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ONE


He woke up in a bad way. The sheets, during the sweaty, restless sleep that had followed his wolfing down three pounds of sardines a beccafico the previous evening, had wound themselves tightly round his body, making him feel like a mummy. He got up, went into the kitchen, opened the refrigerator, and guzzled half a bottle of cold water. As he was drinking, he glanced out of the wide-open window. The dawn light promised a good day. The sea was as flat as a table, the sky clear and cloudless. Sensitive as he was to the weather, Montalbano felt reassured as to his mood in the hours to come. Because it was still too early to get up, he went back to bed and readied himself for two more hours of slumber, pulling the sheet over his head. He thought, as he always did before falling asleep, of Livia lying in her bed in Boccadasse, outside Genoa. She was a soothing presence, propitious to any journey, long or short, ‘in country sleep’, as Dylan Thomas had put it in a poem he liked very much. 


No sooner had the journey begun when it was interrupted by the ringing of the telephone. Like a drill, the sound seemed to enter one ear and come out of the other, boring through his brain.


‘Hello!’


‘Whoozis I’m speaking with?’


‘Tell me first who you are.’


‘This is Catarella.’


‘What’s the matter?’


‘Sorry, Chief, I din’t rec’nize your voice as yours. You mighta been sleeping.’


‘I certainly might have, at five in the morning! Would you please tell me what the hell is the matter without busting my balls any further?’


‘Somebody was killed in Mazàra del Vallo.’


‘What the fuck is that to me? I’m in Vigàta.’


‘But, Chief, the dead guy—’


Montalbano hung up and unplugged the phone. Before shutting his eyes he thought that perhaps his friend Valente, vice-commissioner of Mazàra, was looking for him. He would call him later, from his office.


*


The shutter slammed hard against the wall. Montalbano sat bolt upright in bed, eyes agape with fright, convinced, in the haze of sleep still enveloping him, that he’d been shot at. In the twinkling of an eye, the weather had changed: a cold, humid wind was kicking up waves with a yellowish froth, the sky was now entirely covered with clouds that threatened rain.


Cursing the saints, he got up, went into the bathroom, turned on the shower and lathered himself. All at once the water ran out. In Vigàta, and therefore also in Marinella, where he lived, water was distributed roughly every three days. Roughly, because there was no way of knowing whether you would have water the very next day or the following week. For this reason Montalbano had taken the precaution of having several large tanks installed on the roof of his house, which would fill up when water was available. This time, however, there had apparently been no new water for eight days, for that was the maximum autonomy granted him by his reserves. He ran into the kitchen, put a pot under the tap to collect the meagre trickle that came out, and did the same in the bathroom sink. With the bit of water thus collected, he somehow managed to rinse the soap off his body, but the whole procedure certainly didn’t help his mood.


While driving to Vigàta, yelling obscenities at all the motorists to cross his path – whose only use for the Highway Code, in his opinion, was to wipe their arses with it, one way or another – he remembered Catarella’s phone call and the explanation he’d come up with for it, which didn’t make sense. If Valente had needed him for some homicide that took place in Mazàra, he would have called him at home, not at headquarters. He had concocted that explanation for convenience’s sake, to unburden his conscience and sleep for another two hours in peace.


*


‘There’s absolutely nobody here!’ Catarella told him as soon as he saw him, respectfully rising from his chair at the switchboard. Montalbano had decided, with Sergeant Fazio’s agreement, that this was the best place for him. Even with his habit of passing on the wildest, most unlikely phone calls, he would surely do less damage there than anywhere else.


‘What is it, a holiday?’


‘No, Chief, it’s not a holiday. They’re all down at the port because of that dead guy in Mazàra I called you about, if you remember, sometime early this morning or thereabouts.’


‘But if the dead guy’s in Mazàra, what are they all doing at the port?’


‘No, Chief, the dead guy’s here.’


‘But, Jesus Christ, if the dead guy’s here, why the hell are you telling me he’s in Mazàra?’


‘Because he was from Mazàra. That’s where he worked.’


‘Cat, think for a minute, so to speak . . . or whatever it is that you do: if a tourist from Bergamo was killed here in Vigàta, what would you tell me? That somebody was killed in Bergamo?’


‘Chief, the point is, this dead guy was just passing through. I mean, they shot him when he was on a fishing boat from Mazàra.’


‘Who shot him?’


‘The Tunisians did, Chief.’ 


Montalbano gave up, demoralized.


‘Did Augello also go down to the port?’


‘Yessir.’


His second-in-command, Mimì Augello, would be delighted if he didn’t show up at the port.


‘Listen, Cat I have to write a report. I’m not in for anyone.’


*


‘Hello, Chief? I got Signorina Livia on the line here from Genoa. What do I do, Chief? Should I put her on or not?’


‘Put her on.’


‘Since you said, not ten minutes ago, that you wasn’t in for nobody—’


‘I said put her on, Cat . . . Hello, Livia? Hi.’


‘Hi, my eye. I’ve been trying to call you all morning. The phone at your house just rings and rings.’


‘Really? I suppose I forgot to plug it back in. You want to hear something funny? At five o’clock this morning, I got a phone call about—’


‘I don’t want to hear anything funny. I tried ringing at seven-thirty, at eight-fifteen, I tried again at—’


‘Livia, I already told you I forgot—’


‘You forgot me, that’s what you forgot. I told you yesterday I was going to phone you at seven-thirty this morning to decide whether—’


‘Livia, I’m warning you. It’s windy outside and about to rain.’


‘So what?’


‘You know what. This kind of weather puts me in a bad mood. I wouldn’t want my words to be—’


‘I get the picture. I just won’t phone you any more. You phone me, if you feel like it.’


*


‘Montalbano! How are you? Officer Augello told me everything. This is a very big deal, one that will certainly have international repercussions. Don’t you think?’


Montalbano felt at sea. He had no idea what the commissioner was talking about. He decided to be generically affirmative.


‘Oh, yes, yes.’


International repercussions?


‘Anyway, I’ve arranged for Augello to confer with the prefect. The matter is, how shall I say, beyond my competence.’


‘Yes, yes.’


‘Are you feeling all right, Montalbano?’


‘Yes, fine. Why?’


‘Nothing, it just seemed . . .’


‘Just a slight headache, that’s all.’


‘What day is today?’


‘Thursday, sir.’


‘Listen, why don’t you come to dinner at our house on Saturday? My wife’ll make you her black spaghetti in squid ink. It’s delicious.’


Pasta with squid ink. His mood was black enough to dress a hundred pounds of spaghetti. International repercussions?


*


Fazio came in and Montalbano immediately laid into him. 


‘Would somebody please be so kind as to tell me what the fuck is going on?’


‘C’mon, Chief, don’t take it out on me just because it’s windy outside. For my part, early this morning, before contacting Inspector Augello, I had somebody phone you.’


‘You mean Catarella? If you have Catarella phoning me about something important, then you really must be a shit-head, since you know damn well that nobody can ever understand a fucking thing the guy says. What happened, anyway?’


‘A motor trawler from Mazàra, which according to the ship’s captain was fishing in international waters, was attacked by a Tunisian patrol boat and sprayed with machine-gun fire. The fishing boat signalled its position to one of our patrols, the Fulmine, then managed to escape.’


‘Good going,’ said Montalbano. 


‘On whose part?’ asked Fazio.


‘On the part of the captain of the fishing boat, who instead of surrendering had the courage to run away. What else?’


‘The shots killed one of the crew.’


‘Somebody from Mazàra?’


‘Sort of.’


‘Would you please explain?’


‘He was Tunisian. They say his working papers were in order. Down around Mazàra all the crews are mixed. First of all because they’re good workers, and secondly because, if they’re ever stopped, they can talk to the patrols from the other side.’


‘Do you believe the trawler was fishing in international waters?’


‘Me? Do I look like a moron or something?’


*


‘Hello, Inspector Montalbano? This is Major Marniti of the Harbour Office.’


‘What can I do for you, Major?’


‘I’m calling about that unfortunate incident on the Mazarese fishing boat, where the Tunisian was killed. I’m questioning the captain, trying to determine exactly where they were at the moment they were attacked, and to establish the sequence of events. Afterwards, he’s going to drop into your office.’


‘Why? Hasn’t my assistant already questioned him?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then there’s really no need for him to come here. Thanks for calling.’


They were trying to drag him into this mess by the ear.


*


The door flew open with such force that the inspector jumped out of his chair. Catarella appeared, looking very agitated.


‘Sorry ’bout that, Chief. Door slipped outa my hand.’


‘If you ever come in like that again, I’ll shoot you. What is it?’


‘Somebody just now phoned that somebody’s inside a lift.’


The inkwell, made of finely wrought bronze, missed Catarella’s forehead but made such a noise when it struck the wooden door that it could have been a cannon shot. Catarella cringed, covering his head with his arms. Montalbano started kicking his desk. In rushed Fazio, his hand on his open holster.


‘What was that? What happened?’


‘Get this arsehole to explain to you this business about somebody stuck in a lift. Let ’em call the damn fire department! But get him out of here, I don’t want to hear his voice.’


Fazio returned in a flash.


‘Somebody got killed in a lift,’ he said, brief and to the point, to pre-empt any further flying inkwells.


*


‘Giuseppe Cosentino, security guard,’ said the man standing near the open lift door, introducing himself. ‘I was the one who found Mr Lapècora.’


‘How come there’s nobody around? Where are all the nosy neighbours?’ Fazio asked in amazement.


‘I sent them all home. They do what I say around here. I live on the sixth floor,’ the security guard said proudly, adjusting the jacket of his uniform.


Montalbano wondered how much authority Giuseppe Cosentino would have if he lived in the basement.


The dead Mr Lapècora was sitting on the floor of the lift, with his shoulders propped against the rear wall. Next to his right hand was a bottle of Corvo white, still corked and sealed. Next to his left hand, a light grey hat. Dressed to the nines, tie and all, the late Mr Lapècora was a distinguished-looking man of about sixty, with eyes open in a look of astonishment, perhaps for having wet his trousers. Montalbano bent down and with the tip of his forefinger touched the dark stain between the dead man’s legs. It wasn’t piss, but blood. The lift was one of those set inside the wall, so there was no way to look behind the corpse to see if the man had been stabbed or shot. He took a deep breath and didn’t smell any gunpowder, though it was possible it had already dissipated.


They needed to alert the coroner.


‘You think Dr Pasquano is still at the port or would he already be back in Montelusa by now?’


‘Probably still at the port.’


‘Go and give him a ring. And if Jacomuzzi and the forensics gang are there, tell them to come too.’


Fazio raced out. Montalbano turned to the security guard, who, sensing he was about to be addressed, came to attention.


‘At ease,’ Montalbano said wearily.


The inspector learned that the building had six floors, with three apartments per floor, all inhabited.


‘I live on the sixth floor, the top floor,’ Giuseppe Cosentino felt compelled to reaffirm.


‘Was Mr Lapècora married?’


‘Yessir. To Antonietta Palmisano.’


‘Did you send the widow home too?’


‘No sir. She doesn’t know she’s a widow yet, sir. She went out early this morning to visit her sister in Fiacca, seeing as how this sister’s not in good health. She took the six-thirty bus.’


‘Excuse me, but how do you know all these things?’


Did living on the sixth floor grant him that power too? Did they all have to tell him what they were doing and why?


‘Mrs Palmisano Lapècora told my wife yesterday,’ the security guard explained. ‘Seeing as how the two women talk to each other and everything.’


‘Do the Lapècoras have any children?’


‘One son. He’s a doctor. But he lives a long way from Vigàta.’


‘What was Lapècora’s profession?’


‘Businessman. Had his office in Salita Granet, number twenty-eight. But in the last few years, he only went there three times a week: Monday, Wednesday and Friday, seeing as how he didn’t feel much like working any more. He had some money stashed away, didn’t have to depend on anyone.’


‘You are a gold mine, Mr Cosentino.’


The security guard sprang back to attention.


At that moment, a woman of about fifty appeared, with legs like tree trunks. Her hands were loaded with plastic bags filled to bursting.


‘I went shopping!’ she declared with a surly glance at the inspector and the security guard.


‘I’m glad,’ said Montalbano.


‘Well I’m not, all right? Because now I have to climb up six flights of stairs. When are you going to take the body away?’


And, glaring again at the two men, she began her difficult ascent, snorting like an enraged bull.


‘A terrible woman, Mr Inspector. Her name is Gaetana Pinna. She lives in the apartment next to mine, and not a day goes by without her trying to start an argument with my wife, who, since she’s a real lady, won’t give her the satisfaction. And so the woman gets even by making a horrible racket, especially when I’m trying to catch up on my sleep after my long shift.’


*


The handle of the knife stuck between Mr Lapècora’s shoulder blades was worn. A common kitchen utensil.


‘When did they kill him, in your opinion?’ the inspector asked Dr Pasquano.


‘To make a rough guess, I’d say between seven and eight o’clock this morning. I’ll be able to tell you more precisely a little later.’


Jacomuzzi arrived with his men from the crime lab, and they began their intricate search.


Montalbano stepped out of the building’s main door. It was windy, the sky still overcast. The street was a very short one, with only two shops, one opposite the other. On the left-hand side of the street was a greengrocer, behind whose counter sat a very thin man with thick glasses. One of the lenses was cracked.


‘Hello, I’m Inspector Montalbano. This morning, did you by any chance see Mr Lapècora come in or go out of the front door of his building?’


The thin man chuckled and said nothing.


‘Did you hear my question?’ asked the inspector, slightly miffed.


‘Oh, I heard you all right,’ the greengrocer said. ‘But as for seeing, I can’t help you much there. I couldn’t even see a tank if one came through that door.’


On the right-hand side of the street was a fishmonger’s shop, with two customers inside. The inspector waited for them to come out, then entered.


‘Hello, Lollo.’


‘Hello, Inspector. I’ve got some really fresh striped bream today.’


‘I’m not here to buy fish, Lollo.’


‘You’re here about the death.’


‘Yeah.’


‘How’d Lapècora die?’


‘A knife in the back.’


Lollo looked at him open mouthed. 


‘Lapècora was murdered?!’


‘Why so surprised?’


‘Who would have wished Mr Lapècora any harm? He was a good man, Mr Lapècora. Unbelievable!’


‘Did you see him this morning?’


‘No.’


‘What time did you open up?’


‘Six-thirty. Ah, but I did run into his wife, Antonietta, on the corner. She was in a rush.’


‘She was running to catch the bus for Fiacca.’


In all likelihood, Montalbano concluded, Lapècora was killed in the lift, as he was about to go out. He lived on the fourth floor.


*


Dr Pasquano took the body to Montelusa for the autopsy. Meanwhile, Jacomuzzi wasted a little more time filling three small plastic bags with a cigarette butt, a bit of dust and a tiny piece of wood.


‘I’ll keep you posted.’


Montalbano went into the lift and signalled to the security guard, who had not moved an inch all the while, to come along with him. Cosentino seemed hesitant.


‘What’s wrong?’


‘There’s still blood on the floor.’


‘So what? Just be careful not to get it on your shoes. Would you rather climb six flights of stairs?’



   





TWO


‘Come in, come in,’ said a cheerful Signora Cosentino, an irresistibly likeable balloon with a moustache.


Montalbano entered a living room with the dining room attached. The housewife turned to her husband with a look of concern.


‘You weren’t able to rest, Pepè.’


‘Duty. And when duty calls, duty calls.’


‘Did you go out this morning, signora?’


‘I never go out before Pepè comes home.’


‘Do you know Mrs Lapècora?’


‘Yes. We chat a little, now and then, when we’re waiting for the lift together.’


‘Did you also chat with the husband?’


‘No, I didn’t care much for him. A good man, no doubt about that, but I just didn’t like him. If you’ll excuse me a minute . . .’


She left the room. Montalbano turned to the security guard.


‘Where do you work?’


‘At the salt depot. From eight in the evening to eight in the morning.’


‘It was you who discovered the body, correct?’


‘Yes, sir. It must’ve been about ten past eight at the latest. The depot’s just around the corner. I called the lift—’


‘It wasn’t on the ground floor?’


‘No, it wasn’t. I distinctly remember calling it.’


‘And of course you don’t know what floor it was on.’


‘I’ve thought about that, Inspector. Based on the amount of time it took to arrive, I’d say it was on the fifth floor. I think I calculated right.’


It didn’t add up. All decked out, Mr Lapècora . . . 


‘What was his first name, by the way?’


‘Aurelio, but he went by Arelio.’


. . . instead of taking the lift down, took it up one floor. The grey hat meant he was about to go outside, not to visit someone inside the building.


‘What did you do next?’


‘Nothing. Seeing that the lift had arrived, I opened the door and saw the dead body.’


‘Did you touch it?’


‘Are you kidding? I’ve got experience with that sort of thing.’


‘How did you know the man was dead?’


‘As I said, I have experience. So I ran to the greengrocer’s and called you, the police. Then I went and stood guard in front of the lift.’


Mrs Cosentino came in with a steaming cup.


‘Would you like a little coffee?’


Montalbano accepted and emptied the demitasse. Then he rose to leave.


‘Wait a minute,’ said the security guard, opening a drawer and handing him a writing pad and ballpoint pen.


‘You’ll probably want to take notes,’ he said in response to the inspector’s questioning glance.


‘What, are we in school or something?’ he replied rudely.


He couldn’t stand policemen who took notes. Whenever he saw one doing so on television, he changed the channel.


*


In the apartment next door, Signora Gaetana Pinna, with the tree-trunk legs, was waiting. As soon as she saw Montalbano, she pounced.


‘Did you finally take the body away?’


‘Yes, signora. You can use the lift now. No, don’t close your door. I need to ask you a few questions.’


‘Me? I’ve got nothin’ to say.’


He heard a voice from inside the flat, but it wasn’t so much a voice as a kind of deep rumble.


‘Tanina! Don’t be so rude! Invite the gentleman inside!’


The inspector entered another typical living-dining room. Sitting in an armchair, in an undershirt, with a sheet pulled over his legs, was an elephant, a man of gigantic proportions. His bare feet, sticking out from under the sheet, looked like elephant feet; even his long, pendulous nose resembled a trunk.


‘Please sit down,’ the man said, apparently in a talkative mood, motioning towards a chair. ‘You know, when my wife gets bad-tempered like that, I feel like . . . like . . .’


‘Trumpeting?’ Montalbano couldn’t help saying. 


Luckily the man didn’t understand.


‘. . . like breaking her neck. What can I do for you?’


‘Did you know Mr Lapècora?’


‘I don’t know nobody in this building. I been livin’ here five years and don’t even know a friggin’ dog. In five years I ain’t even made it as far as the landing. I can’t move my legs, takes too much effort. Took three stevedores to get me up here, since I couldn’t fit in the lift. They put a sling around me and hoisted me up, like a piano.’


He laughed, rather like a roll of thunder.


‘I knew that Mr Lapècora,’ the wife cut in. ‘Nasty man. He couldn’t be bothered to say hello, like it caused him pain.’


‘You, signora, how did you find out he was dead?’


‘How’d I find out? I had to go out shopping and so I called the elevator, but nothing happened. It wouldn’t come. I guessed somebody must’ve left the door open, which these rude people’s always doing ’round here. So I went down on foot and saw the security man standing guard over the body. And after I went shopping, I had to climb back up the stairs and I still haven’t caught my breath!’


‘So much the better. That way you’ll talk less,’ said the elephant.


*


THE CRISTOFOLETTI FAMILY said the plaque on the door of the third apartment, but no matter how hard the inspector knocked, nobody opened up. He went back to the Cosentino flat and rang the doorbell.


‘What can I do for you, Inspector?’


‘Do you know if the Cristofoletti family—’ 


Cosentino slapped himself noisily on the forehead.


‘I forgot to tell you! With all this business about the dead body, it completely slipped my mind. Mr and Mrs Cristofoletti are both in Montelusa. She, Signora Romilda, that is, had an operation – woman stuff. They should be back tomorrow.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Don’t mention it.’


Montalbano took two steps on the landing, turned around and knocked again.


‘What can I do for you, Inspector?’


‘Earlier you said you had experience dealing with dead people. What did you mean?’


‘I worked as a nurse for a few years.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Don’t mention it.’


*


He went down to the fifth floor, where according to Cosentino the lift had been waiting with the already murdered Aurelio Lapècora inside. Had he perhaps gone up one flight to meet someone who then knifed him?


‘Excuse me, signora, I’m Inspector Montalbano.’


The young housewife who had come to the door – about thirty, very attractive but unkempt – put a finger to her lips, her expression complicit, enjoining him to be quiet. 


Montalbano fell silent. What did that gesture mean? Damn his habit of always going about unarmed! Gingerly the young woman stood aside from the door, and the inspector, on his guard and looking all around him, entered a small study full of books.


‘Please speak very softly. If the baby wakes up, that’s the end, we won’t be able to talk. He cries like there’s no tomorrow.’


Montalbano heaved a sigh of relief.


‘You already know everything, signora, don’t you?’


‘Yes, Mrs Gullotta, the lady next door, told me,’ the woman said, breathing the words in his ear. The inspector found the situation very arousing.


‘So you didn’t see Mr Lapècora this morning?’


‘I haven’t been out of the house yet.’


‘Where is your husband?’


‘In Fela. He teaches at the middle school there. He leaves every morning at six-fifteen sharp.’


He was sorry their encounter had to be so brief. The more he looked at Signora Gulisano – that was the surname on the plaque – the more he liked her. In feminine fashion, she sensed this and smiled.


‘Will you stay for a cup of coffee?’


‘With pleasure.’


*


The little boy who answered the door to the next apartment couldn’t have been more than four years old and was fiercely cock-eyed.


‘Who are you, stranger?’ he asked.


‘I’m a policeman,’ Montalbano said, smiling, forcing himself to play along.


‘You’ll never take me alive,’ said the kid, and he shot his water pistol at the inspector, hitting him squarely in the forehead.


The scuffle that followed was brief, and as the disarmed child started to cry, Montalbano cold-bloodedly squirted him in the face, drenching him.


‘What is this? What’s going on here?’


The little angel’s mother, Signora Gullotta, had nothing in common with the young mother next door. As a preliminary measure she slapped her son hard, then she grabbed the water pistol the inspector had let fall to the floor and hurled it out of the window.


‘There! That’ll put an end to all this aggravation!’


With a heart-rending wail, the little boy ran into another room.


‘It’s his father’s fault, always buying him these toys! He’s out of the house all day long, doesn’t give a damn, and I’m stuck here to look after that little demon! And what do you want?’


‘I’m Inspector Montalbano. Did Mr Lapècora by any chance come up to your apartment this morning?’


‘Mr Lapècora? To our apartment? Why would he do that?’


‘That’s what I’m asking you.’


‘I guess I knew the man, but it was never anything more than good morning, good evening . . . Not a word more.’


‘Perhaps your husband—’


‘My husband never spoke to Lapècora. Anyway, when could he have? The guy’s always out. He just doesn’t give a damn.’


‘Where is your husband?’


‘He’s out, as you can see.’


‘Yes, but where does he work?’


‘At the port, at the fish market. He’s up at four-thirty in the morning and back at eight in the evening. I’m lucky I ever see him at all.’


An understanding woman, this Mrs Gullotta.


*


On the door to the third and last apartment on the fifth floor was the name piccirillo. The woman who answered the door, a distinguished-looking fifty-year-old, was clearly upset and nervous.


‘What do you want?’


‘I’m Inspector Montalbano.’ 


The woman looked away. 


‘We don’t know anything.’


Montalbano immediately smelled a rat. Could this woman have been the reason Lapècora went one flight up?


‘Let me in. I still have to ask you some questions.’ 


Signora Piccirillo gruffly stepped aside to let him in, then led him into a small but pleasant sitting room.


‘Is your husband at home?’


‘I’m a widow. I live with my daughter, Luigina, who’s unmarried.’


‘Call her in here, if she’s at home.’


‘Luigina!’


A jeans-clad girl in her early twenties appeared. Cute but very pale, and literally terrified.


The rat smell grew even stronger, and the inspector decided to go on the attack.


‘This morning Mr Lapècora came to see you here. What did he want?’


‘No!’ said Luigina, almost yelling.


‘He didn’t, I swear it!’ the mother proclaimed. 


‘What was your relation to Mr Lapècora?’


‘We knew him by sight,’ said Mrs Piccirillo.


‘We haven’t done anything wrong,’ Luigina whined. 


‘Well, listen closely: if you haven’t done anything wrong, you shouldn’t be afraid. We have a witness who claims that Mr Lapècora was on the fifth floor when—’


‘But why hold that against us? There are two other families living on this floor who—’


‘Stop it!’ Luigina exploded, in the throes of an hysterical fit. ‘Stop it, Mama! Tell him everything! Tell him!’


‘Oh, all right. This morning, my daughter, on her way out for an appointment at the hairdresser’s, called the lift, which arrived at once. It must have been stopped at the floor below us, the fourth floor.’


‘What time was it?’


‘Eight o’clock, five past . . . She opened the door and saw Mr Lapècora sitting on the floor. When I looked inside the lift – I’d gone out with her to wait for it – the man seemed drunk. He had a bottle of wine, unopened, and, uh . . . it looked like he’d soiled himself. My daughter felt disgusted. She closed the lift door. At that moment it left, somebody downstairs had called it. Well, my daughter has a delicate stomach, and that sight made us both a little queasy. So Luigina came back inside to freshen up, and so did I. Not five minutes later, Mrs Gullotta came and told us that poor Mr Lapècora wasn’t drunk at all, but dead! And that’s the whole story.’


‘No,’ said Montalbano. ‘That’s not the whole story.’


‘What did you say? I told you the truth!’ the woman said, upset and offended.


‘The truth is slightly different and more unpleasant. You both immediately realized the man was dead. But you didn’t say anything; you acted as if you’d never seen him at all. Why?’


‘We didn’t want our names ending up on everyone’s lips,’ Signora Piccirillo admitted in defeat. Then in a sudden burst of energy, she shouted hysterically: ‘We’re honest people!’


So these two honest people had left the corpse to be discovered by someone else, perhaps someone less honest. And what if Lapècora hadn’t been dead yet? They’d left him there to rot, to save . . . to save what?


He went out, slamming the door behind him, and found Fazio, who was on his way to keep him company, standing before him.


‘Here I am, Inspector. If you need anything—’ 


An idea flashed in his brain.


‘Yes, I do need something. Knock on this door. There are two women inside, mother and daughter. Failure to offer assistance. Haul ’em in, and make as much racket as possible. I want everyone in the building to think they’ve been arrested. Then, when I get back to headquarters, we’ll let ’em go.’


*


Upon opening the door, Mr Culicchia, an accountant who lived in the first apartment on the fourth floor, gave the inspector a little push backwards.


‘We can’t let my wife hear us,’ he said, standing outside the doorway.


‘I’m Inspector—’


‘I know, I know. Did you bring me back my bottle?’


‘What bottle?’ Montalbano asked in shock, staring at the skinny seventy-year-old, who had assumed a conspiratorial air.


‘The one that was next to the dead man, the bottle of Corvo white.’


‘Wasn’t it Mr Lapècora’s?’


‘Absolutely not! It’s mine!’


‘I’m sorry, I don’t quite understand. Explain.’


‘I went out this morning to go shopping, and when I got back, I opened the lift door, and there was Mr Lapècora inside, dead. I realized it at once.’


‘Did you call the lift?’


‘Why would I do that? It was already on the ground floor.’


‘And what did you do?’


‘What could I have done, my boy? I’ve got injuries to my left leg and right arm. Got shot by the Americans. I had four bags in each hand. I couldn’t very well have taken the stairs now, could I?’


‘Are you telling me you came up in the lift with the body inside?’


‘I had no choice! But then, when the lift stopped at my floor, which was also the deceased’s floor, the bottle of wine rolled out of one of my bags. So I opened the door to my apartment, took all the bags inside, and then came back out to get the bottle. But I didn’t get back in time; somebody’d called the lift to the next floor up.’


‘How is that possible if the door was open?’


‘But it wasn’t! I’d closed it without thinking! Ah, the mind! At my age one doesn’t think so clearly any more. I didn’t know what to do. If my wife found out I’d lost a bottle of wine she’d skin me alive. You must believe me, Inspector. She’s capable of anything, that woman.’


‘Tell me what happened next.’


‘The lift passed by in front of me again and went down to the ground floor. So I started going down the stairs. When I finally arrived, bum leg and all, I found the security guard there, who wasn’t letting anyone get near. I told him about the wine and he promised he’d mention it to the authorities. Are you the authorities?’


‘In a sense.’


‘Did the guard mention the bottle of wine to you?’


‘No.’


‘So what am I supposed to do now? Eh? What am I supposed to do? That woman counts the money I spend!’ he complained, wringing his hands.


Upstairs they could hear the desperate voices of the Piccirillo women, and Fazio’s imperious commands:


‘Down the stairs! On foot! And keep quiet!’


Doors opened, questions were asked aloud from floor to floor.


‘Who’s been arrested? The Piccirillo girls? Are they being taken away? Are they going to jail?’


When Fazio came within reach, Montalbano handed him ten thousand lire.


‘After you’ve taken them to headquarters, go and buy a bottle of Corvo white and bring it to this gentleman here.’


*


Montalbano’s interrogation of the other tenants did not yield any important new information. The only one who said anything of interest was the elementary-school teacher Bonavia, who lived on the third floor. He explained to the inspector that his eight-year-old son Matteo had fallen down and bloodied his nose when getting ready for school. As it wouldn’t stop bleeding, he had taken him to Casualty. This was around seven-thirty, and there was no trace of Mr Lapècora, dead or alive, in the lift.


Aside from the lift rides he’d taken as a corpse, two things about the deceased seemed clear to Montalbano: one, he was a decent man, but decidedly unpleasant; and two, he was killed in the lift, between seven thirty-five and eight o’clock.


Since the murderer had run the risk of being surprised with the corpse in the lift by a tenant, this meant the crime had not been premeditated, but committed on impulse.


It wasn’t much to go on. Back at headquarters, the inspector thought about this a little, then glanced at his watch. Two o’clock! No wonder he felt so famished. He called Fazio.


‘I’m going to Calogero’s for some lunch. If Augello arrives in the meantime, send him to me. And one more thing: post a guard in front of the deceased’s apartment. Don’t let her in before I get there.’


‘Don’t let who in?’


‘The victim’s wife, Mrs Lapècora. Are the Piccirillos still here?’


‘Yessir.’


‘Send ’em home.’


‘What’ll I tell them?’


‘Tell ’em the investigation is continuing. Let those honest people shit their pants a little.’



   





THREE


‘What can I serve you today?’


‘What’ve you got?’


‘For the first course, whatever you like.’


‘No first course for me today, I’d rather keep it light.’


‘For the main course, I’ve prepared alalonga all’agrodolce, and hake in a sauce of anchovies.’


‘Going in for haute cuisine, eh, Calò?’


‘Now and then I get the urge.’


‘Bring me a generous serving of the hake. Ah, and, while I’m waiting, make me a nice plate of seafood antipasto.’


He was overcome by doubt. Was that a light meal? He left the question unanswered and opened the newspaper. It turned out that the little economic measure the government had promised would not be for fifteen billion lire, but twenty. There were sure to be price increases, petrol and cigarettes among them. The unemployment rate in the south had reached a figure that was better left unmentioned. The Northern League, after their tax revolt, had decided to expel the local prefects, a first step towards secession. Thirty youths in a town near Naples had gang-raped an Ethiopian girl. The town was defending them: the black girl was not only black, but a whore. An eight-year-old boy had hung himself. Three pushers were arrested, average age twelve. A twenty-year-old man had blown his brains out playing Russian roulette. A jealous old man of eighty—


‘Here’s your appetizer.’


And a good thing too. A few more news items and his appetite would have been gone. Then eight pieces of hake arrived, enough to feed four people. They were crying out their joy – the pieces of hake, that is – at having been cooked the way God had meant them to be. One whiff was enough to convey the dish’s perfection, achieved by the right amount of breadcrumbs and the delicate balance between the anchovies and the whisked egg.


He brought the first bite to his mouth, but did not swallow it immediately. He let the flavour spread sweetly and uniformly over his tongue and palate, allowing both to fully appreciate the gift they’d just been given. Then he swallowed, and Mimì Augello appeared in front of the table.


‘Sit down.’


Mimì Augello sat down.


‘I wouldn’t mind a bite myself,’ he said.


‘Do whatever you want, but don’t talk. I’m telling you as a brother, for your own good. Don’t talk for any reason in the world. If you interrupt me while I’m eating this hake, I’m liable to wring your neck.’


‘Could I have some spaghetti with clams?’ Mimì, unfazed, asked Calogero as he was passing by.


‘White sauce or red?’


‘White.’


While waiting, Augello appropriated the inspector’s newspaper and started reading. When the spaghetti arrived, Montalbano had fortunately finished his hake. Fortunately, because Mimì proceeded to sprinkle a generous helping of Parmesan cheese over his plate. Christ! Even a hyena, which, being a hyena, feeds on carrion, would have been sickened to see a dish of pasta with clam sauce covered with Parmesan!


‘How did you act with the commissioner?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I just want to know if you licked his ass or his balls.’


‘What on earth are you thinking?’


‘C’mon, Mimì, I know you. You pounced on the case of the machine-gunned Tunisian just to make a good impression.’


‘I merely did my duty, since you were nowhere to be found.’


Apparently the Parmesan was not enough, as he added two more spoonfuls, then ground a bit of pepper on top.


‘And how did you enter the prefect’s office, on your hands and knees?’


‘Knock it off, Salvo.’


‘Why should I? Since you never miss a single opportunity to stab me in the back!’


‘Me? Stab you in the back? Listen, Salvo, if after working for four years with you I had really wanted to stab you in the back, you’d now be running the most godforsaken police station in the most godforsaken backwater in Sardinia, while I would be vice-commissioner at the very least. You know what you are, Salvo? You’re a colander that leaks water out of a thousand holes, and all I’m ever doing is trying to plug as many holes as possible.’


He was absolutely right, and Montalbano, having let off some steam, changed his tone. ‘Tell me at least what happened.’


‘I wrote a report, it’s all in there. A large motor trawler from Mazàra del Vallo, the Santopadre, with a crew of six including one Tunisian. It was his first time on board, poor guy. The usual scenario, what can I say? A Tunisian patrol boat orders them to stop, the fishing boat refuses, the patrol boat fires. Except that things went a bit differently this time. This time, somebody got killed, and I’m sure the Tunisians are sorrier than anybody about it. Because all they care about is seizing the boat and squeezing a ton of money out of the owner, who then has to negotiate with the Tunisian government.’


‘What about ours?’


‘Our what?’


‘Our government. Don’t they come into the picture somewhere?’


‘God forbid! They’d make everybody waste an endless amount of time trying to resolve the problem through diplomatic channels. You see, the longer the fishing boat is detained, the less the owner earns.’


‘But what do the Tunisian coast guards get out of it?’


‘They get a cut, just like the municipal police in some of our towns. Not officially, of course. The captain of the Santopadre, who’s also the owner, says it was the Rameh that attacked them.’


‘And what’s that?’


‘That’s the name of a Tunisian motor patrol boat whose commanding officer is notorious for behaving exactly like a pirate. But since somebody got killed this time, our government will be forced to intervene. The prefect asked for a very detailed report.’


‘So why did they come and bust our balls instead of dealing directly with Mazàra?’


‘The Tunisian didn’t die immediately, and Vigàta was the nearest port. At any rate, the poor bastard didn’t make it.’


‘Did they radio for help?’


‘Yes, they hailed the Fulmine, a patrol boat that’s always riding at anchor in our port.’
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