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ONE


They were sitting on Livia’s little balcony in Boccadasse in silence, enjoying the cool evening air.


Livia had been in a bad mood all day, as was always the case when Montalbano was about to return home to Vigàta.


Out of the blue Livia, who was barefoot, said:


‘Would you do me a favour and get my slippers? My feet are cold. I guess I’m just getting old.’


The inspector gawked at her.


‘Why are you looking at me like that?’


‘You’re starting to age from the feet up?’


‘Why, is there a law against that?’


‘No, but I thought it was some other body parts that started ageing first.’


‘Shut your filthy mouth,’ said Livia.


Montalbano was startled.


‘Why are you talking like that?’


‘I’ll talk however I feel like talking! Is that OK with you?’


‘Anyway, I said nothing filthy. The body parts I was referring to are, I don’t know, the eyes, the ears . . .’


‘Are you going to get me those slippers or not?’


‘Where are they?’


‘Where do you think they are? Right beside the bed. The ones that look like cats.’


Montalbano got up and headed for the bedroom. Those slippers no doubt kept her feet nice and warm, but he hated them, because they looked like two long-haired white cats with black tails. Naturally, they were nowhere to be seen.


Surely they must be under the bed.


The inspector crouched down, thinking:


The back! That’s another body part that gives you the first warning signs of ageing!


He reached out and started feeling around with one hand.


It came up against a furry slipper and was about to grab it when a sharp pain took him by surprise.


Jerking his hand back, he noticed he had a deep scratch on the back of it that was bleeding a little.


Could there possibly be a real cat under there?


But Livia didn’t own any cats.


So he turned on the lamp on the bedside table, picked it up, and shone its light under the bed, to see what it was that had scratched him.


He couldn’t believe his eyes.


One of the two slippers had remained a slipper, but the other one had turned into a cat, a cat cat, and was now glaring at him threateningly, ears pressed against its head and hackles raised.


How could this be?


He suddenly felt furious.


And he got up, put down the lamp, went into the bathroom, opened the medicine chest, and disinfected his scratch with a bit of antiseptic.


Moments later he was back out on the balcony and sat down without a word.


‘So where are my slippers?’ asked Livia.


‘You can go and get them yourself, if you have the courage.’


Glancing at him scornfully, Livia shook her head as if in commiseration, got up, and went indoors.


Montalbano contemplated the gash on his hand. The blood had clotted, but the scratch was deep.


Livia returned, sat down, and crossed her legs. On her feet were the slippers.


‘Wasn’t there a cat under the bed?’ asked Montalbano.


‘What are you saying?’ said Livia. ‘I’ve never had a cat in my apartment.’


‘Then how did I get this scratch?’ the inspector asked, showing her his wound.


The only problem was that, to his great surprise, there was nothing on the back of his hand. The skin was perfectly intact.


‘What scratch? I don’t see anything.’


Montalbano suddenly leaned down and took off one of her slippers.


‘My scratch, which your fake slipper gave me,’ he said angrily, throwing it off the balcony.


At this point, Livia yelled so loudly that . . .


. . . Montalbano woke up.


They weren’t in Boccadasse but in Vigàta, and Livia was sleeping like a baby beside him, the morning’s faint first light filtering in through the window.


Montalbano realized it was going to be a day of libeccio, the south-west wind.


The sea was making a lot of noise.


He got up and went into the bathroom.


*


An hour and a half later Livia joined him in the kitchen, where the inspector had made breakfast for her and a mug of coffee for himself.


‘So, what’s the plan?’ asked Livia. ‘I’ll be taking the three o’clock bus for Palermo airport.’


‘I’m sorry I can’t drive you there, but I can’t be away from the station for even an hour. You’ve seen for yourself the kind of situation we’re in. Let’s do this: when you’re ready, give me a ring, and I’ll come and give you a lift to the bus station.’


‘OK,’ said Livia. ‘But will you keep your promise to come to my place this time? I won’t accept any excuses.’


‘I said I would come, and I’ll come.’


‘With your new suit?’ asked Livia.


‘All right, with my new suit,’ Montalbano replied through clenched teeth.


*


They’d argued about this for at least two hours a day during Livia’s short stay in Vigàta.


When she first got there, Livia, the moment she was off the plane, before even embracing Montalbano, wanted to give him some good news.


‘Did you know that Giovanna is getting remarried in a few days?’


Montalbano opened his eyes wide.


‘Giovanna? Which Giovanna? Your friend? Who’s she marrying? What about the kids?’


Livia started laughing and gestured to him to go and get the car.


‘I’ll tell you the whole story on the drive home.’


As soon as he’d put the car in gear, Montalbano asked his first question.


‘What about Stefano? How did Stefano take the news?’


‘How do you expect? He was delighted. They’ve been married for over twenty years.’


Montalbano sank into complete incomprehension. ‘But how can a man who’s been married for over twenty years and has two kids be delighted that his wife is marrying another man?’


Livia broke into a laughing fit so extreme that, through her tears, she had to undo her safety belt to hold her stomach. ‘What on earth are you imagining? Where do you get these ideas? Giovanna’s getting remarried to Stefano.’


‘Why, did they get divorced? You never said anything to me about it.’


‘No, they did not get divorced.’


‘So why are they getting married all over again?’


‘They’re not “getting married all over again”. Quite the contrary. They want to reconfirm their marriage.’


‘Reconfirm . . .?’


Montalbano was so confused by this point that he was afraid to keep on driving, so he pulled over and stopped.


‘Listen,’ he snapped, ‘I haven’t understood a fucking thing in all this!’


‘Don’t start spouting obscenities or I won’t explain anything to you!’


They resumed driving, and Livia began to fill him in on the story of Giovanna and Stefano.


Happily married for twenty-five years, the couple were about to celebrate the renewal of their vows.


At the sound of the word ‘renewal’, Montalbano couldn’t restrain himself.


‘Renewal?’ he said. ‘You mean like renewing a lease on a car? Or renewing your membership in a club?’


Bewailing Salvo’s lack of romantic sentiment, Livia proceeded to explain the whole ceremony of matrimonial renewal.


‘When a couple has been married for twenty-five years, they celebrate their silver anniversary, which in fact means renewing their vows. They go to a church, with their relatives, and their children if there are any, and whoever else they want to invite, and they re-enact the service. They reconfirm their vows: Do you take, as your lawfully wedded husband . . . and so on. It’s all very romantic. The wedding rings are blessed again, and I’m told the couple take two candles and light a third, which symbolizes their union. Then there’s a proper wedding feast afterwards, with all the usual celebrations as well as silver confetti. And you have to come, because I promised Giovanna and Stefano you would be there. You can come first to Boccadasse to get me, and then we’ll go to Udine together.’


*


This had been the first blow.


The second came that same evening, as they were eating, and it was enough to extinguish Montalbano’s appetite in an instant.


‘I had a look in your wardrobe,’ Livia said, all serious.


‘And did you find any skeletons?’


‘Worse. I found the corpses of your old suits. You haven’t got a single decent one. For this occasion I want you to have one tailor-made.’


Montalbano broke out in a cold sweat. In all his life he had never been to a tailor. He felt so discouraged he didn’t even have the strength to open his mouth.


Only after recovering from the shock did he manage to speak, and he tried to change the subject.


‘Livia, I want you to come to the police station with me tomorrow. I’ve already informed Beba.’


‘What for?’


‘You know, it’s possible that living in Boccadasse you don’t have a clear sense of just how dramatic things are down here. Lately the migrant landings on our coasts are more punctual than the bus from Montelusa. They come by the hundreds every single night. No matter the weather. Men, women, children, old people. Freezing, starving, thirsty, and frightened. And in need of everything. Every single one of us at the station is busy twenty-four hours a day trying to manage these arrivals. And in town people have formed committees of volunteers who collect living necessities, cook warm meals, provide clothing, shoes, and blankets. Beba directs one of these committees. Do you feel up to lending her a hand?’


‘Of course,’ said Livia.


The inspector was hoping, and feeling like less than a worm in so doing, that Livia, in helping those poor wretches, might forget about the ‘marriage renewal’ and the concomitant need for a new suit.


*


The following day, Montalbano took Livia to Beba’s and didn’t see her or hear back from her for the rest of the day.


They met that evening at his place in Marinella, and before telling him what she’d been doing, Livia saw fit to deal the third and decisive blow, once again at dinnertime, as if she’d decided to impose a crash diet on him.


‘In spite of everything else I had to do today, I managed to drop in at the tailor’s. Unfortunately they’re really busy tomorrow and can’t see you. But they were very nice and promised me that they’ll manage to make you a suit in time for the celebration. They’ll be expecting you the day after tomorrow – in other words, the day I leave – at three in the afternoon. I’m sorry I won’t be able to come with you, but will you promise me you’ll go?’


Montalbano bristled.


‘That’s all I’ve been doing for the past two days, is making promises. I promise I’ll go. Just give me this tailor’s address.’


‘Via Roma, 32. It’s next door to the stationer’s, but there’s no sign outside. They’re on the ground floor. You’ll see, I think you’ll find Elena quite charming.’


‘Elena?!’


‘Yes, Elena. Why do you ask?’


‘Sorry, but I’m not going,’ the inspector said decisively.


‘What do you mean, you’re not going? You just promised me you would.’


‘I promised I would go and see a tailor, not a seamstress.’


‘Oh, come on, she’s a woman tailor who makes men’s clothes, too. What’s the difference?’


‘Oh, there’s a difference all right.’


‘And what is it?’


‘I’m not going to get undressed in front of a woman. And I don’t want a woman measuring my crotch and circling around me with her measuring tape telling me how broad my shoulders and waist are. I would rather be embraced by a woman for other reasons . . .’


‘I don’t know whether to call you a disgusting sexist or a cheap whoremonger!’


At that point, Livia slammed the kitchen door behind her and locked herself in the bedroom.


Just to make a point, Montalbano went into the dining room, turned on the television, and spent a good hour watching a detective drama of which he managed to understand not a thing. After turning it off, he made up the sofa bed and, to avoid going into the bedroom to get some blankets, he kept his clothes on and lay down, covering himself only with his bathrobe.


He tossed and turned for a good while, unable to fall asleep. Then he heard the bedroom door open and Livia’s voice calling to him.


‘Stop acting like an idiot and come to bed.’


Without answering, he got up and, hollow-eyed, went into the bedroom and lay down, right at the edge of the bed, like someone just passing through.


A short while later, he felt Livia’s warm hand caressing his hip. Followed by his total surrender, when he promised he would go and see the woman tailor.


*


On the evening of the third day, when Livia came home she luckily made no mention of the new suit, and so Montalbano was able to make up for the lost meals of the two previous evenings.


Livia, on the other hand, had been unable to bring so much as a spoonful of fish soup to her lips, so keen was she to find out from the inspector about a person she’d met while working with Beba who’d impressed her quite a bit.


‘I met a gentleman of about sixty, tall, slender, and very elegant, with glasses. Apparently he’s friends with everyone here in Vigàta. He spoke perfect Italian and Arabic – also perfectly, I assume – with all the immigrants he encountered. They all call him “Doctor” – Dr Osman. Do you know him?’


Montalbano laughed.


‘Of course I know him; he’s my dentist. He’s a very special person, aside from being an excellent doctor. You know those old-time doctors with a clinical eye who could take one look at you and make an accurate diagnosis?’


‘Sure,’ replied Livia. ‘But where’s he from?’


‘He’s Tunisian. Just imagine, aside from being a dentist, he’s also quite the art expert. He works as a consultant for the Museo del Bardo. And that’s not all. For the past few summers – and not only the summers, unfortunately – Dr Osman gets up in the middle of the night and goes to the harbour to help with the immigrant arrivals, both as an interpreter and as a doctor.’


‘I’d like to get to know him a little better.’


‘The next time you’re here we can invite him to dinner.’


‘And where did he do his studies?’


‘He got his degree in London.’


‘So how did he end up in Vigàta?’


‘Dr Osman is very discreet, and he’s never told me his life story, but apparently he got engaged to a woman from Vigàta when he was a student. The engagement eventually went by the boards, but he’d fallen in love with Sicily, and especially with the sea here, which is the same sea that washes his own country’s coast.’


‘I’ve been to Tunisia. And in fact, aside from the language, it’s not that different from here.’


‘I agree, Livia, but I don’t think there are that many people who feel that way. And there isn’t even any difference in the fact that in order to survive, they’re forced, even now, in 2016, to leave their homes, their land, and their families, in order to find a job, just like our own young people.’


‘You know, Salvo,’ Livia continued in a melancholy tone, ‘I’m really sorry I have to leave tomorrow. I wish I could stay just to be with you, but also to keep helping Beba.’


They embraced. And their embrace, over the course of the evening, grew longer and more passionate.


*


They finished breakfast. Montalbano got up, went over to Livia, bent down, and kissed her. But Livia held on to his hand.


‘I don’t feel like leaving you just now. Couldn’t you stay a little longer with me, just a little bit longer?’


Montalbano didn’t feel up to saying no. He moved his chair and sat down beside Livia, who held her hand out to him. He took it, and they sat there for a few minutes, just like that, in silence, each looking the other in the eyes the way they used to do, sometimes for an entire morning, just feeling the warmth of each other’s hands and diving deep into each other’s gaze.


The telephone rang.


Neither of the two had the courage to unclasp their hands, but the temperature suddenly dropped just the same. Then Livia, resigned, said:


‘Go and answer.’


Montalbano was expecting to hear Catarella’s voice, but it was Fazio calling instead.


‘Sorry to bother you, Chief, but could you come to the office as soon as possible?’


‘Why, what’s happened?’


‘What’s happened is that early this morning a patrol boat came in packed with a hundred and thirty migrants, including three pregnant women and four corpses, two of which were small children.’


‘And so?’ said Montalbano.


‘Well, the fact is that the registration centre counted only one hundred and twenty-nine. One is missing.’


‘Were you able to find out whether the missing person is male or female, old or—’


‘Yeah, Chief, apparently it was a fifteen-year-old kid travelling by himself.’


At that moment, out of the corner of his eye Montalbano saw Livia opening the French windows onto the veranda. The wan light of before had become the shadowy light of a grey day. The sea boomed more loudly.


‘But now,’ Fazio continued, ‘the problem is that the commissioner is having conniptions and demanding that this person be found at once. So we’ve all been busy looking for him for the last three hours, and there’s nobody at the station.’


‘I’ll be right there,’ said Montalbano, thinking that by this hour the lad had no doubt already reached, only God knew how, the German border.


No sooner had he hung up than the phone rang again.


‘Montalbano!’


He immediately recognized the imperious voice of Commissioner Bonetti-Alderighi.


He felt like hanging up. Then he thought better of it, realizing that he would have to answer sooner or later anyway. Sighing deeply, he said:


‘I’m sorry, who am I speaking to?’


‘It’s me, for the love of God!’


‘Me who?’


The commissioner’s voice exploded in rage: ‘The commissioner! Wake up, Montalbano!’


‘Sorry, sir. Good morning.’


Bonetti-Alderighi returned the greeting.


‘Good morning, my arse! There you are, lolling about your house instead of going to the station and taking control of this very delicate situation.’


‘What delicate situation?’


‘Do you not consider the escape of a terrorist a deli—’


‘Sorry to interrupt, Mr Commissioner, but we’re only talking about a poor migr—’


Bonetti-Alderighi, furious, interrupted him in turn. ‘Poor migrant, my arse. I’ve received a confidential memo from the antiterrorism bureau. Apparently an extremely dangerous ISIS militant was hiding among that boatload of refugees.’


‘Apparently, or do they know for certain?’


‘Montalbano, don’t start splitting hairs with me, for the love of God. It is quite simply our duty, and responsibility, to track him down and take him to the proper processing centre, where he will be detained.’


‘I beg to differ, Mr Commissioner. In this instance, it is absolutely essential to split hairs with you, as you put it. These boats are full of poor migrants, most of whom are Muslim, and if we don’t distinguish between regular Muslims and ISIS militants, we’re only adding to the general ignorance and creating more panic and hostility by playing right into the terrorists’ hands.’


Bonetti-Alderighi fell silent. But for only a few seconds.


‘Find me that terrorist, damn it!’ said the commissioner, hanging up without saying goodbye.


Two ‘arses’, two ‘for the love of Gods’, and one ‘damn it’ in four minutes. Bonetti-Alderighi must really be in a state.


Montalbano got up slowly.


He went over to Livia, who was looking out at the rough sea. Putting his arm around her shoulders, he pulled her towards him.


‘I’m sorry, Livia, but I really have to go.’


Livia didn’t move.


Montalbano went into the bedroom to get his jacket and the car keys.


Then he returned to Livia’s side.


‘All right, then, I’ll wait for your phone call.’


Only then did Livia turn to look at him, and with her forefinger pointing out at the sea, she asked:


‘What’s that bundle out there?’


‘What bundle?’


‘That black thing floating there off to the left, near the far end of the harbour.’


Montalbano took two steps forward on the veranda and started carefully looking where Livia was pointing.


They stayed that way for a few moments in silence. Then the inspector went down onto the beach.


‘You stay here,’ he said.


The inspector got as close as he could, given that the libeccio had eaten up a good part of the beach, and then he leaned against an overturned boat that the usual early morning fisherman had pulled up to safety.


He stood there briefly looking out at the sea, then made his way very slowly back to the veranda.


His eyes were spooked.


‘That’s no bundle,’ he said.









TWO


Livia’s face turned white as a sheet. ‘Is it a dead body?’ she asked.


‘Yes,’ said the inspector, starting to take his jacket off and unbuckling his trousers.


‘What are you doing?’ Livia asked.


‘I should get him before the current carries him back out to the open sea. Go and fetch me my sandals and swimming trunks.’


Livia rushed into the house, and when she returned she found Montalbano completely naked with the telephone receiver in his hand.


‘Hello, Fazio? Listen, I’m about to recover a dead body from the sea right in front of my house. Inform the circus and try to get here as soon as possible yourself.’


He hung up, put on his trunks and sandals, and, the moment he reached the veranda, found himself face to face with the early morning fisherman.


‘Good morning, Inspector. Have you seen that there’s a dead—’


‘Yes, I know. I was about to go and get it.’


‘We can go in my boat.’


The two men turned the boat right side up and pushed it towards the wet sand, and then the first wave grabbed hold of it and pulled it into the water.


Montalbano and the fisherman hopped in. The man fixed the oars and started rowing forcefully. Minutes later they were beside the floating corpse. The fisherman let go of the oars and went over beside the inspector, and together they got a good grip on the body and hauled it into the boat.


The inspector studied it.


The sea hadn’t yet had time to inflict any damage. The naked body was still intact. It was clear it hadn’t been in the water for very long. It belonged to a boy who looked barely fifteen years old. Death had rendered his facial features more childish.


Montalbano became suddenly aware that he was now in control of the ‘very delicate situation’ that Bonetti-Alderighi had mentioned.


The fisherman, while steering the boat shoreward, said: ‘You know, Inspector, lately there’s been no point in going out fishing. You haul in more dead bodies than fish.’


They touched the shore. Montalbano hoisted the corpse onto his shoulders and brought it onto dry land.


*


Livia meanwhile had come running up with a bathrobe, which she handed to the inspector.


‘Dry yourself. It’s cold outside,’ she said, never once looking at the corpse.


Montalbano took the robe and, instead of drying himself, covered the boy’s dead body with it.


From afar they began to hear the sirens of the approaching police cars.


Once he was dressed, to satisfy a whim, Montalbano phoned Hizzoner the C’mishner.


‘I just wanted to let you know the case of the dangerous terrorist has been solved. I found him dead in the water.’


‘How can you be so sure that it’s the same person?’


‘Dr Pasquano has just reported to me that the victim died no more than five hours ago, at the very moment the patrol boat was outside the harbour. The boy must have fallen accidentally and nobody noticed. So I’d like authorization to suspend the search.’


Bonetti-Alderighi had a moment of hesitation.


‘And you will take responsibility for this upon yourself?’


‘Full responsibility,’ Montalbano replied, hanging up without saying goodbye.


‘It’s almost noon,’ said Livia. ‘What are you going to do? Go to the office?’


‘No,’ said the inspector. ‘Let’s stay another half-hour together, and then I’ll take you to the bus.’


He took Livia by the hand and led her into the kitchen. ‘We need something hot to drink.’


He prepared another mug of coffee for himself and some tea for Livia.


They drank in silence, then Livia finally went into the bedroom and took her suitcase while Montalbano put on his jacket and closed the French windows to the veranda.


They went out of the house.


*


After saying goodbye to Livia, who didn’t forget to remind him of the promise he’d made, the inspector went to his favourite trattoria to eat.


‘So, what have you got for me today?’ he asked Enzo.


‘I’ve got something new for you today I want you to try, Inspector.’


‘And what’s that?’


‘I call it “migrants” soup.’ Since Signora Beba’s committee asked us to help feed those poor people, I invented a kind of fish soup that’s also full of pasta and a variety of vegetables. So it’s also very nutritious. Want to try it?’


‘Sure, why not?’ said the inspector.


Montalbano liked the new dish so much that he asked for another helping. It revived his spirits and filled his stomach so nicely that he felt no need to order a second course.


Since it was still early, and the weather was too nasty for a walk along the jetty, he headed in the direction of the Caffè Castiglione, where he ran into Mimì Augello, who was coming out on his way back to the office.


Montalbano had an idea.


‘Excuse me, Mimì, do you by any chance know a woman tailor by the name of Elena?’


Mimì smiled and gestured with his head as if to say, Of course I know her. ‘Why do you ask?’


‘Because Livia has forced me to agree to get myself a tailor-made suit, and she made an appointment with this Elena. But for me it’s a pain in the arse.’


‘The pain’ll go away the minute you see her,’ said Mimì.


‘Why do you say that?’


‘Because she’s a very beautiful woman. Exceptionally so. She’s just over forty, but, believe me, Salvo, her most impressive gift is her ability to win people’s sympathy almost immediately. I’m sure it’ll be the same with you.’


‘So you also got her to make a suit for you?’


‘I certainly wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity, but as soon as Beba found out about it, she threatened not to let me back in the house if I was wearing a suit made by that woman.’


As he drank his coffee Montalbano realized that he didn’t find Mimì’s words at all reassuring, since for his second-in-command, every woman who came within reach seemed extremely beautiful and not to be missed.


*


The rolling metal shutter outside number 32 was raised. Montalbano stopped and had to make a huge effort not to turn his back and head on to the police station.


Then he made up his mind, tried turning the knob on the glass door, but it was locked. He rang the doorbell. It had a pleasant sound. Opening the door was a slender, brown-skinned woman of about thirty with her hair gathered under a white headscarf, two deep, dark eyes, and a friendly smile.


‘Buongiorno, I’m Meriam. Please come in.’


She spoke perfect Italian, but with a slight foreign inflection.


Montalbano followed the young woman down a long corridor. The walls were a dark, welcoming Pompeiian red. On the left was a row of furnishings – wardrobes, small tables, bookcases, glass cupboards, a plate rack – that had originally been made for a kitchen but were now stuffed with fabrics, sweaters, shirts, ties, and the like, all so colourful that it would have put the rainbow itself to shame.


Along the right-hand wall was instead a long branch of a tree, all white, probably found in the sea, bleached and eroded by salt water. Appended to this branch were a great many coat hangers displaying men’s suits, overcoats, and raincoats.


At the end of the corridor they twice turned right, whereupon the inspector found himself in a very large room.


‘Hello,’ a pair of male voices said in unison.


‘Hello,’ Montalbano replied.


‘Please sit down,’ said Meriam, indicating a blue sofa. ‘The signora will be with you momentarily.’


And she went and sat down in front of a sewing machine. Montalbano settled in and started looking around. It was an open, bright room. Next to the sofa were two armchairs and a coffee table. The two voices that had just greeted him belonged to two workers, one older, the other quite young, seated behind a large tailor’s table.


They had an old-fashioned manner of going about their work. They would lay the fabric out on the wooden surface, measure it with an outdated measuring tape, then circle around it as if performing a strange sort of ballet step. Apparently sensing they were being watched, they turned around, met his eyes, and smiled instinctively.


The wall behind them was entirely covered with a set of shelves full to bursting with coloured fabrics.


The inspector felt lost.


He could no longer tell whether he was in Jemaa el-Fna Square in Marrakesh, the Cairo spice bazaar, or a shop in Beirut, but at any rate he felt at home.


Then Signora Elena came in through the door, hand extended towards Montalbano and a big smile on her face.


‘Inspector Montalbano! What a pleasure to see you here!’


In a flash the inspector realized that, this time, Mimì was absolutely correct.


Montalbano stood up and shook her hand. Still holding his, Elena sat down beside him and then let go.


‘Would you like a cup of tea?’


Normally tea made Montalbano want to throw up, but to his immense surprise he heard his lips form the words:


‘Why not? Thanks.’


Meriam got up and left the room.


Elena began speaking:


‘Your companion – who I must say is a beautiful, elegant woman – told me you need a formal suit. I was thinking of something not very heavy, given the season, maybe in summer wool, but not too dark, say, London-fog grey, a more autumnal sort of colour . . . Or how about rust? I have some new fabric, very soft, almost like flannel, which I would like you to feel. You could even use the items separately, as sports jacket and trousers. A classic shirt for the wedding ceremony, of course, though the trousers would also go with an unstructured sports jacket . . .’


As the woman was talking, Montalbano couldn’t take his eyes off her legs.


When Meriam set the mint tea down on the coffee table along with a sugar bowl, the inspector’s eyes had come up to Elena’s bony knees. The tailor herself then bent down to the table, picked up the cup, and handed it to the inspector, who was thus forced, reluctantly, to take his eyes off her legs and look at her face.


Which was no less appealing. Elena was blonde, with an open, serene, smiling countenance as welcoming as a soft, comfortable pillow when one is dead tired.


Montalbano did notice with some surprise, however, that her eyebrows were black. And so he wondered whether it was the blonde hair or the black eyebrows that were fake. Then he concluded that, in a woman like that, it was all natural, genuine, real. As natural as her slender, sumptuously curvaceous body.


Montalbano decided not to sip his tea. He would never manage. So he took a long draught instead, half-emptying the cup.


The taste it left behind in his mouth was not, however, unpleasant.


Elena, meanwhile, had got up and gone over to the shelves.


Montalbano looked at her. She moved with unaffected elegance. Moments later she returned with two long bolts of fabric. Sitting back down beside Montalbano, she took his hand and had him touch the first bolt. The cloth was indeed soft and warm. And seemed comfortable to him. Then Elena had him feel the second bolt, which was even softer and more pleasing than the first.


‘That’s the one,’ said Montalbano. The cloth was rust-coloured.


‘Oh, I’m so happy! You’ve chosen the one I thought would be best for you.’


The woman then blushed, as if she felt she’d been too familiar with him.


‘I’m sure you know what’s best,’ said Montalbano, to put her at her ease.


She smiled and, taking his hand, made him stand up.


They went over to the worktable.


‘Please take off your jacket.’


As he was taking it off and putting it down, Montalbano realized, with some embarrassment, that the critical moment for measuring the crotch had come.


Elena, however, touched the shoulder of the older of the two male workers and said:


‘Nicola, please show the gentleman into the dressing room.’


Nicola looped a measuring tape around his neck, put on his glasses, took a pencil and a piece of paper, and said:


‘Please follow me.’


They went out of the large workroom towards the corridor and turned left this time, just once, then stopped. Nicola moved a velvet curtain that looked as if it had come from a theatre, then gestured to the inspector to come forward. The dressing room was rather spacious and illuminated with warm spotlights. There was a three-paned mirror, two chairs, a metal clothes-stand, and a small table.


Nicola started quickly taking his measurements, and as soon as he was finished they heard Elena’s voice outside the curtain.


‘May I come in?’ she asked.


‘Yes, go ahead,’ said Nicola.


‘All done?’


‘Yes, signora,’ said the helper, pulling the curtain aside and going out.


Elena went and stood with her back to the central mirror and said:


‘Could you take two steps backwards, please?’


Montalbano, at a loss, obeyed.


Elena started looking him over slowly. Her eyes went from his shoulders to his chest, then from his stomach to his legs.


‘Now turn around.’


Montalbano felt like he was in a doctor’s office getting X-rays taken.


He felt Elena’s eyes taking the same route over his body as before.


‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘We can go back out now.’


Once in the large workroom, Montalbano went over to get his jacket and put it on.


‘Your companion told me you’ll be needing the suit in just a few days. I’ve got a lot of work on my hands, but I’ll try to put your job in the fast lane. Is it all right with you if we have the first fitting three days from now, at the same time?’


‘That’s perfectly fine with me,’ said the inspector, ‘as long as nothing unexpected comes up for me at work.’


‘All right, then, we’ll leave it at that,’ replied Elena. ‘Here are the phone numbers for the shop and my mobile phone, so you can call me if there’s any change of plan. Come, I’ll see you out.’


Montalbano said goodbye, and the others replied in chorus.


He went back up the long corridor, with Elena beside him this time. She opened the glass door for him, handed him a business card, kissed him on the cheeks, and said:


‘It was a pleasure to meet you. You’re a very nice man.’


‘The pleasure’s all mine,’ Montalbano replied in all sincerity.


The moment the glass door closed behind him, the inspector heaved a big sigh. For a short while he’d felt as if he was in heaven. And he knew that what awaited him now at the station would be hell.


*


Upon entering, he immediately noticed that Catarella’s eyes were red and swollen and he was holding a handkerchief in his hand, which he used to wipe his nose.


‘Catch a cold, Cat?’


‘Nah, Chief,’ said Catarella, as if to cut the conversation short.


Montalbano persisted. ‘Tell me what happened.’


‘No, sir, Chief.’


‘That’s an order. Speak.’


The corners of Catarella’s mouth began to quiver, as if he was about to cry.


‘Wha’ happen izzat lass night when the ’vacuees all came offa the boat—’


‘They’re not evacuees, Cat,’ Montalbano said, interrupting him, ‘they’re migrants. Evacuees were the people who fled one town for another in the last war to escape the constant bombing.’


‘’Scuse me, Chief, but ain’t these people also runnin’ away from bombs?’


Montalbano didn’t know what to say. Catarella’s logic was flawless.


‘Go on.’


‘Anyways, ’tween all ’ese ’vacuees a girl lookin’ nine month prennant and big as a jug so that she cou’n’t e’en walk fell into my arms. An’, holdin’ ’er up wit’ one arm roun’ ’er waist, I started walkin’ ’er towards the ambulance, wit’ ’er wailin’ alla whiles. An’ so I ast ’er what ’er name was an’ she said ’er name was Fatima. Finally, when we got to the ambulance—’


‘Sorry, Cat,’ the inspector interrupted him again, ‘but weren’t there any nurses there on the scene?’


‘Yeah, Chief, but they ’adda take care of a guy wit’ a serious inchery. Anyways, I ’elped ’er get into this ambulance, an’ when I was about to leave, she says to me in perfect Italian: “Don’t leave me.” So I ast if I cou’ stay wit’ ’er an’ ’ey said no. An’ so I got in my car an’ went to the haspital in Montelusa. When I foun’ Fatima there, still lyin’ onna same trolley inna hallway, I took ’er ’and an’ ’eld it rilly tight till they took ’er into the ’livery room, an’ ’en I came back ’ere.’


‘Have you got any news of her?’


‘Yeah, Chief. I got a call ’bout half a hour ago. It was a boy. Bu’ she died.’


Catarella couldn’t contain himself any longer, and the tears began gushing out of his eyes.


‘Be strong, Cat,’ said the inspector, who was about to go back to his office when Catarella stopped him.


‘Chief, can I make a riquess?’


‘Go ahead.’


‘C’n I be azempted from harbour duty? Please, Chief, if I have to go troo anyting like ’at agin, I’m not so sure my ’eart c’n take it. I migh’ jess get a ’eart attack.’


‘All right,’ said Montalbano, ‘I’ll see what I can do.’


He’d just sat down when Mimì Augello walked in.


‘How’d it go with the lady tailor?’


‘Quite well,’ said Montalbano, ‘but let’s talk about more serious matters.’


‘Why, don’t you think that woman is a serious matter?’ Augello retorted.


‘There’s something I have to ask you,’ said Montalbano. ‘Why did you summon Catarella for harbour duty last night?’


‘I had to replace someone who called in sick.’


‘Try not to do it again.’


‘Why?’


‘The rest of us are used to that sort of thing. We’ve been forced to grow thicker skin. But Catarella’s like a little kid, and he can’t really fathom what’s happening. And maybe he’s right.’


‘OK,’ said Augello.


At that exact moment, Fazio came in. His face looked weary and dark. He sat down in front of the desk.


‘I’ve just heard a rumour,’ he said, ‘which I hope isn’t true. Supposedly almost four hundred more desperate souls are arriving tonight.’


Mimì reacted.


‘Right, like the other night when a thousand were supposedly arriving and in fact it was barely a hundred and thirty. I really don’t understand why people are always talking crap.’


The telephone rang.


‘Chief, ’Specter Sileci wants a talk t’yiz poissonally in poisson.’


‘Put him on.’


‘I can’t, Chief, insomuch as ’e ain’t onna line, but ’ere onna premisses.’


‘Then show him in.’


Sileci was a colleague of Montalbano’s, around fifty years old, a bit portly, and sporting a big moustache, whom the commissioner had put in charge of the squad dealing with the emergency situation created by all the migrant landings.


Upon entering, he greeted everyone roundly and sat down in the chair Fazio had vacated for him.


‘We’re in deep shit,’ he declared. They all looked at him questioningly.


‘I’ve just received an official communiqué,’ Sileci went on, ‘stating that two ships are on the way here. The first has picked up two hundred shipwreck victims, the second, two hundred and twelve. They’re about seven hours’ sailing from here.’ He glanced at his watch and continued: ‘In other words, all hell should be breaking loose again around midnight.’


‘Then that means that this time,’ said Montalbano, ‘we risk drowning in shit.’


‘That’s exactly right. Therefore we need to come up with a plan. Any ideas?’


A heavy silence descended.


Each was looking at the others in the hope that someone might have a solution, any solution.


Moments later, Montalbano was the first to speak. ‘Well, I think I have an inkling of a plan. But first there are two things I need to know. Fazio, do me a favour and ring Dr Osman right now and find out if he’s available to lend us a hand. If so, tell him to come here to the station tonight around eleven-thirty.’


Fazio got up and dashed out of the room.


‘The second thing,’ the inspector continued, turning to Sileci, ‘is this: do you think you can call the harbour master and arrange for the second boat to berth about half an hour late?’


Sileci stood up, pulled his phone out of his pocket, and went over to the window. He spoke briefly and then returned.


‘Yeah, they can manage that. I wanted to add that before coming here, I got a call from the commissioner, who gave me a warning. He said that this time – and these are his words – we mustn’t let so much as a needle slip through our net.’


‘What’s this about?’ asked Montalbano. ‘The usual business of the terrorist who’s weaselled his way into the mass of migrants?’


‘Exactly. Ever since Cusumano was named Chief of Antiterrorism, he practically checks under his bed every night before going to sleep, to make sure there isn’t a terrorist hiding there. So you think it’s not true?’


‘I suppose it’s possible some nutcase could be hiding among the refugees. But why would he face the risk of an extremely dangerous passage across the sea, not to mention the security checks he’d be subjected to upon arriving? If you ask me, any terrorist, if and when he comes here, will waltz blithely off a plane with a regular passport in hand and get his explosives later, from some accomplice already here.’


Fazio returned.


‘Osman says he’s completely available.’


‘All right, then, tell us your plan.’
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