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ONE


To judge from the entrance the dawn was making, it promised to be a very iffy day – that is, blasts of angry sunlight one minute, fits of freezing rain the next, all of it seasoned with sudden gusts of wind – one of those days when someone who is sensitive to abrupt shifts in weather and suffers them in his blood and brain is likely to change opinion and direction continuously, like those sheets of tin, cut in the shape of banners and roosters, that spin every which way on rooftops with each new puff of wind.


Inspector Salvo Montalbano had always belonged to this unhappy category of humanity. It was something passed on to him by his mother, a sickly woman who used to shut herself up in her bedroom, in the dark, whenever she had a headache, and when this happened one could make no noise about the house and had to tread lightly. His father, on the other hand, on stormy seas and smooth, always maintained an even keel, always the same unchanging state of mind, rain or shine.


This time, too, the inspector did not fail to live up to his inborn nature. No sooner had he stopped his car at the ten-kilometre marker along the Vigàta–Fela highway, as he had been told to do, than he felt like putting it back in gear and returning to town, bagging the whole operation. He managed to control himself, brought the car closer to the edge of the road, opened the glove compartment, and reached for the pistol he normally did not carry on his person. His hand, however, remained poised in mid-air: immobile, spellbound, he stared at the weapon.


Good God! It’s real! he thought.


The previous evening, a few hours before Gegè Gullotta called to set up the whole mess – Gegè being a small-time dealer of soft drugs and the manager of an open-air bordello known as ‘the Pasture’ – the inspector had been reading a detective novel by a writer from Barcelona who greatly intrigued him and had the same surname as he, though hispanicized: Montalbán. One sentence in particular had struck him: ‘The pistol slept, looking like a cold lizard.’ He withdrew his hand with a slight feeling of disgust and closed the glove compartment, leaving the lizard to its slumber. After all, if the whole business that was about to unfold turned out to be a trap, an ambush, he could carry all the pistols he wanted, and still they would fill him with holes with their Kalashnikovs however and whenever they so desired, thank you and good night. He could only hope that Gegè, remembering the years they’d spent together on the same bench in elementary school and the friendship they’d carried over into adulthood, had not decided, out of self-interest, to sell him like pork at the market, feeding him any old bullshit just to lead him to the slaughter. No, not just any old bullshit: this business, if for real, could be really big, make a lot of noise.


He sighed deeply and began to make his way slowly, step by step, up a narrow, rocky path between broad expanses of vineyard. The vines bore table grapes, with round, firm seeds, the kind called, who knows why, ‘Italian grapes’, the only kind that would take in this soil. As for trying to grow vines for making wine, you were better off sparing yourself the labour and expense.


The two-storey cottage, one room on top of another, was at the summit of the hill, half hidden by four large Saracen olive trees that nearly surrounded it. It was just as Gegè had described it. Faded, shuttered windows and door, a huge caper bush in front, with some smaller shrubs of touch-me-not – the small, wild cucumber that squirts seeds into the air if you touch it with the tip of a stick – a collapsed wicker chair turned upside down, an old zinc bucket eaten up by rust and now useless. Grass had overgrown everything else. It all conspired to give the impression that the place had been uninhabited for years, but this appearance was deceptive, and experience had made Montalbano too savvy to be fooled. In fact, he was convinced somebody was eyeing him from inside the cottage, trying to guess his intentions from the moves he would make. He stopped three steps away from the front of the house, took off his jacket, and hung it from a branch of the olive tree so they could see he wasn’t armed. Then he called out without raising his voice much, like a friend come to visit a friend.


‘Hey! Anybody home?’


No answer, not a sound. Montalbano pulled a lighter and a packet of cigarettes from his trouser pocket, put a cigarette in his mouth, and lit it, turning round halfway to shelter himself from the wind. That way whoever was inside the house could examine him from behind, having already examined him from the front. He took two puffs, then went to the door and knocked with his fist, hard enough to hurt his knuckles on the crusts of paint on the wood.


‘Is there anyone here?’ he asked again.


He was ready for anything, except the calm, ironic voice that surprised him from behind.


‘Sure there is. Over here.’


*


It had all started with a phone call.


‘Hello? Hello? Montalbano! Salvuzzo! It’s me, Gegè.’


‘I know it’s you. Calm down. How are you, my little honey-eyed orange blossom?’


‘I’m fine.’


‘Working the mouth hard these days? Been perfecting your blow-job techniques?’


‘Come on, Salvù, don’t start with your usual faggot stuff. You know damn well that I don’t work myself. I only make other mouths work for me.’


‘But aren’t you the instructor? Aren’t you the one who teaches your multicoloured assortment of whores how to hold their lips and how hard to suck?’


‘Salvù, even if what you’re saying was true, they’d be the ones teaching me. They come to me at age ten already well trained, and at fifteen they’re top-of-the-line professionals. I’ve got a little Albanian fourteen-year-old—’


‘You trying to sell me your merchandise now?’


‘Listen, I got no time to fuck around. I have something I’m supposed to give you, a package.’


‘At this hour? Can’t you get it to me tomorrow morning?’


‘I won’t be in town tomorrow.’


‘Do you know what’s in the package?’


‘Of course. Mostaccioli with mulled wine, the way you like ’em. My sister Mariannina made them just for you.’


‘How’s Mariannina doing with her eyes?’


‘Much better. They work miracles in Barcelona.’


‘They also write good books in Barcelona.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Never mind. Just talking to myself. Where do you want to meet?’


‘The usual place, in an hour.’


*


The usual place was the little beach of Puntasecca, a short tongue of sand beneath a white marl hill, almost inaccessible by land, or rather, accessible only to Montalbano and Gegè, who back in grade school had discovered a trail that was difficult enough on foot and downright foolhardy to attempt by car. Puntasecca was only a few kilometres from Montalbano’s little house by the sea just outside of Vigàta, and that was why he took his time. But the moment he opened the door to go to his rendezvous, the telephone rang.


‘Hi, darling. It’s me, right on time. How did things go today?’


‘Business as usual. And you?’


‘Ditto. Listen, Salvo, I’ve been thinking long and hard about what—’


‘Livia, sorry to interrupt, but I haven’t got much time. Actually I don’t have any time at all. You caught me just as I was going out of the door.’


‘All right then, goodnight.’


Livia hung up and Montalbano was left standing with the receiver in his hand. Then he remembered that the night before, he had told her to call him at midnight on the dot, because they would certainly have as much time as they wanted to talk at that hour. He couldn’t decide whether to call Livia back right then or when he returned, after his meeting with Gegè. With a pang of remorse, he put the receiver down and went out.


*


When he arrived a few minutes late, Gegè was already waiting for him, pacing back and forth the length of his car. They exchanged an embrace and kissed; it had been a while since they’d seen each other.


‘Let’s go sit in my car,’ said the inspector, ‘it’s a little chilly tonight.’


‘They put me up to this,’ Gegè broke in as soon as he sat down.


‘Who did?’


‘Some people I can’t say no to. You know, Salvù, like every businessman, I gotta pay my dues so I can work in peace and keep the Pasture, or they’d put me out to pasture in a hurry. Every month the good Lord sends our way, somebody comes by to collect.’


‘For whom? Can you tell me?’


‘For Tano the Greek.’


Montalbano shuddered, but didn’t let his friend notice. Gaetano ‘the Greek’ Bennici had never so much as seen Greece, not even through a telescope, and knew as much about things Hellenic as a cast-iron pipe, but he came by his nickname owing to a certain vice thought in the popular imagination to be greatly appreciated in the vicinity of the Acropolis. He had three certain murders under his belt, and in his circles held a position one step below the top bosses. But he was not known to operate in or around Vigàta; it was the Cuffaro and Sinagra families who competed for that territory. Tano belonged to another parish.


‘So what’s Tano the Greek’s business in these parts?’


‘What kind of stupid question is that? What kind of fucking cop are you? Don’t you know that for Tano the Greek there’s no such thing as “these parts” and “those parts” when it comes to women? He was given control and a piece of every whore on the island.’


‘I didn’t know. Go on.’


‘Around eight o’clock this evening the usual guy came by to collect; today was the appointed day for paying dues. He took the money, but then, instead of leaving, he opens his car door and tells me to get in.’


‘So what’d you do?’


‘I got scared and broke out in a cold sweat. What could I do? I got in, and we drove off. To make a long story short, he took the road for Fela, and stopped after barely half an hour’s drive . . .’


‘Did you ask him where you were going?’


‘Of course.’


‘And what did he say?’


‘Nothing, as if I hadn’t spoken. After half an hour, he makes me get out in some deserted spot without a soul around, and gestures to me to follow some dirt road. There wasn’t even a dog around. At a certain point, and I have no idea where he popped out from, Tano the Greek suddenly appears in front of me. I nearly had a stroke, my knees turned to butter. Don’t get me wrong, I’m no coward, but the guy’s killed five people.’


‘Five?’


‘Why, how many do you think he’s killed?’


‘Three.’


‘No way. It’s five, I guarantee it.’


‘Okay, go on.’


‘I got to thinking. Since I always pay on time, I figured Tano wanted to raise the price. Business is good, I got no complaints, and they know it. But I was wrong, it wasn’t about money.’


‘What did he want?’


‘Without even saying hello, he asked me if I knew you.’


Montalbano thought he hadn’t heard right.


‘If you knew who?’


‘You, Salvù, you.’


‘And what did you tell him?’


‘Well, I was shitting my pants, so I said, yeah, I knew you, but just casually, by sight – you know, hello, how ya doin’. And he looked at me, you gotta believe me, with a pair of eyes that looked like a statue’s eyes, motionless, dead, then he leaned his head back and gave this little laugh and asked me if I wanted to know how many hairs I had on my arse ’cause he could tell me within two. What he meant was that he knew everything about me from the cradle to the grave, and I hope that won’t be too soon. And so I just looked at the ground and didn’t open my mouth. That’s when he told me he wanted to see you.’


‘When and where?’


‘Tonight, at dawn. I’ll tell you where in a second.’


‘Do you know what he wants from me?’


‘I don’t know and I don’t want to know. He said to rest assured you could trust him like a brother.’


Like a brother. Those words, instead of reassuring Montalbano, sent a shiver down his spine. It was well known that foremost among Tano’s three – or five – murder victims was his older brother Nicolino, whom he first strangled and then, in accordance with some mysterious semiological rule, meticulously flayed. The inspector started thinking dark thoughts, which became even darker, if that was possible, at the words that Gegè, putting his hand on his shoulder, then whispered in his ear.


‘Be careful, Salvù, the guy’s an evil beast.’


*


He was driving slowly back home when the headlights of Gegè’s car behind him started flashing repeatedly. He pulled over and Gegè, pulling up, leaned all the way across the seat towards the window on the side closest to Montalbano and handed him a package.


‘I forgot the mostaccioli.’


‘Thanks. I thought it was just an excuse.’


‘What do you think I am? Somebody who says something and means something else?’


He accelerated away, offended.


*


The inspector spent the kind of night one tells the doctor about. His first thought was to phone the commissioner, wake him up, and fill him in, to protect himself in the event the affair took any unexpected turns. But Tano the Greek had been explicit, according to Gegè: Montalbano must not say anything to anyone and must come to the appointment alone. This was not, however, a game of cops and robbers: his duty was his duty. That is, he must inform his superiors and plan, down to the smallest details, how to surround and capture the criminal, perhaps with the help of considerable reinforcements. Tano had been a fugitive for nearly ten years, and he, Montalbano, was supposed to go and visit him as if he were some pal just back from America? There was no getting around it, the commissioner must by all means be informed of the matter. He dialed the number of his superior’s home in Montelusa, the provincial capital.


‘Is that you, love?’ murmured the voice of Livia from Boccadasse, Genoa.


Montalbano remained speechless for a moment. Apparently his instinct was leading him away from speaking to the commissioner, making him dial the wrong number.


‘Sorry about before. I had just received an unexpected phone call and had to go out.’


‘Never mind, Salvo, I know what your work is like. Actually, I’m sorry I got upset. I was just feeling disappointed.’


Montalbano looked at his watch: he had at least three hours before he was supposed to meet Tano.


‘If you want, we could talk now.’


‘Now? Look, Salvo, it’s not to get back at you, but I’d rather not. I took a sleeping pill and can barely keep my eyes open.’


‘All right, all right. Till tomorrow, then. I love you, Livia.’


Livia’s tone of voice suddenly changed, becoming more awake and agitated.


‘Huh? What’s wrong? Eh, what’s wrong, Salvo?’


‘Nothing’s wrong. What could be wrong?’


‘Oh, no you don’t, you’re hiding something. Are you about to do something dangerous? Don’t make me worry, Salvo.’


‘Where do you get such ideas?’


‘Tell me the truth, Salvo.’


‘I’m not doing anything dangerous.’


‘I don’t believe you.’


‘Why not, for Christ’s sake?’


‘Because you said “I love you”, and since I’ve known you, you’ve said it only three times. I’ve counted them, and every time it was for something out of the ordinary.’


The only hope was to cut the conversation short; with Livia, one could easily end up talking till morning.


‘Ciao, my love. Sleep well. Don’t be silly. I have to go out again.’


*


So how was he going to pass the time now? He took a shower, read a few pages of the book by Montalbán, understood little, shuffled from one room to the other, straightening a picture, re-reading a letter, a bill, a note, touching everything that came within his reach. He took another shower and shaved, managing to cut himself right on the chin. He turned on the television and immediately shut it off. It made him feel nauseated. Finally, it was time. As he was on his way out, he decided he needed a mostacciolo. With sincere astonishment, he saw that the box on the table had been opened and not a single pastry was left in the cardboard tray. He had eaten them all, too nervous to notice. And what was worse, he hadn’t even enjoyed them.









TWO


Montalbano turned around slowly, as if to offset the dull, sudden anger he felt at having let himself be caught unawares from behind like a beginner. For all that he’d been on his guard, he hadn’t heard the slightest sound.


One to nothing in your favour, bastard! he thought.


Though he’d never seen him in person, he recognized him at once: as compared with the mugshots from a few years back, Tano had grown his moustache and beard, but the eyes remained the same, expressionless, ‘like a statue’s’, as Gegè had accurately described them.


Tano the Greek gave a short bow, and there wasn’t the slightest hint of provocation or mockery in the gesture. Montalbano automatically returned the greeting. Tano threw his head back and laughed.


‘We’re like two Japanese warriors, the kind with swords and breastplates. What do you call them?’


‘Samurai.’


Tano opened his arms, as if wanting to embrace the man standing before him.


‘What a pleasure to meet the famous Inspector Montalbano, personally in person.’


Montalbano decided to dispense with the ceremonies and get straight to the point, just to put the encounter on the right footing.


‘I’m not sure how much pleasure you’ll get from meeting me, sir.’


‘Well, you’ve already given me one.’


‘Explain.’


‘You called me “sir”. That’s no small thing. No cop, not a single one – and I’ve met a lot – has ever called me “sir”.’


‘You realize, I hope, that I’m a representative of the law, while you are a dangerous fugitive charged with several murders. And here we are, face to face.’


‘I’m unarmed. How about you?’


‘Me too.’


Tano threw his head back again and gave a full-throated laugh.


‘I’m never wrong about people, never!’


‘Unarmed or not, I have to arrest you just the same.’


‘And I am here, Inspector, to let you arrest me. That’s why I wanted to see you.’


He was sincere, no doubt about it. But it was this very sincerity that put Montalbano on his guard, since he couldn’t tell where Tano wanted to go with this.


‘You could have come to police headquarters and turned yourself in. Here or in Vigàta, it’s the same thing.’


‘Ah, no, dear Inspector, it is not the same thing. You surprise me, you who know how to read and write. The words are not the same. I am letting myself be arrested, I am not turning myself in. Go and get your jacket and we’ll talk inside. I’ll open the door in the meantime.’


Montalbano took his jacket from the olive tree, draped it over his arm, and entered the house behind Tano. It was completely dark inside. The Greek lit an oil lamp and gestured to the inspector to sit down in one of two chairs beside a small table. In the room there was a cot with only a bare mattress, no pillow or sheets, and a glass-fronted cupboard with bottles, glasses, biscuits, plates, packets of pasta, jars of tomato sauce and assorted tin cans. There was also a wood-burning stove with pots and pans hanging over it. But the inspector’s eyes came to rest on a far more dangerous animal than the lizard sleeping in the glove compartment of his car: this was a veritable poisonous snake, a machine gun sleeping on its feet, propped against the wall beside the cot.


‘I’ve got some good wine,’ said Tano, like a true host.


‘All right. Thanks,’ replied Montalbano.


What with the cold, the night, the tension, and the two-plus pounds of mostaccioli he had wolfed down, he felt he could use some wine.


The Greek poured and then raised his glass.


‘To your health.’


The inspector raised his own and returned the toast.


‘To yours.’


The wine was something special; it went down beautifully, and on its way gave comfort and heat.


‘This is truly good,’ Montalbano complimented him.


‘Another glass?’


To avoid the temptation, the inspector gruffly pushed the glass away.


‘Let’s talk.’


‘Let’s. As I was saying, I decided to let myself be arrested—’


‘Why?’


Montalbano’s question, fired point-blank, left the other momentarily confused. After a pause, Tano collected himself.


‘I need medical care. I’m sick.’


‘May I say something? Since you think you know me well, you probably also know that I’m not someone you can fuck with.’


‘I’m sure of it.’


‘Then why not show me some respect and stop feeding me bullshit?’


‘You don’t believe I’m sick?’


‘I do. But don’t try to make me swallow this bullshit that you need to be arrested to get medical help. I’ll explain, if you like. You spent a month and a half at Our Lady of Lourdes Clinic in Palermo, then three months at the Gethsemane Clinic of Trapani, where Dr Amerigo Guarnera even operated on you. And although things today are a little different from a few years ago, if you want, you can find plenty of hospitals willing to look the other way and say nothing to the police if you stay there. So it’s not because you’re sick that you want to be arrested.’


‘What if I told you that times are changing and that the wheel is turning fast?’


‘That would be a little more convincing.’


‘You see, when I was a little kid, my father – who was a man of honour when the word “honour” still meant something – my father, rest his soul, used to tell me that the cart that men of honour travelled on needed a lot of grease to make the wheels turn, to make them go fast. When my father’s generation passed on and it was my turn to climb aboard the cart, some of our men said: “Why should we keep on buying the grease we need from the politicians, mayors, bankers and the rest of their kind? Let’s make it ourselves! We’ll make our own grease!” Great! Bravo! Everyone agreed. Sure, there was still the guy who stole his friend’s horse, the guy who blocked the road for some associate of his, the guy who would start shooting blindly at some other gang’s cart, horse, and horseman . . . But these were all things we could settle among ourselves. The carts multiplied in number, there were more and more roads to travel. Then some genius had a big idea, he asked himself: “What’s it mean that we’re still travelling by cart? We’re too slow,” he explained, “we’re getting screwed, left behind, everybody else is travelling by car, you can’t stop progress!” Great! Bravo! And so everybody ran and traded in their cart for a car and got a driver’s licence. Some of them, though, didn’t pass the driving-school test and went out, or were pushed out. Then we didn’t even have the time to get comfortable with our new cars before the younger guys, the ones who’d been riding in cars since they were born and who’d studied law or economics in the States or Germany, told us our cars were too slow. Now you were supposed to hop in a racing car, a Ferrari, a Maserati equipped with radiophone and fax, so you could take off like a flash of lightning. These kids are new, brand-new, they talk to cellphones instead of people, they don’t even know you, don’t know who you used to be and if they do, they don’t give a fuck. Half the time they don’t even know each other, they just talk over the computer. To cut it short, these kids don’t ever look anyone in the eye. As soon as they see you in trouble with a slow car, they run you off the road without a second thought and you end up in the ditch with a broken neck.’


‘And you don’t know how to drive a Ferrari.’


‘Exactly. That’s why, before I end up dead in a ditch, it’s better for me to step aside.’


‘But you don’t seem to me the type who steps aside of his own choosing.’


‘It’s my own choosing, Inspector, all my own, I assure you. Of course, there are ways to make someone act freely of his own choosing. Once a friend of mine who was educated and read a lot told me a story which I’m going to repeat to you exactly the way he told it, something he read in a German book. A man says to his friend: “Want to bet my cat will eat hot mustard, the kind that’s so hot it makes a hole in your stomach?” “But cats don’t like mustard,” says his friend. “Well, I can make my cat eat it anyway,” says the man. “Do you make him eat it with your fist or with a stick?” asks the friend. “No sirree,” says the man, “he eats it freely, of his own choosing.” So they make the bet, the man takes a nice spoonful of mustard, the kind that makes your stomach burn just to look at it, picks up the cat and wham! shoves it right up the animal’s ass. Poor cat, feeling his asshole burn like that, he starts licking it. And so, licking it up little by little, he eats all the mustard, of his own choosing. And that, my friend, says it all.’


‘I see what you mean. Now let’s go back to where we started.’


‘I was saying I want to be arrested, but I’m going to need some theatricals to save face.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘Let me explain.’


He explained at great length, drinking a glass of wine from time to time. In the end Montalbano was satisfied with Tano’s reasons. But could he trust him? That was the question. In his youth, Montalbano had a great passion for card-playing, which he had luckily grown out of; for this reason he now sensed that Tano was playing him straight, with unmarked cards. He had no choice but to put his faith in this intuition and hope he was not mistaken. And so they meticulously, painstakingly worked out the details of the arrest to ensure that nothing could go wrong. When they had finished talking, the sun was already high in the sky. Before leaving the house and letting the performance begin, the inspector gave Tano a long look, eye to eye.


‘Tell me the truth.’


‘At your command, Inspector.’


‘Why did you choose me?’


‘Because you, as you are showing me even now, are someone who understands things.’


*


As he raced headlong down the little path between the vineyards, Montalbano remembered that Agatino Catarella would now be on duty at the station, and that therefore the phone conversation he was about to engage in promised at the very least to be problematic, if not the source of unfortunate and even dangerous misunderstandings. This Catarella was frankly hopeless. Slow to think and slow to act, he had been hired by the police because he was a distant relative of the formerly all-powerful Chamber Deputy Cusumano, who, after spending a summer cooling off in Ucciardone prison, had managed to re-establish solid enough connections with the new people in power to win himself a large slice of the cake, the very same cake that from time to time was miraculously renewed by merely sticking in a few new candied fruits or putting new candles in the place of the ones already melted.


With Catarella, things would get most muddled whenever he got it in his head – which happened often – to speak in what he called Talian.


One day he had shown up with a troubled look.


‘Chief, could you by any chance be able to give me the name of one of those doctors called specialists?’


‘Specialist in what, Cat?’


‘Gonorrhea.’


Montalbano had looked at him open-mouthed.


‘Gonorrhea? You? When did you get that?’


‘As I remember, I got it first when I was still a li’l thing, not yet six or seven years old.’


‘What the hell are you saying, Cat? Are you sure you mean gonorrhea?’


‘Absolutely. Had it all my life, on and off. It’s here and gone, here and gone. Gonorrhea.’


*


In the car, on his way to a telephone booth that was supposed to be near the Torresanta crossroads (supposed to be, that is, unless the receiver had been torn off, the entire telephone had been stolen, or the booth itself had disappeared), Montalbano decided not to call even his second-in-command, Mimì Augello, because he was the type – he couldn’t help it – who before anything else would inform the newsmen and then pretend to be surprised when they showed up at the scene. That left only Fazio and Tortorella, the two sergeants or whatever the hell they were called nowadays. He chose Fazio, since Tortorella had been shot in the belly not long before and hadn’t yet fully recovered, feeling pain now and then in the wound.


The booth was miraculously still there, the phone miraculously worked, and Fazio picked up before the second ring had finished.


‘Fazio, are you already awake at this hour?’


‘Sure am, Chief. Less than a minute ago I got a call from Catarella.’


‘What did he want?’


‘He was speaking Talian so I couldn’t make much sense of it. But if I had to guess, I’d say that last night somebody cleaned out Carmelo Ingrassia’s supermarket, the great big one just outside of town. They used a large truck or tractor-trailer at the very least.’


‘Wasn’t there a night watchman?’


‘There was, but nobody can find him.’


‘Were you on your way there now?’


‘Yes.’


‘Forget it. Phone Tortorella immediately and tell him to fill Augello in. Let those two take care of it. Tell them you can’t go, make up whatever bullshit you can think of, say you fell out of bed and hit your head. No: tell them the carabinieri came and arrested you. Better yet, call them and tell them to notify the carabinieri – it’s small potatoes, after all, just some shitty little robbery, and they’re always happy when we bring them into our cases. Now listen, here’s what I want you to do: notify Tortorella, Augello, and the carabinieri about the theft, then round up Gallo, Galluzzo – Jesus Christ, I feel like I’m running a chicken farm here – and Germanà, and bring them all where I tell you to go. And arm yourselves with sub-machine guns.’


‘Shit!’


‘Shit is right. This is a big deal and we have to handle it carefully. No one is to whisper even half a word about this, especially Galluzzo with his newsman brother-in-law. And tell that chickenhead Gallo not to drive like he’s at Monza. No sirens, no flashing lights. When you splash and muddy the waters, the fish escapes. Now pay attention and I’ll explain where you’re to meet me.’


*


They arrived very quietly, not half an hour after the phone call, looking like a routine patrol. Getting out of the car, they went up to Montalbano, who signalled them to follow him. They met back up behind a half-ruined house, so they could not be seen from the main road.


‘There’s a machine gun in the car for you,’ said Fazio.


‘Stick it up your arse. Now listen: if we play our cards right, we just might bring Tano the Greek home with us.’


Montalbano palpably felt that his men had ceased to breathe for a moment.


‘Tano the Greek is around here?’ Fazio wondered aloud, being the first to recover.


‘I got a good look at him, and it’s him. He’s grown a moustache and a beard, but you can still recognize him.’


‘How did you find him?’


‘Never mind, Fazio, I’ll explain everything later. Tano’s in a little house at the top of that hill. You can’t see it from here. There are olive trees all around it. It’s a two-room house, one room on top of the other. It’s got a door and a window in front; there’s another window to the top room, but that’s in back. Is that clear? Did you take that all in? Tano’s only way out is through the front, unless he decides in desperation to throw himself out of the rear window, though he’d risk breaking his legs. So here’s what we’ll do: Fazio and Gallo go in the back; me, Germanà, and Galluzzo will break in the door and go inside.’


Fazio looked doubtful.


‘What’s wrong? Don’t you agree?’


‘Wouldn’t it be better to surround the house and tell him to surrender? It’s five against one, he’d never get away.’


‘How do you know there’s nobody inside the house with Tano?’


Fazio shut up.


‘Listen to me,’ said Montalbano, concluding his brief war council, ‘it’s better if we bring him an Easter egg with a surprise inside.’









THREE


Montalbano calculated that Fazio and Gallo must have been in position behind the cottage for at least five minutes. As for him, sprawled belly down on the grass, pistol in hand, with a rock pushing irksomely straight into the pit of his stomach, he felt profoundly ridiculous, like a character in a gangster film, and therefore could not wait to give the signal to raise the curtain. He looked at Galluzzo, who was beside him – Germanà was farther away, to the right – and asked him in a whisper, ‘Are you ready?’


‘Yessir,’ answered the policeman, who was a visible bundle of nerves and sweating. Montalbano felt sorry for him, but couldn’t very well come out and tell him that it was all a put-on – of dubious outcome, it was true, but still humbug.


‘Go!’ he ordered him.


As though launched by a tightly compressed spring and almost not touching the ground, in three bounds Galluzzo reached the house and flattened himself against the wall to the left of the door. He seemed to have done so without effort, though Montalbano could see his chest heaving up and down, breathless. Galluzzo got a firm grip on his sub-machine gun and gestured to the inspector that he was ready for phase two. Montalbano then looked over at Germanà, who seemed not only serene, but actually relaxed.


‘I’m going now,’ he said to him without a sound, exaggeratedly moving his lips and forming the syllables.


‘I’ll cover you,’ Germanà answered back in the same manner, gesturing with his head towards the machine gun in his hands.


Montalbano’s first leap forward was one for the books, or at the very least a training manual: a decisive, balanced ascent from the ground, worthy of a high-jump specialist, a weightless, aerial suspension, and a clean, dignified landing that would have amazed a ballerina. Galluzzo and Germanà, who were watching him from different perspectives, took equal delight in their chief’s bodily grace. The start of the second leap was even better calibrated than the first, but something happened in mid-air that caused Montalbano, from his upright posture, to tilt suddenly sideways like the tower of Pisa, then plunge earthward in what looked truly like a clown’s routine. After tottering with arms outstretched in search of a non-existent handle to grab onto, he crashed heavily to one side. Instinctively, Galluzzo made a move as if to help him, but stopped himself in time, plastering himself back against the wall. Germanà also stood up a moment, but quickly got back down.


A good thing this was all a sham, the inspector thought. Otherwise Tano could have cut them down like ninepins then and there. Muttering some of the pithiest curses in his vast repertoire, Montalbano began to crawl around in search of the pistol that had slipped from his hand during the fall. At last he spotted it under a touch-me-not bush, but as soon as he stuck his arm in there to retrieve it, all the little cucumbers burst and sprayed his face with seeds. With a certain melancholy rage the inspector realized he’d been demoted from gangster-film hero to a character in an Abbott and Costello movie. No longer in the mood to play the athlete or dancer, he covered the last few yards between him and the house with a few quick steps, merely hunching forward a little.


Montalbano and Galluzzo looked one another in the eye without speaking and agreed on the plan. They positioned themselves three steps from the door, which did not look very resistant, took a deep breath and flung themselves against it with their full weight. The door turned out to be made of tissue paper, or almost – a swat of the hand would have sufficed to push it open – and thus they both found themselves hurtling inside. The inspector managed by some miracle to come to a stop, whereas Galluzzo, carried forward by the violence of his thrust, flew all the way across the room and slammed his face against the wall, crushing his nose and ending up choking on the blood that started to gush violently forth. By the dim light of the oil lamp that Tano had left burning, the inspector was able to appreciate the Greek’s consummate acting skills. Pretending to have been surprised awake, he leapt to his feet cursing and hurled himself towards the Kalashnikov, which was now leaning against the table and therefore far from the cot. Montalbano was ready to recite his lines as the foil, as they say in the theatre.


‘Stop in the name of the law! Stop or I’ll shoot!’ he shouted at the top of his lungs, then fired four shots into the ceiling. Tano froze, hands raised. Convinced that someone must be hiding upstairs, Galluzzo fired a burst from his machine gun at the wooden staircase. Outside, Fazio and Gallo, upon hearing all the shooting, opened fire on the little window to discourage anyone from trying that route. With everyone inside the cottage still deaf from the roar of the gunshots, Germanà burst in with the final flourish.


‘Don’t anybody move or I’ll shoot!’


He barely had time to finish uttering his threat when he was bumped from behind by Fazio and Gallo and pushed directly between Montalbano and Galluzzo, who, having set down his weapon, was dabbing his nose with a handkerchief he had taken out of his pocket, the blood having already dripped onto his shirt, tie and jacket. At the sight of him, Gallo became agitated.


‘Did he shoot you? The bastard shot you, didn’t he?’ he yelled in rage, turning towards Tano, who was still standing as patient as a saint in the middle of the room, hands raised, waiting for the forces of order to put some order to the great confusion they were creating.


‘No, he didn’t shoot me. I ran into the wall,’ Galluzzo managed to say with some difficulty. Tano avoided their eyes, looking down at his shoes.


He thinks it’s funny, thought Montalbano, then he brusquely ordered Galluzzo, ‘Handcuff him.’


‘Is it him?’ asked Fazio in a soft voice.


‘Sure it’s him. Don’t you recognize him?’ said Montalbano.


‘What do we do now?’


‘Put him in the car and take him to police headquarters in Montelusa. On the way, ring up the commissioner and explain everything. Make sure nobody sees or recognizes the prisoner. The arrest, for the moment, has to remain top secret. Now go.’


‘What about you?’


‘I’m going to have a look around, search the house. You never know.’


Fazio and the officers, holding the handcuffed Tano between them, started moving towards the door, with Germanà holding the prisoner’s Kalishnikov in his hand. Only then did Tano the Greek raise his head and look momentarily at Montalbano. The inspector noticed that the statue-like gaze was gone; now those eyes were animated, almost smiling.


When the group of five had vanished from sight at the bottom of the path, Montalbano went back inside the cottage to begin his search. In fact, he opened the cupboard, grabbed the bottle of wine, which was still half full, and went and sat in the shade of an olive tree, to drink it down in peace. The capture of a dangerous fugitive had been brought to a successful conclusion.


*


As soon as he saw Montalbano come into the office, Mimì Augello, looking possessed by the devil, put him through the meat grinder.


‘Where the hell have you been?! Where’ve you been hiding? What happened to everybody else? What the fuck is going on here, anyway?’


He must have been really angry to speak so frankly. In the three years they had been working together, the inspector had never heard his assistant use obscenities. Actually, no: the time some arsehole shot Tortorella in the stomach, Augello had reacted the same way.


‘Mimì, what’s got into you?’


‘What’s got into me? I got scared, that’s what!’


‘Scared? Of what?’


‘At least six people have phoned here. Their stories all differed as to the details, but they were all in agreement as to the substance: a gunfight with dead and wounded. One of them even called it a bloodbath. You weren’t at home. Fazio and the others had gone out with the car without saying a word to anyone . . . So I just put two and two together. Was I wrong?’


‘No, you weren’t wrong. But you shouldn’t blame me, you should blame the telephone. It’s the telephone’s fault.’


‘What’s the telephone got to do with it?’


‘It’s got everything to do with it! Nowadays you’ve got telephones even in the most godforsaken country haylofts. So what do people do, when there’s a phone within reach? They phone. And they say things. True things, imagined things, possible things, impossible things, dreamed-up things like in that Eduardo de Filippo comedy, what’s it called, oh yes, The Voices Inside – they inflate things and deflate things but never give you their name and surname. They dial emergency numbers where anyone can say the craziest bullshit in the world without ever assuming any responsibility for it! And meanwhile the Mafia experts get all excited because they think omertà is on the decline in Sicily! No more complicity! No more fear! Hah! I’ll tell you what’s on the decline: my arse is on the decline, and meanwhile the phone bill is on the rise.’


‘Montalbano! Stop confusing me with your chatter! Were there any dead and wounded or not?’


‘Of course not. There was no gunfight. We just fired a few shots into the air, Galluzzo smashed his nose all by himself, and the guy surrendered.’


‘What guy?’


‘A fugitive.’


‘Yeah, but who?’


Catarella arrived breathless and spared him the embarrassment of answering.


‘Chief, that would be his honour the commissioner on the phone.’


‘I’ll tell you later,’ said Montalbano, fleeing into his office.


*


‘My dear friend, I want to give you my most heartfelt congratulations.’


‘Thank you.’


‘You really hit the bullseye this time.’


‘We got lucky.’


‘Apparently the man in question is even more important than he himself let on.’


‘Where is he now?’


‘On his way to Palermo. The Anti-Mafia Commission insisted; they wouldn’t take no for an answer. Your men weren’t even allowed to stop in Montelusa; they had to drive on. I sent along an escort car with four of my men to keep them company.’


‘So you didn’t speak with Fazio?’


‘I didn’t have the time or the chance. I know almost nothing about this case. So, actually, I’d appreciate it if you could pass by my office this afternoon and fill me in on the details.’


Ay, there’s the hitch, thought Montalbano, remembering a nineteenth-century translation of Hamlet’s monologue. But he merely asked, ‘At what time?’


‘Let’s say around five. Ah, also, Palermo wants absolute secrecy about the operation, at least for now.’


‘If it was only up to me . . .’


‘I wasn’t referring to you, since I know you well and can say that compared to you, even fish are a talkative species. Listen, by the way . . .’


There was a pause. The commissioner had broken off and Montalbano didn’t feel like saying anything: a troubling alarm bell had gone off in his head at the sound of that laudatory ‘I know you well.’


‘Listen, Montalbano,’ the commissioner hesitantly started over, and with that hesitation the alarm began to ring more loudly.


‘Yes, Commissioner?’


‘I’m afraid that this time there’s no way I can prevent your promotion to assistant commissioner.’


‘Madunnuzza biniditta! Why not?’


‘Don’t be silly, Montalbano.’


‘Well, I’m sorry, but why should I be promoted?’


‘What a question! Because of what you did this morning.’


Montalbano felt simultaneously hot and cold: he had sweat on his forehead and chills down his spine. The prospect terrorized him.


‘I didn’t do anything different from what my colleagues do every day, Commissioner.’


‘I don’t doubt it. But this particular arrest, when it comes to be known, will cause quite a stir.’


‘So there’s no hope?’


‘Come on, don’t be childish.’


The inspector felt like a tuna caught in the net, the chamber of death. He began to feel short of breath, mouth opening and closing on emptiness. Then he tried a desperate suggestion:


‘Couldn’t we blame Fazio?’


‘Blame?’


‘I’m sorry, I meant couldn’t we give him the credit?’


‘See you later, Montalbano.’


*


Augello, who was lurking behind the door, made a questioning face.


‘What’d the commissioner say?’


‘We spoke about the situation.’


‘Oh, right! You should see the look on your face!’


‘What look?’


‘Like you’ve been to a funeral.’


‘I had trouble digesting what I ate last night.’


‘Anything interesting?’


‘Three pounds of mostaccioli.’


Augello looked at him in dismay. Montalbano, sensing that he was about to ask him the name of the arrested fugitive, used the opportunity to change the subject and put him on another track.


‘Did you guys ever find the night watchman?’


‘The one in the supermarket? Yeah, I found him myself. The thieves bashed him in the head, then bound and gagged him and threw him in a great big freezer.’


‘Is he dead?’


‘No, but I don’t think he’s feeling very alive either. When we pulled him out, he looked like a giant frozen stockfish.’


‘Any idea which way they went?’


‘I’ve got half an idea myself and the carabinieri lieutenant has another. But one thing is certain: to haul all that stuff, they had to use a heavy truck. And there must have been a team of at least six people to load it, under the command of some professional.’


‘Listen, Mimì, I have to run home and change my clothes. I’ll be right back.’


*


Near Marinella he noticed that the reserve light for the gas tank was flashing. He stopped at the same filling station where there’d been a drive-by shooting a while back, when he’d had to bring in the attendant to get him to talk. Upon seeing the inspector, the attendant, who bore him no grudge, greeted him in his usual high-pitched voice, which made Montalbano shudder. After filling the tank, the attendant counted the money and eyed the inspector.


‘What’s wrong? Didn’t I give you enough?’


‘No sir. There’s enough money here, all right. I just wanted to tell you something.’


‘Let’s have it,’ Montalbano said impatiently. If the guy went on talking, even a little, his nerves would give out.


‘Look at that truck over there.’


And he pointed at a large tractor-trailer parked in the lot behind the filling station, tarps pulled down tight to hide the cargo.


‘It was already here early this morning,’ he continued, ‘when I opened up. Now it’s been four hours and still nobody’s come to get it.’


‘Did you look to see if anyone’s sleeping in the cab?’


‘Yessir, I looked, there’s nobody. And another weird thing: the keys are still in the ignition. The first soul to come along could start it up and drive it away.’


‘Show me,’ said Montalbano, suddenly interested.
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