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ONE


The alarm clock started ringing wildly.


Eyes still closed, Montalbano reached out towards the bedside table with one hand and, feeling around, tried to turn it off, worried that the noise would wake Livia, who was sleeping beside him.


But his fingers knocked into a glass that tipped over and then fell to the floor.


He cursed the saints. Then he immediately heard Livia giggle. He turned towards her.


‘Did the alarm—?’


‘No, I’d been awake for a while.’


‘Really? What were you doing?’


‘What do you mean what was I doing? I was waiting for dawn and watching you.’


Montalbano thought that the back of his head must constitute a rather boring landscape.


‘Did you know that lately you sometimes whistle in your sleep?’ asked Livia.


Upon hearing this revelation, Montalbano, for some reason, got irritated.


‘How could I know that if I’m asleep? Anyway, be more specific. What do I whistle, pop songs, opera, or what?’


‘Calm down! Are you offended or something? All right, to be more precise, you sometimes emit a kind of whistling sound.’


‘Through my nose?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Next time, pay attention to whether I whistle through my nose or my mouth, and let me know.’


‘Why, does it make a difference?’


‘Yes, it makes a huge difference. I remember reading something once about a man whose nose made a whistling sound and it later turned out to be a symptom of a deadly disease.’


‘Oh, come on! And, by the way, I had a bad dream.’


‘Want to tell me about it?’


‘I’m sitting and reading on a veranda exactly like ours, except that it gives onto the quay in the harbour. At some point I hear this big commotion of voices, and I see a man crying for help and being chased by another man ordering him to stop. The man running away has a scarf around his head, a bandana, something tied under his chin. The man giving chase is wearing a large belt with a lot of sharp knives tucked into it. After a while the man being chased finds himself up against the side of a scow. He has a moment of hesitation, and the pursuer takes advantage of this to throw one of his knives, which strikes the man in the nape of the neck, plunges all the way through, and comes out the front of his throat, nailing him to the wood of the scow. Just horrible. So the pursuer stops and starts throwing more knives at the victim, tracing the outline of his body against the boat. Then he suddenly turns and takes a step towards me. But luckily at that point I woke up.’


‘We sort of overdid it last night with the baby octopus!’ was Montalbano’s comment.


‘And did you dream anything?’ Livia asked.


At that moment the alarm went off. But how was that possible? It had rung just five minutes earlier!


Head still numb with sleep, the inspector opened his eyes and immediately realized he was in bed. There was no Livia. She was at home, in Boccadasse. He’d dreamt the whole thing, including Livia’s dream.


He got up, went into the kitchen, prepared his customary mug of coffee, then showered. Moments later, he was sitting on the veranda, smoking a cigarette while drinking his coffee. The day promised to be a fine one. Everything looked freshly painted, so bright were the colours.


He had no desire whatsoever to go into Vigàta, or into what at least had been Vigàta until a few days ago. Because in fact the town had put on a completely different face. It had been, well, thrown back in time, turned into the Vigàta of the 1950s.


This irked Montalbano no end, because it all seemed so fake, as if he was attending a masked ball at the carnival.


The whole business had begun some four or five months earlier, when TeleVigàta invited its viewers to search their homes for old Super 8 movies, which had been so popular around the middle of the previous century, and to send whatever they found to the studio offices. The television station would later integrate them into a programme, a kind of ‘The Way We Were’, about what the town was like in the 1950s.


For whatever reason, the initiative was a resounding success. Perhaps because the whole thing had become a kind of game for the townsfolk, who were having a ball seeing how time had transformed them or their children from toddlers who looked like beautiful little angels just descended from heaven into toothless, hairless, sickly OAPs, and women who’d once been the light of the town into grannies good mostly for knitting socks.


Then they discovered that all this to-do actually had a specific purpose: all the material gathered was to serve as a visual aid for a production crew that was coming to town to film what is commonly known as a TV movie.


Without fail, a short while later the crew’s technicians arrived, half of them Swedish, half of them Italian.


Now the strange thing about all this was that the group of Swedish technicians included some breathtaking stunners, who did a variety of jobs: as assistant set designers, sound technicians, stagehands, and so on . . . Which left the townsfolk a bit flabbergasted to see such beautiful women having to work, and wondering what the actresses would look like when they finally arrived.


And indeed, when they actually did arrive, work in Vigàta came to a standstill.


With the flimsiest of excuses, people dropped whatever they were doing and ran to the movie set. Things got so bad that law enforcement was asked to keep the rubberneckers away. And law enforcement, in this case, naturally took the form of one Mimì Augello, who had been put in charge of the officers protecting the film crew, with special attention given to the actresses.


This, in short, reduced the staff at the station basically to three people: the inspector, Fazio, and Catarella. Luckily it was a period of calm and nothing was happening. The Vigàta townscape had changed. Gone were the TV antennas, the rubbish bins, the neon signs. And there was nothing remaining of the shops Montalbano knew so well.


The inspector had had someone tell him the plot of the TV movie. The story was set, naturally, in the 1950s and involved a Swedish girl working as a boatswain on a steamship from Kalmar who falls seriously ill during the voyage and is admitted to the hospital in Montelusa.


Once she recovers her health she goes to Vigàta, to be near the harbour, and is taken in by a fisherman while she waits for her ship to return.


Due to a series of setbacks her ship is delayed, and in the meantime the Swedish girl falls in love with a youth from Vigàta and creates a life for herself in town, while nevertheless maintaining, deep in her heart, a secret hope that her ship will come back for her one day.


And she keeps nourishing this hope even after she marries and has a child.


Finally the day comes when the ship returns to harbour, and the young woman decides to board in secret, unbeknownst to her family. She arranges for a sailor to take her to the ship in his boat, but at the last moment changes her mind and turns back, to her home in Vigàta.


When Montalbano heard this story, it sounded to him like a plagiarism of a beautiful story by Pirandello entitled ‘Far Away’, in which the main character is not a girl boatswain but a Swedish sailor named Lars.


But he didn’t say anything to anyone.


As he was drinking his second coffee on the veranda, the phone rang. He went to answer. It was Ingrid.


His Swedish friend had, for the occasion, become the official translator for the film crew.


‘Hello, Salvo.’


‘What is it?’


Ingrid didn’t appreciate the inspector’s blunt greeting. ‘Are you angry?’


‘I think the proper word would be “irritated”.’


‘I’m sorry for you. Don’t forget that you have to come to the town-twinning ceremony between Vigàta and Kalmar tonight. It’s at eight o’clock sharp at the town hall.’


‘Thanks for the reminder. I’m well aware that my presence is required.’


‘All right, then. See you later.’


Well, wouldn’t you know that they would take advantage of the ongoing circus to make the two towns twins!


He heard his front door open and then close again. ‘Adelina! I’m still here!’


‘Matre santissima! Wha’ss wrong, Isspector? You no feeling so good?’ asked Adelina, who’d come running.


‘No, no, I feel fine. Not a trace of fever, unfortunately. I wanted to ask you if my good suit has been ironed.’


‘Which one, sir? The rilly dark one that looks like a black seagull?’


‘Yeah, that’s the one.’


‘Iss ready.’


‘OK, thanks. And you needn’t cook anything for me this evening. I’ll be eating out.’


*


He pulled up outside the station but couldn’t go in because a truck was stopped right in front of the entrance. He could see Catarella waving his arms to get the driver to move it. But the driver, who was Swedish, pretended not to understand, all that vaunted Nordic civility be damned.


Montalbano likewise pretended nothing was happening, got out of his car, and headed straight for the Caffè Castiglione, which hadn’t changed a bit since its foundation in 1890, where he ate a cannolo just to sweeten his morning. By the time he got back to the station, the truck was gone.


*


‘Any news?’ he asked Catarella upon entering.


‘Da nooz is cummin ’ard an’ fass, Chief! ’Ere was a truck parked ousside ’ere till jess a coupla minnits ago, an’ ’ey wannit a change the sign ’at says Vigàta Police t’ say Dance Hall.’


Montalbano said nothing and headed for his office, with Catarella following behind.


‘Chief, ya know I tink I know why ’ere’s no more fights or killin’s or rabberies in town.’


‘And why’s that?’


‘Cuz in my ’pinion e’en the crooks’ve stopped crookin’ cuz ’ey’re all busy watchin’ the crew shootin’ the film in town. E’en a big-time dealer like Totò Savatteri, I seen ’im all slicked up an’ fancy, drivin’ a carritch onna set.’


The carriage was probably stuffed full of drugs, thought Montalbano, but he didn’t want to burst Catarella’s bubble.


*


After lounging around the office for three hours, the inspector decided it was time to eat.


The film crew had naturally also invaded Enzo’s trattoria, and what irked Montalbano most was the tremendous, deafening chaos the combination of Swedes and Italians managed to make while eating. Which was intolerable to him, as silence was normally the condiment to his meals.


And so he made a deal with Enzo that his table should always be set in the little room adjacent to the main room. There were few other tables there, and Montalbano made him promise that nobody from the crews, either Italian or Swedish, would be allowed, for any reason, to set foot in that room.


Despite all the bother, his appetite luckily wasn’t lacking, and he ate very well: antipasti, spaghetti with fresh tuna sauce, and a platter of mullet. After which he went back outside.


Luckily there was no sign of any filming activity on the jetty. And so he was able to have a pleasant stroll, tranquil and undisturbed. And quiet, above all. Sitting down on the flat rock, he realized that, if things continued along their present course, the best solution might be to take a few days’ holiday and see Livia in Boccadasse.


The idea that he would have to meet strangers that evening, and even put on a good face and make conversation with people he found utterly insufferable, made him feel so agitated that he made a sudden decision.


When he got back to the station, he summoned Fazio. ‘Listen, I’m going home. If you should need me for anything, just call.’


Once he got home he decided that the best thing to do would be to lie down for a bit, and so he undressed and lay in bed, hoping to doze for half an hour or so.


When he woke up, to his great surprise it was gone seven. And so he dashed into the bathroom, changed his shirt, took the good suit out of the wardrobe, put it on, added a tie, and looked at himself in the mirror.


Adelina was absolutely right. He looked just like a black seagull.


*


The town hall was a sea of lights. A number of burning torches had been placed across the facade, and two floodlights lit up the entire building. The Italian and Swedish flags were flying side by side on the balcony. The assembly celebrating the twinning of Vigàta with Kalmar would be held in the council chamber. Meanwhile, the guests waited in the great hall, where the tables that would serve the buffet after the ceremony were already laid out with white tablecloths.


Montalbano got there a little late, and by that time the hall was already full of people. As soon as she saw him come in, Ingrid rushed up to him and, taking his arm, led him to a giant about six foot six, a sort of blond bear if any had ever existed – who was introduced to him as the director of the TV movie.


Ingrid then immediately presented him to two of the three Swedish actresses, adding that the third had suffered a slight indisposition and would therefore not be attending the ceremony.


It took him one look round to ascertain that Mimì Augello wasn’t present, either. Which was very odd. Might he be suffering from the same indisposition as the Swedish actress?


*


Then some people started saying that the guests should move into the council chamber and take their assigned places. And that was how Montalbano found himself sitting in the front row between the parish priest and the commander of the port authorities. Also in the front row was a carabinieri lieutenant, but he’d been diplomatically seated four places down from the inspector.


The wall behind the high-backed chairs of the mayor and his council was entirely covered with a large nineteenth-century tapestry depicting Vigàta and its harbour.


After a while, from the hall came the sound of a sort of light waltz that nobody had ever heard before. The mayor of Vigàta, Mr Pillitteri, gestured for everyone to stand, and they all obeyed. After the waltz ended, they were all about to sit back down when the national anthem began, and everyone rose again. As they were finally settling in, however, everyone noticed that the four Swedes present were still standing.


‘Why are they still on their feet?’ Pillitteri asked Ingrid.


Ingrid asked one of the men in her native language, the man answered, and she translated:


‘He says they’re waiting for the Swedish national anthem.’


‘But that’s what we played first!’ exclaimed Pillitteri.


Apparently the Vigàta municipal band had given such a personal interpretation to the anthem that the Swedes hadn’t recognized it.


After the misunderstanding was cleared up, Pillitteri had his Swedish counterpart from Kalmar, a sixtyish man with glasses and sandy hair, sit down beside him. The other three Swedish representatives were sitting in places off to the side normally reserved for councillors.


The audience, however, was in its proper place. Pillitteri quickly ceded the floor to his Swedish counterpart, who was translated by Ingrid and immediately launched into the complete history of his town. Which everyone, moreover, already knew, since for the past week the two local TV stations had been doing nothing but telling the story of their new twin town, which looked out on the Baltic Sea.


The mere mention of the Baltic Sea got Montalbano’s brain whirring. Were there mullet in the Baltic Sea? Were there purpiteddri, baby octopuses like the kind Enzo fed him, in the Baltic Sea? And, if so, what did they taste like? Surely they must have a different flavour, since he’d already noticed, for example, that the fish from the Adriatic Sea tasted slightly different from the fish in the Tyrrhenian. So one could only imagine the difference of flavour in a fish from so far north as Kalmar.


The peal of applause brought him back to reality. Luckily for everyone, the mayor of Vigàta spoke little, but in fact his speech was cut even shorter by an unexpected incident. Namely, the large tapestry hanging behind him suddenly came detached from the wall and folded over itself halfway, exposing the upper part of a fresco depicting Benito Mussolini astride a white horse, sabre drawn. The mayor trailed off, a few people started laughing, a few others applauded, and a few more got angry, because Pillitteri wrapped things up in a hurry and then invited everyone to go over to the buffet, which, he pointed out with a certain pride, consisted entirely of what he called, in heavily accented English, finghirfud.


Indeed the mayor’s wife, Ersilia Pillitteri, a smart woman with progressive ideas, had decided to send for some Palermo caterers specializing in finghirfud: naturally, little titbits one could only eat with one’s fingers. In fact, one saw neither hide nor hair of spoons or forks or knives on any of the serving tables. What there were instead were a great many little tubs and glasses full of coloured stuff not easily identified, and for this reason the puzzled Vigatese were loath to reach out and grab any finghirfud. The mayor’s wife decided to set the example. Picking up a transparent glass, she explained that it contained a mousse of baccalà topped with myrtle berries and a bay leaf; and, using the leaf as a spoon, she started eating it. A few brave souls followed her example. Montalbano took one of the little tubs and studied it carefully. At first glance it seemed to contain a meatball with something white beside it, which could have passed for purée. Unconvinced, he picked up the little meatball with two fingers and bit into it. It wasn’t meat, as he’d thought, but a sort of mishmash of raw broccoli and overcooked green beans pressed around a core of salmon, in an apparent tribute to the Swedish. He felt like spitting it back out, but this seemed unbecoming to him, and so he closed his eyes and swallowed. To get rid of the nasty taste in his mouth, he stuck two fingers into the whitish goo, but this proved even worse, as the goo turned out to be a sort of stracchino cheese gone bad, with a sickly sweet flavour of coconut.


Putting the little tub down, he realized there weren’t any more paper napkins to clean his hands with. Cursing the saints, he pulled his handkerchief out of his pocket, staining his jacket, naturally, in the process, and, deciding he’d done his duty, he turned his back on the distinguished guests and headed for the door, determined to eat at Enzo’s.


‘Inspector Montalbano!’


He stopped, turned around, and saw coming towards him a man a few years over sixty, tall and well dressed. It was the town council’s chief engineer, Ernesto Sabatello.


‘Were you about to leave?’


‘Yes.’


‘If you don’t mind, I’ll come with you.’


As they started down the stairs, Sabatello opened the conversation.


‘You know, I had promised myself I would pay a call on you at the station one of these days, but then . . .’


‘Did you change your mind?’


‘Not at all. It just didn’t seem appropriate to me. Bothering you over an entirely personal matter, and a rather silly one at that . . .’


They were now outside the town hall.


‘You could give me a few hints right now, if you like . . .’ the inspector invited him.


Sabatello didn’t wait to be asked twice.


‘I’ll steal just a few minutes of your time, and then, if you find the matter of interest to you . . . Anyway, I have to confess that, like everyone else, I let myself get caught up in the search for old Super 8 movies for TeleVigàta. I remembered that we had a big chest in the attic full of home movies, all filmed by my father, who must have been a maniac . . . Luckily the projector was also in the chest, and it still works. Anyway, in short, I looked at all of them and sent the best ones to TeleVigàta. On the other hand . . .’


‘On the other hand?’


‘As I said, I’m sure it’s just something silly and of no importance whatsoever, but I still can’t explain it, because it seems so crazy, so illogical . . .’


‘Want to tell me what you’re talking about?’ asked Montalbano, who was beginning to lose patience.


‘Well, among all those reels, which showed all the usual family doings – birthday parties, vacations by the sea, a variety of different landscapes – there were six that were . . . I don’t quite know how to put it . . . that were entirely anomalous.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, they all showed the same scene.’


Montalbano didn’t find anything so unusual about this, and he said so to Sabatello.


‘If the same scene is shot repeatedly from different angles, I really don’t see what—’


‘Wait,’ Sabatello cut him off. ‘The image is still, and is always shot from the same angle. On top of that – and this is perhaps the strangest part of it all – the six home movies were shot over the course of six years, from 1958 to 1963.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘Every reel is wrapped in paper with the date in my father’s handwriting. For six years in a row he made those films in the same month of the year, the same day, and at the same hour: on the twenty-seventh of March, at ten twenty-five in the morning.’


‘But what’s on the screen? What did he film?’


Sabatello took a breath before answering. ‘Part of a wall. Always the same one.’


Montalbano looked puzzled.


‘Part of a wall?’


‘That’s right.’


‘But is there anything on that wall?’


‘No, nothing. No writing, drawing, or anything else.’


‘And does the appearance of the wall change over the years?’


‘Well, I suppose a few more cracks begin to appear in the plaster, but nothing more . . . at least as far as I can tell. Perhaps a fresh look with your eyes, which are trained to grasp every tiny detail . . .’


The inspector realized what the engineer was getting at. ‘If you like, you can lend me the films and the projector.’


‘I’ll get everything to you by tomorrow morning,’ the engineer said, smiling.


They shook hands, and Montalbano dashed off to Enzo’s, hoping that the film crew hadn’t gobbled up the whole trattoria.









TWO


He had an awful night, because, despite the fact that he’d eaten at Enzo’s, the nasty taste of the fake meatball and the equally fake purée had stuck to his palate, forcing him to get up cursing two or three times during the night to go to the bathroom and rinse out his mouth, without actually achieving any result.


He didn’t manage to get rid of it until the following morning, by making himself some coffee so dense and viscous it looked like petroleum. When he got into his car to go to work he was in a dark mood, prompted by the thought that it was going to be another chaotic day under the sign of the TV carnival.


And indeed, as though on cue, he found himself behind a car transporter full of fifties-model vehicles, headed to Vigàta at a snail’s pace.


*


‘Ahh, Chief, inna mornin’ ’iss mornin’ some jinnelman by the name o’ Stampatello come by witta dillivery f’ yiz ’at I’m asposta dilliver t’ yiz poissonally in poisson.’


Catarella bent down, picked up a parcel a little bigger than a shoebox, and, turning back to the inspector, said: ‘Ya c’n go on, Chief, I’ll follow up behine yiz witta packitch.’


Once they were inside his office, Catarella set it delicately down in the middle of the desk, saluted, and went back to his post.


Montalbano sat down and opened the package. It contained the six reels that Sabatello had mentioned, and the appropriate projector. There was also a letter addressed to him.




Dear Inspector Montalbano,


Thank you, first of all, for making yourself available.


I am sending herewith the materials I mentioned yesterday.


I am keen to inform you that the reel shot in 1963 was the only thing Papa filmed that year, because his illness had worsened considerably by then, forcing him to remain in bed most of the time. He died on 15 May of the same year, in the family villa, and therefore in order to film that last footage he had to summon all his remaining strength to get out of bed. This, in my opinion, means that these little home movies were extremely important to him. But why? That is where I hope you will be able to help me.


I remain at your disposal for any further information you may need.


I include here my mobile phone number. With best wishes,


Ernesto Sabatello





It was the phrase ‘the only thing Papa filmed that year’ the fact that a man on death’s doorstep would make the effort to film a patch of wall – that really sparked Montalbano’s curiosity. And, considering the fact that the situation at Vigàta Police was one of dead calm, he immediately decided he wanted to get to the bottom of this as quickly as possible.


He took the calendar off the wall – which featured a large photo of the full staff of Vigàta Police – rehung it from a free nail near the door, closed the window to make the room dark, then turned on the light and plugged in the projector’s cable, which was equipped with a transformer.


A small white square appeared on the wall before him.


He picked up the first reel and immediately felt paralysed.


From what side should he thread it? Through which sprockets was the film supposed to pass in order to be projected? Which button activated the projector?


No, this really wasn’t his sort of thing.


To avoid wasting time, he called Catarella in for help. And in the twinkling of an eye the switchboard operator explained the whole arcanum, as well as the button for freezing the image.


Catarella left, and Montalbano started the projector. But at the first sound made by the film as it ran through the sprockets, he stopped the machine and sat there for a few minutes without moving.


Only God knew from what depths of his brain a scene from his childhood had surfaced in his mind, of his father projecting a Super 8 home movie in which the image of his mother appeared for only a second, from behind. It was the only image he had of her, and that was always the way she appeared, etched in his memory: from behind, with her long blonde hair swaying gently like wheat in the wind.


He got up, went to drink a glass of water, then sat down again. He closed his eyes as if to erase all prior imagery from his memory, then reopened them and restarted the projector. Sabatello was right. The patch of wall was framed so that one could not see the base or the top of the wall, and one saw nothing else for the three and a half minutes that the film lasted.


When the first reel was finished, he moved on to the second. It was identical to the first.


He went forward and back three or four times, sometimes stopping the frame to have a better look at a detail; then, looking at the two films again, one right after the other, he tried to commit to memory everything he saw.


There was no difference whatsoever between the two.


There was one new development in the third reel. Out of a crack in the plaster a few blades of stunted grass were now growing. They were already gone, however, in the reel that followed. It must have been a windy day, since the little plants all around were trembling. In the fifth film, what had been the crack had broadened so that a piece of plaster had fallen off, bringing to light the blocks of tufa stone that lay underneath. The final reel, the one from ’63, was exactly the same as the one before it.


Montalbano turned the projector off, went over to open the window, lit a cigarette, and smoked it with his elbows resting on the windowsill.


If the previous evening Sabatello’s words had merely aroused his curiosity, viewing the images had turned his curiosity into a pressing need to understand. At the same time, as he became aware of this need, he became convinced he would never be in any position to give any logical, concrete answer to either himself or Engineer Sabatello.


Because a story like that actually touched a very specific point of the inspector’s character, which, though it might be drawn to certain juridical questions, was also, and perhaps above all, attracted to the intricate muddle that is a man’s soul.


Sitting back down, he called Fazio in and told him the whole story.


Fazio sat down beside him, and Montalbano set the projector running again. When they’d finished, Fazio turned around and gave him a confused, questioning look, but said nothing.


By way of reply, Montalbano handed him Sabatello’s letter.


‘What do you think?’ he then asked.


Poor Fazio could only shrug.


‘Listen, Chief, the first thing I ask myself is whether or not this gentleman was all there in the head.’


‘That I can’t tell you, but I believe he was fully conscious. Otherwise in his condition he would never have got out of bed.’


‘Another hypothesis,’ Fazio ventured blindly, ‘could be that there was something hidden inside that wall, and that these home movies bear witness to the fact that nobody has touched that patch of wall.’


‘Then in that case,’ said Montalbano, ‘I have to assume that the home movie was made not only for the man who shot it, but was also supposed to be seen by someone else. You know what I say? Before casting ourselves out on the open sea of hypotheses, which’ll take us who knows where, I need Sabatello to tell me a few things.’


‘Whatever you say, Chief,’ said Fazio.


The office door then crashed open and into the wall, sending the poorly hung calendar with the police-force photo to the floor. In the doorway Catarella, naturally, apologized, saying his hand had slipped.


Then he announced that Mrs Sciosciostrom was there with two gentlemen and wanted to speak poissonally in poisson with the inspector.


‘Show them in.’


After re-hanging the calendar from the nail, Catarella vanished, and in his place Ingrid appeared, followed by the blond bear – the TV movie’s director – and by one of the four Swedes Montalbano had seen during the twin-towns ceremony.


Ingrid introduced him as the representative producer of the film on the Swedish side. Montalbano did something of a double take, as he’d noticed that the bear actually seemed to be dancing like a bear, balancing his body weight first on one foot, then on the other, all the while gnashing his teeth. He seemed quite angry.


‘We’d like to speak to you alone,’ said Ingrid.


‘Excuse me,’ said Fazio, and he got up and left the room, closing the door behind him.


‘Please sit down,’ the inspector said to his visitors.


Ingrid spoke first. She was wearing a very serious face, but Montalbano, who knew her well, noticed a little twinkle of amusement in her eyes.


‘It’s a rather delicate matter, Salvo. I don’t know if you know what happened last night after the ceremony at the town hall.’


‘No, I don’t know anything.’


‘The second half of the twin-towns ceremony had planned for a small bottle of water from the Baltic Sea from Kalmar to be poured into the sea at Vigàta. And so, with the two mayors leading the way, a procession formed and marched all the way to the harbour. When they got there the mayor of Kalmar handed the flask to the mayor of Vigàta, who uncorked it and poured it out from the central quay. At this point we all saw a motorboat come up, driven by Mimì Augello, with the actress Maj Andreasson on board as well, and that was when the fireworks started.’


Hearing mention of that name, the blond bear sprang to his feet, not only gnashing his teeth harder than ever but accompanying the snarl with some guttural yells that sounded more like a roaring lion than a bellowing bear. The Swedish producer promptly stood up, grabbed him by one arm, and, speaking softly to him in one ear, made him sit down again.


Ingrid resumed speaking.


‘You should know that this girl is the same actress who called in sick yesterday, as well as our director’s companion. It was clear to everyone that the two were returning from a little boating escapade. Gustav, as you probably noticed, didn’t take it too well. They began to quarrel in front of everyone, putting the future of the project at risk. So at that point Mr Ergstrom, the film’s producer, begged me to talk to you and ask you to remove Augello from duty on the police escort service.’


Montalbano sat there pensive for a moment.


‘Is that a problem?’ Ingrid asked.


‘Well, yes,’ said the inspector. ‘First of all, what proof do you have that their little spin in the motorboat was any more than a little spin in a motorboat? I always proceed only on the basis of evidence. What evidence have you got? What do you mean when you say “it was clear to everyone”? That was merely your impression, but I don’t take disciplinary measures based on impressions.’


Bewildered by his unexpected defence of Augello, Ingrid was momentarily unable to translate the inspector’s words. But she was saved by the ringing of the telephone.


Montalbano picked up the receiver. It was Mimì Augello.


‘Salvo. Are you alone?’


‘No.’


‘Can you talk?’


‘No.’


‘Then I’ll do all the talking.’


‘Yes.’


‘Do you know what happened last night?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’m very sorry, but I can’t leave the house, because Beba, who found out, scratched and battered my face.’


‘Yes.’


‘Look, if I don’t find a way out of this business, Beba swore she’s going to leave me.’


‘Yes.’


‘So do me a favour. Assign someone else to do the job.’


‘Yes,’ said Montalbano, and then he hung up. ‘Excuse the interruption,’ he said to those present. ‘Further militating against fulfilling the gentleman’s courteous request is the fact that my second-in-command, Domenico Augello, wasn’t even on duty at that hour, and therefore I cannot intervene in any way. These factors and my reservations notwithstanding, you can inform the Swedish producer that in homage to the fraternal spirit born of the brand-new twinning of our two towns, I am willing to grant his request and shall therefore relieve Inspector Augello of his duties.’


Looking ever more bewildered, Ingrid managed to say two letters to the Swede.


‘OK.’


Leaping powerfully up, the blond bear flew through the air and landed beside Montalbano, who, in utter terror, shot to his feet, ending up straight in the bear’s arms, whose stifling embrace was meant to express his gratitude.


Freeing himself from the bear hug, which he was afraid might leave him mauled, Montalbano held out his hand to the Swedish producer, gave Ingrid a kiss and a hug, and at last found himself alone in his office.


Fazio came in at once.


‘Did you know what happened last night at the harbour?’


‘The whole town knows, Chief. You’re the only one who didn’t. What did they want?’


‘For me to get Mimì out of their hair.’


‘And what did you say?’


‘I was about to refuse, but then Mimì called and asked to be taken off the assignment.’


Fazio smiled. ‘I guess Beba got a little heavy-handed.’ Montalbano stared at him.


‘Why, have there been other times when Beba . . .?’


‘Chief, a couple of years ago Beba decided to take a different approach with her husband. Last summer, when you were up north in Boccadasse, Inspector Augello had to be rushed to the hospital after taking a heavy glass ashtray in the middle of the forehead.’


In his mind, Montalbano tipped his hat to Beba.


‘So, do we want to talk about these home movies?’ he then asked.


‘At your service,’ Fazio said resignedly, sitting down opposite the inspector’s desk.


‘Considering that we should be going to have a look at that villa, what do you say we start trying to work out what kind of wall that is? Is it an outer wall? A wall of the house? A boundary wall? A dividing wall? You conjectured that maybe there was something hidden inside that wall. But what if there was nothing at all?’


‘Then what need would there be for . . .?’


‘Let me finish. If that patch of wall was really what he was trying to commit to memory every year, then why always on the same day and at the same hour?’


‘But what’s there to remember about a patch of wall?’


‘Nothing, for you and for me, but for the man filming, that patch of wall might represent, I don’t know, a place of the soul, of memory . . .’


‘Could you explain a little better?’


‘It’s a symbol, a bit like when two young lovers carve their initials into a tree and then go back to look at them later.’


Fazio remained doubtful.


‘Not convinced?’


‘Not really.’


‘Tell me why.’


‘I don’t know. I’m sorry, Chief, but you said, before the Swedes got here, that it was best to meet Sabatello before venturing any hypotheses. Why did you change your mind?’


‘You’re right . . .’


‘Meanwhile something occurred to me,’ Fazio continued. ‘If, as it seems, you intend to look at that bit of wall over and over, wouldn’t it be better if I had all those short films copied onto a single DVD, in the order in which they were made? If I take them now, you’ll have a disc ready by this afternoon.’


‘OK, you can take everything with you. And ask them to make at least three copies.’


*


He pulled up outside Enzo’s, and as he was about to go in, he had a moment of hesitation. In order to reach the little room with his personal table, he had to cross the big dining room full of noisy customers. What if he ran into the blond bear again? And the bear wanted to display his gratitude anew by forcing him to sit down at his table?


He ducked his head carefully inside the doorway and looked around. The blond bear wasn’t there. So he decided to go in, greeting everyone with his arm raised, and then slipped into the little room.


He had the unpleasant surprise of finding all the tables taken, and so he stopped in the doorway. Enzo came running up.


‘Inspector, you have to forgive me, but it was getting late and I had to seat all the new arrivals. But I left you a place at the table of Ragioniere Butera, who’s a man of few words.’


The ragioniere was a regular client nearly ninety years old, thin as a rake, and known as the living memory of the town and its inhabitants, having worked for many years at the town hall.


Montalbano approached the table.


‘May I?’


‘Mmm-hmm,’ he said.


Montalbano sat down.


The silence between the inspector and his table companion lasted until Enzo came to take their orders.


Then, just to be polite, and because something had occurred to him, Montalbano opened his mouth, violating the strict law of silence surrounding his meals.


‘I beg your pardon, Ragioniere, but this afternoon I need to inspect the area where the old Sabatello villa used to be. Do you by any chance know where that is?’


‘Of course,’ said Butera. But then he fell silent. Apparently to get the full response from the ragioniere you had to use computer logic, asking one specific question after another until you received the complete response.


‘Could you tell me where it is?’


‘Yes,’ he said, then paused.


Montalbano became worried that he’d formulated the question poorly, and so perhaps the computer might not reply. Luckily, however, Butera continued.


‘It’s in the Granata district,’ he said, then reverted to pause mode.


At this point Montalbano gave up, except that at that exact moment Enzo arrived, serving the inspector a plate of spaghetti with a sea-urchin sauce, and a broth of fish and angel-hair pasta to the ragioniere. And, for some mysterious, unknowable reason, Butera started speaking the moment he brought the first spoonful to his lips. He had a youthful voice that contrasted with his elderly appearance.


‘But all that’s left of the Sabatello house are some ruins. It was once a beautiful villa, with two storeys and a tall turret from which you could see the sea. But it’s been more or less abandoned for at least fifty years. Ever since Engineer Ernesto’s father, Francesco, passed away from a tumour at a young age. After that Mrs Sabatello, left alone with her son, moved in with her parents in Palermo. Ernesto studied there, got a degree in engineering, and then immediately left to work in Argentina, where he stayed for about ten years. In the meanwhile, the uninhabited villa, with no one to look after it, was left to its inexorable decline.’


He stopped eating and speaking at the same moment. He resumed some ten minutes later, when he found a plate with steamed sole dressed in olive oil and lemon before him.


‘Did you want to ask me anything else?’


‘But didn’t Francesco Sabatello have any brothers or sisters or other relatives who could have looked after the—’


‘He had a twin brother, Emanuele, who’d had an unfortunate birth.’


‘In what sense?’ asked Montalbano.


‘In the sense that he couldn’t speak, never went out, never communicated with other people. He was incapable of doing anything on his own. At the time there wasn’t even a name for this sort of autism; nowadays, no matter how severe, it can usually be treated with excellent results. But back then these kinds of people were normally kept isolated. Francesco was bound to him not so much as to a twin brother but as a sort of protective, loving father. He always took him everywhere with him, and paid no mind to the difficulties. Among other things, Emanuele didn’t understand others when they spoke to him; he only understood the things his brother said to him.’


‘So, what did he do, in the end?’ asked Montalbano.


‘The poor man! He killed himself.’


‘After his brother died?’ Montalbano asked again.


‘No, before,’ said Butera, finishing his sole and no longer opening his mouth. Except, in the end, to get up, say goodbye to the inspector with a slight nod of the head, and go out.


When Montalbano likewise left the trattoria and got into his car, before starting it, he paused for a moment to reflect. Then he said to himself: ‘Why not?’


And he pulled out his mobile phone. ‘Cat, do you know where Granata is?’


‘I tink iss in Spain, Chief.’


‘Listen, do me a favour and get me Fazio.’


After Fazio explained where the district was, the inspector started the car and drove off.


*


After crawling for a long time up a cattle track that was all ridges and potholes, he found himself on top of a small hill, from which, as Butera had said, he could see the remains of the villa below. He stopped and got out. He immediately recognized the Sabatello property at the foot of the hill, the ruins of a large house with a turret rising above the rest. The building had lost half of its roof, and all the window frames were gone. There must once have been a large park all around, as one could still glimpse some rubble from a former boundary wall amid the now wild vegetation. The landscape had become desolate.


When he’d first come to Vigàta, he made a point of knowing the whole area in which he would have to work, and for that reason he’d spent a good deal of time driving around in reconnaissance. The countryside now before his eyes had once been fertile, green, and full of life, because it was respected and cared for by man. It had now become practically a desert, the domain of snakes and yellow grass incapable of sprouting flowers. The land looked as if it had been touched by a biblical curse condemning it to sterility, and the houses, run-down as they were, seemed to have suffered the same fate.
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