




[image: images]










ANDREA CAMILLERI


THE COOK OF 
THE HALCYON



Translated by Stephen Sartarelli


 


 


 


 


 


[image: image]









ONE


He was dancing a waltz at the edge of a swimming pool, all pomaded and fragrant, and he knew that the woman in his arms was Livia, who just a few hours earlier had become his wife. But he couldn’t see her face through the dense white veil that covered it.


Suddenly a strong gust of wind blew in, moving the veil just enough for him to discover that it wasn’t Livia he was dancing with, but Mrs Costantino, his third-grade schoolteacher, replete with moustache and crooked glasses. The fright drained him of strength; he felt faint and shut his eyes.


When he opened them again, he found himself lying in the bottom of a small rowing boat dancing dangerously over hair-raising breakers as tall as houses. He realized at once that the boat was on its side and might therefore capsize in a moment. He had to do something, anything, without wasting another second.


He was still all dressed up, sporting even a fancy tie, but his clothes were so sodden with rain that they’d become practically waterproof.


The clouds were so low and black that they looked like a sort of shroud about to cover everything at any moment. A sign that the storm hadn’t yet vented all its rage.


He hadn’t the slightest idea how or why he’d ended up in such a situation. He vaguely recalled getting dressed up for his wedding, but that was all.


Suddenly he noticed that one of the oars was slipping out of the rowlock. He had to prevent this at all costs; if he lost the oar he would never be able to manage the boat.


He tried to stand up, but his clothes, sopping wet as they were, impeded his movements and kept him glued to the bottom of the boat.


He tried again, grabbing the sides of the boat with both hands, and managed to rise to a sitting position. Reaching out with one arm, he was able to touch the oar with the tips of his fingers, but then it slipped away and fell into the water.


How on earth was he going to get out of this now?


He absolutely had to get that oar back.


In one painful bound, he leapt to his feet, but immediately the wind struck him just like a punch, forcing him to his knees, blowing so fiercely that he couldn’t keep his eyes open.


He kept them shut because they were burning so badly, but when he opened them again, in a flash he saw the bows of a gigantic sailing ship, heading straight for him. It looked like it was flying.


How could it not have been there just a minute before? Where had it come from?


Terrified, he decided at once that his only hope was to jump into the sea and swim as far away as he could.


And so he dived in, but the violence of the breakers, and the weight of his clothes, prevented him from swimming.


Desperate, he managed to go a few metres in the water.


Then he heard the crack of the wooden boat being cleft in two by the bows of the ship.


Maybe things would be all right now.


All at once, however, the waves began to grow in ferocity, reinforced by those created by the ship’s propeller.


A first wave dragged him under, but he managed, he didn’t know how, to come back up to the surface. He didn’t have time, however, to catch his breath before a second wave nearly tore his head off.


He passed out and started sinking, sinking . . .


When he awoke he was sitting up in bed, out of breath, heart beating wildly, mouth agape, gasping for air.


Against the windowpanes, exposed by the open shutters, raindrops as big as chickpeas were drumming loudly. There was no light outside. It was unclear whether it was day or night.


He looked at the clock. Half-past six. Time to get up, in theory.


But what was the use of going out at that hour if all that awaited him at the office were stacks of papers to be signed?


His mood darkened. He got up, opened the windows, pulled the shutters shut, closed the windows, went and lay back down in bed, and closed his eyes.


*


‘Isspector! Iss pass nine o’clock! Ya wan’ me to bring ya somma coffee?’


Adelina’s voice blared like the trumpet on Judgement Day, the one that wakes the dead.


He sat up in bed again. Past nine o’clock?


True, there was nothing he had to do, but all the same, it was bad form to show up at the office late in the morning.


‘Sure! And make it snappy!’


The rain had stopped, but he could tell that the storm was merely taking a break.


His housekeeper came in with a steaming cup. He savoured the coffee down to the last drop.


‘There’s no watta, ya know,’ Adelina informed him.


Montalbano took this hard.


‘What do you mean, there’s no water?! How can that be? With the deluge we’ve been having the past few days!’


‘Whattya wan’ me to say, Isspecter? There jest in’t any.’


‘So how am I supposed to wash myself?’


‘I collicted a li’l bit o’ water an’ put it inna sink anna bidé. Y’er going to hafta mekkit be enough.’


‘Where’d you collect it?’


‘Sints I awreddy been ’ere f ’r o’er an hour an’ it wazza still rainin’, I fill uppa tree pans an’ a bucket witta watta fro’ the gutta. Iss watta fro’ heaven, an’ so iss clean.’


Clean, my arse.


If it was from the gutters on the roof, chock-full as they were with the shit of rats, seagulls, and pigeons . . .


‘You know what I say? I’m going to wash at the police station. And I’ll get dressed there, too.’


He left the house in a bad mood.


He’d managed to escape, but just outside the door he found a lake and got his shoes all muddy taking the four steps he needed to reach his car.


He hated it when he got mud on his shoes.


He could have gone back inside and found another, clean pair of shoes. But was it right to show up at the police station with a pair of shoes in one hand and a little bag with clean underwear in the other? He turned the key in the ignition, but the engine didn’t start. He tried again. Nothing. The car seemed dead.


No point in getting out, raising the bonnet, and looking inside. After all, he didn’t know a damn thing about cars. He let off steam for five minutes straight, unleashing a stream of curses, head resting on the steering wheel. Then he got out and went back into the house.


‘D’ja fuhget som’n?’


‘No, it’s the car . . .’


He was about to phone the station to ask someone to come and pick him up, when Adelina said: ‘The watta jess cumma back, ya know.’


Water! This brought to mind a poem he learned in French class in junior high school:




Eau si claire et si pure,


bienfaisante pour tous . . .





He dashed into the bathroom. They were likely to shut the water off again at a moment’s notice. There was no time to waste. Whatever the case, better to turn up late at the office than to arrive looking like some kind of refugee.


And now they even wanted to privatize water! The bastards!


But you could be sure there would still be shortages, no doubt about that, and they would make you pay a euro a drop.


Now all clean and shaved, he left the house again, made his way around the lake, and managed not to muddy his change of shoes.


Not until he stuck the key in the ignition did he remember that the car wouldn’t start.


Except that this time it did.


It is said that man, in a democracy, is free. Really?


But what if the car won’t start, the phone doesn’t work, the power is out, there’s no water or gas, and the computer, television, and fridge refuse to function?


It is probably better still to say that, yes, man is free, but it is a conditional freedom, dependent upon the whims of objects he can no longer live without.


And almost as if to prove him right, the car stopped running the moment he entered Vigàta.


Apparently it wanted to mess with his head.


He walked the rest of the way to the station.


*


‘Cat, get me Fazio,’ the inspector said as he was passing the switchboard operator’s cupboard.


‘’E ain’t onna premisses, Chief.’


‘Then get me Inspector Augello.’


‘’E ain’t onna premisses, neither.’


Had they all flown the coop? What was going on?


Montalbano took two steps back. ‘So where are they?’


‘’Ey was called by Mr Drincananato, oo’d a happen a be—’


‘I know who he is. What did he want them for?’


‘’E wannit ’em ’cuzza woikers was raisin’ hell ousside the ’stablishment.’


Montalbano made a snap decision. ‘I’m going to go there myself.’


He was about to set off when he remembered he didn’t have a car.


‘Is Gallo around?’


‘’E’s onna premisses, Chief.’


‘Then call him and tell him I need him to drive me there.’


‘Bu’, Chief, I guess I din’t make myself clear. Gallo in’t onn ’ese ’ere premisses, but on th’ other premisses, atta Drincananato woiks, wit’ Isspector Augello.’


‘Is there a squad car available?’


‘Yeah, we got one, Chief, ’s far as ’at goes, bu’ iss not in any condition to go nowheres, insomuch as iss got no petrol. Bu’ ya c’n take mine, if ya want, I’ll give yiz the keys.’


As the inspector was starting the car, it occurred to him that he should post a circular around town, saying:




GIVEN THE CUTS IN GOVERNMENT FUNDING, EVERY CITIZEN DESIRING THE PROTECTION OF LAW ENFORCEMENT IS REQUESTED TO COME TO THE POLICE STATION WITH TWO CANS OF PETROL.


WHOEVER DOES NOT CONTRIBUTE WILL NOT BE PROTECTED.





Trincanato, Inc., was a small factory specialized in making ships’ hulls, and things had gone well there until two years ago. The company employed about two hundred people, office and machine workers.


Then the old proprietor died, and the business was passed on to his son, Giovanni, who only had eyes for women and gambling.


Between Giovanni and the sudden economic crisis, it wasn’t long before the factory was in trouble.


Just three days earlier, in fact, Montalbano had learned that the layoffs were starting, and unemployment compensation claims were being filed.


Though he didn’t feel like it, he was going to the site because he was afraid to leave Fazio and Augello alone there. Mimì was liable to say the wrong thing to the enraged workers, and that must be avoided.


He’d once had his head busted by angry strikers, but Mimì wasn’t the type to learn his lessons gracefully.


There were about fifty people gathered round the gate of the large shed, which stood practically at the water’s edge.


On the other hand, there was nobody outside the administrative building, which was protected by four private security guards with pistols in their holsters.


Everything was calm. Nobody was shouting. On the contrary.


The workers as well as the clerks all seemed strangely uncomfortable, and were either clustered in small groups of two or three or standing alone, heads bowed and looking at the ground. They weren’t talking to one another.


Montalbano parked the car, got out, and headed towards Fazio, who had an arm around a man’s shoulder.


As he drew near, he noticed that the man was crying.


Fazio, seeing the inspector, came up to him.


‘So where’s all the commotion Mr Trincanato was talking about?’ asked Montalbano. ‘It looks more like a funeral to me!’


‘Indeed,’ said Fazio.


‘Speak more clearly,’ replied Montalbano, feeling confused.


‘Early this morning, a worker by the name of Carmine Spagnolo made his way inside the shed and hanged himself. He was fifty years old, and had a wife who’s ill and three kids. He’d just been laid off.’


‘But are things really so bad here?’


‘The workers were ready to make some sacrifices, even to take a pay cut by half, but Trincanato preferred just letting the whole thing go to shit.’


‘But doesn’t he also lose out that way?’


‘The workers say no; they say he gains from it. They say he made a deal with the competition.’


‘Have you called the prosecutor and Dr Pasquano?’


‘Yes, but the prosecutor can’t come before one o’clock.’


‘I want to see the body. Who’s inside?’


‘Gallo.’


Fazio then turned to the two guards standing stiffly outside the gate and said: ‘Let us in.’


The dead man was hanging just three steps inside the entrance.


All Carmine Spagnolo had had to do was to climb up a half-finished hull, run a rope through a pulley, tie it around his neck, and jump.


He must have been a rather short, delicate man in life. If one ignored his bulging, desperate eyes and his mouth agape in a silent scream, he looked a little like a rag doll.


Gallo, despite a giant no-smoking sign, was standing there with a lit cigarette and a good ten butts on the floor at his feet.


‘Chief, I’m just so upset. I can’t stand looking at the poor bastard.’


‘Then go outside. What are you doing in here, anyway?’


‘No, sir, I’m going to stay here.’


‘Why?’


‘Since his mates aren’t allowed to come in, I don’t want to leave him all alone.’


Montalbano had to refrain from hugging him. ‘Where’s Augello?’


‘In Trincanato’s office.’


He went out. The sky was covered with black clouds again, and a cold wind was blowing.


‘I’m going to talk to Trincanato,’ he said to Fazio, heading off.


Three steps in front of the glass entrance of the office building, one of the four security guards blocked his path.


Though the man was wearing sunglasses, despite the fact that there was no sun, the inspector recognized him.


Just a few years earlier he had appeared on television, on the TeleVigàta channel, to tell the story of his services as a private contractor in Iraq. He was built like a tank, with red hair.


‘Where do you think you’re going?’


And he made the mistake of putting a hand on Montalbano’s chest. The inspector looked first at the guard’s hand, then in his eyes.


‘One . . .’ he said.


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘It means that when I get to three I’m going to crush your balls,’ the inspector said ever so calmly.


And he smiled at him with affection, like a brother.


The guard jerked his hand away as if he’d burnt it. And he stepped aside.


*


There wasn’t a soul inside the office building. But a fancy sign in the lobby provided all the directions necessary. The president’s offices were on the top floor. Montalbano took the lift.


He came out in a waiting room that looked made for a hotel for Arab sheiks. Apparently the more tasteless something is, the more expensive. There were two desks with a great many telephones and computers on them. The chairs behind them, however, were vacant. A young man of about thirty with the surly attitude typical of bodyguards was standing near a window. As soon as he saw Montalbano, he came towards him, but the inspector noticed an open door on the left and went through it.


The room was as big as a dance hall, and the president’s desk was in proportion to this. Sitting in a swivelling, reclining, pivoting, climate-controlled armchair that could probably fly, if necessary, sat a man of about forty, well groomed, well dressed, well conditioned, and well cologned.


But Giovanni Trincanato was, above all, disagreeable from the moment one set eyes on him. Irredeemably obnoxious, in fact, in a way that did not allow for any softening of opinion over time.


Mimì Augello, sunk deep inside an armchair from which he might never be able to extract himself again, was looking at a magazine.


Seeing the inspector come in, Trincanato asked: ‘And who are you?’


‘Inspector Montalbano, police.’


Trincanato stood up and came towards the inspector, holding his hand out.


‘Pleased to meet you. Trincanato’s the name.’


He grasped Montalbano’s hand and, still holding it, asked:


‘Have you managed yet to get him the hell out of here?’


‘Who?’


‘The arsehole who hanged himself.’


In a flash, Montalbano’s hand slipped from the man’s grasp, flew through the air, struck Trincanato’s face with force, then withdrew just as fast, grabbed the man’s hand again, and shook it as if it had never left.


Mimì’s eyes didn’t have the time to transmit clearly to his brain what they’d just seen.


But his ears, on the other hand, had for their part registered the classic crack! of a serious, proper slap.


‘Pleased to meet you,’ said Montalbano, smiling cordially and releasing Trincanato’s hand.


Then he turned his back and left the room.









TWO


Trincanato stood there mesmerized, paralysed, and incredulous, still holding his hand out.


If he didn’t feel half his face still smarting, he wouldn’t even have known he’d been slapped.


He looked over at Augello as though asking him to explain what had just happened.


Had he been smacked or not?


But Augello returned his gaze with the innocent expression of an angel just descended from heaven.


And so Trincanato decided that perhaps the moment had come to get a sudden toothache.


And since the inspector was still smiling as he left the building, the ‘contractor’, seeing him, hopped to one side to let him pass.


‘I’m going to the station,’ he said to Fazio.


He took two steps and came back.


‘Has anyone informed the family?’


‘Well, Chief, I told Trincanato to do it, but he just said it wasn’t up to him.’


If the inspector had known this earlier, in addition to the smack, he would have thrown in a kick to Trincanato’s balls, just for good measure.


‘And so?’


‘And so I sent Galluzzo with a squad car to take care of it. That way, if any family member wants to see the body . . .’


‘You did the right thing, Fazio. See you later.’


*


He spent a good hour signing papers that were steadily fed to him by Sergeant Genuardi, not bothering even to look at them. He would merely write his first and last names in the spot where the sergeant was pointing, then stare off into the empty space outside the door to his office.


At a certain point, from the depths of that nothingness Catarella appeared in the hallway, walking rather strangely.


He was approaching stiffly, mechanically, sort of like a cross between a robot and a sleepwalker, his eyes like saucers.


Genuardi also noticed him.


‘What’s up with Catarella? He looks like he’s on drugs.’


Catarella came through the doorway and kept advancing in a straight line until his knees knocked against the side of the desk. Only then did his eyes focus on the inspector.


He looked around and broke into a beatific smile. ‘You feel OK, Cat?’


‘’Sgré . . . great, Chief.’


‘Anything wrong?’


‘Jess gimme a seccun’ to c’leck m’self . . . Iss not easy to talk . . .’


He gulped, took a deep breath, opened his mouth, made no sound, closed it, and waved his right arm five times in a circular motion to show extreme wonder.


‘Jeez, ’a’ss somthin’!’


‘What’s something!’


‘What a goil, Chief!’


‘A woman?’


‘Yeah, Chief. A goil woman! Gidazzlin’ as the sun! Iss only inna movies ya see ’em like ’at!’


‘Where’d you see her?’


‘Righ’ ’ere onna premisses, Chief, righ’ ’ere!’


He said this in a kind of wail, simultaneously stamping his feet as if he needed to pee.


‘And what’s she want?’


‘She says she was violenced.’


Montalbano leapt out of his chair. ‘Where?’


‘In a li’l street jess behin’ the ol’ choich.’


‘When?’


‘’Bout half a ’our ago.’


‘Then the first thing we have to do is have her examined by a doctor. Genuardi, you take care of it.’


Genuardi set off at a run but then stopped in his tracks when Catarella cried out in confusion:


‘Bu’ wha’ss a dacter for, Chief? It was nuttin’.’


‘What do you mean, it was nothing? You said she was raped! Violated!’


‘Raped? Violatered? I said ’at?’


‘You said it just now, Cat!’


‘I did?’


‘Yes, you did!’ Montalbano and Genuardi chimed in duet.


‘Nah, Chief, I said “violenced”,’ Catarella muttered. ‘She was rabbed wit’ violence.’


Genuardi and Montalbano looked at each other and rolled their eyes.


Catarella’s face turned red, but he said nothing. Hanging his head and staring at the floor, he beat his fist against his chest as if to say mea culpa.


‘Can I come in?’ asked Augello, poking his head inside the door.


His timing was perfect.


‘Mimì, here’s a case tailor-made for you. There’s an unusually beautiful girl—’


‘Where?’ asked Augello, one foot already raised, about to break into a run.


‘I set ’er down inna waitin’ room,’ said Catarella.


Mimì literally disappeared in the twinkling of an eye.


*


Enzo, the trattoria owner and its only waiter, bent down to speak softly into Montalbano’s ear.


‘You know, Inspector, with all this bad weather, none of the fishing boats is putting out.’


The inspector felt his heart give a tug. But then he saw two other customers eating fish.


‘What about the fillets of sole those people are eating?’


‘Frozen.’


He had to resign himself. ‘So what can you bring me?’


‘Inspector, I’ve got pasta alla carrittera, and for the main course, an aubergine Parmigiana that’s—’


‘Sounds good.’


From the very first forkful he realized he wasn’t missing a thing, and that a break from the usual fish menu was a welcome change. To the point that he said to Enzo: ‘Bring me another helping of aubergine.’


At that moment Mimì came into the trattoria with a girl of about twenty, at least five foot ten, but with legs a good ten feet long, hair so blonde it looked white, blue eyes, and a face that seemed familiar to the inspector.


She was wearing a pair of jeans so tight that they looked more like the skin on a fruit than fabric.


More than beautiful, she was stunning, impressive.


And most certainly American. Only on the American prairies did they raise girls like that, probably on a diet of popcorn, Coca-Cola, and Texas steaks. Then they spiffed them up with a coat of brightly coloured enamel and put them on the market.


Mimì coolly waved ciao-ciao, and the inspector replied in kind.


What men of the world they were!


The couple sat down at the table in front of Montalbano’s. Augello had his back to him.


Enzo brought the aubergine. He was breathing heavily and unable to take his eyes off the girl.


‘Matre santa, what a woman! Where did Inspector Augello catch that phenomenon of nature?’


Then he went over to their table.


‘What would you two like to order?’


‘Have you got any fresh fish?’


‘Fresh as you want.’


Enzo was on solid ground. He was aware Augello didn’t know the first thing about fish. You could serve him a three-thousand-year-old fish extracted from the polar ice cap and he would think it was the day’s catch.


Mimì turned to the girl and asked her something in English.


So the inspector’d been right on the money! She was American!


And all at once, he recognized her: She was Barbie!


An equestrian Barbie; more precisely, the one in the display window of Mrs Ersilia Rocca’s toy shop on the main street.


He put his head down and resumed eating.


When he was done, he had to restrain himself from asking for a third helping. It might look bad.


Getting up, he cast a glance over at Mimì’s table.


They were deep in English conversation. Augello’s hand was halfway across the table, with Barbie’s hand resting on top.


*


A light rain was falling. The inspector didn’t feel much like taking his customary stroll along the jetty to the lighthouse.


He slipped into his car, which he’d made Gallo go and get for him, and drove off in the direction of home. The gloomy day had made him a little sleepy. An hour or so in the dark would do him good.


When he went into the bathroom to get undressed, he found it flooded. The water had even invaded the bedroom, and was still pouring out of the tap Adelina had opened and forgotten about.


It was feast or famine, in his house: drought or flood. No middle path.


He turned off the tap, went into the cupboard, found a stack of old newspapers, opened each page and laid them down on the floor to absorb the water. When they were soaked, he picked them back up, rolled them into a ball, and threw them into the bin.


Then he took a couple of dry mops and sopped up the remaining water.


When he finished, he looked at the clock and saw that it had taken him a whole hour. The hour he had wanted to devote to napping. He didn’t feel sleepy anymore, though. The physical effort had made him quite lucid.


But then he realized that all this wonderful lucidity was of no use to him. He didn’t even have a case on his hands.


What was wrong with that?


He’d lately been feeling less and less like working, and now that he had no work, he was complaining?


To dispel the bad mood that descended on him every time the thought of getting old entered his head, he decided to play a practical joke on Augello.


Surely Mimì, not having gone home for lunch, had told Beba, his wife, that he was busy at the police station. And Montalbano was certain that, at that very moment, he was having a ball with the American girl.


So he decided to make a little trouble for him by giving him a ring.


As his hand hovered over the receiver, however, doubt took him.


Did he just want to play a joke on him, or did he want to take revenge on him for being young and always having success with women? No, he decided, he just wanted to have fun.


Was he sure? He was sure. He dialled the number.


‘Hello?’ Mimì answered.


Montalbano hung up, flustered. He was expecting – as was logical – Beba to answer the phone. So what was Mimì doing at home? Had he not taken things to their logical conclusion?


There were only two possibilities: either the frozen fish had given him a stomach ache, or they’d made a date for that evening.


He lolled about the house for another hour, not knowing what to do, then got bored and went back to the office.


*


‘Is Inspector Augello in?’


‘Yeah, ’e’s onna premisses, Chief.’


‘Tell him to come to my office.’


Mimì appeared at once, came in, and sat down.


‘How’d it go with the American girl?’


‘In general or specifically?’


‘As you prefer.’


‘Then I’ll tell you everything from the beginning. First of all, she – her name is Joan, but I didn’t quite get her last name – she didn’t actually come to us to report a robbery, even though she was in fact robbed.’


‘Oh, really? Then why?’


‘Because an outrage had been committed against an American citizen.’


‘Outrage?’


‘You know what these Americans are like. The moment you touch ’em, they fall to pieces.’


‘Well, I certainly wouldn’t want to defend the culprit,’ said Montalbano, ‘but a purse-snatcher can’t really tell the difference between an American, Swedish, or Dutch girl. He just runs up behind her, reaches out with one hand, and—’


‘Exactly. He reaches out with one hand.’


‘Explain.’


‘The outrage, according to what Joan told me, lies in the fact that the snatcher – who was sitting behind an accomplice who was driving the scooter – as he was reaching out with one hand to snatch her purse, reached down with the other hand and had the audacity to touch her arse.’


‘A crime of lèse-majesté, apparently,’ said Montalbano. ‘And what did you say to her?’


‘I said that we, as policemen, weren’t really in a position to do anything about it, and she should turn to the consulate for help.’


‘There’s an American consulate in Vigàta?’


‘I don’t know. But there probably is. Maybe up on some desolate cliff overlooking the sea.’


‘Mimì, could it be that you’ve become just a wee bit anti-American?’


‘Me?! Come on! I’m the only one on the entire police force who chews original US-brand chewing gum! And I smoke Camels! And I drink Coca-Cola! And I haven’t missed a single Schwarzenegger movie! What the hell is wrong with you?’


‘OK, OK. Go on.’


‘Anyway, I advised the girl not to turn it into a diplomatic incident. Given, also, the delicacy of the reason. I was just joking, of course, but she understood and got rather miffed. She told me she’d been named Miss Dallas just two years ago, and that her derrière was insured for a million dollars.’


‘I’d like to read the details of a contract like that,’ said Montalbano.


Then he asked: ‘But did she file a report for robbery or not?’


‘When I asked her if she wanted to, she got all flustered and told me to hold on a second. And she got up, pulled her phone out of the pocket of her jeans, spoke in a soft voice, and then told me it was probably better if she didn’t.’


‘Why?’


‘Dunno.’


‘But didn’t she have her documents in her handbag?’


‘No, she’d left them at the hotel.’


‘Odd.’


‘And she didn’t have much money in it, either. And the handbag was old to boot. In short, based on what she said to me, it wasn’t worth the trouble.’


‘And how did you end up taking her to Enzo’s?’


‘Listen, Salvo, if it was up to me I wouldn’t have taken her anywhere.’


‘Why, didn’t you like her?’


‘Didn’t you see what she looks like? She’s a life-size Barbie doll. I like real women. It was she who asked me to invite her to lunch, since she didn’t have a cent on her. What could I say? Before we went out, she asked for the name and address of the restaurant we’d be eating at. So I gave them to her, and she called someone on her phone. I thought she was talking maybe to a girlfriend at the hotel.’


‘And instead?’


‘Well, here’s the deal. As we were eating, she filled me in on what she did for a living.’


‘Modelling?’


‘Only sporadically. That’s not her real profession.’


‘And what is?’


‘Once upon a time they were called whores, but now they’re called escorts. Joan is a super-high-class escort. Twelve grand a pop.’


‘Really?’


‘Negotiable, naturally.’


‘So why was she stroking your hand? Did she really think you were that rich?’


‘No, she was merely repaying me the equivalent, in her estimation, of the cost of the meal. She was well aware that the only way I could give her twelve thousand euros would be to take out a loan. If you ask me, when Joan came to the station, it wasn’t because she felt offended; she was just upset the purse-snatcher had copped a feel for free, without coughing up so much as a single euro.’


‘And then what?’


‘And then somebody we know came in and took her away with him.’


‘Someone we know?’


‘Yes indeed. Giovanni Trincanato. Speaking of whom, did you slap him around the head or not?’


‘I’d rather leave you in a state of doubt on the question, Mimì. But wait a second. So, was it Trincanato who convinced her not to report the incident?’


‘I think so.’


‘But what did it matter to him?’


‘Dunno . . . maybe he was worried his name might crop up. With the factory shut down and the workers enraged, he certainly wouldn’t want word to get around that he’d sent away for such an expensive hooker . . . Maybe he was just being careful.’


‘Careful? Trincanato? You must be joking.’









THREE


‘Can I come in?’ asked Fazio.


‘Yeah, come on in. So you’re only getting back now?’


‘Chief, would you believe it if I told you I didn’t even have time to eat lunch?’


‘Where were you?’


‘Still at Trincanato’s.’


‘Did something happen?’


‘First, two of Spagnolo’s kids came. Spagnolo was the worker who hanged himself. But the guards didn’t want to let them into the shed.’


‘Are they minors?’


‘No way! One’s thirty, the other’s twenty-eight. Both without jobs. Sacked. At any rate, things could have got out of hand if we hadn’t been there . . .’


‘And then what?’


‘And then, when the prosecutor and Dr Pasquano were finished and the body was taken away, Giurlanno, Spagnolo’s oldest son, stayed behind and talked with his dad’s friends.’


‘What was he saying?’


‘I don’t know, I didn’t hear. He was speaking softly. But I could tell the situation was changing. At first they’d all seemed grief-stricken, but now they were starting to get pissed off. And at that exact moment, Trincanato’s car came out of the office building’s garage with him at the wheel.’


‘What time do you think it was?’


‘I dunno, maybe around two-thirty.’


Montalbano and Augello looked at each other. Trincanato was clearly going out to pick up the American girl at the trattoria.


A phone rang. Mimì dug one out of his pocket and brought it to his ear. Then he stood up.


‘Excuse me a minute,’ he said. And he left the room.


‘Go on,’ Montalbano said to Fazio.
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