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ONE


He was awakened by a loud, insistent knocking at the door. A frantic knocking, with hands and feet but, curiously, no ringing of the doorbell. He looked over at the window. No dawn light filtered through the closed shutter; outside was still total darkness. Or, rather, every so often a treacherous flash lit up the window, chilling the room, followed by a thunderclap that shook the windowpanes. The storm that had started the day before was raging with greater fury than ever. Strangely, however, the surging sea was silent, though it must have eaten up the beach all the way to the veranda. He groped around on the bedside table, hand searching for the base of the small lamp. He pressed the button, clicking it twice, but the light didn’t come on. Had the bulb burned out, or was there no electricity? He got up out of bed, a cold shudder running down his spine. Through the shutter slats came not only flashes of lightning, but blades of cold wind. The main light switch was also not working. Maybe the storm had knocked out the power.


The knocking continued. Amidst the pandemonium, he thought he heard a voice cry out, as if in distress.


‘I’m coming! I’m coming!’ he shouted.


Since he had been sleeping naked, he looked around for something to cover himself, but found nothing. He was sure he had left his trousers on the chair at the foot of the bed. Perhaps they had slid to the floor. But he had no time to waste. He ran to the front door.


‘Who is it?’ he asked before opening.


‘Bonetti-Alderighi. Open up, hurry!’


He balked, utterly confused. The commissioner? What the hell was going on? Was this some kind of stupid joke?


‘Just a moment.’


He ran to get the torch he kept in the kitchen-table drawer, switched it on, and opened the door. He could only gawk, stunned, at the rain-soaked commissioner standing before him. Bonetti-Alderighi was wearing a black, rumpled hat and a raincoat with a shredded left sleeve.


‘Let me in,’ he said.


Montalbano stepped aside and his boss came in. The inspector followed him mechanically, as if sleepwalking, forgetting to close the door, which started banging in the wind. Reaching the first chair at hand, the commissioner did not so much sit down as collapse in it. Before Montalbano’s astonished eyes, he buried his face in his hands and started crying.


The questions in the inspector’s mind began to accelerate like a jet before take-off, arising and vanishing too fast for him to catch hold of one that was clear and precise. He couldn’t even open his mouth.


‘Could you hide me here at your house?’ the commissioner asked him anxiously.


Hide him? Why on earth would the commissioner need to hide? Was he a fugitive from justice? What had he done? Who was looking for him?


‘I don’t . . . understand . . .’


Bonetti-Alderighi looked at him in disbelief.


‘What, Montalbano, do you mean you haven’t heard?’


‘No, I haven’t.’


‘The Mafia took power tonight!’


‘What are you saying?!’


‘Well, how else did you expect our wretched country to end up? A little change in the law here, a little change there, and here we are. Could I please have a glass of water?’


‘Yes . . . of course.’


He quickly realized the commissioner wasn’t quite right in the head. Perhaps he’d had a car accident and was raving from the shock. The best thing was to call Montelusa Central Police. Or maybe it was better to call a doctor at once. Meanwhile, however, he mustn’t let the poor man suspect anything. So, for the moment, at least, he had to humour him.


The inspector went into the kitchen and instinctively flipped the light switch. And the light came on. He filled a glass, turned to go back, and froze in the doorway, paralysed. He was a statue, the kind they make nowadays, which could have been called Naked Man with Glass in Hand.


The room was lit up, but the commissioner was no longer there. Sitting in his place was a short, stocky man with a coppola on his head, whom Montalbano recognized at once. Totò Riina! He’d been freed from prison! So Bonetti-Alderighi hadn’t gone mad after all! What he’d said was the unvarnished truth!


‘Evenin’,’ said Riina. ‘Sorry to burst in on you like dis, an’ at dis hour, but I don’t got much time, and ousside dere’s a ’elicopter waitin’ a take me to Rome to form the new guv’ment. I already got a few names: Bernardo Provenzano for Vice-President, one of the Caruana brothers for Foreign Minister, Leoluca Bagarella at Defence . . . So I come here wit’ one quession for you, Inspector Montalbano, an’ you gotta tell me yes or no straightaway. You wanna be my Minister of the Interior?’


But before Montalbano could answer, Catarella appeared in the room. He must have come in through the open front door. He was holding a revolver in his hand and aiming it at the inspector. Big tears rolled down his cheeks.


‘Chief, if you say yes to this ’ere criminal, I’m gonna kill you poissonally in poisson!’


Talking, however, distracted Catarella, and Riina, quick as a snake, whipped out his own gun and fired. The light in the room went out, and . . .


*


Montalbano woke up. The only real thing in the dream he’d just had was the storm rattling the shutters, which he’d left open. He got up and closed them, then got back into bed after looking at the clock. Four in the morning. He wanted to seize hold of sleep again, but found himself arguing with the other Montalbano behind his stubbornly closed eyes.


‘What was the meaning of that dream?’


‘Why do you want to find a meaning in it, Montalbà? Don’t you very often have dreams that don’t mean a damn thing?’


‘That’s what you think, because you’re an ignorant beast. They may mean nothing to you, but go tell that to Dr Freud, and you’ll see what he can pull out of them!’


‘But why should I tell my dreams to Dr Freud?’


‘Because if you’re unable to explain your dream, or have it explained to you, you’ll never get back to sleep.’


‘Oh, all right. Ask me a question.’


‘Of all the things in the dream, what made the strongest impression on you?’


‘The change.’


‘Which one?’


‘The one where I come out of the kitchen and find Totò Riina in Bonetti-Alderighi’s place.’


‘Explain.’


‘Well, in the place of the representative of the law, there’s the numero uno of the Mafia, the boss of people who are against the law.’


‘So, what you’re telling me is that in your own living room, in your own home, there with all your things, you found yourself playing host to the law and to people against the law.’


‘So what?’


‘Could it be that in your mind the boundary between the law and the anti-law has been getting a little blurrier each day?’


‘Don’t talk such crap!’


‘All right, let’s look at it another way. What did they ask of you?’


‘Bonetti-Alderighi asked me to help him, to hide him at my house.’


‘And did that surprise you?’


‘Of course!’


‘And what did Riina ask you?’


‘He asked me to be his Minister of the Interior.’


‘And did that surprise you?’


‘Well, yes.’


‘Did it surprise you as much as the commissioner’s question? Or did it surprise you more? Or less? Answer sincerely.’


‘Well, no, it surprised me less.’


‘Why less? Do you consider it normal that a Mafia boss should ask you to work for him?’


‘No, that’s not how I would put it. Riina, at that moment, wasn’t a Mafia boss any longer, he was about to become Prime Minister! And it was as Prime Minister that he asked me to work for him.’


‘Hold it right there. There are two ways to look at this. Either you think that the fact of someone’s becoming Prime Minister cancels out all his prior crimes, murders and massacres included, or else you belong to that category of policemen who always serve, no matter what, whoever happens to be in power, whether an honest man or a criminal, whether a Fascist or a Communist. To which of these two categories do you belong?’


‘Wait a minute! That’s too easy!’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Because then Catarella appeared!’


‘And what does that mean?’


‘It means, in fact, that I said no to Riina’s offer.’


‘But you didn’t even open your mouth!’


‘I said it through Catarella. He pops up, points his gun at me, and tells me he’ll kill me if I accept. It’s as if Catarella was my conscience.’


‘Now there’s something new from you! Catarella, your conscience?’


‘Why not? Do you remember the time that journalist asked me if I believed in my guardian angel? When I answered yes, he asked me if I’d ever seen him. And I said yes, I see him every day. “Does he have a name?” the journalist asked. And without missing a beat, I said, “His name is Catarella.” I was joking, of course. But later on, after thinking it over, I realized that only a small part of it was in jest, and the rest was the truth.’


‘Conclusion?’


‘The question should be read in the opposite way. The scene with Catarella means that rather than accept Riina’s offer, I was ready to shoot myself.’


‘Are you sure, Montalbà, that Freud would have interpreted it this way?’


‘You know what I say to you? That I don’t give a flying fuck about Freud. Now let me get some sleep, I can hardly keep my eyes open any more.’


*


When he woke up it was already past nine. He didn’t see or hear any lightning or thunder, but the weather certainly was nasty outside. Why bother to get up? His two old wounds ached. And a few little pains, unpleasant companions of his age, had awakened with him. He was better off sleeping for another couple of hours. He got up, went into the dining room, unplugged the phone, went back to bed, pulled up the covers, and closed his eyes.


*


Barely half an hour later he opened them again, awakened by the phone’s insistent ringing. But how the hell could the phone be ringing if he’d unplugged it? And if it wasn’t the phone, what was it? The doorbell, idiot! He felt a kind of engine oil, dense and viscous, circulating in his brain. Seeing his trousers on the floor, he put them on and went to the door, cursing the saints.


It was Catarella, out of breath.


‘Ahh, Chief, Chief!’


‘Listen, don’t tell me anything, don’t talk at all. I’ll tell you when you can open your mouth. I’m going to get back into bed, and you’re going to go into the kitchen, brew me a pot of good strong coffee, pour it all into a milk-bowl, put in three teaspoons of sugar, and bring it to me. Then you can tell me whatever it is you have to say.’


When Catarella returned with the steaming mug, he had to shake the inspector to wake him up. During those ten minutes he had fallen back into a deep sleep.


What is this, anyway? he thought as he was sipping his coffee, which tasted like reheated chicory broth. Isn’t it well known that the older you get, the less sleep you need? So why is that in my case, the more the years go by, the more I sleep?


‘’Ow’s the coffee taste, Chief?’


‘Excellent, Cat.’


And he raced into the bathroom to rinse his mouth, for fear he might be sick.


‘Cat, is this a pressing matter?’


‘Relative, Chief.’


‘All right, then, give me a few minutes to shower and get dressed.’


When he was all clean and dressed, he went into the kitchen and made himself a proper pot of coffee.


Going back into the dining room, he found Catarella in front of the French windows that gave onto the veranda. He had opened the shutters.


It was pouring and the sea had come all the way up to the veranda, shaking it from time to time with the undertow of a particularly strong wave.


‘C’n I talk now, Chief?’ Catarella asked.


‘Yes.’


‘They found a dead body.’


Ah, what a discovery! What a find! Apparently the corpse of someone who’d died a ‘white death’ – the shorthand used by journalists when someone suddenly disappears without so much as saying goodbye – had resurfaced somewhere. But why give death any colour at all? White death! As if there were also a green death, a yellow death, and so on . . . Actually, if one had to give death a colour, there could only be one: black, black as pitch.


‘Is it fresh?’


‘They din’t say, Chief.’


‘Where’d they find it?’


‘Out inna country, Chief. Pizzutello districk.’


Imagine that. A desolate, godforsaken place, all sheer drops and jagged spurs, where a corpse could feel at home and never be discovered.


‘Have any of our people been out to see it?’


‘Yessir, Chief, Fazio and ’Spector Augello’s at the premisses.’


‘So why’d you come and bother me?’


‘Chief, y’gotta unnastand, it was ’Spector Augello ’at call me and tell me to tell yiz yer poissonal presence ’s ’ndisposable. An’ so, seein’ as how ’s was no answer when I tried a call yiz onna phone, I took the Jeep and come out here poissonally in poisson.’


‘Why’d you take the Jeep?’


‘Cuz the reggler car coun’t never make it to that place, Chief.’


‘All right then, let’s go.’


‘Chief, ’e also tol’ me to tell yiz iss bitter if y’put on some boots an’ a raincoat, an som’n a cover y’head.’


The Catherine wheel of curses that burst from Montalbano’s mouth left Catarella terrified.


*


The deluge showed no sign of letting up. They rolled along almost blindly, since the windscreen wipers were unable to sweep the water away. On top of this the last half-mile before reaching the spot where the corpse had been found was a cross between a roller coaster and an earthquake measuring 8.0 on the Richter scale. The inspector’s bad mood deteriorated into a heavy silence and Catarella was so nervous he didn’t miss a single pond-sized ditch.


‘Did you remember to bring life jackets?’


Catarella didn’t answer, only wishing he was the corpse they were going to see. At one point Montalbano’s stomach turned upside down, bringing the nauseating taste of Catarella’s coffee back up into his throat and mouth.


Finally, by the grace of God, they pulled up alongside the other Jeep, which Augello and Fazio had used. The only problem was that there was no sign anywhere of Augello or Fazio, or of any corpse whatsoever.


‘Are we playing hide-and-seek or something?’ Montalbano enquired.


‘Chief, alls they tol’ me was to stop as soon as I seen their Jeep.’


‘Give them a toot.’


‘A toot o’ wha’, Chief?’


‘What the hell do you think, Cat? A toot of your trumpet? A toot of your tenor sax? Honk the horn!’


‘The horn don’ work, Chief.’


‘Well, I guess that means we’ll have to wait here till dark.’


He fired up a cigarette. By the time he’d finished it, Catarella had made up his mind.


‘Chief, I’m gonna go look for ’em m’self. Seeing as how their Jeep’s right here, maybe it means they’re maybe right here, inna vinicity.’


‘Take my raincoat.’


‘Nah, Chief, I can’t.’


‘Why not?’


‘Cuz a raincoat’s civillan clothes ’n’ I’m in uniform.’


‘But who’s going to see you here?’


‘Chief, a uniform’s always a uniform.’


He opened the door, got out, cried, ‘Ah!’ and vanished. He disappeared so quickly, in fact, that Montalbano feared he might have fallen into a ditch full of water and was drowning. So he quickly got out of the car himself, and in the twinkling of an eye found himself sliding arse first down a muddy slope some thirty feet long at the bottom of which sat Catarella, looking like a sculpture made out of fresh clay.


‘I mussa parked the Jeep right aside the edge wittout realizin’ it, Chief.’


‘I realized that, Cat. So how are we going to climb out of here?’


‘Look, Chief, see ’at little path over there, over onna left? I’m gonna go ’ave a look-see, ’n’ you c’n follow me, but be real careful, cuz iss all slip’ry ’n’ all.’


About fifty yards on, the path turned to the right. The heavy rain made it impossible to see even a short distance ahead. Suddenly Montalbano heard someone calling from above.


‘Chief! We’re over here!’


He looked up. Fazio was standing on top of a sort of elevation, reachable via three huge steps cut directly into the rock-face. He was sheltered under an enormous red-and-yellow umbrella of the kind shepherds use. Where on earth had he found it? To climb the three steps, Montalbano had to have Catarella push him from behind and Fazio pull him up by the hand.


I’m no longer cut out for this life, he thought bitterly.


The elevation turned out to be a tiny level clearing in front of the entrance to a cave that one could enter. Once inside, the inspector was wonderstruck.


It was warm in the cave. A fire was burning inside a circle of stones. A carter’s oil-lamp hung from the vault and gave off sufficient light. A man of about sixty with a pipe in his mouth and Mimì were sitting on stools made of branches and playing cards on a little table between them, also made of branches. Every so often, taking turns, they took a sip from a flask of wine on the ground. A pastoral scene. Especially as there was no hint of the corpse anywhere. The sixtyish man greeted the inspector; Mimì did not. In fact, for the past month or so, Augello had been at odds with all of creation.


‘The body was discovered by the man playing cards with Inspector Augello,’ said Fazio, gesturing towards him. ‘His name is Pasquale Ajena, and this is his land. He comes here every day. And he’s equipped the cave so that he can eat here, rest here, or just sit here and look out at the landscape.’


‘May I humbly ask where the hell the body is?’


‘Apparently, Chief, it’s about fifty yards further down.’


‘Apparently? Are you saying you haven’t seen it yet?’


‘Yes. According to Mr Ajena, the spot is practically unreachable, unless it stops raining.’


‘But this isn’t going to stop before evening, if we’re lucky!’


‘There’ll be a break in the clouds in about an hour,’ Ajena cut in. ‘Guaranteed, with a twist of lemon on it. And then it’ll start raining again.’


‘So what are we supposed to do till then?’


‘Did you eat this morning?’ Ajena asked him.


‘No.’


‘Would you like a little fresh tumazzo with a slice of wheat bread made yesterday?’


Montalbano’s heart opened and let in a gentle breeze of contentment.


‘I don’t mind if I do.’


Ajena got up, opened a capacious haversack that was hanging from a nail, and pulled out a loaf of bread, a whole tumazzo cheese, and another flask of wine. Pushing aside the playing cards, he set them all down on the little table. Then he took out a knife from his pocket, a kind of jackknife, which he opened and laid down beside the bread.


‘Help yourselves,’ he said.


‘Could you tell me at least how you found the body?’ asked Montalbano, mouth full of bread and cheese.


‘No, come on!’ Mimì Augello burst out. ‘First, he has to finish the game. I haven’t won a single one so far!’


*


Mimì lost that one too, and so he wanted another rematch, and another rematch after that. Montalbano, Fazio, and Catarella, who was drying himself by the fire, devoured the tumazzo, which was so tender it melted in one’s mouth, and knocked back the entire flask of wine.


Thus an hour passed.


And, as Ajena had predicted, there was a break in the clouds.




TWO


‘What the . . . ?’ said Ajena, looking down. ‘It was right here!’


They stood in a row, elbow to elbow, on a narrow footpath, looking down at a very steep stretch of earth, practically a sheer drop. But it wasn’t actually earth, properly speaking. It was an assortment of greyish, yellowish slabs of clay that the rain did not penetrate, all of them covered, or rather coated with a sort of treacherous shaving cream. You could tell from the look of them that you had only to set your foot on them to suddenly find yourself twenty yards below.


‘It was right here!’ Ajena repeated.


And now it was gone. The travelling corpse, the wandering cadaver.


During the descent towards the spot where Ajena had seen the corpse, it was impossible to exchange so much as a word, because they had to walk in single file, with Ajena at the head, leaning on a shepherd’s crook, Montalbano behind, leaning on Ajena, hand on his shoulder, Augello next, hand on Montalbano’s shoulder, and Fazio behind him, hand on Augello’s shoulder.


Montalbano recalled having seen something similar in a famous painting. Brueghel? Bosch? But this was hardly the moment to think about art.


Catarella, who was the last in line, and not only in a hierarchical sense, didn’t have the courage to lean on the shoulder of the person in front of him, and thus slid from time to time in the mud, knocking into Fazio, who knocked into Augello, who knocked into Montalbano, who knocked into Ajena, threatening to bring them all down like ninepins.


‘Listen, Ajena,’ Montalbano said irritably, ‘are you sure this is the right place?’


‘Inspector, this land is all mine and I come here every day, rain or shine.’


‘Can we talk?’


‘If you wanna talk, sir, let’s talk,’ said Ajena, lighting his pipe.


‘So, according to you, the body was here?’


‘Wha’, you deaf, sir? An’ whattya mean, “according to me”? It was right here, I tell you,’ said Ajena, gesturing with his pipe at the spot where the slabs of clay began, a short distance from his feet.


‘So it was out in the open.’


‘Well, yes and no.’


‘Explain yourself.’


‘Mr Inspector, it’s all clay around here. In fact, this place has always been called ’u critaru, ’n’ that’s—’


‘Why have a place like this?’


‘I sell the clay to people who make vases, jugs, pots, that kind of thing . . .’


‘All right, go on.’


‘Well, when it’s not raining, an’ it don’t rain much around here, today’s an exception, but when it don’t rain, the clay’s all covered up by the earth that slides down the hillside. So you gotta dig down at least a foot to get at it. You follow?’


‘Yes.’


‘But when it rains, and rains hard, the water washes away the earth on top, an’ so the clay comes out. An’ that’s wha’ happened this morning: the rain carried the soil further down an’ uncovered the dead body.’


‘So you’re telling me the body was buried under the earth, and the rain unearthed it?’


‘Yessir, that’s azackly what I’m saying. I was passing by here on my way up to the cave an’ that’s when I saw the bag.’


‘What bag?’


‘A great big plastic bag, black, the kind you use for rubbish.’


‘How did you see what was inside? Did you open it?’


‘Nah, I didn’t need to. The bag had a small hole an’ a foot was sticking out, except that all its toes was cut off an’ so I couldn’t really tell at first if it was a foot.’


‘Cut off, you say?’


‘Cut off, or maybe et off by a dog.’


‘I see. What did you do then?’


‘I kept on walking up to the cave.’


‘And how did you call the police station?’ asked Fazio.


‘Wit’ my mobile phone, which I keep in my pocket.’


‘What time was it when you spotted the bag?’ Augello cut in.


‘Maybe six in the morning.’


‘And it took you over an hour to get from here to the cave and call us?’ Augello pressed him.


‘And what’s it to you, may I ask, how long it took me to call?’


‘I’ll show you what it is to me!’ said Mimì, enraged.


‘We got your call at seven-twenty,’ Fazio said to the man, trying to explain. ‘One hour and twenty minutes after you discovered the bag with the body.’


‘What did you do? Make sure to tell someone to come and pick up the body?’ Augello asked, suddenly seeming like the dastardly, wicked detective of American movies.


Worried, Montalbano realized Mimì wasn’t pretending.


‘Whoever said that? What are you thinking? I didn’t tell nobody!’


‘Then tell us what you did for that hour and twenty minutes.’


Mimì had fastened onto him like a rabid dog and wouldn’t let go.


‘I was thinking things over.’


‘And it took you almost an hour and a half to think things over?’


‘Yessirree.’


‘To think what over?’


‘Whether it was best to phone or not.’


‘Why?’


‘’Cause any time anybody’s got to deal with you cops, they end up wishin’ they hadn’t.’


‘Oh, yeah?’ said Mimì, turning red in the face and raising his hand to deliver a punch.


‘Calm down, Mimì!’ said Montalbano.


‘Listen,’ Augello continued, looking for an excuse to have it out with the man, ‘there are two ways to reach the cave, one from above, the other from below. Right?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Why did you take us on the downhill path? So we could break our necks?’


‘Because you would never make it uphill. With all this rain the path’s slippery as hell.’


They heard a dull rumble, and all looked up at the sky. The break in the clouds was beginning to close. They all were thinking the same thing: if they didn’t find that body soon, they were going to get even more soaked.


‘How do you explain the fact that the body is gone?’ Montalbano intervened.


‘Well,’ said Ajena, ‘either the body got flushed down to the bottom by the water and soil, or somebody came and took it.’


‘Go on!’ said Mimì. ‘If somebody came and took the bag, they would’ve left a trail in the mud! Whereas there’s nothing!’


‘Whattya mean, sir?’ Ajena retorted. ‘Do you really think after all this rain you’re still gonna see tracks?’


At this point in the discussion, for who knows what reason, Catarella took a step forward. And thus began his second slide of the morning. He had only to set one foot half down on the clay to execute a figure-skating sort of split, one foot on the path, the other on the edge of a clay slab. Fazio, who was standing beside him, tried to grab him, to no avail. In fact, he only managed to give him a strong if involuntary push. Thus in a split-second Catarella spread his arms, then spun around, turning his back as his legs flew out from under him.


‘I loss my balaaaa . . .’ he announced loudly to one and all as he fell down hard and as though sitting on an invisible sled began to gain momentum (reminding Montalbano of a law of physics he had learned at school: Motus in fine velocior), whereupon he fell head-backwards, shoulders to the mud, and careered downwards with the speed of a bobsleigher. His race ended some twenty yards below, at the bottom of the slope, in a large bush which Catarella’s body entered like a bullet and disappeared into.


*


None of the spectators uttered a word; none made a move. They just stood there, spellbound.


‘Get that man some first aid,’ Montalbano ordered after a moment.


He was so severely annoyed by the whole affair that he didn’t even feel like laughing.


‘How do we get down there to pull him out?’ Augello asked Ajena.


‘If we go down this same footpath we’ll come to a spot not far from where the p’liceman ended up.’


‘Then let’s get moving.’


But at that moment Catarella emerged from the bush. He’d lost his trousers and pants in the slide and was prudishly holding his hands over his private parts.


‘Did you hurt yourself?’ Fazio shouted.


‘Nah. But I found the body bag. Iss here.’


‘Should we go down there?’ Mimì Augello asked Montalbano.


‘No. Now we know where it is. Fazio, you go down and get Catarella. You, Mimì, go and wait for them in the cave.’


‘And what about you?’ asked Augello.


‘I’m going to get in the Jeep and go home. I’ve had enough of this.’


‘I beg your pardon? What about the investigation?’


‘What investigation, Mimì? If the body was fresh, then our presence here might serve some purpose. But who knows when and where this person was murdered? You need to call the prosecutor, the coroner, and the forensics lab. Do it now, Mimì.’


‘But to get here from Montelusa, it’ll take them a good two hours at the very least!’


‘In two hours it’ll be raining hard again,’ Ajena chimed in.


‘So much the better,’ said Montalbano. ‘Why should we be the only ones to get soaked to the bone?’


‘And what am I supposed to do for two hours?’ Mimì asked sullenly.


‘You can play cards,’ said the inspector. Then, seeing Ajena walking away, he added: ‘Why did you call Catarella and tell him my presence was indispensable here?’


‘Because I thought that—’


‘Mimì, you didn’t think anything. You wanted to make me come here for the sole purpose of annoying me, getting me drenched like everybody else.’


‘Salvo, you just said it yourself: Why should only Fazio and I get soaked while you’re still lying in bed?’


Montalbano couldn’t help but notice how much anger there was in Augello’s words. He hadn’t done it as a joke. What on earth was happening to him?


*


When he got back to Marinella it had already started pouring again. It was well past lunchtime, and spending the morning in the open air had whetted his appetite. He went into the bathroom, changed out of his rain-soaked suit, and hurried into the kitchen. Adelina had made him pasta ’ncasciata and, as a second course, rabbit alla cacciatore. She very rarely made this, but whenever she did, it brought tears of happiness to his eyes.


*


By the time Fazio straggled back into the station, night was falling. He must have gone home first, showered and changed, but he was visibly tired. It hadn’t been an easy day at ’u critaru.


‘Where’s Mimì?’


‘Gone home to rest, Chief. He felt a bit of fever coming on.’


‘And Catarella?’


‘Him too. Over a hundred, I’d say. He wanted to come in anyway, but I told him to go home and lie down.’


‘Did you recover the bag with the body?’


‘You know what, Chief? When we went back to ’u critaru in the pouring rain with the forensics team, the prosecutor, Dr Pasquano, and the stretcher-bearers, and we looked in the bushes where Catarella said he saw the bag, it was gone!’


‘Jesus Christ, what a pain in the arse! The corpse that wouldn’t stay put! So where was it?’


‘The water and sludge had carried it about ten yards further down. But part of the bag got torn, so a few of the pieces—’


‘Pieces? What pieces?’


‘Before the body was put in the bag, it had been cut into small pieces.’


So Ajena was right about what he’d seen: the toes had been cut off the feet.


‘So what did you do?’


‘We had to wait till Cocò arrived from Montelusa.’


‘And who’s Cocò? Never heard of him.’


‘Cocò’s a dog, Chief. A really good dog. He found five body parts that had fallen out of the bag and got scattered about, including the head. After which Dr Pasquano said that as far as he could tell, the corpse seemed complete. And so we were finally able to leave.’


‘Did you see the head yourself?’


‘I did, but you couldn’t tell anything from it. The face was gone. It’d been totally obliterated by repeated blows from a hammer or mallet, or some heavy object.’


‘They didn’t want him recognized right away.’


‘No doubt about it, Chief. ’Cause I also saw the index finger of the right hand, which had been cut off. The whole fingertip had been burned off.’


‘You know what that means, don’t you?’


‘Of course, Chief. That the victim had a record and could have been identified from his fingerprints. So they took the necessary measures.’


‘Was Pasquano able to determine how long ago he was killed?’


‘He said two months, at the very least. But he needs to have a better look at him in the post-mortem.’


‘Do you know when he’ll do that?’


‘Tomorrow morning.’


‘And there was no report of this man’s disappearance over those two months?’


‘There are two possibilities, Chief: either it wasn’t reported, or it was.’


Montalbano gave him a look of mock admiration.


‘Well done, Fazio! Ever heard of Monsieur de la Palisse?’


‘No, Chief. Who was he?’


‘A man who fifteen minutes before he died was still alive.’


Fazio immediately got it.


‘Come on, Chief! You didn’t let me finish my thought!’


‘All right then, go on. For a brief moment I thought you’d been infected by Catarella.’


‘What I meant was that it’s possible somebody reported the dead man’s disappearance, but since we don’t know who the dead man is—’


‘I get your point. The only thing we can do is wait till tomorrow to see what Pasquano has to tell us.’


*


Once home, he was greeted by the telephone, which started ringing as he was trying to unlock the door, fumbling with the keys.


‘Hello, darling, how are you?’


It was Livia, sounding cheerful.


‘I had a pretty rough morning. How about you?’


‘I’ve been great, for my part. I didn’t go to the office today.’


‘Oh, really? Why not?’


‘I didn’t feel like it. It was such a beautiful morning. It seemed like a terrible shame to go to work. You should have seen the sun, Salvo. It looked like yours.’


‘So what did you do?’


‘I went out and had fun.’


‘Well, you can afford to.’


It had slipped out, and Livia didn’t let it slide.


*


A little while later, still in a bad mood, he settled down to watch television. On a chair beside his armchair he had put two dishes, one full of green and black olives and salted sardines, the other with cheese, tumazzo and caciocavallo di Ragusa. He poured himself a glass of wine but kept the bottle within reach, just in case. Then he turned on the TV. The first thing that came on was a film set in some Asian country during the monsoon. What? It’s a deluge outside and now he has to watch a fake deluge on TV? He changed the channel. Another movie. A woman lay naked on a bed, batting her eyelashes at a young man undressing and seen from behind. When he took off his pants, the woman’s eyes opened wide and she brought a hand to her mouth, surprised and amazed by what she saw. He changed the channel. The Prime Minister was explaining why the country’s economy was going to the dogs: the first reason was the terrorist attack on the Twin Towers; the second was the tsunami in the Pacific; the third was the euro; the fourth the Communist opposition that refused to cooperate, and . . . He changed the channel. There was a cardinal talking about the sacred institution of the family. In the first row of the audience were an array of politicians, two of whom were divorced, another who was living with a minor after leaving his wife and three children, a fourth who maintained an official family and two unofficial families, and a fifth who had never married because, as was well known, he didn’t like women. All nodded gravely in agreement with the cardinal’s words. He changed the channel. The screen filled with the chicken-arse face of Pippo Ragonese, the top newsman of TeleVigàta.


‘. . . and so the discovery of the corpse of a man brutally murdered, cut into small pieces, and put into a rubbish bag, disturbs us for several reasons. But the principal one is that the investigation has been assigned to Chief Inspector Salvo Montalbano of the Vigàta Police, on whom we have, unfortunately, had occasion to focus our attention in the past. Our criticisms were directed not so much at the fact that he has political ideas – indeed every word he says is steeped in Communist beliefs – but at the fact that he has no ideas at all during his investigations. Or else, when he does, they are always absurd, outlandish, and utterly groundless. So we would like to give him some advice. But will he listen? The advice is the following. Only two weeks ago, in the area around the place called ’u critaru, where the corpse was found, a hunter ran across two plastic bags containing the remains of two suckling calves. Might there not be a connection between these two occurrences? Might it not involve some satanic rite that—’


He turned off the TV. Satanic rite, my arse! Aside from the fact that the two bags had been found two and a half miles away from ’u critaru, it was discovered that they’d been dumped following an operation by the carabinieri to stop unauthorized animal slaughter.


He went to bed feeling fed up with all of creation. But before lying down he took an aspirin, cursing the saints all the while. Given the soaking he’d endured that morning and his wretchedly advancing age, perhaps it was best to be cautious.


*


The following morning, after awaking from a night of somewhat agitated sleep and opening the window, the inspector rejoiced. The sun shone as bright as July in a sky scrubbed perfectly clean and sparkling. The sea, which for two days had completely covered the beach, had withdrawn, but had left the sand littered with rubbish bags, empty cans, plastic bottles, bottomless boxes and various other filth. Montalbano recalled how in now distant times, when the sea withdrew, it would leave behind only sweet-smelling algae and beautiful shells that were like gifts to mankind. Now it only gave back our own rubbish.
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