
[image: Images]


        More Praise for KILL THE FATHER

        “Absorbing, disturbing, clever, bizarre, original, and brutal. The outline of the plot is simple, its execution thrilling.”

        —The Times (London), Book of the Month

        “A twisty mind-boggler that introduces not one but two memorable protagonists and hurls them into circumstances that threaten both their lives and sanity. The roller-coaster ride continues to the very last page, leaving me impatient for the sequel.”

        —Joseph Finder, New York Times bestselling author of Guilty Minds and Suspicion

        “Dazzling . . . told in brutal, often wrenching detail.”

        —Publishers Weekly

        “If you want to study how a novel is written, look no further than Italian newcomer Sandrone Dazieri. His American debut, Kill the Father, is impeccable, from the buildup of characters and place to the crisp narrative. . . . Do not pass this one up; it’s a terrific crime drama.”

        —The Durango Telegraph

        “One of the nastier crimes in recent memory . . . There are twists aplenty as Dante and Colomba track down the Father, even as he spins an ever finer trap for them. . . . A dark treat for mystery buffs.”

        —Kirkus Reviews

        “This [debut] introduces us to two of the most intriguing detectives to have emerged in recent years. . . . Brutal and frighteningly realistic, it never loses its grip.”

        —Daily Mail

        “An intense, gripping, and entirely unforgettable story—part psychological puzzle, part police procedural, and part conspiracy theory. Mr. Dazieri has written a thriller of the highest order. Highly recommended.”

        —Christopher Reich, New York Times bestselling author of Numbered Account and Rules of Deception

        “A breakout hit in Europe, this captivating novel keeps readers guessing and on edge until the final page. Fans of international crime novels will eagerly anticipate subsequent stories.”

        —Library Journal (starred review)

        “An emotional and complex thriller that delves into increasingly dark territory, and won’t let you go until you finish.”

        —The Crime Review

        “A complex, multi-layered mystery with a hooking, fast-paced plot that requires all of your attention . . . Dazieri always sets the scene vividly. Kill the Father is only the first installment of what promises to be a brilliant series.”

        —Culturefly

        “Kill the Father starts with the investigation of a murder-kidnapping, then shows its two intriguing heroes following surprising twists and turns to an unexpected ending. Truly original thrillers are rare, but Sandrone Dazieri has written one.”

        —Phillip Margolin, New York Times bestselling author of Violent Crimes

        “Colomba Caselli and Dante Torre are certainly the most audacious characters to emerge in crime fiction in many moons. . . . Dazieri is an inventive and original writer.”

        —David Rothenberg, WBAI Radio

        “A big psychological suspense novel that captures the reader from the first page . . . Shocks, surprises, horrors, twists, and revelations abound.”

        —Otto Penzler, LitHub

        “An intelligent thriller . . . very entertaining.”

        —Jake Kerridge, Sunday Express

        “This ingenious thriller features a pair of protagonists with personal demons as unnerving as the vicious monster they’re pursuing. And it’s a wonderfully twisty and chilling pursuit, leading not only to the monster’s shocking identity but to his equally shocking links to powerful and dark enablers.”

        —John Verdon, internationally bestselling-author of Think of a Number and Wolf Lake

        “Already a bestseller throughout Europe, and receiving fantastic advance praise . . . [a] fascinatingly complex thriller.”

        —i newspaper
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For Olga, who held out
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BEFORE



The world is a curving wall of gray cement. The world has muffled sounds and echoes. The world is a circle two times the length of his outstretched arms. The first thing the boy learned in that circular world were his new names. He has two. Son is the name he prefers. He has a right to it when he does the right things, when he obeys, when his thoughts are clear and quick. Otherwise, his name is Beast. When he’s called Beast, the boy is punished. When he’s called Beast, the boy goes cold and hungry. When he’s called Beast, the circular world stinks.

If Son doesn’t want to become Beast, he has to remember the right place for the things he’s been given and take good care of them. The bucket for his excrement and urine must always be hanging from the beam, ready to be emptied. The pitcher for the water must always stand at the center of the table. The bed must always be clean and tidy, with the covers nicely tucked in. The tray for his meals must always sit next to the hatch.

The hatch is the center of the circular world. The boy fears it and venerates it as a capricious deity. The hatch can open suddenly or remain shut for days at a time. The hatch can give him food, clean clothing, books, and pencils, or it can dispense punishment.

Mistakes are always punished. For minor errors, the punishment is hunger. For bigger mistakes, there’s atrocious heat or cold. One time he was so hot that he simply stopped sweating. He fell to the cement, convinced he was about to die. He was pardoned with a stream of cold water. He was Son once again. Now he could drink again and clean the bucket, abuzz with flies. Punishment is hard in the circular world. Implacable and precise.

That’s what he always believed until the day he discovered that the circular world is imperfect. The circular world has a crack. The length of his forefinger, the crack appeared in the wall, right where the wooden beam the bucket hangs from fits into the wall. The boy didn’t dare look closely at the crack for weeks. He knew it was there, it impinged on the boundaries of his consciousness, scorching it like flame. The boy knew that looking at the crack was a Forbidden Thing, because in the circular world everything that isn’t explicitly allowed is forbidden. But one night the boy gave in to his impulse. He transgressed for the first time in a long time, the unchanging time of his circular world. He did it cautiously, slowly, planning out each move in advance. He got out of bed and pretended he’d fallen.

Stupid Beast. Incompetent Beast. He pretended he had to lean against the wall to support himself and for just an instant he brought his left eye into contact with the crack. He didn’t see anything, only the darkness, but the enormity of what he’d done made him sweat in fear for hours. For hours he expected punishment and pain. He awaited cold and hunger. But nothing happened. This was an extraordinary surprise. In those hours of waiting, which eventually became a sleepless night and a feverish day, the boy understood that not everything he does can be seen. Not everything he does is weighed and judged. Not everything he does is rewarded or punished. He felt lost and alone, in a way he hadn’t experienced since his very first days in the circular world, when the memory of Before was still strong, when the walls didn’t exist and he had another name, different from Beast or Son. The boy felt his certainties shatter, and so he dared to take another look. The second time he kept his eye glued to the crack for nearly a whole second. The third time he looked for a full breath. And he saw. He saw the green. He saw the blue. He saw a cloud that looked like a pig. He saw the red roof of a house.

Now the boy is looking again, balanced on tiptoe, his hands spread out against the cold cement to support himself. There’s something moving outside, in a light that the boy imagines to be the light of dawn. It’s a dark silhouette, and it grows bigger and bigger as it comes closer. Suddenly the boy realizes he’s making the most serious mistake, that he’s committing the most unforgivable transgression.

The man walking over the meadow is the Father, and he’s looking at him. As if he’d read his thoughts, the Father speeds up his pace. He’s coming for him.

And he has a knife in his hand.
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The horror began at five in the afternoon on a Saturday in early September, with a man in shorts waving his arms, trying to flag down a car. The man had a T-shirt draped over his head to ward off the hot sun and a pair of ravaged flip-flops on his feet.

Watching him as he pulled the police car over to the side of the country road, the older officer classified the man in shorts as a “nutcase.” After seventeen years on the force and several hundred winos and other delirious citizens calmed into docility with various carrots and sticks, he could spot a nutcase at a glance. And this was one, beyond the shadow of a doubt.

The two officers got out of the car, and the man in shorts crouched down, mumbling something. He was wrecked and dehydrated, and the younger officer gave him a drink of water from the bottle he kept in the car door, ignoring his fellow officer’s look of disgust.

At that point the words of the man in shorts became comprehensible. “I’ve lost my wife,” he said. “And my son.” His name was Stefano Maugeri, and that morning he’d gone with his family for a picnic, a few miles farther up, in the Vivaro mountain meadows. They’d eaten an early lunch and he’d fallen asleep, lulled by the breeze. When he’d woken back up, his wife and son were gone.

For three hours, he’d moved in a circle, searching for them without success, until he found himself walking along the side of the country road, completely lost and on the verge of sunstroke. The older officer, whose confidence in his first impression was beginning to waver, asked why he hadn’t called his wife’s cell phone, and Maugeri replied that in fact he had, but he’d heard only the click of the voice mail, over and over until the battery of his cell phone ran out.

The older officer looked at Maugeri with a little less skepticism. He’d racked up quite a collection of emergency calls concerning wives who’d gone missing, taking the children with them, but none of those callers had dumped their spouse in the middle of a mountain meadow. Not still alive, anyway.

The officers took Maugeri back to his starting point. There was no one there. The other day-trippers had all gone home, and his gray Fiat Bravo sat alone on the lane, not far from a magenta tablecloth strewn with leftover food and an action figure of Ben 10, a young superhero with the power to transform himself into an array of alien monsters.

At that point, Ben 10 would probably have turned into a giant horsefly and flown over the meadows in search of the missing wife and son, but the two policemen could only radio in to headquarters and turn in the alarm, triggering one of the most spectacular search-and-rescue operations the meadows had witnessed in recent years.

That was when Colomba got involved. It was her first day back at work after a long break, and it would be, beyond the shadow of a doubt, one of her worst.
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A little older around her eyes than her thirty-two years, Colomba never went unnoticed, with her broad, muscular shoulders and her high, prominent cheekbones. The face of a warrior, a boyfriend had once told her, a woman warrior who rode stallions bareback and cut her enemies’ heads off with a scimitar. She had laughed in response, and then she’d leapt astride him and ridden him furiously, leaving him breathless. Now, though, she felt more like a victim than a warrior, sitting on the edge of the bathtub, holding her cell phone, and staring at the display, where the name of Alfredo Rovere kept blinking. He was the chief officer of the Mobile Squad of the Rome police, technically still her boss and her mentor, and he was calling for the fifth time in three minutes: she’d never once answered his calls.

Colomba was still wearing a robe after stepping out of the shower, already horribly late for a dinner party at the house of friends, a dinner party to which she’d finally accepted an invitation. Since being released from the hospital, she’d spent most of her time alone. She rarely ventured out of her apartment; she usually went out in the morning, often at dawn, when she put on her tracksuit and went running along the Tiber River, which flowed past the windows of her apartment, just a short walk from the Vatican.

Jogging along the banks of the Tiber was a challenge to her reflexes, because, potholes aside, she had to avoid the dog shit, as well as the rats skittering suddenly out of the piles of rotting garbage, but none of that bothered Colomba, any more than she minded the exhaust fumes from the cars roaring past overhead. This was Rome, and she liked it precisely because it was dirty and nasty, even if that was something the tourists would never understand. After her run, every other day, she would do her grocery shopping at the corner minimart run by two Sinhalese immigrants, and on Saturdays she’d venture as far as the bookstall on Piazza Cavour; there she’d fill her bag with used books she would read during the week, an assortment of classics, detective novels, and romances that she almost never finished. She’d get lost in the plots that were too intricate, and she’d get bored with the ones that were too simple. She really couldn’t seem to concentrate on anything. Sometimes she had the impression that it was all just sliding over her.

Aside from shopkeepers, Colomba spent days at a time without uttering a word to a living soul. There was her mother, of course, but she could just listen to her without having to open her mouth; then there were her friends and coworkers, who still called every now and then. In the rare moments that she devoted to self-awareness, Colomba knew she was overdoing it. Because this wasn’t a matter of being comfortable on her own, something she’d always been able to do very well; she now felt indifferent to the rest of the world. She knew that she could blame it on what had happened to her, that it was the fault of the Disaster, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t pierce the invisible film separating her from the rest of humanity. That was another reason she had made a special effort to accept tonight’s invitation, but with such scant enthusiasm that she was still trying to make up her mind what to wear while her friends were already on their third aperitif.

She waited for the incoming call to time out, then went back to brushing her hair. At the hospital they’d cut her hair extremely short, but now it had grown back to something approaching its normal length. Just as Colomba was noticing that some gray had begun to appear, someone rang the buzzer from downstairs. She stood there with her hairbrush in her hand for a few seconds, hoping there’d been some mistake, but then it rang again. She went and looked out the window: there was a squad car parked downstairs in the street. Fuck, she thought to herself as she grabbed the phone and called back Rovere.

He picked up on the first ring. “So the squad car arrived,” he said by way of greeting.

“Yes, goddamn it,” said Colomba.

“I wanted to tell you, but you wouldn’t answer your phone.”

“I was in the shower. And I’m late for a dinner party. So I’m very sorry, but you’ll have to tell your man to go back where he came from.”

“And you don’t even want to know why I sent him out?”

“No.”

“Well, I’ll tell you anyway. I need you to come take a hike around the Vivaro mountain meadows.”

“What’s there?”

“I don’t want to spoil the surprise.”

“You’ve already sprung one on me.”

“The next one’s more interesting.”

Colomba blew out her cheeks in impatience. “Sir . . . I’m on leave. Maybe you forgot.”

Rovere’s voice turned serious. “Have I ever asked you for anything during all these months?”

“No, never,” Colomba admitted.

“Have I ever done anything to try to get you back before you were ready or to talk you into staying on the force?”

“No.”

“Then you can’t deny me this favor.”

“Like hell I can’t.”

“I really need you, Colomba.”

From his tone she understood he meant it. She fell silent for a few seconds. She felt she’d been cornered. Then she asked, “Is this absolutely necessary?”

“Of course.”

“And you don’t want to tell me what it’s about.”

“I don’t want to influence you.”

“So thoughtful.”

“Well? Yes or no?”

This is the last time, thought Colomba. “All right. But tell your officer to stop ringing my buzzer.”

Rovere hung up, and Colomba sat for a brief moment staring at the phone. Then she informed her resigned host that she wouldn’t be coming to dinner after all, imposing her will over a series of halfhearted objections, and put on a pair of tattered jeans and an Angry Birds sweatshirt. It was clothing that she would never have worn while on duty, and that’s why she’d picked it.

She grabbed the keys from the dresser by the front door and instinctively checked to make sure her holster was fastened to her belt. Her fingers brushed only empty air. All at once, she remembered that her pistol had been in the police armory since the day she was admitted to the hospital, but it came as a deeply unpleasant sensation, like stumbling over a step that wasn’t there; for a moment she hurtled back to the last time she’d reached for her weapon, and the feeling triggered an attack.

Her lungs immediately clamped tight; the room filled with fast-moving shadows. Shadows that were screaming as they slithered along the walls and floors, shadows she couldn’t look straight at. They were always just outside her field of vision, visible only out of the corner of her eye. Colomba knew they weren’t real, but she could feel them with every fiber of her being all the same. A blind, absolute terror took her breath away and was steadily suffocating her. She reached out sightless for the corner of the dresser and hit it hard, intentionally, with the back of her hand. Pain burst into her fingers and jolted up her arm like an electric shock, but it vanished too soon. She hit the dresser again and again, until the skin of one of her knuckles was torn and bleeding and the shock got her lungs working again, like a defibrillator. She gasped and swallowed an enormous mouthful of air, then started breathing regularly again. The shadows vanished, dissolving into a patina of icy sweat on the back of her neck.

She was alive, she was alive. She went on telling herself that for the next five minutes, kneeling on the floor, until the words seemed to mean something.
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Seated on the floor, Colomba controlled her breathing for five minutes more. It had been days since her last panic attack, weeks. They’d begun right after she was released from the hospital. She’d been warned that they were pretty common after the sort of thing that had happened to her—but she’d expected just a little shakiness and some insomnia. Instead, the first one had been like an earthquake that had shaken her to her foundations, and the second one had been even more powerful. She’d passed out from lack of oxygen, convinced she was dying. The attacks had become frequent, sometimes three or four a day. It took only something as small as a sound or an odor like the smell of smoke to set them off.

The hospital psychologist had given her a number to call if she needed support of any kind. In fact, he’d urged her to call him. But Colomba had never told him or anyone else what was happening. All her life, she’d made her way in a world of men, many of whom would have been happier to see her serving coffee than packing a firearm, and she’d learned to conceal her weaknesses and troubles. And after all, somewhere deep down inside, she thought she deserved it. A punishment for the Disaster.

While she was bandaging her injured knuckle, she thought about calling Rovere back and telling him to go to hell, but she couldn’t bring herself to. She’d limit their meeting to a minimum, the shortest time civil decency would allow, then she’d return home and mail in the letter of resignation she kept in a kitchen drawer. Then she’d decide what to do with the rest of her life, hoping she wouldn’t wind up like those cops who’d taken retirement but kept hanging around police headquarters to make themselves feel they were still part of the family.

Outside, a cloudburst seemed to shake the world. Colomba threw on a lightweight K-Way windbreaker over her sweatshirt and went downstairs.

A young man was at the wheel of the squad car, and he stepped out into the rain to greet her. “Deputy Captain Caselli? Officer Massimo Alberti.”

“Get back in the car, you’re getting drenched,” she said, climbing into the passenger seat. A number of neighbors sheltering under umbrellas were watching the scene curiously. She’d only moved into that apartment building recently, and not everyone knew what she did for a living. Maybe no one did, actually, given how seldom she talked to anyone.

For Colomba the squad car was like a whiff of home: the reflections of the flashing roof lights on the windshield, the radio and mike on the dashboard, the pictures of wanted men taped to the sun visors were all like so many familiar faces she hadn’t seen in far too long. Are you really ready to give this up? she asked herself. No, she wasn’t. But what choice did she have?

Alberti turned on the siren and started down the street.

Colomba snorted. “Turn that off,” she said. “We’re not in any hurry.”

“My orders are to hurry, Deputy Captain,” Alberti replied, but he obeyed.

He was a young man, about twenty-five, fair-skinned, with a light sprinkling of freckles. He emanated a scent of aftershave that she found agreeable, though out of place at that time of day. Maybe he carried a bottle of the stuff around with him and had sprayed some on to make a good impression on her. For that matter, his uniform was a little too clean and tidy. “Are you new?” she asked.

“I graduated from the academy a month ago, Deputy Captain, and I first enlisted as a cop a little over a year ago. I come from Naples.”

“You got started late.”

“If I hadn’t passed the admissions exam last year I’d have been too old. I squeaked through just in time.”

“Well, break a leg,” she muttered.

“Deputy Captain, can I ask you something?”

“Go on.”

“How do you get onto the Mobile Squad?”

Colomba smirked. Nearly everyone on patrol duty wanted to get onto the Mobile Squad. “You need a recommendation. You file a request with your commanding officer, and then you take a justice police course. But if you do get in, just remember, it’s nowhere near as much fun as you think. You have to forget about the clock.”

“Can I ask how you got in?”

“After passing the police admission exam in Milan, I served two years at police headquarters; then I was transferred to drug enforcement down in Palermo. When Captain Rovere was sent up to Rome four years ago, I came with him, as his deputy.”

“In Homicide.”

“Let me give you a piece of advice, don’t call it Homicide unless you want everyone to think you’re a penguin.” “Penguins” were newly minted cops. “That’s strictly in the movies. It’s the third section of the Mobile Squad, okay?”

“Excuse me, Deputy Captain,” said Alberti. When he blushed, his freckles became more noticeable.

Colomba was sick of talking about herself. “How come you’re out driving around solo?”

“Normally I make my rounds with my older partner, but I volunteered for the search-and-rescue effort, Deputy Captain. My partner and I found Maugeri earlier today, on the country road.”

“Just assume I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

Alberti complied, and Colomba found out about the vanished picnickers and the guy in shorts.

“Actually, I haven’t done any searching. I just went to the apartment and then stood guard outside,” Alberti summed up.

“The family apartment?”

“That’s right. If the wife ran away, she didn’t take anything with her.”

“What do the neighbors say?”

“Nothing helpful, Deputy Captain, but they did have plenty to say,” said Alberti with another smile. The fact that he didn’t make an effort to keep an expression of granite solemnity on his face, the way most penguins did, was a point in his favor.

Colomba smiled back in spite of herself and it almost hurt her face, she was so out of practice. “Where are we going?”

“The search coordination center is at the Vivaro riding stables. There’s us, the carabinieri, the firemen, and civil protection. And a bunch of civilians who mostly just get in the way. Word’s gotten out.”

“Word always does,” said Colomba, discontentedly.

“There was a little activity three hours ago. I saw two Land Rover Defenders heading out toward Monte Cavo with several officers and a magistrate. Judge De Angelis. You know him?”

“Yes,” and she didn’t like him. Prosecutor Franco De Angelis was always far too pleased to appear in the press. He had only a couple of years before he’d be eligible to retire, and everyone said that he had his sights set on the Superior Council of the Magistrature. They also said he’d do anything to land a seat on that exalted panel. “How far is Monte Cavo from where they were picnicking?” she asked.

“A mile and a half through the woods, six miles by road. You want to see the report? There’s a printout in the glove compartment.”

Colomba got it out. It featured two photos of the missing persons, taken off Facebook. Lucia Maugeri had dark, wavy hair; thirty-nine but she looked older. The boy was plump, with Coke-bottle glasses. The picture had been taken at his desk at school, and he wasn’t looking into the lens. Six and a half. His name was Luca.

“If they wound up on Monte Cavo, they certainly took a nice long hike, him and his mother. And no one saw them, is that right?”

“That’s what I was told.”

The rain started coming down again, and the traffic ground to a halt. Still, with their flashers on, they cut through the line of cars like Moses through the Red Sea. They reached the turnoff for Velletri in half an hour. Colomba began to see official cars and civil protection vans coming and going; soon there was a solid mass of emergency vehicles as they reached the fences surrounding the riding stables. The stables were a compound of one-story buildings, modest in appearance, built around a harness track.

At walking speed, they drove along the county road cluttered with squad cars, civilian automobiles, carabinieri troop buses, ambulances, and fire trucks. There were also mobile news vans from two television networks, with satellite dish antennas on the roofs, and a field kitchen on wheels that was sending up a dense plume of smoke. The only things missing are sideshow attractions and a shooting gallery, thought Colomba.

Alberti pulled up behind a camper. “We’re here, Deputy Captain,” he said. “Captain Rovere is waiting for you at the operations center.”

“Have you already been there?” asked Colomba.

“Yes, Deputy Captain.”

“Then show me the way, and we’ll save time.”

Alberti pulled the hand brake and then escorted her past buildings that seemed to be deserted. Colomba could hear horses whinnying inside and just hoped she wouldn’t run into a runaway horse, panicking in the rainstorm. They were heading for one of the buildings, guarded by two uniformed officers who saluted Alberti brusquely and ignored her entirely, taking her for a civilian.

“You wait here,” she said and, without knocking, pulled open a door on which hung a piece of paper that bore the warning STATE POLICE—WAIT TO BE ANNOUNCED.

She walked into an old records room with metal filing cabinets lining the walls. Half a dozen police officers, uniformed and plainclothes, sat at four large central desks, making phone calls or talking on radios. Colomba spotted Alfredo Rovere, standing over a map spread out on one of the desks. He was a short man, about sixty, with thinning hair carefully combed back. Colomba noticed that his shoes and trousers were spattered with mud up to the knee.

The officer sitting by the door looked up and recognized her. “Deputy Captain Caselli!” he exclaimed, getting to his feet. Colomba couldn’t remember his name, just the handle Argo 03, which he used when it was his shift at the operations switchboard. Everyone in the room stared at her, and for a moment all conversation ceased.

Colomba forced a smile onto her face and gestured with one hand for them all to go back to work. “Please, don’t make a fuss.”

Argo 03 gripped her hand. “How are you, Deputy Captain? You’ve been missed.”

“You haven’t, that’s for sure,” she answered, pretending to kid around. Argo went back to his phone, and soon the sound of multiple conversations resumed. From what they were saying, Colomba understood that checkpoints had been set up all along the county road. Odd. That wasn’t standard practice in disappearance cases.

Rovere came over. He gently squeezed her shoulders and looked her in the eyes. His breath reeked of cigarette smoke.

“You’re looking good, Colomba. For real.”

“Thanks, Captain,” she replied, thinking to herself that he actually looked aged and weary. There were bags under his eyes, and he needed a shave. “What’s going on?”

“Curious?”

“Not in the slightest. But as long as I’m here . . .”

“You’ll see in a minute,” he said, taking her by the arm and steering her toward the door. “Let’s go find a car.”

“Mine’s parked at the front entrance.”

“No, we need a jeep.”

They walked out, and Alberti, who’d been leaning against the wall, snapped to attention.

“Are you still here?” asked Rovere.

“I asked him to wait,” said Colomba. “I’d hoped I’d be heading home soon.”

“Do you know how to drive an off-road vehicle?” Rovere asked Alberti.

“Yes, Captain.”

“Then go to the front gate and requisition one. We’ll wait for you here,” Rovere ordered.

Alberti rushed outside. Rovere lit a cigarette in open defiance of the sign that said NO SMOKING.

“Are we going to Monte Cavo?” asked Colomba.

“I try to keep things from you, and you figure them out anyway,” he replied.

“Did you think I wouldn’t talk to my driver?”

“I’d have preferred it.”

“And what’s up there?”

“You’ll see with your own eyes.”

A Land Rover Defender reversed toward them across the courtyard, narrowly missing a highway patrol motorcycle.

“About time.” Rovere took Colomba by the arm and started to lead her out.

She wriggled free. “Are we in a hurry?”

“Yes, we are. In an hour, or possibly less, we won’t be welcome anymore.”

“Why not?”

“I’ll bet you can figure it out all by yourself.”

Rovere opened the door for her. Colomba didn’t get in. “I’m seriously thinking of just going home, Captain,” she said, “I didn’t like riddles even when I was little.”

“Liar. You’d have picked another line of work.”

“That’s exactly what I’m planning to do.”

He sighed. “Have you really made up your mind?”

“I couldn’t be more determined.”

“We can talk about that later. Come on, get in.”

Colomba slipped into the backseat resignedly.

“Good girl,” said Rovere as he got in front.

With Rovere giving directions, they left the stables and turned onto the Vivaro county road, following it for a little less than three miles; then they took the lake road until they reached the state road toward Rocca di Papa. They drove past the last few homes and a trattoria where a small knot of police officers were drinking coffee and smoking under a pergola. It seemed the civilians had all gone to ground and only uniforms and military vehicles remained. They traveled another three quarters of a mile and turned off onto the road up to Monte Cavo.

When they stopped, there was no one else in sight. Beyond the trees at the end of the trail, Colomba glimpsed the glow of floodlights breaking the darkness.

“From here we’re going to have to continue on foot; the trail is too narrow,” said Rovere. He opened the trunk and pulled out two Maglite flashlights.

“Will I be looking for hidden notes?”

“It would be nice if they left such easy clues, wouldn’t it?” said Rovere, handing her a flashlight.

“Clues to what?”

“Be patient.”

They started up the trail, shielded on both sides by trees whose branches twined together to form a sort of green corridor. The silence was practically absolute, now that the rain had stopped, and the air was redolent with the scent of dampness and rotting leaves that Colomba associated with mushrooms. The smell stirred up memories from when she was small and used to go mushroom hunting with an uncle who’d been dead for years. She couldn’t remember whether they’d ever actually found any.

Rovere lit another cigarette, though his breathing was already labored from the hike. “This is the Via Sacra,” he said.

“What’s that?” asked Colomba.

“A road that once led to a Roman temple. You see? The original paving stones are still there,” said Rovere, playing the beam of his light over the gray, time-worn basalt slabs. “Three hours ago one of the search teams took this trail and followed it out to the overlook.”

“What overlook?”

Rovere pointed the flashlight at the line of trees straight ahead of them. “Behind there.”

Colomba ducked her head and stepped under a tangle of branches and out onto a broad flagstone terrace bounded by a metal railing. The overlook surveyed a clearing about thirty feet beneath it, at the center of which was a stand of pine trees, holm oaks, and tangled underbrush. Parked between the narrow road and the trees were two Defenders and a police van used to transport technical equipment. The muttering roar of the diesel generator powering the floodlights could be heard, along with the echoing sound of voices.

Rovere puffed up beside her, panting like a pressure cooker. “The team halted here. It was pure luck they spotted them at all.”

Colomba darted the flashlight beam over the edge, following Rovere’s pointing finger.

There was a bright reflection on a solitary boulder at the edge of the darkness that at first looked to her like a plastic bag caught in a bush. When she trained the beam directly on it, she realized that it was a pair of white-and-blue gym shoes dangling from the branch of a bush, slowly twisting in the air. Even from that distance, she could see they were small, a child’s size nine or ten at the most.

“So the boy fell down here?” Colomba asked.

“Look closer.”

Colomba did, and then she saw that the shoes weren’t simply tangled in the bush, the laces had been knotted together. She turned to look at Rovere. “Someone hung them there.”

“That’s right. Which is why the team decided to go down. Go this way,” he said, pointing to the lane. “But be careful, it’s steep. One of the men twisted his ankle.”

Rovere went down ahead of her and Colomba followed, her curiosity piqued in spite of herself. Who’d put those shoes there? And why?

A sudden gust of wind sprinkled her with drops, and Colomba jumped, her lungs contracting. That’s enough panic for today, okay? she told herself. When I get home, I can have a nice fat attack, and maybe another good cry to go with it. Just not now, please. Who she was talking to, she couldn’t say. All she knew was that the atmosphere of that place was starting to twist her nerves; she wanted to get out of there as quick as she could. They made their way past the line of trees until they emerged onto a steep embankment, dotted with thorn bushes and underbrush, and surrounded by a number of large rocks arranged in a semicircle. Standing around one of the boulders were a dozen people, including Franco De Angelis and Deputy Chief Marco Santini of the Central Investigative Service. Two guys in white jumpsuits were photographing something at the base of the boulder, but Colomba couldn’t see what it was. Their chest patches displayed the emblem of the Violent Crime Analysis Unit, and suddenly Colomba understood everything, even if deep down she’d known it the whole time. She didn’t work on missing persons cases, after all; she worked on murders. She went over. The rock cast a sharp, dark shadow over a shape huddled on the ground. Please don’t let it be the boy, Colomba thought. Her silent prayer didn’t go unanswered.

The corpse belonged to the mother.

She’d been decapitated.
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The corpse lay facedown, legs folded and one arm tucked under the body. The other arm lay stretched out flat, palm turned upward. The neck ended with a cut that sparkled wine red in the glare of the floodlights, with the white of the bones gleaming damp. The head was about a yard away, resting on a cheek, with the face turned toward the body.

Colomba looked up from the cadaver and found that the others were all staring at her.

Santini was evidently pissed off. He was an athletic man of about fifty with a narrow mustache. “Who invited you?” he asked.

“I did,” Rovere replied.

“And why, if I might ask?”

“Professional enrichment.”

Santini threw both arms into the air and walked off.

Colomba shook hands with the magistrate. “Very good, very good,” he said distractedly. He moved away almost immediately on some pretext, dragging Rovere with him. From a distance, Colomba saw that they were arguing in an undertone.

The rest of the small knot of people—some of whom knew her by sight while others had only heard of her—stood around watching her until Mario Tirelli emerged from the shadows and came to her aid. He was a medical examiner, a tall, skinny man wearing a fisherman’s cap. He was chewing on a stick of licorice root; he always carried a supply with him in a silver cigarette case as old as he was.

“How are you?” he asked, gripping her hand with both of his, which were chilly. “I’ve missed you so much.”

“And I missed you,” Colomba replied, and she meant it. “I’m still on leave, so don’t get too excited.”

“Then what are you doing out here in the cold and the damp?”

“Apparently it’s something Rovere really wanted. But why don’t you tell me what they’re doing here.”

“Are you referring to the CIS or the VCU?”

“Both. They’re supposed to work on organized crime or serial killers. And there’s only one corpse here.”

“Technically they can work on lost cats if a magistrate asks them to get involved.”

“And De Angelis is a friend of Santini.”

“And they’re happy to scratch each other’s backs. Of course, Santini couldn’t count on the Forensic Squad, so he decided to pull the clowns in white jumpsuits in on it. If he brings home a prize of some sort, he won’t have to share with anyone.”

“And if he doesn’t pull it off?”

“Then he’ll blame you guys.”

“Nice piece of shit he is.”

“The usual. You ought to be at home resting up, instead of out here stepping in it.”

“Same goes for you. Weren’t you retired?”

Tirelli smiled. “Yes, in fact, I work as a consultant. I don’t like sitting at home reading detective novels, and I don’t know how to do crossword puzzles.” Tirelli was a widower and childless; the day he died, it would be with a scalpel in his hand. “Do you want me to tell you about the woman, or do you want to go on pretending you don’t give a damn?”

“Go ahead.”

“Decapitation with a semicurved bladed weapon. The murderer took at least four or five chops to separate the head from the torso, between the C2 and the C3. The first blow was in all likelihood fatal, delivered right below the occipital bone, while she was still on her feet.”

“From behind.”

“Yes, judging from the direction of the cut. She died in no more than a minute, instantaneous loss of consciousness. It happened this afternoon, judging from the rigor mortis, but with the rain and everything the exact time is hard to establish. Sometime between one and six in the afternoon, I’d say. Wait and see, the guys from the VCU will give it to you down to the second,” he added sarcastically.

“There are no signs of a struggle,” said Colomba. “She trusted the murderer, otherwise she would have turned around at least three-quarters of the way before being killed.”

“He caught her off guard and finished decapitating her on the ground.”

Taking advantage of the fact that Santini and the others had moved away from the corpse, Colomba went back to take a look at it. She did it instinctively, practically without realizing it. Tirelli followed her.

“The clothing wasn’t removed and replaced,” Colomba said. “No postmortem rape.”

“I thought the same thing.”

She examined the head from up close. The eyes were intact. “No signs of penetration to mouth or eyes.”

“Thank God . . .”

“Do you think the boy watched?”

“No way of saying. They haven’t found him yet.”

“The murderer took him?”

“That’s the most likely scenario.”

Colomba shook her head. She didn’t like it when kids were involved. She went back to look at the scene of the crime. “Sex has nothing to do with this. And he didn’t ravage the body.”

“You don’t call cutting the head off ravaging?”

“There are no other marks on her. Not even a bruise.”

“Maybe he was satisfied with what he did,” said Tirelli.

Before Colomba had a chance to reply, the technician in the bushes stood up. “Hey! Over here!” he shouted.

Everyone headed toward him, including Colomba, once again a victim of her mechanical instincts. The technician pulled a pruning hook out from under the bush, holding it by the blade with gloved fingers. Santini bent over to examine it closely. “There are little notches that could have been caused by the bone.”

“You might have a future as a knife sharpener,” said Colomba.

Santini clenched his jaw. “You still here?”

“No, you’re hallucinating again.”

“As long as you don’t touch anything. The last thing we need here is another one of your messes.”

Colomba felt the blood surge into her face. She took a step forward, balling her fists. “Just try saying that again, dickhead.”

The technician with the pruning hook held up a hand. “Hey, what is this? Are we in high school?”

“She’s the one who’s out of her mind,” said Santini. “Don’t you see that?”

Tirelli put a hand on Colomba’s arm. “It’s not worth it,” he whispered to her.

She let the air out of her lungs with a long sigh. “Fuck off, Santini. Just do your job and pretend I’m not here.”

Santini fished around for a snappy retort, but nothing came to mind. He pointed to the pruning hook and looked at Tirelli. “Doctor, could that be it?”

“It could be,” he replied.

The forensic technician ran a cotton swab over the blade. The cotton turned dark blue: blood. He bagged and labeled the farm tool. At the lab they’d compare the blood residue with the victim’s DNA, but as far as Colomba could see, the odds that they’d made a mistake were practically nonexistent. Tirelli followed the technician, while Santini, summoned by a uniformed officer, disappeared in the direction of the access road. Colomba was left standing alone by the bush. As she was thinking about heading back to the car and saying to hell with all of it, there was a rustling sound from the trees nearby; then the glare of the floodlight reflected off Alberti’s pale, sweaty face. He was wiping his mouth with a paper tissue.

Colomba realized that he’d stepped away to vomit and regretted having left him alone. “Are you okay?”

He nodded. “Yes, Deputy Captain,” he said, but in a tone of voice that clearly stated the opposite. “I just had to . . .”

“I can imagine. Don’t sweat it. It happens. Is that the first dead body you’ve seen?”

Alberti shook his head. “No. But never like this . . . How long did it take you to get accustomed?”

Before Colomba had a chance to reply, Rovere called her. “Come on over, you’re about to miss the last part of the show.”

Colomba patted Alberti on the shoulder. “Just stay here for a few minutes.” She caught up with her former boss next to one of the boulders farthest from the corpse, which couldn’t be seen from where they stood. “What show?”

The group of investigators had gathered around the dead woman again, and they seemed to be waiting for someone. De Angelis especially, who was smiling nervously into the empty air.

“The husband’s on his way,” said Rovere.

A few seconds later the engine of an off-road vehicle fell silent, just beyond the line of trees. Santini reappeared, walking alongside two uniformed officers and a man wearing only a pair of shorts and a dirty T-shirt and looking around him in confusion.

Stefano Maugeri. From the shape he was in, Colomba understood that he hadn’t left the search area since his wife had disappeared. “Are they idiots, bringing him here?” she said. “He could have identified the body at the morgue, after they’d put her back together.”

“They’re not interested in identifying anyone,” Rovere replied.

Still being guided by Santini and the two officers, Maugeri was led over to the boulder. Colomba could see him hesitate and then balk for a moment. “What’s behind there?” she heard him ask.

Oh, Christ, they haven’t told him, thought Colomba.

Santini invited Maugeri to walk forward, but like an animal that can sense the ax, the man wouldn’t budge. “No, I’m not going over there unless you tell me what it is. I won’t go. I refuse.”

“It’s your wife, Signor Maugeri,” said Santini, staring at him.

Maugeri shook his head as the realization dawned on him. “No . . .” He looked around, more and more bewildered. Then he covered the last few yards at a dead run, until he was stopped by the cordon of officers around the body. Colomba turned her face away when the man burst into sobs.



5


“Let’s head back,” Rovere said a few minutes before eleven. Maugeri had been led away, held up and half-collapsing, and just then the woman was being put into a body bag by attendants from the morgue. Colomba, Rovere, and Alberti followed the trail back to their car.

Once they were in the moving jeep, Colomba was the first to break the silence. “That was a filthy trick,” she murmured.

“But you know why they did it, don’t you?” asked Rovere.

“It doesn’t take a genius,” said Colomba. She was starting to get a headache, and she felt tired in a way she hadn’t experienced in months. “They were hoping for a spontaneous confession.”

Rovere tapped on Alberti’s shoulder. “Stop here.”

They’d arrived at the trattoria they’d passed on the way up. Under the canopy the owner stood alone, pulling in tables and chairs.

“You want an espresso, don’t you, Colomba?” asked Rovere. “Or maybe you’d rather have something to eat.”

“Coffee’s fine,” she lied. What she really wanted was to go home and forget about the whole thing. Pick up the book she’d left lying open on the living room table—an old edition of Giovanni Verga’s Mastro-don Gesualdo—and polish off the bottle of Primitivo wine that was in the fridge. Normal things, things that didn’t reek of blood and mud.

The restaurateur let them in, even if he was closing up for the night. His was an old trattoria that smelled of bleach and rancid wine, with wooden benches and tables. It was colder inside than out. Colomba decided that, for the beginning of September, the summer seemed a long time ago. It didn’t even seem like they were close to Rome.

They sat at a table by the plate-glass window. Rovere had ordered an Americano, and he turned the cup in his hands, never taking his eyes off her, but not really seeing her at all.

“Why do they think the husband did it?” Colomba asked.

“First of all,” Rovere replied, “no one saw Maugeri with his wife and son at the Vivaro mountain meadows. Everyone who volunteered to give their account said that they had only seen him alone.”

“It’s easier to remember a desperate father searching for a wife and son than it is a family out for a picnic.”

“Exactly. Still, for now, the testimony all seems to point in one direction.” He tapped on his lips with the handle of the demitasse spoon. “Second, there was blood in the trunk of the car.”

“Tirelli says that the woman was killed up there, on the spot,” Colomba objected. “And he usually knows what he’s talking about.”

“It was the boy’s blood. Just a few spots, ineptly washed. The father has no explanation.”

“What else?” asked Colomba.

“Maugeri beat his wife. There were three calls to the local police station about the screams. She was admitted to the hospital a month ago with a broken nose. She said she slipped and fell in the kitchen.”

Colomba felt her headache getting worse. The more she talked about the case, the stickier it made her feel. “It all adds up. So what am I doing here?”

“Think about it for a second. The woman showed no signs of having put up a fight.”

Colomba’s head cleared ever so slightly. “She knew that her husband was a violent man. But she turned her back to him, and didn’t even try to run away . . .” She thought it over for a moment, then shook her head. “It’s strange, I’ll give you that, but not enough to let him off the hook. There could be a thousand explanations.”

“How many murderers that we might classify as psychopathic or sociopathic have you dealt with, Colomba?” asked Rovere.

“A few,” she said dismissively.

“How many of those who killed a family member confessed in the end?”

“Some never did,” said Colomba.

“But was there something about them that told you they were guilty, no matter how strongly they denied the charges?”

Colomba nodded reluctantly. “Lying is hard. But sensations don’t look very good on police reports.”

“And they’re no good in court . . . Still, their reactions aren’t quite natural. They say the wrong thing, they say something funny when they should be crying. Or they cry when they ought to get angry. Even the ones who’ve suppressed their memories of the act of murder still show voids.” He paused. “Did you notice anything like that in Maugeri when he saw his dead wife?”

Colomba massaged her forehead. What was happening? “No. But I didn’t speak to him. I only saw him writhing in the mud.”

“I was present at the first interview, before we knew anything. He wasn’t lying.”

“All right. Then he’s the wrong man. Sooner or later Santini and De Angelis will figure that out and they’ll find the right man.”

Rovere was staring at her almost lustfully. “What about the boy?”

“Do you think he’s still alive, sir?” asked Colomba.

“I think there’s a chance. If the father’s innocent, the boy was taken by the murderer. And there’s some other explanation for the blood in the trunk of the father’s car.”

“Unless he fell into a ravine while trying to run away.”

“We would have found him by now. How far can a barefoot kid get around here?”

“In any case, Santini must be looking for him,” Colomba said. “He’s not a complete idiot.”

“Santini and De Angelis already have their explanation. How likely is it that new and conflicting evidence is going to be taken into consideration? I mean, in the short term, not a week from now or a month.”

“Not very,” she admitted.

“And what’s going to become of the boy in the meantime?”

“What’s that to you?”

Rovere grimaced. “I’m not a robot, you know.”

“But you weren’t born yesterday, either.” Colomba leaned toward him. “You became the chief of the Mobile Squad because you’re a good cop, but also because you know how to maneuver successfully. And sticking your nose into someone else’s investigation is never a successful maneuver.”

“I never said that I’d be sticking my nose into it,” Rovere said.

Colomba slapped her hand down on the table. “Fuck! You’re planning to throw me to the wolves?”

“That’s right,” replied Rovere without a flicker of emotion.

Colomba had had many disagreements with Rovere in the past. There were times when they’d even fought, right down to the shouting and slammed doors. But she’d never experienced that kind of treatment from him. “You could have saved yourself the trip, sir.”

“You said you were planning to turn in your resignation, so you have nothing to lose. And you could do a good deed on behalf of that boy.”

Colomba couldn’t stay in her chair any longer. She leapt up and turned her back on him. Through the plate-glass window, she saw Alberti leaning against the Defender, yawning so vigorously he could easily have dislocated his jaw.

“You owe me this one, Colomba,” Rovere said again.

“Why are you so insistent on getting me to do such a thing?”

Rovere sighed. “Do you know who the head of the CIS is?”

“Scotti. If it’s still him.”

“He’s taking his pension next year. Do you know who’s next in line for that desk?”

“I couldn’t care less.”

“Santini. And you know who used to be in line ahead of him?”

Colomba turned around to look at him in horror. “You?”

“Me. But I took a little jump back in line after what happened to you. If it was going to be someone worthy of the job, I’d accept that. But Santini isn’t the right man for that position.”

“So you need me to screw Santini for you,” said Colomba in disgust. She felt as though she were watching Rovere transform himself before her eyes, showing a face that she not only had never seen before but had never even imagined he might possess. “For your career.”

“If things turn out right, you’ll save a child’s life. Don’t forget that.”

“If he’s still alive now, that is, and if he doesn’t die in the meantime.”

“The blame, in that case, will belong to whoever screwed up the investigation.”

“De Angelis is going to resent my interference.”

“Under normal circumstances, he could have you suspended or fired. But in your situation, unless you break the law, he can’t do a thing to you. In any case, you can just say it was your own personal initiative because you don’t like Santini, and that’ll be the end of it.”

Colomba sat down again and slumped back into her chair. She was disgusted with herself and with her boss. But Rovere was right about one thing: she owed it to him. She owed it to him because in his eyes alone had she never seen a glimmer of suspicion, not even a hint of mistrust after the Disaster, nothing but sorrow. “And I’d be acting as a private citizen?” she asked.

“You still have your badge, so pull it out when you need to. But don’t kick up too much dust: if you need something, let me know.”

“And if I find something?”

“I’ll very discreetly let De Angelis have it.”

“As soon as De Angelis gets a whiff of the possibility that he’s backing the wrong horse . . .”

“He’ll switch horses,” Rovere concluded.

Colomba reached up and touched her aching temple. “But that’s impossible. I can never do it alone.” Rovere hesitated, but Colomba understood that he had an answer and was just pretending. He’s got everything all figured out, she thought, he knows just how to use me in his miserable war.

“There is someone who could give you a hand,” Rovere said. “Someone who, if you were a cop who cared about your career, you wouldn’t even talk to and who might not even let you approach him. But in your case . . .”

“Who?”

Rovere lit a cigarette. “Have you ever heard of the boy in the silo?”
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BEFORE



The young couple at the middle table in the restaurant are the ones talking in the loudest voices. They’re not used to luxury, and they’ve decided to eat there to celebrate their first wedding anniversary. She looks around at the other tables, hoping to spot someone famous, while he tries to keep his thoughts from straying to the astronomical check that’s going to arrive. He knew it was going to be expensive, this restaurant on the top floor of a boutique where they’d never dare to set foot (actually she does set foot there regularly, to see the new collections when they arrive), but not nearly as expensive as what he saw to his dismay on the menu. Still, he doesn’t want to ask his wife to skimp on her order, not after she’s waited all week for this night out, trying out all the best combinations of her Zara outfits, all purchased at discount.

He’s twenty-seven, she’s twenty-nine.

A few yards away, a German citizen is sitting alone, eating a sushi assortment. He’s reading the American edition of The Bone Collector. He’s slightly irritated to find that his English has gotten worse over the past few years. He’s having trouble with the book, though he’s already read it in German translation. He’s the chief executive of a company that manufactures microcomponents, and he hasn’t had many opportunities lately to practice his English. He’s thinking of starting private language lessons again, though the mere idea depresses him. He feels too old to go back to school, and he suspects that his memory isn’t as sharp as it once was. He loves sushi, and he eats dinner there every week, usually by himself.

He’s just turned sixty.

At the large round table by the window, which is discreetly shaded by white curtains made of raw organic cotton, a deejay is sitting with his date, his agent, and the owner of a discotheque on the outskirts of town. They’re listening as the waiter inquires about possible allergies before telling them the night’s specials. The deejay is about to say, “I’m allergic to raw fish,” without realizing that this wisecrack is something the waiter hears about once a day and that he no longer even smiles when he does. The deejay is the former lead singer of a band that had a top ten single three years ago. He works roughly two hundred nights a year in the biggest nightclubs and discos. Music no longer sells; deejaying is the profession of the future.

The girl holding his hand, which has as many rings as the hand of the Madonna of Lourdes (everything about the deejay’s look is a little excessive, including the tribal tattoo on the back of his neck and his bleached hair), hopes that this time he’s at least going to stay for the weekend or that he’ll ask her to go with him. She’s not his girlfriend, she’s just the girl he calls when he’s going to spend a night in town, but she knows that the two of them are really in tune. She can feel it under her skin. After they had sex in the hotel that afternoon, he opened up like a little boy. He laughed and joked with her. Would he have done that if he was just looking for a fuck on the fly? He even confided that he plans to replace his agent with someone new, someone more skilled and less emotional. A top secret piece of news, right?

The agent in question wasn’t born yesterday, and he has a hunch about what’s coming. While he dreams of a cigarette, he desperately tries to remember the name of that movie where Woody Allen plays someone in his exact line of business, someone who’s always being dumped by the artists he represents. For the past month or so, the deejay has been pretty evasive about his future plans, and that, for shit sure, is a warning sign. The deejay’s planning to cut the cord, now that he’s finally starting to have a smidgen of personal success.

The owner of the discotheque isn’t participating much in the conversation, which is by and large a monologue by the artist about the new musical directions that he was way ahead of; frankly, he just hopes this dinner will be over as soon as possible. As far as he’s concerned, the finest album in rock history is The Dark Side of the Moon, and all the deejays on Earth put together don’t have a crumb of the class that the old-school rockers had. But that’s not the kind of thing you can say to someone you just hired, paying him 2,000 euros under the table to fill your disco for you. In the meantime the owner sits smiling at the girl and thinking that she really is one hot babe, with the physique of a fashion model and a sweet expression. He can just see her doing filthy things, with that sweet, naive face of hers. Once the deejay gets the hell out from underfoot, he’s planning to give her a call and ask her if she wants to come work in his club, helping to improve the place’s image. “It can be a good stepping-stone, a way of getting into the world of show business. Don’t tell me it never occurred to you. Trust me.”

The deejay is twenty-nine, the agent’s thirty-nine, the owner of the discotheque is fifty, the deejay’s date is seventeen, the waiter is twenty-two.

At the table by the door an older couple is waiting for dessert: green tea ice cream for him and an assortment of soy and red bean paste pastries for her, though she practically hasn’t touched any of the earlier dishes. They were the first to be seated in the dining room, when it was still empty and silent. The husband has asked her more than once if there’s something wrong, but she just smiled and replied, “Everything’s fine, I’m just not very hungry tonight.” They’ve lived together for almost half a century. He’s had a successful career as a government functionary, but now he’s retired; she raised two sons, who come for the major holidays. She put up with his occasional cheating over the years, by now ancient history and virtually forgotten; he’s accepted her moments of emotional fragility, when she can’t get out of bed and keeps the shades down so she doesn’t have to see sunlight. Time has worn away their differences and sharp edges; it has intertwined them, made them dependent one upon the other. That’s why she’s having such a hard time now figuring out how to tell him that her test results were anything but reassuring, that they definitely reveal a tumoral mass between her breasts. What scares her most isn’t death but leaving him all alone. She wonders how he can go on living without her.

He is seventy-two. She is sixty-five.

Two tables away, at another of the round tables, sit four young Albanian women and a man with a Greek profile. The girls are models and the man is paid by the agency to take them out and about. Having dinner with them before any major runway presentation is part of his job. He looks after them, he assists them, and most of all he keeps an eye on them to make sure they don’t do anything stupid. That’s why he bought them a gram of coke and why the girls are now just picking listlessly at their food. He doesn’t like drugs. He doesn’t use them, and if it were up to him, he’d line all the dealers up against the wall and execute them. But he also knows that it’s pointless to tell the girls not to get high. If he didn’t buy it for them, they’d get drugs from the guys parking their Porsche Cayennes in front of the model hotels with baggies ready to go. If he locked them in their room, they’d climb out the windows to get to the coke. They’re always going out and getting wrecked. So they show up for rehearsals puffy-faced, with circles under their eyes. Cocaine keeps them from feeling hunger or the fear that they might not be pretty enough or good enough. He’ll give them an extra gram before telling them good night, and he hopes that’ll hold them.

The conversation at the table is fragmentary: the girls speak only halting English, but to make up for it, they laugh a lot. Speaking in Albanian, they wonder if he’s gay or if he’s planning to take one of them to bed. Both options are mistaken. He’s not gay, it’s just that he doesn’t like models. He finds them boring and stupid. He has a hard time telling them apart. And he finds them depressing.

He’s thirty-five years old, two of the girls are nineteen, one’s eighteen, and one’s twenty.

The maître d’ ushers four Japanese businessmen into the dining room. They represent one of the best-selling companies in the West in terms of Asian style, and they’ve just spent the week meeting local wholesalers. An experience that they found rather demeaning. It seems that no one wants anything that varies an inch from the stereotype of white tatami mats, futons, and rice-paper lampshades.

The next day they have a flight back to Tokyo, and eating Japanese wasn’t what they had in mind. But the director of the boutique has invited them out to dinner, and they couldn’t turn him down. They would have preferred someplace fun, somewhere they could loosen their ties and laugh and drink wine. But that’s not the way it went, so they have to resign themselves.

They’re fifty, forty-five, forty, and thirty-six years old. The maître d’ is fifty-five.

The woman with her back to the wall keeps staring at the restaurant’s entrance. Whenever someone walks past, she moves her head to ensure she maintains her line of sight. She hasn’t uttered a word since she first sat down, she hasn’t touched her water, she hasn’t read the menu or looked at the specials of the day. She just sits watching, with one hand on her knee and the other opened flat on the tablecloth. When the waiter asked her if she wanted to order, she replied that she was waiting for someone, lifting her eyes to look at him for just a fleeting instant. In those eyes, the waiter saw no reflection of himself. Her gaze looked right through him, as if he were air, as if he didn’t exist. He thought to himself that he wouldn’t want to be the person who was late for dinner. That woman didn’t seem willing to forgive and forget.

She’s thirty-one, the waiter is twenty-nine.

And while the woman with the cold eyes suddenly stands up, while the deejay is about to make his wisecrack, as the German citizen is about to turn to page 100 in his novel, while the young bride is about to order the twenty-course tasting menu, while the group of Japanese businessmen decline the offer of a house sake, and while one of the Albanian models starts to get up to go to the bathroom to snort one last line . . .

Time stands still.
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OLD FRIENDS
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The man with the leather jacket was back. He was standing at the usual corner of Via Tiburtina Antica, nervously shifting his weight from one foot to the other. Dante Torre spied on him from behind the glass enclosing his terrace six stories above the street, trying in vain to catch the man’s eye. He knew that the man in the jacket would wait for another hour, until 12:30, when the crowd of mothers outside the elementary school would start to grow and the man would retreat step by step. By the time the school doors were thrown open to let the kids out for the day, he’d be at least sixty feet from the other waiting parents, he’d watch the crowd of pupils charging down the steps and into waiting arms, then to be taken by the hand and walked home. Then the man in the jacket would vanish beyond the old city walls, not to reappear again until two or three days later, at the same time of day. While he waited, he’d smoke at least four cigarettes, but if he still had one going when the school doors opened, he’d crush it out immediately.

The only thing that had changed since Dante had first noticed him two weeks earlier was his clothing. The man had changed from a T-shirt to a fake-leather biker jacket, with a bear’s head embossed on the back. Dante had googled it and learned that it was a low-cost Chinese-made brand.

Dante gazed out at him for a long while. “How much longer will you wait?” he asked softly. He rolled over on the bed until he lay facing up at the skylight: a small blob of water on the glass above him sketched out a skull, with small pockets of air for eyes and a tiny ripple at the center carving out a nose. He wriggled across the mattress until the reflection of his own face lined up with it. It fit him perfectly, but the illusion was shattered when a raindrop fell from the gutter above and hit the blob. He shivered and pulled the blankets up to his chin. Soon he’d have to turn on the little catalytic heater that stood unused in a corner. It was the only way he could maintain a decent temperature on the terrace, which he’d enclosed in a glass cage, turning it into his bedroom-office. The rest of the apartment had been gutted, with no regard for appearance. A number of the internal partition walls had been eliminated, and the windows had been enlarged until they almost entirely filled the outside walls. Only flimsy ivory-colored cotton curtains concealed the chaos within.

A bicycle was propped against the living room table, which was piled high with books, newspapers, file boxes, and folders, and the profusion of paper continued across the floor in teetering stacks, some of which had collapsed into piles of photographs and printouts. The only tidy part of the house was the kitchen, arranged in a corner of the large central room, and it was actually spic and span. The stainless-steel cabinets and cooktops gave the impression of an operating room, with dozens of electric utensils neatly arrayed. Atop the microwave oven a laptop computer sat charging.

Dante had a desktop computer with a thirty-inch screen out on the terrace, as well as another laptop in the guest bedroom, though no one had ever slept there and the bed was a bare mattress. He used that room for the stacks of “time capsule” boxes that had occupied every available square inch until it became impossible to open the window. Dante never even went in there anymore. He’d drag the boxes out to him with one of those retriever poles they use in shops to hang clothes up high, and when he was done he’d slide them back into place, lying flat on the bathroom floor.

He shivered again.

He often thought about moving someplace warm where he could sleep under the stars. He’d go by boat, of course. He couldn’t picture himself inside the sealed metal tube of an airplane, not much bigger than a coffin with wings. But he knew that far from the world he knew, he’d wither and droop like a plant left in darkness.

Every time he sensed the onset of winter, though, he regretted that decision. In winter, outdoor restaurants disappeared, as did the already far too few outdoor venues for movies and concerts; convertible cars vanished, too. In winter everything he loved was closed up in hermetically sealed boxes, boxes he couldn’t enter without suffering. The world became suffocating and confined.

Dante pulled a cigarette out of the pack and lit it, snapping the lighter into flame with his bad hand, and then went back to looking down into the street, sliding the glass open just a crack. With the wind that smelled of rain came street noises and the sound of a neighbor’s radio. Dante took one last look at the man in the jacket, still standing at his corner, then ran his eyes over the rooftops of San Lorenzo. It was one of the loveliest neighborhoods in Rome, and Dante didn’t mind the racket from the restaurants and bars. He rarely fell asleep before dawn anyway, and the sounds of life put him in a good mood.

The man in the jacket had taken another step back. Dante finally rolled out of the bedclothes and went to take a shower. He moved lightly, gracefully, silently. He stood almost six foot three and was as slender as an Etruscan statue. Dripping wet, wrapped in a bathrobe, he took his morning dose of drops and pills, basing the prescription on his internal thermometer; then he turned on the espresso maker and his cell phone. The cell phone immediately spat out a text from his lawyer, Roberto Minutillo. It said only: “Please look at it.”

Dante sighed. A week ago Minutillo had submitted a case for his opinion. Dante still hadn’t worked up the desire to look at it and had left the lawyer in limbo, pretending to himself that he’d forgotten. But now he’d have to tend to it. Sighing again, he woke the desktop out of its sleep, skimmed the documents the lawyer had sent, doing his best to keep from dying of boredom, then started the video attachment.

The scene was of a room painted in pastel colors, with a table in the middle. In the background he could guess at large colorful plastic cubes and a plush teddy bear. Sitting at the table was a six-year-old girl in a checkered pink dress; facing her was a woman about fifty, smiling from behind eyeglasses. The girl was drawing with an orange pencil.

Another woman, seen from the neck down, was standing behind the girl; her hands were resting on the girl’s shoulders. The woman with glasses was a family court psychologist, and the one without a head was the little girl’s mother. Dante fast-forwarded the video, skipping the psychologist’s first questions and the girl’s first answers, then carefully watched the rest. At minute 4:06 he hit stop, ran back, and opened the video to full screen.

The psychologist leaned smiling toward the little girl, who went on drawing. “You can tell me. You can trust me.”

The girl held the pencil still for a moment. “It was Daddy,” she said.

Dante hit the space bar to stop the video, then went back to minute 4:06 and ran it forward from there, in slow motion, without sound. He focused on the mother’s hands. He watched them move, slightly squeezing the little girl’s shoulders. Dante clicked the video off the screen and sat looking at his own reflection in its place for a few seconds. He felt icy sweat dripping down his back. That’s it, he thought. It could have been harder. He texted Minutillo, then got up and poured a blend of Panamanian arabica into the espresso machine. The phone rang while he was on his second cup.

“Hi there, counselor,” said Dante without even bothering to glance at the number on the display. The aftertaste of the coffee on his tongue was a symphony of bitter and sweet, with hints of chocolate.

“So you just spent the past week meditating, and now all you have to say to me is ‘no’?” the lawyer demanded.

“Tell your client that she needs to find someone else to help her ruin her ex-husband’s reputation.” Dante drained the second demitasse. “That girl hasn’t been abused.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes.” Dante looked down into the street: the man in the jacket had almost exited his line of sight. Another twenty minutes, and he’d be gone.

“The little girl says that her father sexually molested her.”

“Do we still have to talk about this?” asked Dante.

“Yes, until you’ve convinced me.”

Dante huffed in exasperation. “Does the girl show any physical signs of abuse?”

“No. But the stories she tells are detailed. And everyone that’s talked to her so far is convinced she’s telling the truth.”

Dante drained the cup once again, put it back under the spout, and started a third cup of espresso. He used caffeine to help manage his benzodiazepine. “She doesn’t know she’s lying. And that’s not me saying it. It’s DeYoung, von Klitzing, Haugaard, Elterman and Ehrenberg, Ackerman, Kane, and Piaget,” he said, reeling off the names in a monotone.

“Psychologists and psychiatrists. I know them. To become a lawyer, you have to study . . .”

“Then you ought to know that children the age of your non-client’s daughter have only one way of distinguishing between the truth and lies. The truth is whatever their parents approve. Lies are whatever make them unhappy. And they’re eminently capable of remembering things they never experienced; you just have to ask them the right way. In the eighties, Stephen J. Ceci—”

“That’s one I don’t know.”

“He’s a psychologist, too, a professor at Cornell University, and he studies the accuracy of children’s courtroom testimony. In one study, Ceci asked a group of children to concentrate and remember that one time they hurt their finger, by getting it caught in a mousetrap. It hadn’t happened to any of the children, but when questioned in the weeks that followed, nearly all of them remembered it and embroidered on the details. That their finger had bled, that the mouse had run away . . . Do I need to go on?”

“No. And you’re saying the mother prompted her?”

“You can see it in the video.”

“All you can see is her hands.”

“Hands that are clutching the girl’s shoulders before her answer accusing her father. And then the hands relax and caress her. First tension, then reward. The girl realizes she’s doing well and continues. The expert is having the wool pulled over her eyes. Or maybe we should say, the coconut mat, since she’s a vegan, just like the mother.”

“How can you tell that the girl’s mother is a vegan?” asked Minutillo, sincerely astonished.

“In the video you can see her handbag, a model produced by a vegan manufacturer using vegetan instead of leather. Cruelty free. It’s hard to know these things even exist unless you’re an insider, like me.”

“Now you’re just taking stabs in the dark.”

“The little girl is consuming a meat-free diet. The father included that fact as a reason for his request for custody, saying that a vegetarian diet was cruel to the child, even though that’s unmistakable bullshit. That was in the documents you sent me.”

“And you read them?”

“As much as I needed to. Okay, then? Can I send you my invoice?”

“For ten minutes of work?”

“They’ll be the ten most expensive minutes of your life.”

Someone rang the doorbell. Dante said good-bye to the lawyer, went silently over to the door, and looked through the peephole.

On the landing, he saw a woman who looked a little over thirty, with a serious look on her face. She wore a pair of tight jeans and a light-colored jacket that stretched over her swimmer’s shoulders. She looked strong enough to bend a steel bar. Dante shivered. He didn’t know who the woman was, but he was certain of one thing: she was bringing trouble.
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To avoid surprise visits, Dante had put the apartment in Minutillo’s name and gave out the address to only a very small and select group of people. He’d made that decision after the father of a missing boy had stubbornly stood downstairs from the terrace of his old apartment, shouting and sobbing.

The woman placed one green eye against the peephole, and Dante realized that she’d seen his shadow moving behind the door. “Signor Torre,” she said. “I’m Deputy Captain Caselli. I need to talk to you.”

She had a slightly hoarse voice, which Dante would have found sexy if it weren’t a cop’s voice. He slid the chain into place and pulled the door open a cautious crack.

Colomba gave him a level look, then pulled out her ID and put it in front of his nose. “Buongiorno.”

“Can I take a closer look?” asked Dante.

Colomba shrugged. “Be my guest.”

Dante took it with his good hand and pretended to examine it closely. He had no talent for catching counterfeit IDs, but that wasn’t what he was looking for. He wanted to see how Colomba reacted. She didn’t seem concerned about his examination. Most likely, she was exactly what she claimed to be. Dante gave her back her ID. “Have I done something wrong?” he asked.

“No. I just need a few minutes of your time.”

“What for?”

“I’d prefer to discuss that inside,” Colomba replied patiently.

“But I don’t have to, do I? I could just tell you no and there’s nothing you could do. You wouldn’t kick down my door.”

“Absolutely not.” Colomba smiled, and Dante was struck by the way her face changed for an instant, losing all its hardness. Even if it was fake, it was still a nice smile. “But if I were you, I’d be curious to know what I wanted.”

“I think that if you were me, you wouldn’t have even answered the doorbell,” said Dante.

Colomba stiffened, and Dante understood that he’d touched a sore spot. He’d done it on purpose, but he still felt oddly guilty. To get rid of the sensation, he stuck his bad hand into his pocket and let her in.

Colomba made an effort not to change her expression at the sight of the mess in the apartment, but she was unsuccessful.

Dante headed for the kitchen, zigzagging past the books. “I’ll make you a cup of coffee if you like,” he said.

“Thanks.”

He pointed her to the table in the living room. “Clear off a chair and sit down. How do you like it? Full-bodied, rich, aromatic . . .”

“I usually drink instant, so anything’s good for me.”

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.” To make up for his rudeness of just a short while ago, Dante added to the blend a handful of Kopi Luwak beans, light roasted. The beans were gathered after the Indonesian palm civet ate the coffee cherries and defecated the partly digested beans. Connoisseurs considered it the finest coffee on Earth for its fruity aftertaste and absence of bitterness, and it was certainly the most expensive and the hardest to find. He had it sent to him by courier, like nearly everything else. “I don’t know if you normally take yours with sugar, but this variety doesn’t need it,” he said, closing the lid of the machine, which started the coffee grinder. “Something not right?” he asked.

Colomba nodded. Her eyes had turned hard as marbles, and looked even greener than ever. “Would you mind taking your left hand out of your pocket, please?”

“Excuse me?”

“I noticed that you’ve kept it in your pocket ever since I came in. Even when you could have used it. For example, to open the can of coffee.”

That was true, of course. Dante kept his bad hand hidden whenever he met someone, a habit that was something he couldn’t help.

Colomba’s body language was clearly expressing imminent danger. She’d instinctively pushed one foot forward and was holding her arms slightly flexed. Her right hand was clenched around the handle of her purse, as if she were ready to throw it in his face. “Please,” she said again.

“As you wish,” said Dante, raising his bad hand so she could see it clearly. It was a mass of scar tissue. Only his thumb and forefinger worked, while the other fingers were clasped shut, much smaller than normal, and devoid of fingernails.

Colomba had seen a hand like that once, on an ex-con who’d had it mangled in an accident in an industrial laundry facility. “I apologize,” she said, looking away. “I just woke up a little on edge this morning.”

“Don’t mention it.” Accustomed to reading even the faintest of signs in those he spoke to, Dante understood that Colomba’s nervousness was anything but momentary. She’d been the victim of something. Some kind of violence, an on-duty incident? Interesting, he decided. He went back to working with the coffee cups. With a black robe that was too big for him and his fair hair slicked back, still wet from the shower, he reminded Colomba very much of David Bowie in a science fiction movie she’d once seen.

The aroma of coffee spread across the room. Dante took a seat across from Colomba and set down two modern-looking designer demitasses. Just to put the finishing touch on things, I could break his cup, she thought, but she managed to get the coffee to her lips without any further damage. Her head was spinning, and she felt terribly on display. Until two days ago, she’d avoided even her closest friends, and now she was trading idle chitchat in the home of a perfect stranger. “Good,” she lied. It was too weak for her taste.

“I thank you,” Dante replied, with a half smile. “I’m not ashamed of my poor hand.” To prove it, he held it up and turned it in front of her face: the scars on the back of the hand formed an intricate network. “I usually hide it just to avoid having to answer the questions it prompts. Even though most people are too kind and polite to ask. Or else they already know what happened to me and don’t need to ask.” He smiled again. “But you belong to a third category.” Dante’s eyes glittered. “What do you know about me?”

“Are you giving me the third degree? Or is it just a topic you’re fond of?”

Dante smiled. He had gleaming white teeth. “Let’s say it helps to save time.”

Colomba decided that after her gaffe, she couldn’t refuse. “You’re from Cremona. You were born in 1972. In November of 1978, at the age of six, while you were playing alone in a construction site behind the building where you lived, you were kidnapped by one or more unknown persons. You weren’t capable of remembering what happened, and no one saw anything.”

“There was a door that led from the cellar under my apartment building to the field where we used to play. I must have been taken somewhere along the way and probably drugged,” said Dante.

Colomba nodded. “You were held prisoner for eleven years, most of the time in a cement silo next to a farmhouse in the province of Cremona.”

“Not most of the time. The whole time. The town is Acquanegra Cremonese, a nice archaic name.”

“You’re right. In 1989, you managed to escape from your captor. He killed himself. His name was Antonio Bodini, and he was a farmer.”

“Bodini owned the farmhouse, and he certainly did commit suicide, but he didn’t kidnap me. Or at least he didn’t hold me prisoner.”

Colomba narrowed her eyes in surprise. “I didn’t think I was wrong on that point.”

“You aren’t the one who was wrong. It’s the person who investigated the case. I looked my captor in the face, and he didn’t look a bit like Bodini.”

“Why didn’t they believe you?”

“Because all the evidence pointed right at Bodini, because he killed himself, because I was in a mental state that . . . let’s just say was anything but easy.”

“But you’re still convinced of what you say.”

“Yes.”

“They investigated, in a hunt for accomplices,” Colomba said, cautiously.

“And they didn’t find any. I know. But go on with your account, I was just starting to enjoy it.”

“I don’t have a lot left to add. You changed your last name, taking your mother’s maiden name. You traveled a bit and got yourself into some trouble. You have a criminal record for brawling, disorderly conduct, assault and battery, and unauthorized possession of a weapon.”

“It was a Taser, which in many countries is sold legally.”

“But not in this one. Over the past eight years, you’ve calmed down. No more criminal complaints.” Colomba looked him in the eye. “Is that enough?”

Dante let himself slump back into his chair. He was struck by the fact that Colomba had never looked at notes. Good memory, solid preparation. “You know a lot of things about me, but you didn’t know about the hand.”

“Maybe I just missed that.”

“You couldn’t have missed anything like that. Not you. No, quite simply, the documents you read made no mention of it.” Dante flashed a smile that looked more like a sneer. “You see, the hand made me too recognizable, especially in a small town like Cremona. The family court chose not to publish the detail.” Dante stared at her. “Which makes me think you didn’t have access to the documents in the district attorney’s office. And there’s another strange thing. Do you want to know what that is?”

Colomba didn’t, but she nodded anyway. “Sure.”

“You’re on administrative leave.”

“How can you tell that?”

“You’re not armed. I might not see the gun if you wore it behind your back, but a person who’s armed and well trained tends to keep their dominant hand next to the holster if they think they’re in danger. But you grabbed the handle of your purse. And a deputy captain goes everywhere armed, unless they’re on vacation or on administrative leave. Am I wrong?”

Colomba shook her head. “No.”

“On administrative leave, not fully informed . . . Are you here for some personal reason?”

Colomba tried to keep her expression unchanged. “Yes.”

“You’re a terrible liar, which means you’re slightly ashamed of it. But let’s skip over that detail, for now. What do you want from me?”

“A child is missing, up at the Vivaro mountain meadows.”

“A woman murdered, her husband in a jail cell. I heard the news.” Dante was doing his best to conceal it, but it hit him hard. “Whoever it was that sent you to see me thinks the man’s innocent, but someone else involved in this investigation disagrees, probably the investigating magistrate. And since the father has no way of knowing what’s become of his son and this probably isn’t a kidnapping for ransom, you want my help finding him.”

Colomba’s head was spinning. “You’re an expert on missing persons.”

“According to you.”

“You’ve worked on at least two kidnappings for ransom, five others involving psychological abuse, and I don’t know how many other cases of voluntary abandonment. You solved every one. You sometimes work on cases of child abuse.”

Dante cracked his usual, humorless grin. “Can you prove that?”

“Of course not. You hide behind the law firm, which in turn hires private investigators and operates under cover of attorney-client privilege. Still, word does get around, and the people who sent me here have heard about you. And what they’ve heard is that you’re good at what you do.”

Dante shook his head. “I’ve just made good use of my own experience.”

“As a kidnap victim?”

“You see, Agent Colomba, for eleven years, the most critical years in any human being’s development, I lived in total isolation except for occasional interactions with my kidnapper. No books, no TV, no radio. When I got out, the world was incomprehensible to me. Ordinary social exchanges appeared alien, as alien as you might find life in an anthill.”

“I’m sorry,” said Colomba, and she meant it.

“Thanks, but spare me the condolences. While I was studying the world outside, I realized that I understood certain workings of that world better than people who had grown up in it. To see something clearly, you need the right distance. And I had that distance, through no choice of my own. I can summon it even now, when I need it. I can see if something’s altered in a missing person’s daily habits, I can sense what they love and what they fear just by observing the way they arrange their personal effects. Whether someone or something has interrupted the normal course of their lives.”

“And you read body language, the way you did with me.”

Dante nodded. “My kidnapper always wore gloves and kept his face covered. I tried to read his posture to tell if I was doing the right thing or if he was about to punish me. If he was telling the truth when he promised me I’d have food or water to drink. I used it to find the people you mentioned. There was always someone who knew more than they told, and I could see that. But a prosecutor isn’t likely to want me as an expert witness. Aside from the fact that the last thing I want is to be in the spotlight again.”

“All I’m asking for is a private consultation,” said Colomba. “Your name could be kept out of it.”

“No, Agent Colomba. There are two things I won’t do: become involved in a case directly or work with the police. And you’re asking me to do both.” Dante stood up and extended his good hand. “It’s been a pleasure speaking with you. Come back and see me, and I’ll be glad to make you another espresso.”

Colomba didn’t budge, and Dante grimaced faintly. It was like a crack through which she could briefly see him for what he was. A victim who had painstakingly rebuilt a life for himself, gluing the pieces back together after experiencing the unimaginable. I ought to leave, Colomba thought. That would be the right thing to do. But she couldn’t. “Signor Torre,” she said. “Now please let me have my say.”

Dante sat back down, reluctantly.

“I want to begin by saying once again how sorry I am,” Colomba went on. “With all that’s happened to you, you deserve to be left in peace for the rest of your life.”

“Do me a favor and don’t pity me. It’s one thing I can’t stand.”

“I just want to be straight with you. I dislike this situation every bit as much as you do. I’m not accustomed to involving civilians in police investigations, and I don’t like behind-the-scenes maneuvering.”

“That comes as a surprise.”

“While we’re on the subject, believe me, the only reason I drank that coffee squeezed out of some squirrel’s butt was to be polite. That’s right, I saw the name on the bag, and even though I’m just a cop, I know what Kopi Luwak is. I know how much it costs, too, before you try and throw that fact in my face.”

“I’m not that rude,” he muttered.

“And I’m not that squeamish: I’ve been on the force for thirteen years now, and I’ve gulped down and witnessed more shit than you could even begin to imagine. I haven’t told you everything I know about you. I know what became of your parents. Your father was in and out of prison before you turned up again. And your mother killed herself when you were . . . how old . . . ten?”

“Nine,” he said flatly.

“My colleagues on the force back then failed to find you or even guess that you were still alive. If I were you, I’d be furious at the police, the prosecutors, the whole world. We abandoned you, and we took it out on your parents. You were forced to rescue yourself.” Colomba gave him a level look. “But do you really want the same thing to happen to another family?”

“Do you think it’s fair to come into my home and try to guilt me into working with you?”

“I’m sorry about that, too. But now I’d like an answer, please.”

Dante stared at her. “Every day, about thirty thousand children die, and half of them starve to death. I can’t take responsibility for all the bad things that happen on Earth.”

Colomba went on staring back at him. “The Maugeri boy is closer than Africa.”

“Then find him.”

“You could make all the difference for that boy. You know that, don’t you?”

Dante shook his head. “Until yesterday, you didn’t even know I existed. Tell me who sent you here.”

Colomba understood that if she hoped to get anything out of him, she’d have to tell the truth. “Captain Rovere, the head of the Mobile Squad.”

“And the asshole magistrate, who’s that?”

“De Angelis.”

Dante shook his head a second time. “You really are in trouble.”

“Well, will you help us?” asked Colomba.

Dante studied her. “Do you really think I can do anything? Or are you just dragging me into some power play between your boss and the district attorney’s office?”

Colomba decided to go on telling the truth. “I’m hoping that you can pull a rabbit out of a hat, but I doubt that’s going to happen.”

“You’ve stopped believing in miracles, eh?”

“And in Santa Claus,” she said, thinking back to the Disaster.

Dante nodded slightly, as if he’d just read Colomba’s mind. And actually, in a way, he had. He understood that this woman with a decisive manner sitting across from him was concealing some deep sorrow. And not because Rovere, by selecting her for that assignment so unorthodox and contrary to regulation, had sent her to the slaughter, but because she had agreed to go. No one would have risked her professional future for the sake of a faint possibility they didn’t even believe in, unless she was sure they didn’t possess such a thing as a future. Colomba was a kamikaze pilot power-diving into her final mission, and Dante found that fact irresistible. He loved dramatic, heroic deeds, even when they were quite stupid. Or perhaps especially when they were stupid. “Let’s do this, Deputy Captain,” he said. “I’m willing to take a look at the documents you certainly have in that bag and tell you what I think of them.”

“Thank you.”

“Why don’t you wait before you thank me: I want a favor from you first.”

Colomba narrowed her eyes, suspiciously. “What favor?”




OEBPS/images/title.jpg
- A NOVEL -

SANDRONE DAZIERI

TRANSLATED BY ANTONY SHUGAAR

SCRIBNER
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI





OEBPS/images/9781501130755.jpg
“Mind bending [and] stunningly original...twists the concept of psychological
thriller in a terrifying and wonderful way”—JONATHAN KELLERMAN

SANDRONE DAZIERI

A NOVEL

THER

INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLER






