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ONE


At about five thirty in the morning, he could no longer bear to lie in bed with his eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling.


This had started with the onset of old age. Normally, after midnight, he would lie down, read for half an hour, and as soon as his eyelids began to droop, he would close the book, turn off the lamp on the bedside table, get in the right position – which was always on his right side, knees bent, right hand open, palm up, on the pillow, cheek resting on his hand – close his eyes, and fall asleep immediately.


Often he was lucky enough to sleep through till morning, all in one stretch, but on other nights, such as the one that had just ended, he would wake up for no reason, after barely a couple of hours of sleep, unable for the life of him to fall asleep again.


Once, on the verge of despair, he’d got up and drunk half a bottle of whisky in the hope that it would put him to sleep. The result was that he’d turned up at the police station at dawn, completely drunk.


He got up and went to open the French windows leading onto the veranda.


The dawning day was a thing of beauty. All polished and clean, it looked like a just-painted picture, the paint still wet. The sea, however, was a little rougher than usual.


He went outside and shuddered from the cold. It was already mid-May. Normally it would be almost as hot as in the summer, whereas it still felt like March.


And it looked as if the day would go to the dogs by late morning. To the right, behind Monte Russello, a few black clouds were already gathering slowly.


He went inside, into the kitchen, and made coffee. Drinking the first cup, he went into the bathroom. He came out dressed, poured a second cup of coffee, and went out onto the veranda to drink it.


‘Up bright an’ early this mornin’, Inspector!’


Montalbano raised a hand in greeting.


It was Mr Puccio, pushing his boat into the water. He climbed aboard and started to row, heading for the open sea.


For how many years had Montalbano watched him go through the same motions?


He lost himself gazing at a seagull in flight.


Nowadays one didn’t see many seagulls. They’d moved into town. And there were hundreds even in Montelusa, a good six miles from the coast. It was as if they had grown tired of the sea and were staying away. Why were they reduced to foraging through urban refuse for food instead of feasting on the fresh fish in the sea? Why did they stoop to squabbling with rats over a rotten fish head? Had they abased themselves on purpose, or had something changed in the natural order?


Suddenly the gull folded its wings and dived towards the beach. What had it seen? But when its beak touched the sand, instead of rising back up in the air with its prey, it crumpled into a pile of feathers lightly fluttering in the early morning wind. Maybe it had been shot, though the inspector hadn’t heard any gunshots. What kind of idiot would shoot a seagull, anyway? The bird, which lay about thirty paces from the veranda, was most certainly dead. But then, with Montalbano looking on, it sort of shuddered, pulled itself up, staggering to its feet, leaned entirely to one side, opened one wing, the one closer to the sand, and started spinning round, the tip of its wing inscribing a circle, its beak unnaturally pointed to the sky, its neck twisted out of shape. What was it doing? Dancing? Dancing and singing. Actually, no, it wasn’t singing, the sound coming from its beak was hoarse, desperate, as if it was crying for help. And every so often, still turning round and round, it stretched its neck rather unnaturally upwards, waving its beak back and forth, like an arm and a hand trying to place something high up but not managing to reach it.


In a flash Montalbano jumped onto the beach and stopped a pace away from the bird. It showed no sign of having seen him, but immediately its spinning motion became more uncertain and unsteady, until finally, after making a very shrill noise that sounded human, it staggered, as the wing gave out from under it, and it collapsed to one side and died.


It danced to its own death, the inspector thought, shaken by what he’d just seen.


But he didn’t want to leave the bird to the dogs, to the ants. Picking it up by the wings, he brought it to the veranda, then went into the kitchen to get a plastic bag. He put the bird in it and ballasted the package with two heavy stones he kept around the house as ornaments, then took off his shoes, trousers, and shirt, and went onto the beach in his underpants and into the water until it was up to his neck. Then he spun the bag over his head and hurled it as far out to sea as he could.


When he went back into the house to dry himself off, he was livid with cold. To warm up, he made another pot of coffee and drank it boiling.


*


As he was driving towards the Palermo airport at Punta Raisi, his thoughts returned to the seagull he’d seen dancing and dying. For no real reason he’d always had the impression that birds were eternal, and whenever he happened to see a dead one he felt mildly wonderstruck, as if he was looking at something that should never have happened. He was almost positive that the gull he’d watched die had not been shot. Almost positive, that is, because it was possible that it had been struck by a single pellet of birdshot that didn’t draw a drop of blood but was enough to kill it. Did seagulls always die like that, performing that sort of harrowing dance? He couldn’t get the image of its death out of his head.


When he got to the airport, he looked up at the electronic arrivals board and had the nice and predictable news that the flight was more than an hour late.


How could you go wrong? Was there anything whatsoever in Italy that left or arrived at the scheduled time?


The trains ran late, the planes did too, the ferries required the hand of God to sail, the post we won’t even mention, the buses actually got lost in traffic, public works projects were usually off by five to ten years, any law whatsoever took years before it was passed, trials in the courts were backed up, and even television programmes always started a good half-hour after the scheduled time . . .


Whenever Montalbano started to think about these things his blood boiled. But he really didn’t want to be in a bad mood when Livia arrived. He had to find some distraction to make the extra hour pass.


The morning drive had whetted his appetite a little. Strange, since he never ate breakfast. He went to the airport bar, where there was a queue as long as at the post office on pension day. At last his turn came.


‘A coffee and a cornetto, please.’


‘No cornetti.’


‘You’ve run out already?’


‘No. The delivery’s late today. We should have them in half an hour or so.’


Even the cornetti ran late!


He drank his coffee with a heavy heart, bought a newspaper, sat down, and began to read. All idle chatter and hot air.


The government chattered, the opposition chattered, the Church chattered, the Manufacturers’ Association chattered, the trade unions chattered, and there was a welter of chatter about a famous couple who had split up, a photographer who had photographed something he wasn’t supposed to, the richest, most powerful man in the country whose wife had written him a public letter chastising him for things he’d said to another woman, and endless chatter and natter about stonemasons falling like ripe pears from scaffolding, illegal aliens drowning at sea, pensioners with barely enough rags to cover their arses, and little children being raped.


The papers chattered everywhere and always about every problem in existence, but always idly, without it ever leading to any sort of understanding or concrete action . . .


Montalbano decided there and then that Article 1 of the Italian Constitution needed to be changed: ‘Italy is a republic founded on selling drugs, systematic lateness, and useless chatter.’


Disgusted, he threw the newspaper into a bin, stood up, went out of the airport, and lit a cigarette. And saw seagulls flying very near the shore. Suddenly the seagull he’d seen dance and die came back to him.


Since there was still another half-hour before the flight arrived, he retraced on foot the road he’d driven in on until he was a few yards from the rocks. He stood there, relishing the scent of seaweed and salt and watching the birds pursue one another.


Then he went back to the airport. Livia’s plane had just landed.


She appeared before him, beautiful and smiling. They hugged each other tight and kissed. They hadn’t seen each other for three months.


‘Shall we go?’


‘I have to get my suitcase.’


The luggage, naturally, arrived an hour late amidst yells, curses, and protests. But they were lucky it hadn’t been sent on to Bombay or Tanzania.


As they were driving back to Vigàta, Livia said: ‘I reserved the hotel room in Ragusa for tonight, you know.’


*


The plan they’d made was to travel around for three days in the Val di Noto and visit the Sicilian baroque towns there, which Livia had never seen.


But it hadn’t been an easy decision.


‘Listen, Salvo,’ Livia had said on the phone a week earlier, ‘I’ve got four days off. What do you say I come down and we spend a little quiet time together?’


‘Sounds wonderful.’


‘I was thinking we could even do a little tour of Sicily, maybe to an area I’m not familiar with.’


‘I think that’s an excellent idea. Especially since there’s not much to do at the station at the moment. Do you know where you’d like to go?’


‘Yes. To the Val di Noto. I’ve never been there before.’


Damn! How did she get it in her head to go there, of all places?


‘Well, it’s certainly remarkable, I’ll grant you that, but believe me, there are other places that—’


‘No, I want to go to Noto, in particular. I’m told the cathedral is a pure marvel. Then we could push on to, I dunno, Modica, Ragusa, Scicli . . .’


‘Nice itinerary, no doubt about it. But . . .’


‘What, don’t you think it’s a good idea?’


‘Well, in a general sense, yes, I think it’s a great idea, absolutely. But we should probably inform ourselves first.’


‘Of what?’


‘Well, I wouldn’t want them to be shooting.’


‘What are you talking about? Shooting what?’


‘I wouldn’t want to run into a film crew shooting an episode of that television series just as we’re walking around there . . . They film them around there, you know.’


‘What the hell do you care?’


‘What do you mean, what the hell do I care? And what if I find myself face to face with the actor who plays me? . . . What’s his name – Zingarelli . . .’


‘His name’s Zingaretti, stop pretending you don’t know. Zingarelli’s a dictionary. But I repeat: what do you care? How can you still have these childish complexes at your age?’


‘What’s age got to do with it?’


‘Anyway, he doesn’t look the least bit like you.’


‘That’s true.’


‘He’s a lot younger than you.’


Enough of this rubbish about age! Livia was obsessed!


He felt offended. What the hell did youth and age have to do with any of this?


‘What the hell’s that supposed to mean? Anyway, as far as that goes, he’s totally bald, whereas I’ve got more hair than I know what to do with!’


‘Come on, Salvo, let’s not fight.’


And so, to avoid a quarrel, he’d let himself be talked into it.


*


‘I’m well aware that you reserved a room. Why are you telling me this?’


‘Because you’ll have to come home from the office no later than four o’clock for us to make it there.’


‘That’s not a problem. I’ve only got a few documents to sign.’


Livia laughed.


‘What’s so funny?’


‘Salvo, you say that as if this was the first time you—’ She broke off.


‘Come on, finish your sentence. The first time I what?’


‘Never mind. Have you packed a suitcase, at least?’


‘No.’


‘Oh, great! It’s going to take you two hours to pack, and at your normal cruising speed we’ll be lucky to get to Ragusa before night!’


‘Ah, “my cruising speed”! Aren’t we witty today! How long does it take to pack a suitcase? I’ll do it in half an hour!’


‘Should I start packing it myself?’


‘For heaven’s sake, no!’


The one time he’d let her pack his bags, he’d found himself on the island of Elba with one brown shoe and one black one.


‘What’s that “for heaven’s sake” supposed to mean?’ Livia asked, sounding irritated.


‘Nothing,’ he said, having no desire to quarrel.


After a few minutes of silence, Montalbano asked: ‘Do seagulls die in Boccadasse?’


Livia, who’d been staring at the road in front of her as though still resentful over the business of the suitcase, turned towards him with a look of astonishment and said nothing.


‘Why are you looking at me like that? I simply asked you if seagulls die in Boccadasse.’


Livia kept staring at him without saying anything.


‘Would you please answer me? Yes or no?’


‘But don’t you think that’s a stupid question?’


‘Can’t you just answer me without assigning an IQ to my question?’


‘I think they die in Boccadasse like anywhere else.’


‘And have you ever seen one die?’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘What do you mean, you don’t think so? It’s not a matter of doubt, you know. You’ve either seen one or you haven’t! You can’t go wrong!’


‘Don’t raise your voice. I’ve never seen one! Happy now? I’ve never seen one!’


‘Now you’re the one who’s yelling!’


‘But why do you ask me questions like that? You seem so strange this morning! Are you feeling all right?’


‘I feel great! Like a god! Jesus motherfucking Christ, do I feel good! I’ve never felt better in all my life!’


‘Don’t talk in dialect and don’t swear—’


‘I’ll talk however I want, OK?’


Livia didn’t reply, and he fell silent. Neither said another word.


But how was it that they never failed to squabble over the slightest thing? And how was it that it never passed through either of their heads to draw the logical conclusion from the situation, which was to shake hands and break up once and for all?


They remained silent for the rest of the drive back to Marinella. Instead of leaving at once for the station, Montalbano felt like a shower. Maybe it would wash away the agitation that had come over him after quarrelling with Livia in the car. She, however, had locked herself in the bathroom upon arrival.


He took his clothes off and tapped discreetly at the door.


‘What do you want?’


‘Hurry up, I want a shower.’


‘Just wait. I’m first.’


‘Come on, Livia, I have to go to the office!’


‘But you said all you have to do is sign some papers!’


‘All right, but don’t forget that I’ve just made a trip, Vigàta–Palermo, and back, to go pick you up! I need a shower!’


‘And haven’t I just come all the way from Genoa? Isn’t that a little further? So I’m first!’


So now she’s counting the miles?


He cursed the saints, looked for his trunks, put them on, and went down to the beach.


Although the sun was high in the sky by now, the sand under his feet was cool. The instant he got in the water, the cold nearly gave him a heart attack. The only solution was to start swimming at once, and vigorously. After a good quarter of an hour of breaststroke, he floated on the surface.


In the sky there wasn’t a bird to be seen anywhere, not for all the money in the world. As he lay there with his mouth open, a few drops of seawater slid down his face and into his mouth, between his palate and tongue. It tasted strange.


He brought a handful of water to his mouth. There was no doubt, the sea didn’t taste the way it used to. It seemed to lack salt, and was bitter and nasty, like stale mineral water. Maybe that was why the seagulls . . . But then why did the mullets he feasted on at the trattoria still have the same delightful fragrance they’d always had?


As he was swimming towards the beach, he saw Livia sitting on the veranda in her dressing gown, drinking coffee.


‘How’s the water?’


‘Stale.’


*


When he came out of the shower, he found Livia standing in front of him.


‘What is it?’


‘Nothing. Do you have to go to the station right away?’


‘No.’


‘Well, then . . .’


He understood. Hearing a sort of symphony orchestra strike up in his head, he squeezed her tight.


It was a beautiful way to make peace.


‘Four o’clock, and I mean it!’ she reminded him afterwards, accompanying him to the door.


*


‘Get me Fazio right away,’ he said to Catarella as he passed his post.


‘He ain’t onna premisses, Chief.’


‘Has he called?’


‘Nossir, Chief.’


‘As soon as he gets in, tell him to come to my office.’


There was a veritable mountain of papers teetering on his desk. He felt disheartened. He was tempted to ignore it all. What could they do to him if he didn’t sign them? The death penalty had been abolished, and even life sentences were on the way out. And so? Maybe with a good lawyer he could drag things out until his crime of refusal to apply his signature fell under the statute of limitations. There were even prime ministers who had benefited from this statute of limitations to dodge prosecution for much more serious crimes.


But then his sense of duty won.



   





TWO


Augello came in without knocking or even saying hello. He looked downcast.


‘What’s wrong, Mimì?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Come on, Mimì.’


‘Leave me alone.’


‘Come on, Mimì.’


‘I spent the whole night arguing with Beba.’


‘Why?’


‘She says I don’t earn enough and she wants to find a job. Actually, she’s already been offered a good one.’


‘And you’re against it?’


‘No. The problem is the kid.’


‘I see. You mean, how can she work with the kid?’


‘For her there’s no problem. All taken care of. She wants to send him to nursery.’


‘So?’


‘Well, I’m against it.’


‘Why?’


‘He’s too small. It’s true he’s old enough, but he’s too small and I feel bad for him.’


‘You think he’ll be mistreated?’


‘Of course not! He’d be treated just fine! But I feel bad for him anyway. I’m hardly ever at home. If Beba starts working, she’ll go out in the morning and not come home till evening. And the kid’ll think he’s been orphaned.’


‘Don’t talk rubbish, Mimì. Being an orphan is something else altogether. I can tell you from experience, as you know.’


‘Sorry. Let’s change the subject.’


‘Any news?’


‘Nah. Dead calm.’


‘Do you know why Fazio hasn’t turned up yet?’


‘No.’


‘Listen, Mimì, have you ever seen a seagull die?’


‘No.’


‘This morning I watched one die right in front of the veranda.’


‘Had it been shot?’


‘I can’t say.’


Augello stared at him. Then he stuck two fingers in the breast pocket of his jacket, pulled out his glasses, and put them on. ‘What do you mean?’


‘No, first you have to tell me why you put your glasses on.’


‘To hear you better.’


‘Do they have a hearing device built in?’


‘No, I can hear just fine.’


‘So why did you put your glasses on?’


‘To see you better.’


‘Oh, no you don’t, Mimì, that’s cheating! You said you put them on to hear me better! Hear, not see!’


‘It’s the same thing. If I can see you better, I can understand you better.’


‘And what’s to understand?’


‘What’re you getting at?’


‘I’m not getting at anything, Mimì! I just asked you a simple question!’


‘And since I know you well, I know where this simple question is going to lead.’


‘And where’s that?’


‘To us starting an investigation into who killed that seagull! You’d be perfectly capable of it!’


‘Don’t talk crap!’


‘Oh, no? And what about the time you found that dead horse on the beach? You made trouble for everyone until you were able to—’


‘You know what I say to you, Mimì? Get the hell out of here and go and scratch your balls in your own office.’


*


He’d been signing papers upon papers for half an hour when the phone rang.


‘Chief,’at’d be a Mr Mizzica’at wants a talk t’yiz poissonally in poisson.’


‘On the phone?’


‘Nossir,’e’s onna premisses.’


‘Did he say what he wanted?’


‘Says iss a quesshin o’ trawlers.’


‘Tell him I’m too busy and he should talk to Inspector Augello.’ Then he changed his mind. ‘Actually, no, I’ll talk to him first.’


If Mr Mizzica dealt in trawlers, maybe he could tell him something about seagulls.


‘I am Adolfo Rizzica, Inspector.’


As if Catarella would ever get a name right!


‘Please sit down and tell me what I can do for you. But I should warn you that I’ve got barely five minutes. Just give me a general sense, and you can tell the rest to my second-in-command, Augello.’


Rizzica was about sixty and well dressed, with a polite and respectful demeanour. He had a salt-eaten face typical of a man of the sea. He sat on the edge of his chair, quite nervous. His forehead was beaded with sweat and he clutched a handkerchief in his hands. He kept his eyes lowered and couldn’t make up his mind to begin talking.


‘Mr Rizzica, I’m waiting.’


‘I own five trawlers.’


‘I’m glad to hear it. And so?’


‘I think I can talk straight with you, so I’ll get right to the point. One of these five boats seems suspicious to me.’


‘Suspicious in what way?’


‘Well, once or twice a week, this trawler comes in late.’


‘I still don’t understand. Comes in later than the others?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘So where’s the problem? Please try to be—’


‘Inspector, normally I know where these guys piss, how much time they take to do it, and I’m always in touch with them via radiotelephone. And when they’ve finished, they tell me they’re on their way in.’


‘And so?’


‘Even the captain of this boat, whose name is Maria Concetta—’


‘The captain’s a woman?’


‘No, sir, he’s a man.’


‘So why does he have a woman’s name?’


‘It’s the boat that has a woman’s name, sir. The captain’s name is Salvatore Aureli.’


‘OK, and?’


‘Captain Aureli will tell me he’s coming in with the others, but then will put in an hour late, sometimes an hour and a half.’


‘Does his boat have a slower engine?’


‘No, sir, on the contrary.’


‘So why’s he coming in late?’


‘That’s the mystery, Inspector. I think the whole crew’s in on it.’


‘In on what?’


‘That sea’s full of traffic, Inspector. Worse than an autostrada, know what I mean?’


‘No.’


‘I think – but it’s only what I think, mind you – I think he stops somewhere to load.’


‘To load what?’


‘Can’t you guess?’


‘Listen, Mr Rizzica, I haven’t got time for guessing games.’


‘In my opinion, Inspector, they’re trafficking drugs. And if anyone finds out, I don’t want any part of it.’


‘Drugs? Are you sure?’


‘Absolutely sure, no. But, you know . . .’


‘And what sort of explanations has Aureli given for being late?’


‘He comes up with a new story every time. Once it was because the engine seized up, another time the nets got caught—’


‘Listen, perhaps it’s best if you go at once and talk to Inspector Augello about all this. But first I’d like to ask you one question.’


‘Of course.’


‘Have you ever happened to see a seagull die?’


Hardly expecting such a question, Rizzica gave him a bewildered look. ‘What’s that got to do with—’


‘It’s got nothing do with it, nothing at all. It’s just something I’m personally curious about.’


The man thought it over briefly.


‘Yes, once, when I had only one trawler and was going on board, I saw a gull fall down dead.’


‘Did it do anything before dying?’


The man grew even more bewildered. ‘What was it supposed to do, write a will?’


Montalbano got irritated. ‘Listen, Mizzica—’


‘Rizzica.’


‘– don’t get clever with me! I asked you a serious question.’


‘OK, OK, I’m sorry.’


‘So, what did it do before it died?’


Rizzica thought about it for a minute.


‘It didn’t do anything, Inspector. It fell like a stone into the water and just floated there.’


‘Ah, so it died at sea,’ said Montalbano, disappointed.


If it fell into the water, there was no way it could have performed its dance.


‘I’ll show you into Inspector Augello’s office,’ he said, getting up.


*


Was it possible that nobody else had ever seen a seagull dancing as it died? Was he the only one? Who could he ask? The telephone rang. It was Livia.


‘Did you know your fridge’s empty?’


‘No.’


‘This is clearly an act of sabotage by your beloved Adelina. You told her I was coming, and the woman, who obviously hates me, cleaned it out.’


‘Good Lord, such strong words! She doesn’t hate you, you just don’t particularly like each other, that’s all.’


‘So you put me on the same level as her?!’


‘Livia, for heaven’s sake, let’s not start! There’s no need to make a big fuss over an empty fridge. You can come and have lunch with me at Enzo’s trattoria.’


‘And how will I get there? On foot?’


‘All right, then, I’ll come and pick you up.’


‘How soon?’


‘Jesus, Livia, I’ll come and get you when it’s time.’


‘But can’t you give me even a vague idea of when—’


‘I said I don’t know!’


‘Listen, don’t get up to your usual tricks, I won’t stand for it!’


‘And what are these usual tricks of mine?’


‘When you say you’ll be there at a certain time and you turn up three hours late.’


‘I’ll be extremely punctual.’


‘But you haven’t told me what time you—’


‘Livia, stop! Are you trying to drive me insane?’


‘You already are insane!’


He hung up. And less than thirty seconds later, the phone rang. He grabbed the receiver and yelled angrily: ‘I am not insane! Understand?’


There was a slight pause, and then Catarella began to speak, voice quavering.


‘Chief! I swear on my mortal soul an’ dead body, I nivver tought you wuz insane! I nivver said it!’


‘Cat, I was wrong, what is it?’


‘Iss Fazio’s wife is what it is.’


‘On the phone?’


‘Nossir, she’s’ere poissonally in poisson.’


‘Show her in.’


Why had Fazio sent his wife? Couldn’t he have just phoned if he was ill?


‘Hello, Grazia. What’s wrong?’


‘Hello, Inspector. I’m so sorry to bother you, but—’


‘No bother at all. What is it?’


‘You tell me.’


Good God, what did that mean?


Grazia, to judge from her eyes, was worried and troubled.


Montalbano decided at once to try to find out more, in the hope of gaining some understanding and responding properly.


‘Meanwhile, please sit down. You seem upset.’


‘My husband went out last night at ten o’clock, after you called him. He said he had to meet you at the port. And I haven’t heard from him since. Usually when he stays out all night he gives me a call. But this time he didn’t, so I’m a little worried.’


Ah, so that’s what this was about. But he hadn’t called Fazio the night before. And they didn’t have an appointment at the port. What on earth was the good man up to?


At any rate, the first thing to do was to calm the wife down. And thus began an Oscar-worthy performance. Montalbano let out a sort of groan and slapped himself loudly on the forehead.


‘Madonna mia! I completely forgot! I’m so sorry, signora, but it totally slipped my mind!’


‘What, Inspector?’


‘Your husband told me to phone you, since he couldn’t! And to think he’d repeated it to me so many times! And I, like an idiot—’


‘Please don’t say that, Inspector.’


‘Good God, I’m so sorry to have made you worry so! But rest assured, Grazia, your husband is just fine. He’s involved in a very delicate—’


‘That’s enough for me, Inspector. Thank you.’


She stood up and held out her hand.


Fazio’s wife was a woman worthy of the man. Of few words and great dignity, she never, on the few occasions the inspector had eaten at their house (but what a terrible cook!), got involved in the two men’s conversation when they discussed work-related matters.


‘I’ll see you out,’ said Montalbano.


He accompanied her to the car park, still apologizing, and watched her get into her husband’s car. Which meant that Fazio hadn’t taken it to go wherever he’d gone.


He went back into the station and stopped in front of the cupboard that served as a switchboard room. He said to Catarella:


‘Call Fazio for me on his mobile phone.’


Catarella tried twice in rapid succession.


‘Iss off, Chief.’


‘Then tell Inspector Augello to come to my office at once.’


‘But’e’s still wit’ Mr Mizzica.’


‘Tell him to tell Mizzica to fuck off.’


What could have possibly happened to Fazio? he wondered, worried, entering his office.


Fazio had lied to his wife, telling her he had an appointment at the port. Why at the port, of all places? That might be the answer to everything, or it might mean nothing at all. He might have simply said the first thing that had come into his head.


The troubling thing was that he hadn’t phoned his wife. And that must certainly have been because . . . because apparently he was in no condition to do so.


‘Be clearer, Montalbà,’ said Montalbano Two.


‘He doesn’t want to be any clearer because he’s afraid,’ Montalbano One cut in.


‘Of what?’


‘Of the conclusions he’s forced to draw.’


‘And what are they?’


‘That Fazio can’t phone because he’s being held prisoner by someone, or else he’s injured or dead.’


‘But why do you always have to imagine the worst?’


‘What else can you imagine in this situation? That Fazio ran off with another woman?’


Augello came in.


‘What’s the big rush?’


‘Close the door and sit down.’


Augello obeyed.


‘Well?’


‘Fazio has disappeared.’


Mimì gawked at him, open-mouthed.


*


After talking for a quarter of an hour, they came to a conclusion. Which was that Fazio had clearly started an investigation on his own without telling anyone. He did get these sorts of brilliant ideas every once in a while. This time, however, he’d underestimated the danger, which seemed strange, given his experience, and had ended up in trouble.


There was no other possible explanation.


‘We have to track him down by tomorrow at the very latest,’ said Montalbano. ‘I can probably keep his wife at bay until then, since she has a lot of faith in me, but sooner or later I’ll have to tell her the truth. Whatever it is.’


‘Where do you want me to start looking?’


‘Let’s assume the story about the port is true. You should start there.’


‘Can I take someone with me?’


‘No, it’s better if you go alone. I don’t want word to go around that we’re looking for him. It might get back to the wife. If by this time tomorrow we haven’t made any progress, then we’ll get moving on a big scale.’


After Augello left, the inspector had an idea.


‘Catarella, get someone to sit in for you for five minutes, then come into my office.’


‘Straightaways, Chief.’


And indeed he appeared straightaways.


‘Listen, Cat, I need you to give me a hand with something.’


Catarella’s eyes began to sparkle with contentment, and he stood at attention.


‘I’ll even give yiz both’ands, Chief.’


‘Think hard before answering. There’s no direct phone line in Fazio’s office, right?’


‘Right, sir.’


‘Therefore every phone call that comes in for him has to pass through the switchboard, right?’


Catarella didn’t reply, but twisted up his face.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘Chief. Fazio’s got a mobble phone. If summon happens a call’im on’is mobble phone, Fazio’s mobble phone, I mean, that summon callin’ don’ go true the swishboard.’


‘That’s true. But let’s just put that problem aside for now. Let’s think only about the switchboard. I want you to tell me whether there’ve been any phone calls for Fazio in the last four or five days, from anyone who had never called before. Is that clear?’


‘Poifickly, Chief.’


‘Now I want you to sit down at my desk, take a pen and a sheet of paper, and write down every name you can remember. And in the meantime I’m going to go outside to smoke a cigarette.’


‘I’m sorry, Chief, but I coun’t do that.’


‘You can’t remember who called?’


‘No, no, Chief, I can’t sit atcher disk.’


‘Why not? The chair’s the same as any other.’


‘Yessir,’ass right, sir, but iss the ass, if you’ll ascuse the’spression, o’ the poisson sittin’ in the chair’at makes the chair wha’ it is.’


‘All right, then just stay seated where you are.’


He went outside the building, smoked a cigarette while walking slowly around the car park, then went back inside.



   





THREE


Catarella handed him a sheet of paper. There were three names written on it. Loccicciro (which must have been Lo Cicero); Parravacchio (only God knew what the real name was); and Zireta (here the error was slight: Ziretta).


‘Only three?’


‘No, Chief, there’s four.’


‘But you wrote only three names.’


‘I din’t write the fourth cuz I din’t need to. Y’see how,’ tween Garavacchio an’—’


‘Who you wrote as Parravacchio.’


‘Iss not important. Y’see, how’ tween Saravacchio an’ Zireta’ ere’s a blank space?’


‘Yes. What’s it mean?’


‘Blank, Chief. It means blank.’


‘I don’t get it.’


‘Means the fourth poisson’ at called’s name’s Blank.’


Genius.


‘Listen, wasn’t Blanc arrested last week for fighting?’


‘Yessir, Chief. An’ Loccicciro was callin’ cuz summon livin’ onna floor above’ is floor’s pissin’ on’ im – if you’ll pardon my lankwitch – every mornin’ from the overlookin’ balcony.’


‘And do you know what Parravacchio wanted?’


‘Nah. But Taravacchio’s a rilitive o’ Fazio’s.’


‘Between Parravacchio and Ziretta, do you know who called more often?’


‘Yessir,’ twas Pinetta, but he’s calling’ bout a application fer applyin’ fer a passpott.’


Montalbano felt disappointed.


‘But insofar as concerning the continuous pain-in-the-arse calls in continuosity,’ twas Mansella doin’ the callin’ till five days ago.’


‘Is that Mansella with an s or a z?’


‘Wit’ a s like a z, Chief.’


‘And did this Manzella go through the switchboard when he called Fazio?’


‘Chief, Mansella call true the swishboard insofar as cuz Fazio’s mobble phone’s always busy. Or swished off. An’ so he tol’ me’ e’s Mansella an’’ at I’s asposta tell summon a tell Fazio’ at’ e’s asposta call’ im,’ im bein’ Mansella. Or ellis’ e’s asposta toin’ is mobble phone on.’


‘And did Fazio call him back?’


‘I dunno, Chief. Insofar as cuz I’s never present. If he called’ im back,’ twas wit a mobble phone.’
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