Cuffaro, is the kid sister of Don Lillino Cuffaro, and Giuseppe is the favourite grandson of Don Sisino Cuffaro. Get the picture?’




  ‘Bright and clear.’




  Now he understood everything. The beat officer was afraid to take sides against the scion of a Mafia family like the Cuffaros, and that was why he quite purposely wrote down the wrong

  licence-plate number. So that the assailant could never be properly identified.




  ‘All right, thanks. You can go now,’ he said curtly to Fazio.




  *




  On Friday morning he prepared his suitcase – actually three suitcases, and rather large ones at that – loaded them into the car, paid the bill, and headed off to his

  new home in Marinella. It didn’t seem real to him. After Nicotra the barber had given him the keys the evening before, he hadn’t been able to resist the temptation to go and look at the

  place once more before returning to the hotel for the last time. The little house was nicely furnished. There wasn’t any heavy pseudo-aristocratic or pseudo-Arab Emirate stuff; only tasteful,

  modest pieces. The phone was already connected. Apparently the phone company had worked overtime because he was a police inspector. The empty fridge in the kitchen worked fine. The gas bottle was

  new. One reached the veranda – which was spacious enough for a bench, two chairs, and a small table – by means of French windows in the dining room. Three stairs led down from the

  veranda to the beach. Montalbano sat down on the bench and stayed for an hour, savouring the sea air. He would have liked to fall asleep right then and there.




  Having dropped off the suitcases, he got back in the car and drove to headquarters to inform Fazio that he had some things to do and wouldn’t be back until late morning. He went out, and

  in one shop he bought sheets, pillowcases, towels, tablecloths, and napkins. Then he went to a supermarket and bought up their stock of pots, pans, cutlery, dishes, glasses and everything else he

  needed. On top of this he bought some food to put in the fridge. When he headed back to Marinella, his car looked like a door-to-door salesman’s. While unloading all the stuff he noticed that

  he was still missing a great number of things. And so he went shopping again. He didn’t get back to the police station until after twelve.




  ‘Any news?’ he asked Fazio, who, while they awaited the arrival of a deputy inspector, had assumed those duties.




  ‘None. Oh, yes, the Honourable M. P. Torrisi phoned twice from Rome asking for you.’




  ‘And who’s this Honourable Torrisi?’




  ‘One of our local honourable representatives in the lower house of Parliament.’




  ‘How many such honourables are there?’




  ‘A lot, if you count the whole province. But the ones with the most votes from Vigàta are Torrisi and Vannicò.’




  ‘Are they from two different parties?’




  ‘No, Chief. They belong to the same parish: the Christian Democrats.’




  To his displeasure, the words the commissioner had spoken to him during their sole encounter came back to him.




  ‘Did he say what he wanted?’




  ‘No, Chief.’




  *




  He spent that evening and part of the night putting the house in order and moving the furniture around a little. Before going home to Marinella he’d stopped at the

  Trattoria San Calogero to eat, as had already become his custom. He felt in good shape as he started his home-improvement jobs, but by the time he went to bed his legs and back felt broken. He had

  a leaden sleep, heavy and dense. Waking up just after daybreak, he prepared the napoletana, drank half its contents, put on his trunks, opened the French windows, and went out on the

  veranda. He nearly broke into tears. Month after month in Mascalippa, he had dreamt of a view like this. Now he could enjoy it whenever he pleased! He stepped down onto the beach and started

  walking along the water’s edge.




  The water was cold. There was no question of going for a swim yet. But his body and mind rejoiced. At last he decided to go back to the house and get ready for the day.




  He got to work a little late. Just before leaving home, he’d taken general stock of the situation and written down what he still needed. Then he’d stopped at a carpenter’s

  shop, recommended to him by Fazio of course, and made an appointment with him to come and cover an entire wall with shelves for the books that would soon be arriving from Mascalippa and those he

  intended to buy.




  He’d been sitting at his desk for about an hour when Fazio came in to tell him that the Honourable Torrisi wanted to talk to him.




  ‘Then put him on,’ said Montalbano, picking up the receiver.




  ‘No, Chief, he’s here. He says he arrived in town from Rome last night.’




  So the honourable had actually gone out of his way to annoy the inspector.




  There was no escape, other than through a ground-floor window. He was tempted for a moment, then decided it would be undignified. And why all this aversion when he didn’t even know the man

  and had no idea what he wanted from him?




  ‘All right, then, show him in.’




  The honourable was short and fat and looked about fifty, with a big face showing a smile but unable to camouflage the cold, snakelike look in his eyes. Montalbano stood up and came forward.




  ‘Carissimo! Carissimo!’ said the politician, grabbing the inspector’s hand and shaking his arm up and down with such force that Montalbano feared his shoulder might be

  dislocated for the rest of his natural life.




  He sat the man down in one of the two armchairs in a sort of sitting area in one corner of the office.




  ‘Can I get you anything?’ he asked.




  ‘No, please don’t bother, nothing at all! I can’t drink for another two months: I’ve made a little vow to the Blessed Virgin. I just thought I would drop in to meet you

  and exchange a few words. You see, I’ve gathered such a good harvest of votes here in Vigàta that I feel that it’s my moral duty to—’




  ‘The Honourable Vannicò also did well in this area, didn’t he?’ Montalbano wickedly interrupted him, donning the expression of a born, incurable dolt.




  The mood changed at once, as if a sheet of ice had formed on the ceiling.




  ‘Well, yes, of course, Vannicò did . . .’ Torrisi admitted in a soft voice.




  Then, suddenly worried:




  ‘Have you already met him?’




  ‘No, I haven’t yet had the pleasure.’




  Torrisi seemed relieved.




  ‘You know, Inspector, I take a keen interest in the problems of today’s young people. And I have to admit, to my great regret and displeasure, that things are not going so well in

  that regard. Do you know what’s missing?’




  ‘No. What’s missing?’ the inspector asked with the face of someone expecting a life-transforming revelation.




  ‘This,’ said the politician, touching the lobe of his right ear with the tip of his index finger.




  Montalbano hesitated. What did he mean? That we had to become gay to understand the malaise of our young people?




  ‘I’m sorry, sir, I’m afraid I haven’t understood what’s missing.’




  ‘Ears, my friend. We don’t listen to the young, we don’t lend them our ears. For example, we tend to judge them hastily and irrevocably for what might be just a mistake on

  their part . . .’




  And then there was light! In a flash, Montalbano realized the purpose of the honourable’s visit and what the man was getting at.




  ‘And that’s wrong,’ he said, assuming a severe expression while laughing his head off inside.




  ‘It is very wrong!’ the politician laid it on, swallowing the bait. ‘I can see that you, Inspector, are a man who understands! I think the Lord himself must have sent you

  here!’




  The Honourable Torrisi kept on talking for a good half-hour, always keeping to generalities. But the gist of his argument was: when you testify before the court, try not to be too severe. Try to

  understand a young man’s distress, even when he is wealthy, even when he comes from a powerful family, even when he punches an old man in the face. The Cuffaros had sent their plenipotentiary

  ambassador. Apparently the other honourable parliamentary deputy, Vannicò, was the plenipotentiary of the Sinagra family. The commissioner had been right.




  *




  The bad mood that had descended on him with the politician’s visit lifted at four o’clock that afternoon, when Mery arrived. Unfortunately, she had to go back to

  Catania on Sunday evening, but that was more than enough time for her to set some order in the house and in the inspector’s mind (and body).




  4




  Naturally, the bad mood returned on Monday morning, the moment he woke up, when he remembered he had to appear in court. He’d once known a person who was a supervisor of

  antiquities. The only problem was that this person suffered from a mysterious illness that made him scared to death of museums. He couldn’t be left alone in one. Seeing a Greek or Roman

  statue nearly made him faint. Montalbano’s case wasn’t quite so extreme, but having anything to do with judges or lawyers made him upset. Even a walk along the beach failed to calm him

  down.




  Montalbano drove there in his own car, for two reasons. The first was that he was appearing in court not as a police inspector but as a private citizen, and so if he’d had someone drive

  him there in a squad car, it would have been improper. The second was that the officer usually assigned driving duties for him was Gallo, a likeable man except for the fact that, no matter what

  kind of street or road he was on, even the most godforsaken unmade road in the country, he always drove as if he was on the track at Indianapolis.




  The inspector hadn’t yet had a chance to go to the Montelusa courthouse. It was a large, four-storey building, massive and graceless, which one entered through a vast portal. Inside, there

  was a sort of short corridor with an extremely high ceiling, mobbed with people shouting. It felt like a marketplace. To the left was the guard post of the carabinieri, and to the right was a

  rather small room, over the entrance to which was a sign saying ‘Information’. And there, shouting confused questions and receiving equally confused answers from a single clerk, were

  five men ahead of him. The inspector waited his turn and then showed his summons to the clerk. The latter grabbed it, looked at it, checked a register, looked at Montalbano’s card again,

  checked the register again, then looked up at the inspector and finally said:




  ‘You should probably go to the third floor, courtroom five.’




  Probably? Maybe they held mobile hearings in that courthouse, perhaps on roller skates? Or maybe the clerk simply believed that nothing was certain in life?




  And that was when, coming out of the Information office, he saw her for the first time: a girl of about sixteen, an adolescent wearing a cheap-looking light cotton dress and carrying a large

  worn-out handbag. She was leaning against the wall beside the carabinieri’s guard post. It was impossible not to look at her, with her huge, dark, wide-open eyes staring into space, and the

  strange contrast between her still little-girlish face and the already full, aggressive forms of her figure. She was so utterly still that she looked like a statue.




  The entrance hall led to a sort of vast well-tended courtyard-garden. But how did one get to the third floor? Seeing a group of people to the left, Montalbano went towards them. There was a lift

  there. Beside it, however, handwritten with a marker pen, was a sheet of paper stuck to the wall which said: The lift is reserved for judges and lawyers. Montalbano wondered how many of the

  forty-odd people waiting there for the lift were judges or lawyers. And how many were slyboots pretending they were judges and lawyers. He decided to enrol in the second group. But there was still

  no sign of the lift, and people were starting to grumble. Then a man stuck his head out of a second-floor window and said:




  ‘The lift’s broken.’




  Cursing, groaning, and muttering obscenities, everyone headed for a tall arch through which one saw the beginning of a broad, comfortable staircase. The inspector made it to the third floor. The

  door to courtroom five was open, but there was nobody inside. Montalbano looked at his watch: it was already ten past nine. Was it possible they were all late? It suddenly occurred to him that

  maybe the information clerk had been right to be doubtful, and perhaps the hearing was being held in another courtroom. The corridor was mobbed, with doors opening and closing continually,

  releasing gusts of lawyerly eloquence. After some fifteen minutes of confusion, he decided to ask a person pushing a cart overloaded with files and binders.




  ‘Excuse me, could you tell me . . .’




  And he handed him the little card. The man looked at it, gave it back, and resumed pushing his cart.




  ‘Didn’t you see the announcement?’ he asked.




  ‘No. Where?’ the inspector asked, following behind him, taking short steps.




  ‘On the bulletin board in the glass case. The hearing was postponed.’




  ‘Till when?’




  ‘Till tomorrow. Maybe.’




  Apparently ironclad certainties were non-existent in that courthouse. Montalbano went back downstairs and queued up again in front of the information desk.




  ‘Didn’t you know that the hearing in courtroom five was postponed?’




  ‘Oh really? Till when?’ the information clerk queried.




  Then Montalbano saw her again. About an hour had gone by, and the girl was still in exactly the same position as before. She must have been waiting for someone, of course, but her immobility was

  almost unnatural. It made one uneasy. For a moment Montalbano was tempted to approach her and ask her if she needed any help. But he changed his mind and left the courthouse.




  *




  The moment he got to the station he was told that the people from Mascalippa had called to say that the van with the boxes of his possessions would be arriving in Marinella at

  five-thirty that afternoon. Naturally, the inspector made sure he was at home by quarter past five, but the van was two hours late and didn’t pull in until it was already getting dark. The

  driver, moreover, had hurt his arm and was therefore in no condition to help unload the boxes. Cursing like a Turk, Montalbano hoisted one box after another onto his shoulders, with the result

  that, when all was said and done, he felt like he had a dislocated shoulder and a double hernia. To top it all off, the driver demanded a ten-thousand-lire tip, it wasn’t clear on what

  grounds, perhaps as a morale-booster for having been prevented from helping Montalbano unload.




  Back inside, Montalbano opened only one box, the one with the television set. The house already had an aerial on the solarium roof, and cables leading indoors. He hooked it all up, turned on the

  set, and tuned in to Channel 1. Nothing. Just snow and the sound of frying. He tried the other channels. The only difference was the density of the snowfall, and sometimes the frying sound became,

  variously, surf or blast-furnace. And so he climbed up onto the solarium roof and noticed that the antenna had moved, perhaps due to a gust of wind. With great effort, he managed to turn it a

  little. When he raced back down to check the television, the snowflakes had turned into ectoplasms, ghosts in a frying pan. Desperately zapping the remote control, he finally got the clearly

  defined face of a newscaster. He was speaking Arabic. Montalbano turned off the TV and went and sat on the veranda to try to calm down. He decided to eat something. Taking some bread from the

  freezer, he put it in the toaster, then ate a can of Favignana tuna dressed in olive oil and lemon.




  He realized he absolutely had to find a woman to do the housekeeping, laundry, and cooking. Now that he had a house, he couldn’t always do everything himself. When he lay down in bed, he

  discovered he had nothing to read. All his books were in two still unopened boxes, the two heaviest. He got up, opened one box and, naturally, did not find what he was looking for, a mystery novel

  by a Frenchman named Pierre Magnan, The Blood of the House of Atreus. He’d already read it, but he liked the way it was written. He opened the second box as well. The book was all the

  way at the bottom. Glancing at the cover, he put it down at the top of the last pile. He suddenly felt very sleepy.




  *




  He arrived at the courthouse slightly late, at ten past nine, because he’d had trouble finding a parking space. And there was the girl again, in the same light cotton

  dress, with the same purse, the same lost look in her big dark eyes – and in exactly the same spot where he’d seen her twice already, not one inch to the left or to the right. Just like

  alms-beggars, who choose their place of preference and stay there until they die or until someone gives them shelter. They’re always there, come rain or shine, in summer as in winter. This

  girl, too, was asking for something. Not alms, of course, but what?




  Today there was a sheet of paper on the lift door marked in felt pen with the word: Broken. Montalbano climbed three flights of stairs and when he entered courtroom five, which was a

  rather small room, he found it packed with people. Nobody asked him who he was or what he was there for.




  He sat down in the last row of benches, beside a man with red hair holding a notebook and ballpoint pen who every so often took notes.




  ‘Has it been going on for long?’ Montalbano asked him.




  ‘The curtain was raised about ten minutes ago. He’s performing the indictment.’




  Strange rhetoric. The curtain! Performing! And yet, to judge by appearances, the man seemed rather down to earth and to the point.




  ‘I’m sorry, but why did you say the curtain had been raised? We’re hardly at the theatre.’




  ‘We’re not? But this is all theatre! Where are you from, the moon?’




  ‘Montalbano’s the name. I’m the new police inspector for Vigàta.’




  ‘Pleasure. My name’s Zito, I’m a journalist. Just listen to the indictment, then tell me whether it’s all theatre or not.’




  After the man in the robes had been talking for about ten minutes, Montalbano began to have his doubts.




  ‘Are you sure that man is the public prosecutor?’




  ‘What did I tell you?’ the newsman Zito said triumphantly.




  The statement of indictment had sounded just like a defence argument. It claimed that the assault by Giuseppe Cusumano had indeed occurred, but that one had to take into consideration the young

  man’s particular emotional state at the time and the fact that the victim of the assault, Mr Gaspare Melluso, when getting out of his car, had called Cusumano a cornuto, a cuckold. He

  asked for a minimum sentence and a slew of allowances for extenuating circumstances. Then the beat officer was called to the stand.




  What kind of a trial was this? What was its order of procedure? The policeman said he’d hardly seen anything because he was busy talking to two stray dogs who’d seemed nice to him.

  He’d become aware of a problem when Melluso fell to the ground. He took down the licence-plate number of the car that later turned out to belong to Cusumano, and then drove Melluso to

  A&E. At the request of the defence counsel, who was none other than the Honourable Torrisi, the policeman admitted he’d clearly heard the word cornuto being uttered in the general

  vicinity, but in all good conscience could not say who had uttered it.




  Then, to his extreme surprise, Montalbano heard his name called. After the customary ritual of generalities and pledges to tell the truth, he sat down and, before he could open his mouth, the

  Honourable Torrisi asked him a question.




  ‘You, of course, did hear Melluso call Cusumano a cornuto, did you not?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘No? How can that be? The patrolman heard it, and he was much further away than you!’




  ‘The patrolman may have heard it, but I did not.’




  ‘Are you hard of hearing, Mr Montalbano? Did you suffer from otitis as a child?’




  The inspector did not answer and was immediately dismissed. He was free to leave, but he wanted to hear Torrisi’s harangue. And he was right, because he learned exactly what the

  youth’s ‘particular emotional state’ was on that fateful day. As it turned out, some three years earlier, young Cusumano had married his beloved fiancée, Mariannina Lo

  Cascio. Unfortunately, when emerging from the church, right in the porch, he was handcuffed by two carabinieri for a conviction that had just been upheld. And on the very day of his scuffle with

  Melluso, Cusumano had just been released from prison and was literally flying into the arms of his bride to consummate the marriage, which, until that moment, had merely been ‘formal’.

  Thus, upon hearing himself called a cornuto, the young man, who still had not plucked the flower that Mariannina Lo Cascio had dedicated to him alone, could not help but . . .




  At this point Montalbano, who had been holding back the urge to vomit, could not take any more, and so he bid Zito the journalist a hasty goodbye and left. He was, after all, quite certain that

  Cusumano was going to get off scot-free and that it would already be a major achievement if old Melluso wasn’t sent to prison in his place.




  Stepping into the corridor that led to the exit, the inspector froze. The girl had moved two steps forward and was talking to a skinny, thick-haired man of about forty dressed higgledy-piggledy,

  with one of those thin little ties that only lawyers wear. The man shook his head and headed towards the garden. The girl returned to her usual place and her usual immobility. Montalbano walked

  past her and found himself outside. There was no point worrying about it, racking his brains trying to work out the whys and wherefores. It was highly unlikely he would ever see the girl again, so

  he might as well forget about her.




  When he went to start his car to drive back to Vigàta, it refused to cooperate. He tried again and again, but in vain. What to do? Call the station and have someone come and pick him up?

  No, his court appearance in Montelusa was a private matter. He remembered seeing a garage on the same street as the courthouse. He went there on foot and explained the situation to the shop

  foreman. The man was quite polite and sent a mechanic back with Montalbano to the car. Checking the engine, the mechanic discovered a failure in the electrical system. The inspector could come to

  the garage to pick it up later that afternoon, but not before. Montalbano turned the keys over to him.




  ‘Is there a bus that goes to Vigàta?’




  ‘Yes. It leaves from the square in front of the station.’




  He headed off on foot. It was a long walk, luckily all downhill, then the whole length of the corso. At the station square he read the board with the arrival and departure times and

  learned that a bus had just left. The next would leave in an hour.




  He strolled down a tree-lined avenue from which one could see the entire Valley of the Temples, and, in the background, the line of the sea. Quite another thing from the quasi-Swiss landscapes

  around Mascalippa. When he got back to the station square, he saw that the next bus had arrived. On its side was a sign that said: Montelusa–Vigàta.




  Its doors were open. He climbed aboard through the front door and on the first step, from which he could see the interior, he froze. What stopped him in his tracks was not the fact that the bus

  was empty but for one passenger, but that the one passenger was none other than the girl from the courthouse.




  She was sitting in one of the two seats behind the driver, the one next to the window, but she wasn’t looking outside; she was staring into the space in front of her and didn’t even

  seem to notice the presence of another passenger frozen on the step. In fact Montalbano was wondering whether it might not be a good idea to do something provocative to shake the girl out of her

  absence and into the present, such as, for example, to go and sit down right beside her even though there were forty-nine other seats available in the bus.




  But what reason would he have for acting that way? Was she doing anything wrong? No. And so?




  He went and sat down in one of the two places in the row behind the driver. That way he could still see the girl’s face, though only in profile. Still not moving, she was holding her bag

  on her knees with both hands.




  The driver sat down behind the wheel and started the bus. At that moment a voice cried out: ‘Stop! Stop!’




  Forty or more Japanese tourists, all wearing glasses, all smiling, all with cameras slung over their shoulders and preceded by an out-of-breath woman who was clearly their guide, boarded the bus

  and occupied the empty seats.




  No Japanese tourists, however, sat down beside either Montalbano or the girl. The bus drove off.




  At the first stop, nobody got off and nobody got on. The Japanese were vying for the windows for photo opportunities in a no-holds-barred struggle fought with weapons of lethal courtesy. At the

  second stop, the driver had to get up from his seat to help a couple of hundred-year-olds get on.




  ‘Come and sit over here,’ the driver ordered Montalbano, pointing to the place next to the girl.




  The inspector obeyed and the elderly couple could thus sit side by side and commiserate with each other.




  The girl hadn’t budged, however, and so Montalbano, to take his place, couldn’t help but press up against her leg. But she didn’t react to the contact, and left her leg where

  it was. Embarrassed, Montalbano oriented his body towards the aisle.




  Out of the corner of his eye he saw her firm breasts under her cotton dress rise and fall with the rhythm of her breathing, and he attuned his hearing to that movement. It was a trick that

  Inspector Sanfilippo had taught him: increasing your auditory perception by linking your hearing with your sight. And in fact, little by little, he began to hear the girl’s breathing more and

  more distinctly above the buzz of the Japanese voices and the sound of the engine. It was slow and regular, as when someone is asleep. But how to reconcile that breathing with the desperate plea

  that he saw in her eyes? Her hands holding the bag firmly on her knees had long, tapered, elegant fingers, but the skin was rough and chafed from heavy farm work; the fingernails were broken in

  spots but still bore traces of red polish. It was clear the girl had been neglecting herself for a while. Another thing the inspector noticed contradicting her apparent composure was that her right

  thumb started trembling every so often, without her realizing.




  At the stop for the temples, the Japanese cohort got off noisily. The inspector could have changed places for greater comfort, but didn’t move. Shortly after they passed the road sign

  indicating they’d entered the Vigàta municipal area, the girl stood up.




  She remained slightly hunched to avoid hitting her head against the luggage rack. Apparently she was about to get off, but just stood there, staring at Montalbano and not asking if she could

  pass, not saying a word. The inspector had the feeling the girl was looking at him not as a man but as an object, an undefined obstacle. What could be going through her head?




  ‘Would you like to get past?’




  The girl didn’t answer. And so Montalbano got up and went into the aisle to let her out. She got as far as the stairs and then stopped, one hand holding her bag, the other gripping the

  metal bar in front of the two seats in which the elderly couple were sitting.




  After a short distance, the driver stopped the bus, opened the automatic door, and the girl got off.




  ‘Just a minute!’ Montalbano said in a voice so shrill that the driver turned around in surprise to look at him. ‘Don’t shut the door, I have to get off.’




  He’d made the decision out of the blue. What the hell was he doing? Why was he so fixated on that girl? He looked around. He was on the older outskirts of town, where there were no new

  buildings or high-rises but only houses in ruins or still standing only with the support of the beams, houses inhabited by people who scraped by not by working at the harbour or doing business in

  town but by still farming the meagre land of the outlying municipality




  The girl was a short distance ahead of him. She walked slowly, almost as if she didn’t want to go home. She hung her head, as though carefully studying the ground on which she trod. But

  did she really see the ground she was looking at? What did her eyes actually see?




  The girl turned right, onto a narrow little street that at night would have made an ideal setting for a horror film. On one side, a series of warehouses without doors and with caved-in roofs; on

  the other, a string of uninhabited, dying little houses. There was literally nobody about, not even a dog.




  ‘What on earth am I doing here?’ the inspector asked himself, as if waking up from a bad dream.




  He was about to turn back, except that at that moment the girl staggered, seeming to lose her balance, then dropped her bag and was forced to lean against the wall of a house to keep from

  falling. At first Montalbano didn’t know what to do, but then it seemed clear to him that the girl must have had a dizzy spell or something similar, since she hadn’t stumbled or tripped

  over a rock. At any rate she needed help, and he was more than justified now in intervening. He went up to her.




  ‘Are you all right?’ he asked.




  The ear-splitting scream the girl let out at the sound of his voice was so sudden and shrill that Montalbano, taken by surprise, leapt backwards in fear. The girl hadn’t heard him approach

  and his words had suddenly brought her back to reality. She was now looking at Montalbano with bulging eyes and seeing him for what he was, a man, a stranger who had just said something to her.




  ‘Are you all right?’ he repeated.




  The girl didn’t answer. She began to fall forward, as if in slow motion, arm extended and hand open to pick her bag up off the ground.




  But Montalbano was quicker than her and grabbed the bag first. Since it was an automatic gesture of courtesy on his part, he was stunned by the girl’s reaction, as she suddenly grabbed the

  bag with both hands and tried to wrest it away from him.




  He instinctively tightened his grip on it. When their eyes met, he read in hers an utterly wild desperation. And for a moment they engaged in an absurd, ridiculous tug of war. Then, as might be

  expected, a lateral seam broke open and everything inside fell to the ground. A rather heavy object struck the big toe on the inspector’s left foot, and he looked down and saw a large

  revolver. But the girl, who meanwhile had become very quick in her movements, grabbed it first. Montalbano seized her wrist and twisted it, but the girl held fast to the gun. Then he pushed her

  with all his body weight against the wall and pinned her there so that her hand holding the gun and his hand holding her wrist were both squeezed between the wall and the girl’s back. The

  girl reacted with her free hand, scratching Montalbano’s face. He seized the wrist of that hand as well, holding it high and pinning it against the wall. They were both panting like two

  lovers making love. With his lower body between the girl’s spread legs, Montalbano pressed hard against her stomach and breasts, and the slightly sour smell of her sweat was not at all

  unpleasant, even in that situation, which seemed without solution.




  All at once the inspector heard a sound of screeching brakes behind him, then a voice that shouted:
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