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ONE


Stinking, treacherous night. Thrashing and turning, twisting and drifting off one minute, jolting awake and then lying back down – and it wasn’t from having bolted down too much octopus a strascinasali or sardines a beccafico the evening before. No, he didn’t even have that satisfaction. The evening before, his stomach had twisted up so tight that not even a blade of grass could have slipped through. It had all started when dark thoughts assailed him after he’d seen a story on the national evening news. When it rains it pours – all’annigatu, petri di ’ncoddru – or, ‘rocks on a drowned man’s back’ as Sicilians call an unrelenting string of bad breaks that drag a poor man down. And since he’d been desperately flailing in storm-tossed seas for a few months now, feeling at times like he’d already drowned, that news had been like a big rock thrown right at him, at his head, in fact, knocking him out and finishing off what feeble strength he had left.


With an air of utter indifference, the anchor-woman had announced, in reference to the police raid of the Diaz School during the G8 meetings in Genoa, that the public prosecutor’s office of that city had concluded that the two Molotov cocktails found inside the school had been planted there by the policemen themselves, to justify the raid. This finding, continued the anchor-woman, came after the discovery that an officer who claimed to have been the victim of an attempted stabbing by an anti-globalist during the same raid had, in fact, been lying. The cut in his uniform turned out to have been made by the policeman himself, to show just how dangerous these kids were, and it was now emerging that the only thing those young people were doing at the Diaz School was sleeping peacefully. After hearing this news, Montalbano had sat there in his armchair for a good half-hour, unable to think, shaking with rage and shame, drenched in sweat. He hadn’t even had the strength to get up and answer the telephone when it rang and rang. One needed only think a minute about this news – which the press and television were leaking out in dribs and drabs as the government watchfully looked on – and it became clear that his Genoese colleagues had committed an illegal action on the sly, a coldly calculated vendetta, fabricating evidence into the bargain, the sort of thing that brought to mind long-buried episodes of the Fascist police or the Scelba period.


Then he’d made up his mind and decided to go to bed. As he got up from the armchair, the telephone resumed its irritating refrain of rings. Without even realizing, he picked up the receiver. It was Livia.


‘Salvo! My God, I’ve tried calling you so many times! I was starting to get worried! Couldn’t you hear the phone?’


‘I could, but I didn’t feel like answering. I didn’t know it was you.’


‘What were you doing?’


‘Nothing. Thinking about what I’d just seen on television.’


‘You mean what happened in Genoa?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Oh. I saw the news, too.’ She paused, then: ‘I wish I was there with you. Do you want me to catch a plane tomorrow and come down? That way we could talk in peace. You’ll see—’


‘Livia, there’s not much left to say at this point. We’ve talked it over many times these last few months. This time I’m serious. I’ve made my decision.’


‘What decision?’


‘I’m resigning. Tomorrow I’m going to go and talk to Commissioner Bonetti-Alderighi and give him my resignation. I’m sure he’ll be delighted.’


Livia did not immediately react, and Montalbano thought perhaps they’d been cut off.


‘Hello, Livia? Are you there?’


‘I’m here. Salvo, in my opinion you’re making a big mistake to leave this way.’


‘What way?’


‘Out of anger and disappointment. You want to leave the police force because you feel betrayed, as if the person you trusted most—’


‘Livia, I don’t feel betrayed, I have been betrayed. We’re not talking about feelings here. I’ve always done my job honourably. With integrity. If I gave a crook my word, I kept it. And that’s why I’m respected. That’s been my strength, can you understand that? But now I’m fed up, I’m sick of it all.’


‘Please don’t yell,’ said Livia, her voice quavering.


Montalbano didn’t hear her. There was a strange noise inside him, as if his blood had reached boiling point. He continued:


‘I never once fabricated evidence, not even against the worst criminals! Never! If I had, I would have been stooping to their level. And then you really could have said that this is a filthy job! Do you realize what happened, Livia? The people attacking that school and planting false evidence weren’t a bunch of stupid, violent beat policemen; they were commissioners and vice-commissioners, inspectors and captains and other paragons of virtue!’


Only then did he realize that the noise he was hearing in the receiver was Livia sobbing. He took a deep breath.


‘Livia?’


‘Yes?’


‘I love you. Goodnight.’


He hung up. Then he went to bed. And the treacherous night began.


*


The truth of the matter was that Montalbano’s malaise had set in a while back, when the television had first shown the Prime Minister strolling up and down the narrow streets of Genoa, tidying the flower boxes and ordering the inhabitants to remove the underwear hung out to dry on balconies and windowsills while his Interior Minister was adopting security measures more suited for an imminent civil war than for a meeting of heads of state: setting up wire fences to block access to certain streets, soldering shut the manholes, sealing the country’s borders, closing certain railway stations, establishing boat patrols at sea, and even installing a battery of missiles. This was such an excessive display of defence, thought the inspector, that it became a kind of provocation. Then what happened, happened: one of the demonstrators got killed, of course, but perhaps the worst of it was that certain police units had thought it best to fire tear gas at the most peaceable demonstrators, leaving the most violent ones, the so-called ‘black bloc’, free to do as they pleased. Then came the ugly episode at the Diaz School, which resembled not so much a police operation as a wicked and violent abuse of power with the sole purpose of venting a repressed lust for revenge.


*


Three days after the G8, as polemics raged all over Italy, Montalbano had arrived late to work. No sooner had he pulled up in his car and got out, than he’d noticed two painters whitewashing one of the walls outside the station.


‘Ahh, Chief, Chief!’ cried Catarella, seeing him come in. ‘They wrote us some nasty things last night!’


Montalbano didn’t immediately understand.


‘Who wrote to us?’


‘I don’t poissonally know them that writ ’em.’


What the hell was Catarella talking about?


‘Was it anonymous?’


‘No, Chief, it wasn’t on nominus, it was onna wall outside. An’ ’at was why Fazio, foist ting this morning, called for the painers to come cover it up.’


At last the inspector understood why the two painters were there.


‘What’d they write on the wall?’


Catarella turned beetroot red and attempted an evasion.


‘They wrote some bad words with black spray paint.’


‘Yeah, like what?’


‘Sleazeball cops,’ replied Catarella, keeping his eyes lowered.


‘Is that all?’


‘No, sir. They also wrote “murderers”. Sleazeballs and murderers.’


‘Why you taking it so hard, Cat?’


Catarella looked like he was about to burst into tears.


‘ ’Cause nobody in here’s no sleazeball or murderer, startin’ wit’ you, sir, and endin’ wit’ me, the smallest wheel on the cart.’


By way of consolation, Montalbano patted Catarella’s shoulder and headed towards his office. Catarella called him back.


‘Oh, Chief! I almost forgot. They also wrote “goddamn cuckolds”.’


Imagine ever finding any obscene graffiti in Sicily without the word ‘cuckold’ in it! The word was a guarantee of authenticity, a classic expression of so-called Sicilitude. The inspector had just sat down when Mimì Augello came in. He was cool as a cucumber, his face relaxed and serene.


‘Any news?’ he asked.


‘Did you hear what they wrote on the wall last night?’


‘Yeah, Fazio told me.’


‘Doesn’t that seem like news to you?’


Mimì gave him a befuddled look.


‘Are you joking or serious?’


‘I’m serious.’


‘Well, then, swear to me on a stack of Bibles. Do you think Livia cheats on you?’


This time it was Montalbano who gave Mimì a puzzled look.


‘What the fuck are you talking about?’


‘So you’re not a cuckold. And I don’t think Beba cheats on me, either. OK, on to the next word: sleazeball. True, two or three women have called me a sleaze, I won’t deny it. But I bet nobody’s ever called you one, so that word doesn’t refer to you. Murderer, forget it. So what’s the problem?’


‘Well, aren’t you the razor wit, with your Sunday crossword-puzzle logic!’


‘Wait a second, Salvo. Is this somehow the first time we’ve been called bastards, sons of bitches, and murderers?’


‘The difference is that this time, it’s true.’


‘Ah, so that’s how you see it?’


‘Yes, it is. Explain to me why we acted that way in Genoa, after years and years without any incidents of that sort.’


Mimì looked at him, eyelids drooping so low that they nearly covered his eyes, and said nothing.


‘Oh, no you don’t!’ said the inspector. ‘Answer me verbally, not with that little “cop stare” of yours.’


‘All right. But first I want to make something clear. I’m in no mood to pick any bones with you. OK?’


‘OK.’


‘I know what’s bugging you. The fact that all this happened under a government that you don’t trust and openly oppose. You think the political leaders are up to their necks in this affair.’


‘Excuse me, Mimì, but have you read the newspapers? Have you watched the TV news? They have all said, more or less clearly, that at the time, there were people in the command rooms in Genoa that had no business being there: ministers, members of Parliament, all from the same party. The party that’s always calling for law and order. Their law and their order, mind you.’


‘And what does that mean?’


‘It means that part of the police force, the most fragile part – even though they think they’re the strongest – felt protected. So they went wild. And this, in the best of cases.’


‘Could there be any worse?’


‘Of course. Maybe we were manipulated, like marionettes on a stage, by people who wanted to conduct a kind of test.’


‘What kind of test?’


‘Of how people would react to a show of force. How many favourably, how many unfavourably. Luckily it didn’t go too well for them.’


‘Bah!’ said Augello, unconvinced.


Montalbano decided to change the subject.


‘How’s Beba doing?’


‘Not too well. She’s having a difficult pregnancy. She can’t sit up much and has to lie down most of the time, but the doctor says it’s nothing to be worried about.’


*


After miles and miles of solitary walks along the jetty, hours and hours spent sitting on the rock of tears, contemplating the events in Genoa until his brain began to smoke; after eating what must have amounted to several hundred pounds of càlia e simenza; after countless night-time phone conversations with Livia, the wound the inspector carried inside him was beginning at last to heal when he got wind of another brilliant police action, this time in Naples. A handful of cops had been arrested for forcibly removing some allegedly violent political activists from a hospital into which they’d been admitted. After bringing them to a barracks, the police treated them to a flurry of kicks and punches and a torrent of obscenities and insults. But what most upset Montalbano was the reaction of other policemen to the news of their colleagues’ arrest. Some chained themselves to the gate of the Central Police building in an act of solidarity; others organized demonstrations in the streets; the unions made some noise; and a deputy commissioner who in Genoa had kicked a demonstrator already on the ground was greeted as a hero when he came to Naples. The same politicians who’d been in Genoa for the G8 were behind this curious (though not so curious for Montalbano) semi-revolt on the part of the forces of order against the judges who had issued the arrest warrants. And Montalbano couldn’t take it any more. This last, bitter morsel he just couldn’t swallow. One morning, as soon as he got to work, he called Dr Lattes, chief of the Montelusa police commissioner’s cabinet. Half an hour later, Lattes informed him, through Catarella, that the commissioner could see him at twelve noon on the dot. The men at the station, who had learned to gauge their boss’s mood from the way he walked into the office each morning, realized at once that this was not a good day. And so, from the vantage point of Montalbano’s desk, the station seemed deserted that morning. No voices, no sounds whatsoever. Catarella was standing guard at the entrance door, and as soon as anyone came in, he opened his eyes wide, put his forefinger over his nose, and enjoined the intruder to silence.


‘Ssssshhhh!’


All who entered the station acted like they were attending a wake.


Around ten o’clock, Mimì Augello, after knocking discreetly and being told to come in, entered the inspector’s office with a grim expression on his face. As soon as he saw him, Montalbano got worried.


‘How’s Beba doing?’


‘Fine. Can I sit down?’


‘Of course.’


‘Can I smoke?’


‘Of course, but don’t let the minister see you.’


Augello fired up a cigarette, inhaled, and held the smoke in his lungs a long time.


‘You can exhale now,’ said Montalbano. ‘You have my permission.’


Mimì looked at him, confused.


‘Yes,’ the inspector continued, ‘this morning you seem Chinese to me. You ask my permission for every little thing. What’s wrong? Is it so hard to tell me what you want to tell me?’


‘Yes,’ Augello admitted. He put out his cigarette, got more comfortable in his chair, and began, ‘Salvo, you know I’ve always thought of you as my father—’


‘Where’d you get that idea?’


‘Where’d I get what idea?’


‘That I’m your father. If it was your mother who told you, she’s a liar. I’m fifteen years older than you, and though I may have been precocious, at age fifteen I wasn’t—’


‘Salvo, I didn’t say you were my father, I said I thought of you as a father.’


‘And you got off on the wrong foot. Drop the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost shit. Just say what you have to say and get the hell out of my hair, ’cause today’s not a good day.’


‘Why did you ask to see the commissioner?’


‘Who told you that?’


‘Catarella.’


‘I’ll deal with him later.’


‘No, you won’t. If anything, you’ll deal with me right now. I was the one who told Catarella to tell me if you contacted Bonetti-Alderighi, which I expected you would do sooner or later.’


‘But what’s so unusual about me, an inspector, wanting to talk to my superior?’


‘Salvo, you know you can’t stand Bonetti-Alderighi. You hate his guts. If he was a priest at your deathbed wanting to give you last rites, you’d get up out of bed and kick him out of your room. I’m gonna talk to you straight, OK?’


‘Talk however the fuck you like.’


‘You want to leave.’


‘A little holiday would do me some good.’


‘You’re unbearable, Salvo. You want to resign.’


‘Don’t I have the right?’ Montalbano burst out, sitting up at the edge of his chair, ready to leap to his feet.


Augello wasn’t intimidated.


‘You have every right. But first let me finish telling you what I have to say. Remember when you said you had a suspicion?’


‘A suspicion of what?’


‘That the events in Genoa had been deliberately provoked by a political faction that in one way or another had promised to protect the police. Remember?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, I just want to point out to you that what happened in Naples happened when there was a Centre-Left government in power, before the G8 meetings. We just didn’t find out about it till later. What do you make of that?’


‘That makes it even worse. Do you think I haven’t thought about these things, Mimì? It means the whole problem is a lot more serious than we realize.’


‘How’s that?’


‘It means the rot is inside us.’


‘Did you just find that out today? With all the books you’ve read? If you want to leave, go ahead and leave. But not right now. Leave because you’re tired, because you’ve reached the age limit, because your haemorrhoids hurt, because your brain can’t function any more, but don’t quit now.’


‘And why not?’


‘Because it would be an insult.’


‘An insult to whom?’


‘To me, for one – and I may be a womanizer, but I’m a decent man. To Catarella, who’s an angel. To Fazio, who’s a classy guy. To everybody who works for the Vigàta Police. To Commissioner Bonetti-Alderighi, who’s a pain in the arse and a formalist, but deep down is a good person. To all your colleagues who admire you and are your friends. To the great majority of people who work for the police and have nothing to do with the handful of rogues at the top and the bottom of the totem pole. You’re slamming the door in all of our faces. Think about it. See you later.’


He got up, opened the door, and went out. At eleven thirty Montalbano had Catarella ring up the commissioner’s office. He told Dr Lattes he wouldn’t be coming; the thing he had to tell him was of little importance, no importance at all.


After phoning, he felt the need for some sea air. Passing by the switchboard, he said to Catarella:


‘Now run off and report to Inspector Augello.’ 


Catarella looked at him like a beaten dog.


‘Why do you wanna insult me, Chief?’


Insult him. Everyone was feeling insulted by him, but he wasn’t allowed to feel insulted by anyone.


*


All of a sudden he couldn’t stand to lie in bed another minute, hashing and rehashing the words he’d exchanged with Mimì over the last few days. Hadn’t he communicated his decision to Livia? What was done was done. He turned towards the window. A faint light filtered in. The clock said a few minutes before six. He got up and opened the shutters. To the east, the glow of the imminent sunrise sketched arabesques of wispy, rainless clouds. The sea was a little stirred up by the morning breeze. He let the air fill his lungs, feeling a bit of his treacherous night being carried off with each exhalation. He went in the kitchen, filled the coffee pot and, while waiting for it to boil, opened the doors to the veranda.


The beach – at least as far as the eye could see through the haze – looked deserted by man and beast. He drank two cups of coffee, one right after the other, put on his swimming trunks, and went down to the beach. The sand was wet and compacted; maybe it had rained during the night. At the water’s edge, he stuck his foot out. The water felt a lot less icy than he had feared. He advanced warily, cold shudders running up his spine. Why, at over fifty years of age, do I keep trying to do these stunts? he asked himself. I’ll probably end up with one of those colds that numbs my head and has me sneezing for a week.


He began swimming in slow, broad strokes. The sea smelt harsh, stinging his nostrils like champagne, and he nearly got drunk on it. Montalbano kept swimming and swimming, his head finally free of all thought, happy to have turned into a kind of mechanical doll. He was jolted back to human reality when a cramp suddenly bit into his left calf. Cursing the saints, he flipped onto his back and did the dead man’s float. The pain was so sharp that it made him grit his teeth. Sooner or later it would pass. These damned cramps had become more frequent in the last two or three years. Signs of old age lurking round the corner? The current carried him lazily along. The pain was starting to abate, and this allowed him to take two armstrokes backwards. At the end of the second stroke, his hand struck something.


In a fraction of a second, Montalbano realized he’d struck a human foot. Somebody else was floating right beside him, and he hadn’t noticed.


‘Excuse me,’ he said hastily, flipping back onto his belly and looking over at the other.


The person beside him didn’t answer, however, because he wasn’t doing the dead man’s float. He was actually dead. And, to judge from the way he looked, he’d been so for quite a while.









TWO


Flummoxed, Montalbano started swimming around the body, trying not to make waves with his arms. There was sufficient light now, and the cramp had passed. The corpse certainly wasn’t fresh. It must have been in the water for quite some time, since there wasn’t much flesh left attached to the bone. The head looked practically like a skull. A skull with seaweed for hair. The right leg was coming detached from the rest of the body. The fish and the sea had made a shambles of the poor wretch, probably a castaway or non-European who’d been driven by hunger or despair to try his luck as an illegal immigrant and been chucked overboard by some slave trader a little slimier and nastier than the rest. Yes, that corpse must have hailed from far away. Was it possible that the whole time it had been floating out there not a single trawler, or any boat at all, had noticed it? Unlikely. No doubt somebody had seen it but had promptly fallen in line with the new morality, whereby if you run over someone in your car, for example, you’re supposed to speed away and lend no aid. Fat chance a trawler would stop for something so useless as a corpse. Anyway, hadn’t there been some fishermen who, upon finding human remains in their nets, had promptly dumped them back in the sea to avoid bureaucratic hassles? ‘Pity is dead’, as some song or poem, or whatever the hell it was, once said, a long time ago. And, little by little, compassion, brotherhood, solidarity, and respect for the elderly, the sick, and little children were also dying out, along with the rules of—


Cut the moralistic crap, Montalbano said to himself, and try instead to find a way out of this pickle.


Rousing himself from his thoughts, he looked towards land. Jesus, it was far! How had he ended up so far out? And how the hell was he ever going to tow that corpse ashore? The corpse, meanwhile, had drifted a few yards away, dragged by the current. Was it challenging him to a swimming race? At that moment the solution to the problem came to him. He took off his bathing suit, which, in addition to the elastic waistband, had a long rope around the waist that was purely ornamental and served no purpose. In two strokes he was beside the corpse; after reflecting for a moment, he slipped the bathing suit over the body’s left arm, wrapped it tightly around the wrist, then bound it with one end of the rope. With the other end he tied two firm knots around his own left ankle. If the corpse’s arm didn’t fall off as he was towing it – a very distinct possibility – the whole ordeal might, he was sure, come to a peaceful, happy ending, albeit at the cost of tremendous physical effort.


He began to swim. And for a long stretch he swam rather slowly, necessarily using only his arms, stopping from time to time to catch his breath, or to see if the corpse was still attached to him. Slightly more than half-way to shore, he had to stop for a little longer than usual; he was huffing and puffing like a bellows. When he turned onto his back to do the dead man’s float, the dead man – the real one, that is – flipped face-down from the movement conveyed to him through the rope.


‘Please be patient,’ Montalbano excused himself.


When his panting had subsided a little, he set off again. After a spell that seemed endless, he realized he had reached a point where he could touch bottom. Slipping the rope off his foot but hanging on to it with one hand, he stood up. The water came up to his nose. Hopping on tiptoe, he advanced a few more yards until he could finally rest his feet flat on the sand. At this point, feeling safe at last, he tried to take a step forward.


Try as he might, he couldn’t move. He tried again. Nothing. Oh God, he’d become paralysed! He was like a post planted in the middle of the water, a post with a corpse moored to it. On the beach there wasn’t a soul to whom he might cry for help. Was it maybe all a dream, a nightmare?


Now I’m going to wake up, he told himself.


But he did not wake up. In despair, he threw his head back and let out a yell so loud that it deafened him. The yell produced two immediate results: the first was that a pair of seagulls hovering over his head and enjoying the farce took fright and flew away; the second was that his muscles and nerves – in short, his whole bodily mechanism – started moving again, though with extreme difficulty. Another thirty steps separated him from the shore, but they were like the climb up Mount Calvary. When he reached the beach, he dropped to the ground, on his arse, and stayed that way, still holding the rope in his hand. He looked like a fisherman unable to drag ashore an oversized fish he’d just caught. He consoled himself with the thought that the worst was over.


‘Hands in the air!’ a voice cried out behind him.


Befuddled, Montalbano turned his head to look. The person who had spoken, and who was taking aim at him with a revolver that must have dated from the Italo-Turkish War (1911–12), was a reed-thin, nervous man over seventy years old with wild eyes and sparse hair sticking straight up like iron wire. Next to him was a woman, also past seventy, wearing a straw hat and holding an iron rod that she kept shaking, either as a threat or because she suffered from advanced Parkinson’s disease.


‘Just a minute,’ said Montalbano. ‘I’m—’


‘You’re a murderer!’ shouted the woman in a voice so shrill that the seagulls, who in the meantime had gathered to enjoy Act II of the farce, darted away, shrieking.


‘But, signora, I’m—’


‘It’s no use denying it, you murderer, I’ve been watching you through my binoculars for the past two hours!’ she shouted, even louder than before.


Montalbano felt totally at sea. Without thinking of what he was doing, he dropped the rope, turned around, and stood up.


‘Oh my God! He’s naked!’ the old lady screamed, taking two steps back.


‘You swine! You’re a dead man!’ the old man screamed, taking two steps back.


And he fired. The deafening shot passed some twenty yards away from the inspector, who was more frightened by the blast than anything else. Knocked another two steps back by the pistol’s kick, the old man stubbornly took aim again.


‘What are you doing? Are you crazy? I’m—’


‘Shut up and don’t move!’ the old man ordered him. ‘We’ve called the police. They’ll be here any minute now.’


Montalbano didn’t budge. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the corpse slowly heading back out to sea. When the Lord was good and ready, two speeding cars pulled up with a screech. Seeing Fazio and Gallo, both in civilian dress, get out of the first one, Montalbano took heart. But not for long, because out of the second car stepped a photographer who immediately began shooting, rapid-fire. Recognizing the inspector at once, Fazio shouted to the old man:


‘Police! Don’t shoot!’


‘How do I know you’re not his accomplices?’ was the man’s reply.


And he pointed his pistol at Fazio. But in so doing, he took his eye off Montalbano, who, feeling fed up by this point, sprang forward, grabbed the old man’s wrist, and disarmed him. He was not, however, able to dodge the fierce blow dealt him to the head by the old lady with her iron rod. All at once his vision fogged, his knees buckled, and he passed out.


*


After losing consciousness, he must have drifted into sleep, since when he awoke in his bed and looked at the clock, it was eleven thirty. The first thing he did was sneeze, one sneeze after another after still another. He’d caught a cold, and his head hurt like hell. He heard Adelina, his housekeeper, call to him from the kitchen.


‘You awake, signore?’


‘Yes, but my head hurts. Want to bet the old lady broke it?’


‘Even bombs couldna break dat head of yours, signore.’


The telephone rang. He tried to get up, but a sort of vertigo knocked him back down into bed. How could that old bag have had such strength in her arms? Adelina, meanwhile, answered the phone. He heard her saying:


‘He jes’ woke uppa now. OK, I tell him.’


She appeared with a steaming cup of coffee in her hand.


‘Dat was Signor Fazziu. He says he comma to see you here in haffa nour atta most.’


‘Adelì, what time did you get here?’


‘At nine, as usual, signore. They ha’ put you inna bed, an’ Signor Gallu he stay behind to help. So I says, now I’m here, I can look afta you, an’ so he left.’


She went out of the room and came back with a glass in one hand and a pill in the other.


‘I brung you some aspirin.’


Obediently, Montalbano took it. Sitting up in bed, he felt a few chills run through his body. Adelina noticed and, muttering to herself, opened the armoire, grabbed a tartan blanket, and spread it over the bedspread.


‘At your age, signore, you got no business doin’ them kinda things.’


At that moment, Montalbano loathed her. He pulled the blanket up over his head and closed his eyes.


*


He heard the telephone ringing repeatedly. Why didn’t Adelina answer it? He staggered to his feet and went into the living room.


‘H’lo?’ he said in a congested voice.


‘Inspector? Fazio here. I can’t come, I’m sorry to say. There’s been a snag.’


‘Anything serious?’


‘No, little shit. I’ll drop by in the afternoon. You take care of that cold in the meantime.’


He hung up and went in the kitchen. Adelina was gone. She’d left a note on the table.




You was sleeping and I din’t wanna wake you up. Annyway signor Fazziu’s gonna come soon. I make some food and put it in the fridge. Adelina.





He didn’t feel like opening the refrigerator. He had no appetite. Realizing he was walking around naked as Adam, he put on a shirt, a pair of underpants, and some trousers, and sat down in his usual armchair in front of the TV. It was a quarter to one, time for the lunchtime news on TeleVigàta, a pro-government station whether the government was of the extreme Left or extreme Right. The first thing he saw was himself, stark naked, wild-eyed, mouth agape, hands cupped over his pudenda, looking like a chaste Susannah getting on in years, and a whole lot hairier. A caption under the image said:


‘Inspector Montalbano (in the photo) saving a dead man.’


Montalbano remembered the photographer who had arrived behind Fazio and Gallo, and sent him, in his mind, best wishes for a long and prosperous life. Then the purselipped, chicken-arse face of Pippo Ragonese, the inspector’s sworn enemy, appeared on the screen.


‘Shortly after sunrise this morning . . .’


For those who might not understand, a generic shot of a sunrise appeared.


‘. . . our hero, Inspector Salvo Montalbano, went out for a nice long swim . . .’


A stretch of sea appeared, with some guy swimming far in the distance, tiny and unrecognizable.


‘You’re probably thinking that not only is it no longer the season for swimming, but it’s not really the most appropriate time of day for it, either. But what are you going to do? That’s our hero for you. Maybe he felt the need to take a dip to dispel the strange ideas that are often swirling about in his brain. Swimming far offshore, he ran into the corpse of an unknown man. Instead of calling the authorities . . .’


‘. . . with the mobile phone installed in my dick,’ Montalbano chimed in, enraged.


‘. . . our inspector decided to tow the corpse to shore without anyone’s help, tying it to his leg with the bathing suit he was wearing. “I can do it all myself,” that’s his motto. These manoeuvres did not escape the attention of Signora Pina Bausan, who had been looking out to sea with a pair of binoculars.’


On-screen appeared the face of Signora Bausan, the lady who’d cracked his skull with an iron bar.


‘Where are you from, signora?’


‘My husband Angelo and I are both from Treviso.’


‘Have you been in Sicily long?’


‘We got here four days ago.’


‘On holiday?’


‘This is no holiday, believe me. I suffer from asthma, and my doctor told me that some sea air would do me good. My daughter Zina is married to a Sicilian who works in Treviso . . .’ Here Signora Bausan interrupted her speech with a long, pained sigh, as if to lament the fate that had given her a Sicilian for a son-in-law. ‘And she told me to come and stay here, at her husband’s house, which they use only one month out of the year, in the summer. So we came.’


The pained sigh was even longer this time. Life is so hard and dangerous on that savage island!


‘Tell me, signora, why were you looking out to sea at that hour?’


‘I get up early, and I have to do something, don’t I?’


‘And you, Signor Bausan, do you always carry that weapon with you?’


‘No, I don’t own any weapons. I borrowed that pistol from a cousin of mine. Since we were coming to Sicily, you understand . . .’


‘So you think one should come to Sicily armed?’


‘If there’s no rule of law down here, it seems logical, don’t you think?’


Ragonese’s purse-lipped face reappeared on the screen.


‘And this gave rise to a huge misunderstanding. Believing—’


Montalbano turned it off. He felt enraged at Bausan, not for having shot at him, but for what he had said. He picked up the phone.


‘H’lo, Cadarella?’


‘Listen, you motherfucking sonofabitch—’


‘Hey, Cad, dode you regogdize me? Id’s Modtadbado.’


‘Ah, izzat you, Chief? You gotta cold?’


‘No, Cad, I just like talking this way. Lebbe talk to Fadzio.’


‘Straight away, Chief.’


Fazio’s voice came on the line: ‘What is it, Chief?’


‘Fazio, what ever happedd to the ode mad’s pistol?’


‘You mean Bausan’s? I gave it back to him.’


‘Has he god a licence for it?’


There was an embarrassed silence.


‘I don’t know, Chief. In all that confusion, it slipped my mind.’


‘All righd. I mead, it’s dot all righd. I wad you to go fide this mad, righd this middit, and see if his papers are id order. If they’re dot, you’re to edforce the law. We cad’t let sub sedile ode geezer go aroud shooding eddythig that booves.’


‘Got it, Chief.’


Done. That would show Signor Bausan and his charming wife that, even in Sicily, there were a few laws. Just a few, but laws all the same. He was about to get back in bed when the phone rang.


‘H’lo?’


‘Salvo, darling, what’s wrong with your voice? Were you sleeping or are you sick?’


‘The ladder.’


‘I tried your office, but they said you were at home. Tell me what happened.’


‘Whad do you wad me to say? It was like sub cobbedy routeed. I was daked and the guy shod ad me. Add zo I gaughd a gode.’


‘You you you you—’


‘Whad’s “youyouyouyou” mead?’


‘You . . . took off your clothes in front of the commissioner and he shot you?’


Montalbano balked.


‘And why would I wad to take my clodes off id frod of the cobbissioder?’


‘Because last night you said that this morning, come hell or high water, you were going to hand in your resignation!’


With his free hand, Montalbano slapped his forehead hard. His resignation! He’d forgotten all about it!


‘Whad happedd, Livia, is, dis mordig, I was doig the dead mad’s float whed a dead mad—’


‘Goodbye, Salvo,’ Livia said testily. ‘I have to go to work. Call me when you can talk again.’


The only thing to do was to take another aspirin, get under the covers, and sweat like a pig.


Before entering the country of sleep, he began to review, quite involuntarily, his whole encounter with the corpse.


When he got to the point where he raised the body’s arm to slip his bathing suit over it, then wrapped the garment tightly around the wrist, the film in his brain stopped and then backed up, as on an editing table. Arm raised, bathing suit slipped over arm, bathing suit wrapped tight . . . Stop. Arm raised, bathing suit slipped over arm . . . Then sleep won.


*


At six that evening he was on his feet. He’d slept like a baby and felt nearly recovered from his cold. He had to be patient, however, and stay home for the rest of the day.


He still felt tired, and he knew why. It was the combined effect of the treacherous night, the swim, the exertion of towing the corpse to land, the iron rod to the head, and, above all, the drop in tension from not having gone to see the commissioner. He locked himself in the bathroom, took an extremely long shower, shaved with great care, and got dressed as if to go to the office. But, calm and determined, he phoned the commissioner’s office instead.


‘Hello? Inspector Montalbano here. I want to speak to the commissioner. It’s urgent.’


He had to wait a few seconds.


‘Montalbano? This is Lattes. How are you? How’s the family?’


Good God, what a pain in the arse! This Dr Lattes, informally known as ‘Caffè-Lattes’, was an avid reader of such publications as L’Avvenire and Famiglia Cristiana. He was convinced that any respectable man had to have a wife and children. And since, in his own way, he admired Montalbano, he simply couldn’t get it into his head that the inspector wasn’t married.


‘They’re all fine, thanking the Lord,’ said Montalbano.


By now he’d learned that invoking the Lord was the best way to achieve maximum cooperation on Lattes’s part.


‘What can I do for you?’


‘I’d like to confer with the commissioner.’


Confer! Montalbano felt a twinge of self-loathing. But when dealing with bureaucrats it was best to talk like them.


‘The commissioner’s not in. He was summoned to Rome by (pause) His Excellency the Minister of Justice.’


The pause – Montalbano could see it clearly in his mind’s eye – had been prompted by Dr Lattes’s respectful need to stand to attention when invoking His Excellency the Minister.


‘Oh,’ said Montalbano, feeling his body go limp. ‘Do you know how long he’ll be away?’


‘Another two or three days, I think. Can I be of any help?’


‘Thank you, Doctor, it’s all right. I can wait till he returns.’


E passeranno i giorni . . . he sang to himself angrily, slamming down the receiver. The minute he decided to hand in – or rather, to use the proper expression, to tender – his resignation, something arose to thwart his intention.


He realized that, despite his fatigue, which was aggravated by the phone call, he felt hungry as a wolf. It was ten past six, not yet dinner time. But who ever said you have to eat at an appointed time of day? He went into the kitchen and opened the refrigerator. Adelina had prepared a dish fit for a convalescent: boiled cod. On the other hand, they were huge, extremely fresh, and six in number. He didn’t bother to reheat them; he liked them cold, dressed with olive oil, a few drops of lemon, and salt. Adelina had bought the bread that morning: a round scanata loaf covered with giuggiulena, those delicious sesame seeds you are supposed to eat one by one as they fall onto the tablecloth, picking them up with your forefinger moistened by saliva. He set the table on the veranda and had a feast, savouring each bite as though it was his last.


When he cleared the table, it was a little past eight. So now what was he going to do to kill time until bedtime? The question was answered at once when Fazio knocked at the door.


‘Good evening, Chief. I’m here to report. How are you feeling?’


‘A lot better, thanks. Have a seat. What did you do with Bausan?’


Fazio got comfortable in his chair, pulled a small piece of paper out of his pocket, and began to read.


‘Angelo Bausan, son of the late Angelo Bausan senior and Angela Crestin, born at—’


‘Nothing but angels up there,’ the inspector interrupted. ‘But now you have to decide. Either you put that piece of paper back in your pocket, or I’m going to start kicking you.’


Fazio suppressed his ‘records office complex’, as the inspector called it, put the piece of paper back in his pocket with dignity, and said:


‘After you called, Chief, I immediately went to the house where Angelo Bausan is staying. It’s a few hundred yards from here and belongs to his son-in-law, Maurizio Rotondò. Bausan’s got no gun licence. But you have no idea what I had to go through to get him to turn in his pistol. His wife even bashed me on the head with a broom. And a broom, in Signora Bausan’s hands, becomes an improvised weapon. That old lady is so strong . . . You know a little about that yourself.’


‘Why didn’t he want to give you the gun?’


‘Because he said he had to give it back to the friend who lent it to him. The friend’s name is Roberto Pausin. I sent his vital statistics on to Treviso Police and put the old man in jail. He’s the judge’s baby now.’


‘Any news on the corpse?’


‘The one you found?’


‘What other ones are there?’


‘Look, Chief, while you were here recovering, two more bodies were found in or around Vigàta.’


‘I’m interested in the one I found.’


‘No news, Chief. He must have been an illegal alien who drowned before reaching land. In any case, Dr Pasquano’s probably done the post-mortem by now.’


As if on cue, the telephone rang.


‘You answer,’ said Montalbano.


Fazio reached out and picked up the receiver.


‘Inspector Montalbano’s residence. Who am I? I’m Sergeant Fazio. Oh, it’s you? Sorry, I didn’t recognize your voice. I’ll put him on right away.’ He handed the inspector the receiver. ‘It’s Pasquano.’


Pasquano? When had Dr Pasquano ever called him at home before? It must be something big.
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