
[image: Cover. «Montalbano's First Case» by Andrea Camilleri]



The Fourth Secret

An Inspector Montalbano Mystery



Andrea Camilleri



Translated by Gianluca Rizzo and Dominic Siracusa

[image: mondalogo]

[image: mondatext]




Contents



1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

About the Author





1



Why did he find himself, at about three in the morning, hiding in a doorway, following Catarella’s movements? As much as he tried, he couldn’t come up with an answer, but two things were certain: first, he knew that Catarella was doing something he wasn’t supposed to be doing; second, he knew that his officer needed to be kept in the dark about the fact that he was following him. But what was the meaning of this whole business? Was Catarella committing a crime? Wearing his uniform, keeping low to the ground, the officer was walking cautiously along the wall of a crumbling home, with black holes where the windows used to be. Growing further surprised, Montalbano noticed that Catarella was dragging his left foot and was holding his revolver. The street was completely deserted; of the ten lamps that were supposed to light it, five were out. The officer froze suddenly, looked around, then walked toward a car parked along the sidewalk. Even though it was dark, Montalbano thought he saw some movement in the car. In fact, the door opened and a man got out. What happened next looked like something out of an American film: as Catarella picked up speed heading toward the man, the stranger raised his gun and fired. It must have been a large-caliber weapon, for the officer, shot in the chest, was thrown against the wall two or three yards behind him. Before Montalbano could move, the man got back in the car, which then peeled away. In two leaps, the inspector reached Catarella. He was laying on the ground uncomfortably, with a big, dark stain in the middle of his chest. His eyes were closed and he was panting.

“Catarè! Gesù Cristo! Catarè!”

Catarella opened his eyes and managed to focus them on the inspector only with great difficulty.

Montalbano squatted next to him.

“Catarè!”

“Ah, sir, is that you?”

“Yes, Catarè, it’s me. What happened? What was that?”

Catarella tried to speak, but a mouthful of blood prevented him from saying anything. 

“Catarè, don’t move, I’m going to call …”

“No, sir,” Catarella whispered, “don’t call anyone, there’s no need. It’s all over. Haven’t you realized, sir? It’s all an act.”

Montalbano was confused: it was clear that the officer was delirious, so near to death he had lost his mind. But he couldn’t resist asking: “What do you mean it’s all an act?”

Catarella was grinning. Was it from joy or pain? 

Montalbano insisted: “What do you mean?”

“That we’re in an opera, where people sing, sir. Haven’t you noticed that the blood on my jacket is just tomato juice?”

While the inspector stared at him, almost paralyzed by the surprise, Catarella stood up, put his hat back on, straightened his uniform, and then put his hand over his heart. He began to sing. Certainly, it was quite the situation, but the inspector couldn’t help but notice that Catarella had a nice voice. 

“… l’ora è fuggita, e muoio disperato! …”

And he fell back to the ground. Montalbano quickly realized that Catarella was dead. He was overtaken by a sudden wave of anger.

“Catarè!” he screamed.

And in that scream there was horror, fear, and pain. 

It was his own screaming that woke him up, drenched in sweat. He struggled to open his eyes, he felt like they had been sealed shut with a thick layer of sticky glue. He had just had a nightmare. And he immediately identified the reason for it: it must have been that generous pound of fresh fava beans he had eaten the night before, while sitting out on the patio, which he had washed down with a wheel of primo sale cheese, which Adelina had left for him in the fridge. The beauty of eating fresh fava beans consists in the pleasure of the double crack that anticipates the taste he’ll soon enjoy on his tongue and palate. 

And in fact: first you have to crack open the outer pod of the fava, which is slightly hairy both inside and out, and feels nice to the touch; then there’s the slight crack of each single bean, which gives off a wonderful green smell that warms your heart. And while you crack, you think. And chances are you’ll find the right idea, the one that’s good for any situation: from how to make up with Livia to the how and why of a murder. Before falling back asleep, he remembered that he had once dreamed of Mimì Augello being killed while on a stakeout. That time, he remembered clearly, the reason had been half a lamb al forno with potatoes. 

Naturally, the first person he saw walking into the station was Catarella, who was manning the telephones.

“No! How many times do I have to tell you? This isn’t the Cicalone funeral home! This is the Vigata police station in person. No, you got the wrong number! You want me to sing it to you?”

By now, Montalbano was convinced that in Vigata there was a secret fellowship comprised of sons of bitches who enjoyed calling Catarella pretending they had the wrong number. That verb cantare, “sing,” suddenly reminded him of his dream.

“Catarè, I didn’t know you had such a wonderful singing voice!”

Catarella was mopping up his forehead after a particularly difficult phone call and looked at him, confused.

“Sir, are you talking to me personally?”

“Who else would I be talking to, Catarè? It’s just the two of us in this broom closet!”

“Sir,” Catarella said, looking about and lowering his voice to a conspiring tone, “but, sir, by any chance, have you heard me sing before?”

“Yes.”

“And when, sir?” Catarella asked, preoccupied.

“Last night.”

Catarella made an astonished face.

“Sir, but last night, I spent it in my own bed by myself!”

“That’s true. But I heard you sing in my dreams.”

Catarella’s face suddenly turned from surprise into deep emotion.

“Santa Maria, sir! Ah, sir, sir, what a beautiful thing you’re telling me! Sir, you dream of me at night!”

Montalbano was slightly embarrassed.

“Well, let’s not get carried away. … It’s not like it happens every night.”

“But last night, it did happen! And that means you sometimes think about me even when I’m not on duty!”

Montalbano realized Catarella’s eyes were tearing up, overwhelmed with emotion.

“But tell me something,” he asked to change the subject. “Why are you so concerned someone will hear you sing?”

Catarella let out a deep sigh.

“Ah, sir, sir, you should know that when I sing, I do damage. I’m so out of tune that dogs start barking as soon as they hear me. Can I tell you a story? One time, I was in my cousin Pepè’s car and all of a sudden I felt like singing. As soon as I opened my mouth, Pepè got scared, swerved, and the car ended up in a ditch. Pepè broke that bone that’s right on top of one’s ass, excuse my French. What’s it called? Oh, right, the tail-pipe bone.” 

Montalbano was convinced that Mimì would have gotten a kick out of it he told him about his dream. But instead, he started frowning. 

“I believe in dreams,” he said, “not all of them, of course, but some turn out to be warnings. It happened to me recently. I dreamed that a husband found me in bed with his wife. And four days later, the cuckold was about to walk in on us, but I remembered the dream and managed to get out if there before he got home.” 

“And you call that a warning?”

“What else would you call it?”

“Listen, Mimì, when I dreamed that you got shot and died, was that a warning?”

“No, because nobody shot and killed me.”

“Too bad,” Montalbano said. 

The door to his office opened so violently that it slammed against the wall, knocking off the little bit of plaster that was left on it.

“Did it slip?” the inspector asked in a resigned voice.

“No, sir, this time I slipped.”

“What’s up?”

“We just received an envelope, priority mail, with your personal address, in person.”

“Well, bring it here.”

“I’ll go get it.”

“You know,” Montalbano told Mimì, “why Catarella is so good with computers? Because his head works exactly the same. He says there’s an envelope for me, but if I don’t tell him it’s okay to bring it to me, he won’t do it.”

Catarella came back, put the envelope on the table, turned around, and headed for the door. Montalbano became a statue, his mouth open.

“Catarella!”

He stopped and turned.

“Yes, sir.”

“Why are you dragging your left foot?”

“It hurts, sir.”

He needed to provide a different query to the computer.

“And why does it hurt?”

“Because last night, I had a nightmare and tossed and turned so much in my bed that I fell out of it, sir.”

Montalbano didn’t want to know what kind of nightmare Catarella had. He felt a strange tickle along his spine; he was suddenly uneasy. Mimì had observed the scene and was growing more interested. But he waited for Catarella to leave the room. 

“Salvo, can you tell me something? In your dream, wasn’t Catarella limping just like he is now?”

What a cop he was, that Mimì Augello!”

“No.”

There was no way Montalbano was going to give him the satisfaction.

Fazio walked in holding in his arms a shaky pile of papers that needed to be signed.

“No!” the inspector yelled, turning pale.

“I’m sorry,” Fazio said, “but these need to go out today. There’s no two ways about it.”

He placed the pile on his desk. The recently delivered letter was buried. It resurfaced when it was already dark. But by then, Montalbano was too tired and nauseated by his first and last name: just reading the address almost made him throw up. He would open it the next day.


“You want to hear something funny, Livia? Last night, I dreamed about Catarella!”

No reaction came from the other end of the line.

“Hello? Hello?”

“I’m still here.”

“Oh. I was telling you that last night …”

“I heard you.”

That voice clearly wasn’t coming from the Boccadasse neighborhood in Genoa, but from a polar ice cap wrapped in a storm.

“Livia, what’s wrong? What did I say?”

“You just said you dreamed about Catarella. Isn’t that enough?”

“Livia, are you out of your skull?”

“Don’t take that tone with me.”

“Don’t tell me you’re jealous of Catarella!”

“Salvo, sometimes you’re unbearably stupid. It’s not a matter of jealousy.”

“What is it then?”

“You’ve never ever told me that you’ve dreamed about me.”

That was true. He had dreamed about her and kept dreaming about her, but he never told her. Why?

“Now that you mention it …”

But no one was on the other end. For a second, he thought about calling her back, but then he changed his mind. That day, Livia was clearly feeling sour. She would have taken whatever he said the wrong way, and they would have fought even more. He plopped himself in front of the television, just in time to hear the last newscast on Rete Libera. After the intro, his friend Niccolò Zito appeared, saying that he was going to lead off the broadcast with something that had happened that very morning, that is, with the deadly fall of a construction worker off some scaffolding. Rete Libera had informed its viewers of that tragedy during the eight o’clock edition and had repeated it at one o’clock as well. However, it did not mention it in the five o’clock news. Why? Because in the accelerated and confused rhythm of our lives—Niccolò continued—this news wasn’t news anymore; it had grown old in the span of a few hours. The reason why he was talking about it again—he explained—was because he had conducted a brief search on how many people had died in the last month, in the province of Montelusa, due to what they euphemistically called “tragedies in the workplace.” There had been six of them. Six deaths caused by a complete disregard for safety regulations. Niccolò’s face was suddenly replaced by the horrifying images of dead people squashed and turned to bits. Under every image, the date of the accident and where it had happened. Montalbano felt his stomach turn. Zito reappeared stating that those images, which they usually refrain from showing, were meant to cause an outrage among his viewers.

“These employers are murderers on the lam,” Niccolò concluded. “When you see them out on the street, remember these images.”

Televigata, instead, was showing Undersecretary Carlo Posacane, who was inaugurating a sort of freeway that connected his hometown of Sancocco (population 313) with a forest of concrete trees whose purpose wasn’t exactly clear. In front of three hundred fellow citizens (the thirteen missing must have voted for the other guy), the undersecretary said he didn’t at all agree with his fellow party member and minister of the Republic, who had said it was necessary to live with the Mafia. No, we have to combat the Mafia. But we have to be careful and avoid generalizations. There were men, irreprehensible gentlemen—the undersecretary said, shaking with disdain—who had always fought for justice, even taking on the government’s duties when it wasn’t there, and had been repaid by the so-called justice with the shameful label of mafioso! This kind of thing, under the new government, would never happen again—the undersecretary concluded in a triumph of applause. Standing next him, Vincenzo Scipione, aka ’u zu Cecè, a respectable man, responsible for the election of the undersecretary, and owner of the construction company that built the freeway, dried a tear on his cheek, so moved by the speech.

“Catarella!”

In the blink of an eye, Catarella appeared at the door.

“Here I am, sir.”

“Catarella, where is the letter I left here on the table last night?”

“I don’t know, sir. But since they came to dust for prints this morning, they may have misplaced it out of its proper personal place.”

Dusting for prints?! That son-of-a-bitch chief must have finally managed to frame him for something!

“Dusting for what prints, Catarè?” he asked angrily. 

“Prints, footprints, handprints, dust, the usual, sir.”

Montalbano swore. Every time the cleaning people came, his desk was mess. In the meantime, Catarella bent down and came up with an envelope in his hands.

“It was on the floor.”

As he walked out of the room, the inspector noticed he was limping worse than the day before. 

“Catarè, why don’t you have a doctor look at your leg?”

“Because he left.”

“Go to another then.”

“No, sir, I trust only him. He’s a cousin of mine on my dad’s side, and he’s a very good veterinarian.”

Montalbano paused for a second.

“You prefer a veterinarian?”

“Why, sir, what’s the difference? We’re all animals. But if this keeps up, I’ll go to this old lady who knows what herbs to use.”

It was an anonymous letter written in all caps. It read:

ON THE 13 MORNING THE ALBANEAN CONSTRUCTION WORKER WILL FALL FROM SCAFOLD. THISS TOO BE TRAGEDY IN THE WORK PLACE?
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As his forehead started to sweat, he grabbed the envelope and looked for the stamp. The letter had been sent from Vigata on the tenth. A sudden thought gave him the shivers: if he had read it the day before, instead of screwing around wasting time, he might have prevented that tragedy or murder or whatever it was. Then he thought about it again: even if he had opened the envelope immediately, he couldn’t have gotten there in time. Even if Catarella took his sweet time passing it on to him.

“Catarella!”

“Here I am, sir! What’s wrong? You look pale!”

“Catarella, the letter you found just now under the table, do you remember what time they delivered it yesterday morning?”

“Yes, sir, priority mail. Special mail. It was just after nine.”

“And you brought it to me as soon as it got here?”

“Yes, sir, immediately.”

And then he added, a bit resentful: “I don’t keep your personal things lying around waiting.”

And that meant he would have never made it. The letter arrived late; it took three days to travel less than a mile, for that was the distance between the post office and the station. And they call it priority mail! On the envelope, in all caps, was the address of the sender: ATTILIO SIRACUSA, VIA MADONNA DEL ROSARIO 38. He called Niccolò Zito on the phone. He wasn’t in his office, the secretary told him. He called his house, talked to Zito’s wife, Taninè, who told him that fortunately her husband had left at the crack of dawn.”

“Why ‘fortunately’?”

“Because his tooth hurts and he kept the whole house awake. It was like Christmas Eve,” Taninè explained.

“Then why doesn’t he go to the dentist?”

“Because he’s scared, Salvo. He could get a heart attack and die as soon as he sees the drill.”

He said good-bye and hung up. He called Catarella and sent him to buy the local paper. He quickly found the article: 

DEADLY ACCIDENT IN THE WORKPLACE

Yesterday morning around seven thirty, an Albanian construction worker, age 38, Pashko Puka, a legal resident with a work permit, hired by the Santa Maria construction company owned by Alfredo Corso, fell from a scaffold that had been erected during the construction of an apartment building in Tonnarello, between Vigata and Montelusa. His coworkers, who immediately rushed to his aid, unfortunately discovered he had died. The local magistrate has opened an investigation.

Thank you and come again. Nine lines, including the title, at the bottom of the last column on the right. The page exuded complete indifference toward that unfortunate death, overshadowed by the news of the political crisis in Fela’s town hall and the political crisis in Poggio’s town hall; the announcement that the aqueduct would be shut down for five days at a time instead of the usual four; the preparations in Gibilrossa for the Sant’Isidoro festival. Niccolò Zito did the right thing the previous night when he showed those graphic images of people who died in the workplace. But how many viewers kept looking and how many instead changed the channel, washing those images away with a dancer’s ass or filling their ears with the empty words of the representatives of the new government? 

Mimì Augello hadn’t arrived yet. He called Fazio and handed him the paper, pointing at the article. Fazio read it.

“Poor devil!” he said.

Without saying a word, Montalbano handed him the anonymous letter. Fazio read it.

“Fuck!” he said.

Then he had the same thought as the inspector.

“When did we get this?” he asked gloomily.

“Yesterday morning. And I didn’t open it right away. But even if I had, it wouldn’t have changed a thing. It had already happened.”

“What should we do now?” Fazio asked.

“For now, just tell me one thing. Tonnarello is closer to Montelusa than us. We didn’t here about this tragedy, or whatever it is, so I want to know who is investigating it.”

“Inspector, there’s a carabinieri station near there. The man in charge is Maresciallo Verruso. A good man. I’m sure that’s who they called in.”

“Can you check?”

“Two minutes, I’ll make a phone call.”

Just to pass the time, since he was sure that the sender’s name on the envelope was fake, he picked up the phonebook.

There was only one Attilio Siracusa, but he lived in Via Carducci. He dialed the number. 

“I wonder who the fuck it is that’s fucking calling this fucking number?”

Clearly, Mr. Siracusa’s vocabulary was rather limited, but quite expressive.

“This is Inspector Montalbano.”

“And who fucking cares!”

Montalbano decided to fight fire with fire.

“Listen, Siracusa, stop breaking my balls and answer my questions, or else I’ll come over there and kick your ass.”

Mr. Siracusa’s voice suddenly turned kind, submissive, and slightly pleased by the honor.

“Oh, Inspector, it’s you! Please excuse me. I just got home a few hours ago. I was up all night, flying on a damn plane on its way back from India. Look, you won’t believe this, but I left Mumbai the morning of the tenth and … Sorry, but when I start talking … What did you want to ask me?”

“Nothing.”

“Then what the fuck?!” said Mr. Siracusa as the inspector hung up.

Fazio returned.

“Just as I thought, Inspector. Verruso took the call.”

“That means that we’ve been cut out.”

“Well, that’s one way to look at it.”

“What do you mean?”

“We are half in and half out, sir. We’re out because this is not our investigation; we’re in because we know something Verruso doesn’t. And that is, that it wasn’t an accident, but murder. Unless this really was an accident, and Mr. Siracusa is one of those people who can see the future in a crystal ball.”

“And?”

“We have two choices: we can either take the letter, burn it, and pretend we never received it, or muster all our courage—for we’ll need all of it to do something like this—and send the letter to the carabinieri, with our best compliments.”

Montalbano remained silent, lost in his thoughts. At that moment, Augello walked in and immediately understood that something wasn’t right in that room. 

“What’s going on here?”

Montalbano explained everything. The result was that Augello also became silent and lost in thought. But after a little while, he decided to talk.

“We could buy ourselves some time without wasting Verruso’s. It’s important that our relationship with the carabinieri be completely transparent.”

“And how do we do that?” Fazio asked.

“We’ll start by conducting a small investigation and we’ll take it from there. If things go well, that is, if we turn up something concrete, we’ll keep investigating and then we’ll figure out what to do with our colleagues when the time comes. However, if we meet a dead end …”

He stopped there and Montalbano finished his sentence: “We’ll send everything to the carabinieri, and they can take it from there. Mimì, can you explain the meaning you give to the word transparency?”

“The exact same meaning you give to it,” Mimì replied.

So the inspector divided up the tasks. That business was going to be taken care of by the three of them; there was no reason to make any noise; they had to proceed on the down low, without any rumors reaching the murderer, or worse the carabinieri. Fazio was going to Via Madonna del Rosario 38 to see who lived there and if they knew an Attilio Siracusa. Fazio tried to say something, but the inspector cut him off.

“I know it’s a waste of time. It’s a fake name and address. But we have to do it anyway.”

As for Mimì, he was going to grab the envelope and go to the post office. There must be very few people in Vigata who use priority mail to send something within Vigata. He was going to get the form back, the one you fill out when you send a parcel priority mail, and see if the clerk remembered who came to the counter. While he was there, in an informal capacity and just out of curiosity, he might as well ask them how the fuck a priority envelope took three days to travel less than a mile.

“And what about you?”

“I’m going to Montelusa. I want to speak to Pasquano.”

“So what’s this? Now you’re breaking my balls over other peoples’ deaths?”

“Dr. Pasquano, absolutely not, you see, it’s a statistical survey we’ve been asked to fill out by the ministry and so …”

“A survey about how many Albanian workers fall from scaffolding each year in Italy?”

“No, Doctor, the survey is about …”

“Listen, Montalbano, stop with the bullshit. If you want to ask me something, cut the crap. Tell me what’s going on.”

“You see, Doctor, we’re investigating a theft in a jewelry store in Vigata, where this Puka was allegedly involved, and I repeat allegedly. We think he might have been eliminated by his accomplices, that’s all.”

It worked. Dr. Pasquano didn’t seem angry anymore.

“Well! What do you want me to tell you? The poor devil’s body shows fractures and wounds that are all compatible with a sixty-foot fall. If the fall wasn’t an accident and somebody pushed him off, it wouldn’t be revealed by any autopsy. Have I made myself clear?”

He laughed.

“And in any case, if you need more information, why don’t you call Marshal Verruso? Do you want me to let him know about your investigation?”

“Thanks,” Montalbano said curtly, turning to walk away. Dr. Pasquano’s voice made him stop to turn back. 

“There is one thing that struck me. And I’ll tell Verruso about it as well. He got a pedicure on a regular basis.”

Montalbano made a surprised face. Dr. Pasquano opened his arms to mean that that’s how things were and there was nothing he could do about it.

He thought that, by then, Niccolò Zito must have returned to his office. He didn’t have a cell phone on him, so he stopped at one of those open contraptions that, if you need to call while it’s raining, you’d get soaked, one of those that had two telephones. Naturally, both were occupied. At one of them, a black lady was yelling at the top of her lungs in an incomprehensible language. The other was being used by a seventy-year-old peasant wearing a coppola and who was holding the phone as if it were glued to his ear. He wasn’t speaking; he didn’t even make a sound; he just kept nodding. After five minutes, as the black lady’s yelling became more and more angry, the peasant said “bo” and continued to listen. That wasn’t going to work. Montalbano got back in his car and stopped in front of another one of those contraptions. Both phones were free. He ran to the first and saw that the red light was on: it was out of order. The second worked, only the inspector, after a quick search, discovered he didn’t have a phone card. As he looked around to see if there was a tabaccheria where he could get one a man walked up to the other phone and started to talk. Montalbano felt an uncontrollable rage coming over him. What did that phone have against him? Why was it out of service a few seconds earlier and now, with someone else, was working perfectly? He slammed the receiver so hard that it bounced back. Cursing, the inspector slammed it back in place and got into his car. He was about to leave when he saw that the man using the other phone was now pressing his face against his car window. He was a fifty-year-old man wearing glasses, very skinny and nervous, with an austere air about him.

“What do you want?”

“I want you to be more considerate.”

“Why, what did I do to you?”

“To me, nothing. But you were about to damage something that belongs to the general public. You almost broke the telephone.”

He was certainly right. But Montalbano didn’t care for the lecture. If that man wanted to pick a fight, he was going to get one. He opened the door, slowly got out of the car, balanced his weight on his legs, and looked into the eyes of that man who was about the same age. 

“I must warn you before you do anything stupid. I am a marshal in the carabinieri,” he said.

Montalbano came back to his senses. That was the last thing he needed, a brawl between a police inspector and a carabinieri marshal. And who was going to come and restore order, the border patrol? The best thing was to end things there. 

“My apologies, I got very upset and …”

“All right, all right, you may go.”

“Can I ask you something, Marshal?”

“Go ahead.”

“How did you manage to make that phone work?”

“Make it work? I wasn’t talking to anyone. I was cursing because I couldn’t get a dial tone. Only after, did I realize that the red light was on.”

“And so you were angry, too.”

“Yes, but I didn’t try to smash the entire phone.”

“Yes, Inspector, Dr. Zito came to the office, broke a vase, threw some papers on the floor, and then left. When he has a toothache, he becomes more frenzied than Orlando.”

“Did he say where he was going?”

“He said he was going to drown himself in the sea. He always says that. I don’t think he’ll be back anytime soon, since he asked Dr. Giordano to fill in for him on the newscast. But if I can be of help …”

Niccolò’s secretary was a sweetheart: a beautiful thirty-year-old woman who had a soft spot for Montalbano. 

 “Look, last night, Niccolò aired a good story about accidents in the workplace.” 

“Do you want me to send you a copy?”

“Yes, but I need something a little more complicated. Niccolò clearly put together a montage of these accidents, drawing from a large number of pictures he must have had at his disposal. Is that right?”

“Yes, Inspector.”

“So I would need all the material he has put together, not just the images he showed last night. I know it will take a while and …”

“Not at all,” the secretary smiled. “The task of collecting all the images of the accidents in the workplace has already been done by Dr. Zito in preparation for the story. We have everything in our archives. All I need to do is make you a copy.”

“Will that take long?”

“Ten minutes.”

When he got to the station, Fazio and Augello were already waiting for him in his office. 

“Before we start talking, I need to make a phone call.”

He dialed the number. 

“Dr. Pasquano, it’s Montalbano. Doc, please take it easy. Just one question and I’ll let you get back to dismembering another corpse. The others who died in the workplace, were their feet clean?”

As Fazio and Augello looked at him, confused, Montalbano listened to the answer the doctor howled through the phone, thanked him, and hung up.

“I’ll explain later,” he said. “Fazio, you go first.”

“There isn’t much to say, number thirty-eight on Via Madonna del Rosario doesn’t exist. The street ends with number thirty-six, which is a shoe store. The owner is …”

He stopped and took a piece of paper out of his pocket.

“… Formica, Vicenzo, son of the late Giovanni and Elisabetta …”

“Fazio, what the fuck?!”

Halted midway through that census-reporting impulse that sometimes overcame him, Fazio blushed and put the paper back in his pocket.

“Nobody knows an Attilio Siracusa. He’s not even one of their clients. I went to the shop across the street, which is an odd number, thirty-one. It’s a barber and they have never heard of this Siracusa, either.”

“And you, Mimì?”

“There is only one clerk at the post office window for priority mail. She looks just like a witch. As soon as I saw her, I felt like running away. But she turned out to be a sweet and gentle creature.”

“Did you fall in love, Mimì?”

“No, but one never stops marveling at how deceitful appearances really are. You were right, Salvo, there aren’t that many people who use priority mail to send something from Vigata to Vigata. I showed her the envelope and she remembered it well. A little boy had come to send it; he had the form already filled out and the exact change.”

“And so that’s how we got screwed,” Fazio observed.

“Did she explain why the letter arrived so late?”

“Oh yes,” Mimì said. “There was a strike organized by COBAS.”

“And whoever mailed the envelope didn’t know that,” Montalbano said. “So one thing is certain. The fake Mr. Siracusa wanted to prevent the murder, for this was definitely a murder.”

“And what’s this business about the feet?” Mimì asked. 

Montalbano explained and then added: “Pasquano told me that the others’ feet were normal. Some dirty, some clean. Puka was the only one who had gotten a pedicure.”

“I can’t really believe that a construction worker, Albanian or otherwise, goes regularly to get …”

“Unless,” Montalbano interrupted, “he was just pretending to be a construction worker. What did our esteemed Dr. Augello say just now, overtaken by a surprising bout of originality? That appearances are deceiving. Or rather: not all that glitters is gold. Or even better: the clothes don’t make the man.”
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He polished off a huge plate of fried mullet, managing to reach the concentration of a Hindu Brahmin, the kind that causes you to levitate, only that his kind of concentration went the opposite direction, toward a deep an earthly rooting, that is, he was completely taken by the aromatic smell, the dense taste of that fish, blocking out every other thought or feeling. He even managed to make the outside noise of cars, voices, radios, and blaring televisions disappear, creating for himself a sort of bubble of absolute silence. Once finished, he got up from the table, not only full, not only satisfied, but with a sense of complete contentment. As soon as he walked out the door of the Trattoria San Calogero he almost got run over by a car that missed him only because he jumped back on the sidewalk at the last moment. But the harmony that connected him to the sound of the celestial spheres had been broken. To get out of the bad mood that had hit him as soon as he got back in touch with the world after that heavenly interval, he decided to go for his usual walk on the pier, all the way down to the lighthouse. There he sat on the usual rock, lit a cigarette, and started to think. All right, that whole business started with an anonymous letter that foretold a murder that took place just as described. It was clear that it was not the murderer challenging the police, a “catch-me-if-you-can type of thing.” No, that anonymous sender wasn’t the murderer, and actually tried to prevent the murder. He had been unlucky; his letter didn’t get there in time. Even unluckier, after all, was that poor Albanian devil, Puka. And he didn’t quite make sense, Montalbano thought. Why? Just because he went for pedicures? But that was a racist thought! Do all Albanians have to be ugly, dirty, and evil? No, the thing that bothered him was that a construction worker, whether Albanian or Finnish, would get a pedicure. But that was even worse: that was a classist thought.

“Why don’t you go for a pedicure?” Livia had asked him a bit earlier, as she looked at his toenails that had thickened and were now pointing one to Christ and the other to Saint John. 

He didn’t want to go; he thought it was something for the rich or the effeminate. So, in conclusion, that was an investigation born of a prejudice layered over another prejudice!

He didn’t feel like going back to the station. He felt empty inside. He decided what he was doing wasn’t right, that is, hiding the anonymous letter from the carabinieri marshal. But his cop instincts were like those of a dog: it was hard to let go of the bone after he has sunk his teeth into it. What was he supposed to do? 

He wasted quite some time throwing little stones at a bottle cap floating in the water, but he couldn’t hit it, not even once; a cold breeze had started blowing, covering the waves in lace. From Capo Rossello, he saw two black clouds roll in, clearly bearing bad intentions. He felt he had to do something before the storm came; it was an uncomfortable sensation of urgency, of rush. The only thing to do was give in to his instincts, letting them guide him, following their lead. He went back to the station and called Fazio.

“Can you check if the construction site is still roped off?”

It was. That meant none of the workers would be there, just the security guard maybe.

“What are you doing? Are you going there?”

“Yes, before it starts raining.”

“Sir, be careful not to be recognized. If Verruso gets wind you’re lurking around his crime scene, he’ll cause a huge stink, guaranteed.

It took him twenty minutes to get to Tonnarello. The last mile of the road was just dirt, riddled with holes. From the top of a hill, he saw the construction site down below: the building, or whatever it was, rose from the middle of a solitary, bleak valley, without any kind of landscaping around it. There were no other buildings, either, nor any cultivated fields: the only things visible were white stones, agaves, and prickly pears. Who the fuck thought of building a house or whatever it was in that desolate chiarchiaro? The place looked better suited to a hospital for infectious diseases or a maximum-security prison. The construction site was completely surrounded by a seven-foot fence composed of horizontal planks nailed to poles planted in the ground at regular intervals. At the center of the side that faced Montalbano, there was an opening in the fence, a rather large one, clearly the entrance used by trucks and the workers. He squinted to see better: there was an opening in a fence, but from one side to the other, there was white-and-red plastic tape, meaning that entry was prohibited. Those were the seals the magistrate had put on the site. However, they weren’t really obstacles. Inside the fence, right next to the opening, there was a small metal shack; it must have been some sort of office. There was another shack on the left-hand side, attached to the fence: it was larger, rather long, probably where the workers changed. He stood there awhile, looking, but he didn’t see any movement: the site was deserted, unless someone was sleeping inside one of the shacks. The black clouds had covered the sky; he could hear thunder from far away. Montalbano went back to his car, drove down the hill, and stopped in front of the opening. There was a big sign that explained they were building an apartment tower and that the owner was a Di Gennaro, Giacomo. The contractor’s license number followed, along with the construction company name, Santa Maria, and its owner, Alfredo Corso, as well as the name of the site’s foreman, Architect Mario Mattia Manfredi. He got out of the car, pulled one piece of tape up with his hand and the other down with his foot. He was inside. He walked to the door of the small shack; it was locked with a chain. And the same went for the bigger shack; only there were two windows, one of which was half open. He started walking around the scaffolding and saw the place where poor Puka had landed: they had drawn the outline of his body on the ground, and the area around the head was dark with blood.

He looked up: more or less around the fifth floor, a plank was missing from the side of the scaffolding. He looked down and saw it broken in two near the body’s outline. He squatted, looking closely at the spot where the plank had been broken: it looked uneven and didn’t appear to have been tampered with. Although it was an old plank. So they wanted to give the impression that Puka had been walking on the scaffolding, and suddenly a plank gave way, and Puka accidentally fell.

Wait a second, the inspector thought, if that’s what happened, they should have known that Puka would have ended up on the scaffolding underneath, getting a bad scare but nothing more.

The dynamics of the accident must have been different, and certainly the murderer must have considered that problem. But there was no way of knowing it without climbing up the scaffolding, all the way to the fifth floor, like a monkey. Are you kidding me? I’ll try to find out what the witnesses told the carabinieri through Fazio, who, I’m sure, has a few spies among their ranks, he told himself.

That was his last thought. The rain came down brutally, taking the shape of hail that landed on the inspector’s head like so many stones. Cursing, he ran toward the car, passed through the tape sealing off the scene, opened the door, got in, and started it. But he didn’t leave. He didn’t leave because his feet refused to press down on the pedals, and his ass was heavy as a boulder on the seat. His whole body was rebelling; it didn’t want to leave that place. Fine, fine, he told himself. And as if to show his intentions to his feet and his ass, he steered slightly toward the opening. He felt immediately that he was returning to normal. The hail had worsened; it was useless to turn on the windshield wipers, it made no difference. He proceeded blindly, breaking the tape with his car, drove to the bigger shack, all the way to its open window. He got the car as close as he could, mustered up all his courage, got out, climbed, slipped, cursed, muddied himself, climbed on the hood, and jumped through the window. He landed, crushing his shoulder. His eyes teared up from the pain. He got up. He was completely drenched. It was pitch-black inside; the storm had brought the darkness of night at five in the afternoon. There, he had done what he was told, any other suggestions from his body? His body didn’t say anything at all. So why did it lead him there? It felt like being inside a drum played by a hundred hands. It was the hail pounding on the sheet metal. Deaf, blind, in pain, his arms stretched in front of him like a sleepwalker, he moved three steps forward and, for some reason, he got the idea that the inside of the shack was empty. So he started walking back toward the door and slammed his left leg violently against the edge of a wooden bench. The same exact spot he had bruised two days earlier, slipping on the bathroom floor. The pain, almost unbearable, climbed all the way up to his brain. In horror, he discovered he had become deaf. How could it be that a blow to his leg made him lose his hearing? Then he realized that the fish-tank silence that suddenly came over him was caused by a very simple event: it had stopped hailing. He walked to the front door of the shack, reached for the switch, found it, and flipped on the light. There was no risk of somebody seeing the light through the window; no one would venture all the way into that horrible chiarchiaro where the construction site was in such bad weather. The shack was clean, neat. There was a long table, two benches, four chairs. In the back, three stalls: a toilet and two showers. Nailed to the wall without windows, there was a long coat rack. Five pegs held up overalls and clothes with paint stains; above each, was a nail that held up a yellow hard hat; the work shoes were on the floor underneath the clothes. Five of the pegs were occupied, but between the third and the fourth, there was an empty one: no hard hat, no shoes, no clothes. Montalbano got the idea that it must have been Puka’s peg; the carabinieri must have taken his personal effects with them. Now, a subtle music was coming down from the ceiling; it must have started to rain softly, in thin threads, like the hair of an angel. He went to check the two showers but didn’t find anything. As soon as he walked into the toilet, which was very clean, spotless, he felt the urge to pee. Out of habit, he shut the door. When he turned around to get out, he saw that the lightbulb that hung low on an electric wire, created a curious rainbow like reflection on the metal door. He stopped to look and noticed, that just above eye level, there were a few brown stains that came out of a dent shaped like a crescent moon, a dent caused by a metallic object that had violently hit the door. He got close, almost touching them with his nose; there was no doubt, those were bloodstains, left untouched on the metal surface. If the material had been wood, they would have been absorbed. They were rather big stains, enough for any kind of test. But how was he going to collect samples? He needed to go back to his car. He pulled a chair under the window he had come through, stepped onto it, and looked out. It had stopped raining. He started to climb out, and as soon as his body was halfway outside, the hail resumed, worse than before. The bad weather, or whoever was sending it, had ambushed him. Drenched again, he got in the car, grabbed a pocketknife and an old plastic bag from the glove compartment, put them in his pocket, and had a smoke as he waited for the hail to stop. He managed to climb and miraculously balance himself on the hood, but as soon as he leaned forward to reach the window, his feet slipped, both at the same time, and he ended up slamming his chin on the window frame. As he was falling headfirst in the mud between the car and the side of the shack, he took comfort in the thought that he was going to be better off than Puka, that poor devil. 

When he stopped in front of the station and climbed out of what was a moving mound of dirt, and not a car, Montalbano was exhausted. Leaving the valley where the construction site was, driving on the dirt road turned swamp, swerving and getting stuck, had cost him all his energy and caused the pain in his shoulder and leg to be almost unbearable. As soon as he recognized the human wreck that had walked in as the inspector, Catarella started to shout, he sounded like a rooster whose neck had been rung. 

“Santa Vergine, sir! Santa Vergine! What happened? You’re all muddied! Even your hair is full of mud!”

“Calm down, it’s nothing, I’m going to go take a shower.”

There was nothing he could do. Catarella ran up to him, grabbing his arm while he tried to squirm from his grip. They walked down the hall in perfect harmony for both of them had injured their left legs; when they took a step, they both leaned right, in synchrony. Looking at them from behind, Fazio could barely keep from laughing. 

In the bathroom, while he was cleaning up, Catarella held Montalbano by his shoulders; since he couldn’t get him out of there, he started to lose it. 

“Sir, your personal undergarments are soaking wet; you’ll get sick! Sir, should I go get you a cognac?”

“No.”

“Sir, please, do it for my sake, take an aspirin! I keep a bottle in my drawer!”

“Fine, go get it.”

He went to his office, followed by Fazio.

“I was beginning to worry.”

“Did you tell anyone I was at the construction site?”

“No one. But if you hadn’t shown up, I was going to come look for you in half an hour. Did you find anything?”

He was about to tell him, but Catarella walked in with a glass of water and the aspirin in one hand and an anise cookie in the other.

“I don’t want the cookie.”

“No, sir! It’s absolutely necessary! If you don’t put something in your personal stomach when you take the aspirin, you might get a personal stomachache in your personal stomach!”

Summoning all the patience he could, Montalbano complied. Only at the end of the whole operation did Catarella leave, relieved. 

“Where’s Augello?”

“Sir, there was an attempted robbery at the Melluso jewelry store. The owner started shooting like a madman, the two robbers fled since they only had toy guns; from the witnesses’ testimonies, it looks like they were just two kids. Final tally: two wounded bystanders.”

“Did the jeweler have a permit for the gun?”

 “Yes, unfortunately.”

“Were the robbers foreigners?”

“No, luckily.”

In his head, Montalbano approved both the “unfortunately” and the “luckily.” They were more eloquent than any long speech. 

“So?” Fazio asked, unable to contain his curiosity.

“So I came to a conclusion,” the inspector said, “but I don’t feel like telling you.”

“And why’s that?” Fazio asked.

“Because then I’ll have to tell the whole thing again to Mimì, and I don’t feel like doing it.”

Fazio looked at him, went to the door, shut it, came back, stood in front of the desk, and spoke in dialect.

“Can I speak to you man to man?”

“Of course.”

“You shouldn’t take advantage of the fact that all of us here love you and give in to your every whim. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yes.”

“So you’ll get over this bad mood you’re in for having to eat the anise cookie and tell me what you found at the construction site. And if it bothers you so much to tell the story twice, then I’ll tell it to Augello when he returns.”

Montalbano gave up. He told him in detail what had happened, what he had done, and what he had found. At the end, he took out the plastic bag from his pocket and handed it to Fazio. The blood had turned into powder, an almost invisible dark layer at the bottom of the bag. 

“You hold on to it, Fazio. It’s important. If this belongs, as I think it does, to Puka, then it’s a crucial piece of evidence.”

“Evidence of what?”

“Evidence of how the Albanian was killed. You see, I think that Puka was ambushed and struck by the murderer while he was in the toilet pissing. Puka was already wearing his work clothes, but not his hard hat. He leaves the door open. The murderer hits him hard on the head with a steel pipe. But as he’s hitting him, he shuts the door behind him.” 

“Why?” 

“Because the toilet is visible from the front door, and somebody could be walking by. It is a necessary precaution. Puka falls dead on the toilet bowl, and the murderer drags him out for the staging. There must have been at least one accomplice. Before sounding the alarm for the fake accident, they clean the toilet bowl, but they don’t see the stains on the door because it’s open the whole time.”

“But how did the blood end up there?”

“Keep in mind that I found it only by chance, because my eye had been caught by a strange reflection. The murderer hits him a first time, then raises the steel pipe to strike him again. However, there isn’t much room. The pipe hits the closed door, leaving a dent shaped like a crescent; at the same time, the blood that is on the pipe splashes on the door. However, there’s no need for a second blow; Puka’s head is split in two.”

The door opened and Augello walked in.

“Fazio told me you went to the construction site. What did you find?”

Montalbano got up.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said. 

And left. 
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Six dead in the workplace in one month just in the province of Montelusa is quite a number. If that was any indication, then how many accidents happen in the whole country? Was anyone keeping track? Yes, every now and then, somebody did, and then the contrite face of a newscaster would announce to the entire world how that was certainly a high number, however, it was within the average of the European Union. And now on to sports. Thank you and come again. But what was the European Union average? Could they please tell us? No, sir, they would never say, because this story of the “European Union average” had become not only a good alibi, but also a source of great consolation. Unemployment had climbed four percent? Nothing to worry about, it was only slightly higher than the E.U. average. Have no fear; the government would find a solution. And, in fact, there was a minister who was thinking about increasing the speed limit to at least eighty miles an hour in order to make Italy more competitive in respect to the other countries of this beautiful Europe designed only to please the banks. But come to think of it, why did he call them accidents? No, Niccolò Zito was right: they were murders and they should be considered as such. These thoughts went through his mind as he was polishing off a plate of tender baby octopus Adelina had prepared for him, but his appetite little by little disappeared. He got up, cleared the table, and drank some coffee to remove that bitter taste from his mouth. Then he played the tape Niccolò’s secretary had sent him, laying on the couch. 

The first death was a poor devil who fell into a septic tank. The second was a father of three who was burned alive. The third had been caused by a cable that held a steel beam, which snapped and crushed the man underneath it. The fourth was something less elaborate, that is to say, the usual, trivial fall from a scaffold. The fifth was definitely more creative: a construction worker buried in cement poured by a coworker who hadn’t seen him. What was the title of that novel by that Italian-American writer, Pietro Di Donato, in which there was a story similar to this one? Oh, yes, Christ in Concrete. They even made a good movie out of it. The sixth and last was Puka’s.

His stomach, after looking at that sort of massacre, had turned into a pulp. He needed a break. He walked out on the patio; the evening was a beauty. He went down to the beach, walked a bit along the shore, slowly, one step at a time. He walked for a good half hour; the salty air slowly revived him. He went back home, turned on the TV, and watched and rewatched the parts that showed Puka dead. But during his walk, he must have caught a little draft, and his shoulder started to hurt. He watched and rewatched the tape a dozen times, forward and backward, frame by frame, until he became bleary-eyed. There was nothing out of place. Was it supposed to look like an accident? It looked like an accident. He compared Puka’s scenes with those of another construction worker who had fallen from a scaffold; his name was Antonio Marchica. There, if there was something that could be said about Puka’s body, the way in which his legs and arms were placed, was that they looked exactly like you would expect them to be. Puka was positioned like a film director would have imagined. Marchica’s arms, for instance, were hidden, under his body. Instead, Puka’s right arm made a nice arch over his head, while the other one ran parallel to his body, at a slight angle. Marchica’s face was invisible, since it was pointed to the ground; instead you could see Puka’s profile, with his head wound facing out. Montalbano wouldn’t have been surprised to hear a recorded voice shouting: “Quiet on the set! Action!” But then he asked himself: If you hadn’t received an anonymous letter warning you, would you have sensed the same artificial, theatrical staging?” He didn’t know how to answer the question. He looked at his watch; it was two in the morning. He turned off the TV and went to the bathroom. Now his shoulder was hurting a lot, and he rummaged through the medicine cabinet to look for the cream that Ingrid had once put on that very shoulder, relieving the pain. Naturally, he couldn’t find it. He went to bed and after tossing and turning for a while, trying to find a position that didn’t affect his shoulder, he finally fell asleep.

He and Livia were at the edge of the cliff, looking at the sea below them. All of a sudden, they heard a violent crack. 

What was that? Livia asked herself, scared.

And at the same time, they realized they weren’t at the edge of a cliff, but rather on a scaffold made of steel pipes and wooden planks. And it was the plank on which they were standing that had made that sinister noise. 

Cra-a-ack! the plank repeated, breaking.

They started to fall into the void. They fell and fell endlessly. After the initial fear had subsided and since they were falling into something that seemed bottomless, they somehow got used to falling. It was a slow, delayed descent, as if gravity were half as strong.

“How are you?” Montalbano asked.

“So far, so good,” Livia answered.

Since they were one next to the other, they held hands. Then they embraced. Then they kissed. Then they began to remove their clothes, which continued to float around them. Five minutes into their lovemaking, they ended up in one of those safety nets they use at the circus and kept doing it, laughing and bouncing around until somebody started to yell: “Cuff them! Cuff them! You can’t do that in public! You’re under arrest!”

The person shouting was the same marshal who lectured him in Montelusa for slamming the public phone too hard. Then he woke up, cursing him.

He had a crazy idea. It was four in the morning. He got up, went into the next room, and dialed a number. The sleepy and thick voice of Livia answered at the sixth ring, when the inspector was beginning to worry that she hadn’t come back home yet. 

“Who is it?”

“It’s Salvo. You know I just dreamed of you?”

“Go fuck yourself, you stupid prick!”

He had dialed the wrong number; that wasn’t Livia’s voice. But it was enough to make him reconsider calling the right number. Now he was wide awake. He went to the kitchen to make some coffee and realized, in horror, that he was almost completely out. There weren’t even enough grounds in the can to make one lousy cup. Cursing, he got dressed. Every movement he made, he felt a piercing pain in his shoulder. He got in the car and drove to the port, where there was twenty-four-hour café. He got out and quickly scoffed down a double espresso. And just to be on the safe side, he bought a quarter pound of ground coffee before walking back to the car, where he froze. He had parked close to two poles that held up a giant sign, which stood next to the door of a wooden fence. Like the one at the construction site he had been to. And that was a construction site, too. He looked at the sign. The idea that had suddenly popped in his head held up to a second and a third scrutiny. Why not go for a look? It could be a lead.

His left arm was hanging motionless along his side, for as soon as he moved it, his shoulder hurt so much that it seemed as if it were yelling at him. The drive from Marinella to the station had been difficult; after a long struggle, he got out of the car and Catarella, who was standing out front, ran toward him. 

“Ah, sir, sir! Does it still hurt?” he said, trying to basically throw him over his shoulder. “Lean on me! Lean on me! My leg doesn’t hurt anymore! Now I’m sound!”

“You went to see the old lady last night?”

“Yes, sir, sir! She even gave me a salve to use at night, and this morning I was sound and perfect!”

What did he mean? The inspector looked about conspiratorially. He spoke in a soft voice. “Can you bring me there tonight?”

Catarella was out of breath. 

“Santa Maria Vergine, sir, what an honor you give me!”

“Catarè, do me a favor, don’t tell anyone.”

“I’ll be as quiet as a tomb, sir.”

He told Fazio about the tape he had watched. Then he told him that, since he had run out of coffee, at four in the morning, he got up and went all the way to the café at the port to get some. 

“And what does that matter?” Fazio asked. 

“It matters. I had parked the car next to two poles that held up a sign for a construction site, you know, the one that says the name of the contractor, the license number, and so on. “

“Yes, sir, so what?”

“The tape of the so-called accidents didn’t show this information. You have to get it for me.”

From his pocket, he removed a piece of paper and gave it Fazio. 

“I wrote down the places where these accidents in the workplace happened, and the names of the victims. I want to know everything, the names of the contractors, and of those who commissioned the work, their license numbers … Is that clear?”

“Yes, but what are you going to do with that information?”

“I want to see if they have anything in common.”

“There is one thing,” Fazio said.

“What?”

“Death.”

The door to his office was opened violently, but instead of slamming against the wall, it hit a pile of papers that needed signing, which Fazio had put there; the door had bounced back with the same exact violence, trying to shut itself, but it couldn’t, since it found on obstacle in its path: Catarella’s face. The man produced some sort of high-pitched neigh, covering his face with his hands.

“Vergine Maria! It smashed my nose!”

Was that a police station? No way! It was a research lab for movie gags that would be the envy of Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton. Montalbano waited with all the patience he could muster for Catarella to stuff a napkin up his smashed nose. 

“Sir, I demand your pardon. But there is a carabinieri marshal who wants to speak to you personally in person. He says his name is Verruso.”

Verruso? Wasn’t that the name of the marshal in charge of the investigation of Puka’s death? What they fuck did he want?”

“Tell him I’m not in.”

He regretted it immediately. 

“No, Catarè, let him through.”

The marshal, in uniform, his military hat under his left arm, appeared in the doorway with his right arm outstretched.

“Ah, it’s you!”

The inspector, who was getting up, remained stuck halfway, his right arm outstretched, for this was the same exact person who had lectured him in Montelusa about that telephone business. And he was the same person—but Verruso couldn’t know that—who had appeared in his dreams, waking him up as he was making love to Livia. 

Then someone pressed the PLAY button, Montalbano walked around his desk, the marshal took four steps forward, and their two hands finally shook. Both of them were wearing a smile as fake as a Rolex made in Naples. 

They sat down. 

“Can I get you anything?”

“No.”

And a good ten seconds went by before he added: “Thanks.”

Madonna Santa, what a boring man he was! Montalbano decided not to ask any questions, let him be the one to get the ball rolling. 

“Excuse me, sir, but are you investigating Pashko Puka?”

“Who?”

He patted himself on the back; he had nailed that surprise. But maybe it was a mistake because the marshal looked at him and moved to a direct attack.

“Inspector, sir, please. I spoke to Dr. Pasquano, who duly informed me you went to visit him, asking for the results of his autopsy, and told him that Puka had been implicated in some thefts.”

Montalbano lost all hope. That great son-of-a-bitch Pasquano betrayed him. And now what was he going to tell the marshal?

“You see, we heard rumors, but just rumors mind you, that the Albanian man, together with other known members of the local crime syndicate, participated …”

“I see,” Verruso interrupted dryly. 

Montalbano felt a sour taste in his mouth, as if he had eaten some unripe fruit. It was clear that the marshal was growing angry; he didn’t believe him.

“Just rumors?”

“Yes, Marshal, only vague rumors.”

“And no letters?”

If he had shot him in the head, Montalbano would have been less surprised. What did he mean by that question? Where was he headed? In any case, Verruso was proving to be extremely dangerous. As he was racking his brain to find an answer, Verruso had opened his jacket pocket, taken out a letter, and had placed it on the table. Montalbano looked at it and felt a cold shiver: it was exactly like the one he had received.

 “What is that?” he asked, pretending to be surprised, but this time his performance was rather poor.

The marshal, however, clearly didn’t feel like wasting time.

“You should know. You received a copy yourself.”

“Excuse me, but who told you? Do you have a mole in my station?” Montalbano said, raising his voice. 

“I suggest you read the letter.”

“I don’t need to if, as you say, I received a copy myself,” the inspector replied, trying to make his words sound sarcastic. 

“This one has a postscript.”

There was, and this is how it read:

I WARN YOU: I SENT THE SAME LETTER TO INSPECTOR MONTALBANO IN CASE YOU GET ANY IDEAS.

The room fell silent.

“So?” Verruso asked.

The inspector weighed the pros and cons. There was no doubt that he was in the wrong; it was his duty to turn in the letter to the carabinieri and get out of their way. However, if he admitted to receiving it, chances were that the marshal would report him to the chief, and it would have caused a big stink. And Chief Bonetti-Alderighi wouldn’t have wasted the opportunity to destroy him and have him kicked off the force. He had committed a crime; there was no doubt about it. Fine, if he had to pay, he would pay.

“I received it,” he said in such a low voice that he almost didn’t hear it himself. 

The marshal, instead, heard him just fine. 

“You should have sent it to my superiors immediately, you know?”

He had taken the same unbearable tone he had used to chastise him about the telephone. The same he had use in his dream to stop him from finishing making love to Livia. It was that particular memory that made his blood boil.

“I know. I don’t need you to tell me how to do my job.”

He opened a drawer, picked up the letter, and threw it on top of Verruso’s.

“Take it and get out of my face.” 

Verruso didn’t move and didn’t even seem offended.

“And that’s it?”

“What else is there?”

“Forgive me, sir, but I’m not convinced.”

“And why’s that?”

“Because it wouldn’t be consistent with your way of doing things. I’ve heard a lot about you, about the way you act and the way you think. And so I’m convinced that you, as soon as you received the letter, didn’t just throw it in a drawer. Actually, while we’re at it …”

He stopped, leaned forward, picked up the envelope addressed to Montalbano, and handed it to him. 

“Make it disappear. It’s better my superiors don’t know about this whole thing.”

And that meant that Verruso wanted to put all his cards on the table, without any tricks or traps. The man deserved trust and respect.

“Thank you,” he said.

He picked up the envelope and put it back in the drawer. 

“Why don’t you tell me what you found at the construction site?” the marshal said pointedly.

Montalbano looked at him in admiration.

“How did you know I went to the construction site?”

“I was there, too,” Verruso said. 
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The first thing Montalbano felt when hearing those words was embarrassment, or even shame. Not because he had been caught doing something illegal, but because if he had seen all the mess he had caused, falling head first in the mud. Certainly, the marshal must have laughed his ass off behind his back. Montalbano looked Verruso in the eyes, but he didn’t see mockery or amusement. The second thing he felt was a sort of somatization, and his shoulder was pierced three times by an acute pain. 

“Did you tail me?”

“I wouldn’t dare. The thing is that I wanted to take a good look at the construction site, but then I saw your car and …”

“How did you know it was my car?”

“Because I had already seen it in Montelusa, when we had that … well, discussion. And I never forget a license plate.”

He was quite the cop; that much was certain. 

“How come I didn’t see you?”

“I parked my car outside the fence, on the other end of the construction site. I saw you climb into the shack through the window, and so I hid.”

“Excuse, but why? You could have come forward, like you did last night, and …”

“Me?! Last night?!” Verruso said, completely taken by surprise.

Montalbano recovered immediately.

“No, I’m sorry, I meant this morning, not last night.”

“Because I didn’t want to disturb you. I didn’t want to distract you. At one point, I climbed on the hood of your car and looked inside the shack. Pardon the comparison, but you really looked like a dog, a hound following fresh tracks.”

Somebody knocked on the door. Fazio walked in and stopped at the threshold, speechless. He didn’t know Verruso was there.

“Good morning,” he said coldly.

“Good morning,” the marshal replied without enthusiasm.

“I’ll come back later,” Fazio said.

“Wait,” Montalbano said. “Bring me that plastic bag I gave you the other day. I want to show it to the marshal.”

Fazio turned pale as if he had been mortally offended, opened his mouth, closed it, turned around, and disappeared. The inspector told Verruso what needed to be told. It took him ten minutes and Fazio hadn’t returned. Then, finally, they heard a knock at the door, and Fazio appeared with a mortified look on his face. He opened his arms theatrically and shook his head.

“I can’t find it,” he said. “I looked for it everywhere.”

And then, turning to the marshal, said: “I’m sorry.”

“I understand,” Verruso said.

Montalbano stood up.

“Let’s go to the other room. I’ll help you look for it. Excuse me, Marshal.”

As soon as they were outside the office, he grabbed Fazio’s arm, almost lifted him off the ground, pushing him forward. 

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” he asked in a low voice.

“Sir, I’m not going to give it to him. The bag is ours!”

“You have five minutes, just so Verruso thinks we’re really looking for it. I’m going for a smoke out front.”

He was furious with Fazio. But then again, if the marshal hadn’t been a real man, wouldn’t he have reacted the same way, even denying he had received the anonymous letter? 

“Here it is,” Fazio said, and went back to his office wearing a long face. 

Montalbano finished his cigarette and went back to the marshal. He took the bag the inspector handed him, and put it in his pocket without even looking at it, as if it wasn’t important at all. 

“Look, Marshal, if it turns out that the blood is Puka’s, it can only mean that …”

“Don’t worry, Inspector. I’ll have it analyzed with the rest.”

“The rest?”

“You see, Inspector,” Verruso continued to explain, “when you left the construction site, I called in two of my men. They closely examined the toilet, and on the back of the bowl, we found more bloodstains that had escaped the assassins’ attention. Yes, because Puka was killed by more than one man, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Agreed,” Montalbano conceded flatly.

This Marshal Verruso wanted to play cat and mouse with him. But was Verruso certain he was the cat? Where was he with his investigation? What advantage, how far ahead was he? Advantage, far ahead? What was it, a race between the police and carabinieri? Let them deal with it; let them fucking sort this one out! 

“Very well,” Montalbano said, washing his hands of the whole thing. “I told you everything and I gave you the evidence. Now, if I may, I have a lot of …”

He stood up and extended his hand. The other looked at it as if he had never seen a hand in his whole life and remained seated.

“Maybe you didn’t understand,” he said.

“What was there to understand?”

“That I’m here to tell you … to ask you if you feel like helping me out … not officially, naturally.”

Montalbano couldn’t help but laugh sardonically. How clever he was, that marshal! He was going to solve the case and the merit would go to him. 

“And why should I?”

“Because I’m dying.”

Just like that, simply.

“You’re joking, right?”

“No. I have a cancer that’s eating me alive. I’m alone. My wife died three years ago. We never had any children. My only reason for living is my work, sending to prison those who deserve it.”

“Do your superiors know about this?”

“No. But the doctors tell me that I don’t have much time, one or two weeks, then I have to check into the hospital and undergo … Well, I’m afraid I don’t have enough time to see this one through. But if you … In any case, whatever your decision is, please don’t tell anyone about my illness.”

“Do you have a particular interest in this case?”

“Absolutely not. But I don’t like leaving things unfinished.”

Admiration. No, much more: respect. For the serene courage, the quiet determination of that man. Once he had read a verse that more or less said that it is the thought of death that helps us to live. Well, maybe the thought, but the certainty of death, its daily presence, its quotidian manifestation, its atrocious ticking—yes, because in that case, death is like an alarm clock that would sound not the awakening but the eternal slumber—all of that wouldn’t have caused in him, Montalbano, an unbearable, unspeakable terror? What was that man made of? No, he thought, he’s made of flesh, just like me. For, once we come to the end, all men find a surprising and merciful strength. 

“I’ll do it,” he said.

He sat back down.

“Thank you,” Marshal Verruso said.

He stood back up immediately.

“Excuse me a moment.”

Suddenly, unexpectedly, he had felt a knot in his throat. If he had stayed a bit longer, he might have started to shed tears. He went to the bathroom, drank a sip of water, and washed his face. On his way back, he stopped by Fazio’s office. 

“How’s the research coming?”

“I’m on it,” Fazio answered rudely, still wearing his long face. 

He couldn’t swallow that plastic bag thing. 

And you don’t even know what’s yet to come, the inspector thought, amused. He sat at his desk. Verruso, since he first walked in, had sat in the same position, his shoes one next to the other, perfectly aligned. 

“Are you sure I can’t get you anything? A coffee, something to drink?” Montalbano asked, trying to shake him from his immobility. 

“No, thanks.”

At least this time the thank-you had come right after the no. Montalbano got straight to the point: “What kind of hand were you dealt?”

“Not much. Pashko Puka lived in Montelusa in a four-story building that is miraculously still standing. A rathole. Albanians, Kurds, Arabs, Kosovars. At least four to a room.”

“Are they squatting?”

“Not even close! The house is owned by a local official, Quarantino, Francesco, who is on the right and opposes immigration. But since he’s a generous man, as he keeps saying every chance he gets, he gave that house to those poor devils, until they get kicked out. Three hundred thousand liras a month per bed. Puka, however, paid one and half million for his room, which he didn’t share with anyone and also had his own bathroom, with a sort of rudimentary shower. And that’s very odd, he would indulge in luxuries that his salary wouldn’t permit.”

“Well, that’s not the only luxury. A regular pedicure would be another example.”

The marshal was absorbed in thought.

“Right. I was able to see the corpse. Very clean. The part of the body that wasn’t exposed to the sun was very white, and so were the areas of the chest and shoulders, covered by his shirt. I had a strange impression.”

He seemed confused and didn’t continue. 

“You can tell me.”

“You see, Inspector, I don’t trust impressions.”

I do, Montalbano thought.

“You can tell me,” he repeated.

“I don’t know, I thought the corpse looked like it was made of pieces belonging to two different men.”

“Well, maybe there were two different men.”

The marshal understood immediately what he meant.

“You think that Puka wasn’t the person he seemed to be.”

“Exactly. What do his papers say?”

“We didn’t find any. Nothing in his room, nor in the clothes he was wearing the day he was killed.”

“Which means someone took them. They didn’t want us to identify him.”

“But we did!”

“Half of him. The construction worker. Speaking of which, are you sure that was really his name?”

“The only sure thing is death.”

He couldn’t help himself. He smiled, mostly to himself. A smile with no lips, a crack across the face. He continued.

“The owner of the construction company he worked for, who by the way has no priors and has the reputation for being a good man, noted down the information on his visa and work permit. He remembers the day Puka first came to work: he showed him his passport.”

“How many immigrants come to this country with a passport? There must be only a few of them.”

“Right. Puka was one of the few.”

“Did you question anyone who knew him?”

“I questioned and questioned, but no one seems to have talked to him apart from the simple hello and good-bye. He was a private man. It’s not like he was rude or arrogant, quite the opposite. That’s the way he was. But there was something in his room that didn’t square with me. Or rather, something that wasn’t there.”

“What do you mean?”

“There weren’t any letters from his country. There wasn’t a single picture. Could it be that he didn’t have anyone in Albania?”

“Did he have a woman here?”

“Nobody’s ever seen him with a woman in his room, neither during the day nor at night.”

“Maybe he was a homosexual?”

“Maybe, but everyone we spoke with didn’t seem to think he was.”

The question didn’t come from this head, but straight from his lips, almost unconsciously.

“How did he speak? Could his housemates tell what part of Albania he came from?”

The marshal looked at him in admiration.

“From the documents he showed his employer, he seems to be from Valona. I asked the same question to the other Albanians who knew him, and nobody could tell me anything about his accent. After all, Puka himself, one of the few times he spoke with his countrymen, told them that in the past, under Communist rule, he had spent a lot of time in Italy.”

“If I remember correctly, at that time, Albania didn’t grant anyone permission to come and go.”

“I remember that, too. Unless this Puka wasn’t a diplomat, used to a cushy life, then he falls onto hard times and is forced to go abroad to earn his keep. And that would explain why I found two suits in his bedroom, and a pair of brand-name shoes and good-quality underwear.”

“But how did he earn his money?”

“Not by working construction, that’s for sure.”

“We’re at a dead end.”

“I notified the consulate and the embassy of Puka’s death in case there are any relatives in Albania. They sent me a fax just this morning. They are doing some checking, and they’ll let me know. Maybe that’ll lead somewhere.”

“Let’s hope so. Did they tell you how the accident happened?”

“There were no witnesses.”

“How’s that?!”

“The supervisor, the architect Manfredi, told me that a six-man crew was on duty that morning. When three of them, and to be exact …”

He took a piece of paper out of his pocket.

“When Amadeo Cavaleri, Stefano Dimora, and Gaetano Micciché arrived at work, the first thing they saw was Puka’s body, who clearly must have gotten there early, which was confirmed by the security guard.”

“Did the security guard see anything else?”

“Nothing. He went to bed, because a toothache had kept him up the night before.”

“How did the Albanian get there?”

“On his scooter, which we found at the scene: the other three workers, instead, got there in one car, owned by Dimora.”

“There are still two people missing.”

“Exactly. A Romanian, Anton Ştefănescu, and an Algerian, Ahmad bin Idris, showed up five minutes later, riding the same scooter.”

“Who called it in?”

“Dimora. He drove his car to the station to tell us.”

“How do the other workers explain Puka’s death? If the plank he was walking on broke, then how is that Puka didn’t fall inside the scaffolding, that is to say on the level just below, which would have caused him no great harm. 

“I thought the same thing, but they told me that Puka, likely, at that moment, was reaching for the crane, his stomach pressing against the rail. Feeling the plank give in, he must have instinctively leaned forward, thus losing his balance and falling off the scaffolding. Also, his hard hat must have been unfastened, since it came off as he was falling. And that’s a plausible explanation.”

Montalbano noticed that the marshal’s forehead had become strangely shiny. He had started to sweat, but he wouldn’t budge, he wouldn’t move a muscle. 

“Do the other workers in his crew have any priors?”

“No. But that, my dear inspector, doesn’t really mean anything.”

“I know. I see that the owner of the construction company … What was his name?”

“Alfredo Corso .”

“This Alfredo Corso hires a lot of immigrants. In this particular instance, three out of six are foreigners.”

“They are all legal. He is a charitable and scrupulous man. He told me that he was an immigrant once, in Germany, and so he understands where these people come from.”

He suddenly got up. Now his face was drenched in sweat.

“Are you okay?”

“No.”

Montalbano got up, too.

“Is there anything I can do?”

“No, thank you. Listen, the best thing is for me not show my face here anymore, and I don’t think it’s wise for you to come to my office. Call me, even as early as tomorrow, and we’ll schedule an appointment. Thank you for everything.”

He held out his hand, and the inspector shook it. But as soon as he took a step toward the door, he swerved and lost his balance. Montalbano jumped and grabbed him by the shoulder.

“You are in no shape to drive. I’ll take you.”

“No, thanks,” Verruso said firmly, “just walk me to the car.”

He leaned on the inspector’s arm. They walked out of the office, across the hallway, and headed toward the front door. Catarella, seeing them walk in front of him, opened his mouth and his eyes, dropping the telephone he was holding. He looked like that statuette from the Nativity scene, the shepherd with his arms raised in surprise, standing in front of the cave where the baby Jesus had been born. Montalbano waited for the marshal to get in his car and leave. Then he walked back inside. Catarella was still stuck in the same position, a pillar of salt. 
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It was time to go eat, and Fazio still hadn’t shown up. Since the door to his office remained open, he yelled his name. Fazio ran over but stopped at the threshold, poked his head into the office of his superior, and looked around carefully, as if the marshal was hiding and about to suddenly reappear. Montalbano thought he should say the famous punch line by the De Rege brothers: “Come inside, you idiot!”

But he resisted the urge, there was no need to top it all off and make Fazio’s mood even worse. 

“So? Are you done yet?”

“Yes, sir, I finished half an hour ago.”

“Then why didn’t you come see me?”

“I was afraid of whom I might run into.”

What should he do? Insult him? Or pretend he didn’t hear and wait for another chance? He chose the second option, carrying on as if the other hadn’t said anything. In the meantime, Fazio had placed the piece of paper he had given him on his desk. 

“Take a look.”

“What do you mean?”

“Sir, generally speaking, take a look means take a look. This case is no exception.”

Fazio was in a rotten mood. But the inspector reacted this time.

“If you don’t apologize in five seconds, I’m going to kick you in the ass and I don’t give a fuck if you sue me, the chief, the union, the president of the Republic, and the pope.”

He said it in a low voice, and Fazio realized he had crossed the line.

“I apologize.”

“Come on, out with it, don’t waste my time.”

“There is a link between two of the six tragedies. The man who was squashed by the iron beam and the Albanian worked for the same construction company, Santa Maria, the one belonging to Alfredo Corso .”

“Did they both have the same foreman?”

“No.”

And he didn’t say anything else. He was ice cold, Fazio. 

After a while, he asked: “Is there anything else I can do?”

“No. I just wanted to let you know that we’re not investigating the death of the Albanian anymore. It was the marshal’s case, and we were wrong to interfere. Agreed?”

“As you wish. And what should I do with this piece of paper?” he asked, picking it up off the desk.

“Wipe your ass with it. I’m going to eat.”

Catarella ran after him, stopped him at the front door, and spoke in a conspiratorial manner. 

“What is it, sir, is he one of your personal relatives?”

“Who?”

“The marshal.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Then, I beg your pardon, why was he putting his personal arm on your own personal one?”

“Catarè, this morning, getting out of the car, didn’t I lean on you?”

“That’s true.”

“Does that mean the two of us are relatives?”

“Matre santa! That’s true! Sir, nobody in the world explains things as well as you know how to explain them!”

But he immediately had a doubt.

“But, sir, the marishallo wasn’t getting out of his own personal car! This is something else!”

He was getting up from the table, full and satisfied, when he saw Mimì appear in front of him. 

“I didn’t see you the whole morning.”

“Last night, there was a breaking and entering. But there was no breaking nor entering.”

“Then what was it?”

“An attempt to deceive the insurance company.”

“You came here to tell me that?”

“No, I came to eat. But I can kill two birds with one stone.”

“Then speak, I feel like a breath of fresh sea air.”

“I stopped by the station.”

“I see. Fazio told you about the marshal.”

“Yes.”

“Mimì, I tried to explain the situation to him, but he doesn’t want to hear it. This Marshal Verruso came to see me; Dr. Pasquano had told him I was investigating the Albanian. I tried to sell him the story that I was investigating some thefts and that he had something to do with them, but he didn’t buy it. So I told him the truth, the anonymous letter, everything. He didn’t say much, didn’t get offended, didn’t make any threats; he only kindly asked me not to interfere. I promised I wouldn’t. That’s all. And we’re lucky, because he could have fucked us good. We were the ones in the wrong, Mimì, and he didn’t want to take advantage of it. Try to get that hard head Fazio to understand that.”

As he began his meditative and digestive walk toward the lighthouse, he thought that he was now alone in that investigation, since he hid it from Mimì and Fazio. He couldn’t risk betraying what Verruso had told him in confidence. He spent half an hour sitting on the rock, thinking. Then he went back to the station, looked up a number in the phone book, and made a call. Someone told him that Mr. Corso was in the office and could only spare fifteen minutes, if he went there immediately, since he had an appointment in Fiacca and had to run.

Alfredo Corso was seventy-year-old man, fat, with a red face, without a single wrinkle. He had blue eyes and must have been a moody person. Montalbano must have rubbed him the wrong way for he attacked him as soon as he stepped in.

“What do you want from me? I don’t have any time to waste.”

“Me, neither,” the inspector said. “I’m here about that Albanian who died on your construction site.”

“And where’s the border patrol? Where are the park rangers?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Weren’t the carabinieri investigating that tragedy? Now the police are involved?”

“No, look, I’m not here because of the tragedy, but because this Pashko Puka is a suspect in a theft.”

Alfredo Corso looked at him and started to laugh. 

“Do you find this funny?”

“I don’t believe it.”

“You might not want to believe it … but why don’t you believe it?”

“Because I, my dear sir, understand people as soon as I lay eyes on them. All it takes is one look and I even know what they’re thinking. And Puka, the poor devil, wasn’t the type to go out and steal.”

“Has your intuition ever failed you?”

“Never. Those who work with me, I choose them personally, every last one of them. I’ve never gotten it wrong.”

“Even when they’re foreigners?”

“Foreigners, my dear sir, whether they have black skin or yellow skin, they’re still men, just like me and you. There’s no difference.”

“Speaking of which, you employ many foreigners and …”

Corso’s face turned red as a match.

“Should they starve to death?”

“No, Mr. Corso, I …”

“You want to force them to steal? To deal drugs?”

“Listen, Mr. Corso …”

“To live off of prostitutes?”

Montalbano kept silent. He realized there was no other way; he had to let him get it all out of his system.

“To sell their children? You tell me.”

“Are you religious?”

The inspector’s question took Corso by surprise.

“What the fuck does it matter if I’m religious or not? No. I’m not religious. But it was enough for me to live as an emigrant for almost thirty years, first in Belgium and then in Germany, to understand these people who leave their country out of desperation.”

“How do you hire these foreigners?”

“Their names are brought to my attention.”

Montalbano noticed a slight hesitation.

“By whom?”

“Well, by the local branch of Caritas or organizations like that, by the Prefettura …”

“And who, in particular, brought Puka’s name to your attention?”

“I don’t recall.”

“Make an effort.”

“Catarina!”

The door to the next room opened immediately and a thirty-year-old woman, tall, beautiful, elegant, emerged. She was one hell of a secretary.

“Catarina, who gave us Puka’s name?”

“I’ll look it up on the computer.”

She disappeared and reappeared immediately.

“The police.”

Corso caught fire; he started yelling.

“The police! Did you hear that, Inspector? The police! And here you are giving me all this bullshit!”

Then the secretary did something she shouldn’t have done in front of strangers. She walked behind the desk, hugged Corso from behind, and kissed him on his bald head. 

“Don’t get worked up; you’ll raise your blood pressure.”

Then she walked back to her office. They weren’t hiding their relationship at all.

“You are …” Montalbano started to say.

He was about to say “a widower,” but he stopped right away. Something in the eyes of the man made him realize the truth.

“What were you going to ask me?” Corso said, now almost completely calm. 

“Nothing. That’s your daughter, right?”

“Yes, I had her late. So, my dear sir, as you can see, it’s very unlikely that the police suggested I hire a thief, don’t you think?”

Montalbano raised his arms. He had to find a way to talk to the secretary-daughter alone. The look she gave him as she was getting up after kissing her father, had been as clear as words: We need to talk.

“I know you’re running short on time,” he said, making a sorry face, “but I must ask for more information on …”

“No way! I’m already late!” Mr. Corso said, yelling.

“Catarina!”

“Yes,” the girl said, appearing in a flash. How did she do that, was she standing behind the door waiting to be called? 

“Catarì, you help this gentleman. We have nothing to hide. Good day.”

And he left without giving the inspector the time to answer his salutations.

“Have a seat,” Catarina said, opening the door to her office and stepping aside to let him in.

The room was big and the furniture was old-fashioned, without any chrome, metal, or indecipherable shapes. The only exceptions were the computer and the two telephones, the kind that do everything, from sending a fax to brewing coffee. On one side, there was a sort of sitting room. The girl asked the inspector to sit on the couch; she chose an armchair for herself. She looked a bit embarrassed.

“Did you really want to ask for more information, or did you realize I wanted to …”

“I understood that you wanted to talk to me, but not in your father’s presence.”

“This is what’s bothering me.”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t like talking about my father without him knowing, but it’s for his own good. If I said what I am about to say in front of him, he would have gotten all worked up. He has very high blood pressure, and he has already had a heart attack.”

Montalbano noticed on her table two framed pictures: one portrayed a five-year-old boy, and the other a forty-year-old man who looked like Alfredo Corso must have looked thirty years ago. Sometimes women marry men who look just like their fathers.

“Signora,” he started.

“Please, Catarina. My dad calls me Catarì. Not sure why.”

“Well, I can assure you that Mr. Corso will never know about our conversation.”

“Sorry, I haven’t expressed myself properly. It’s not a matter of my dad finding out; it’s rather that I’m doing something behind his back.”

Montalbano’s ears perked: something behind his back?

“I’m married and have a son named Alfredo, like my father. My husband, instead, is Giulio, Giulio Alberganti.”

She looked at Montalbano as if she expected a reaction from him, but he had never heard that name. But, in the end, what did all that have to do with Puka? What was she getting at, this Catarì, pardon, Catarina?

“I glad to hear it,” Montalbano said, with a slight, just a touch, of irony. 

The woman, however, noticed it immediately. She was beautiful and smart.

“I’m not beating around the bush, telling you all this; I’m trying to get right to the point. My husband is a colleague of yours, well almost. I live here with my boy because I don’t want to leave my dad alone. Giulio works in Rome. We see each other when we can, unfortunately.”

Montalbano didn’t open his mouth, but he still didn’t see where the woman was going with this.

“When you asked about who gave us Puka’s name, I told you it was the police. That’s what I had told Dad and that’s what I put in the computer. But that’s not true.”

“Puka’s name came from your husband,” Montalbano said. “And he suggested you tell your dad it had come from the police.”

Catarina looked at him in admiration, nodding.

“Did you tell your husband about the tragedy?”

 “I couldn’t. I called his office and they told me he was out; nobody’s answering his home phone, and he hasn’t called in a while. However, I’m not worried; it’s happened before. You see, my husband is …”

“I don’t want to know,” Montalbano said. “I can imagine.”

“But there’s something else,” Catarina said in a whisper.

“Please.”

“It’s a rather delicate matter. Do you know a builder by the name of Vincenzo Scipione?”

“The one they call ‘ ’u zu Cecè’? Yes.”

“That man has always been my dad’s nemesis. He’s a mafioso; I’m not the one saying it; it’s in the court’s rulings. However, now things have changed for him: Undersecretary Posacane is his puppet. Dad has never tolerated the Mafia, in spite of those who say we should. And he has paid for it: public contracts denied to him, machines set on fire, certain banks won’t give him credit, threatening phone calls, anonymous letters, and so on. Then, four months ago, there was the first accident on our construction site in Gibilrossa.”

“I didn’t know about that one,” Montalbano said. “I was only aware of two. The one with the worker crushed by an iron beam and Puka’s. How did it happen?”

“I should say that up to that point we had never had an accident on our construction sites: Dad is very serious about safety in the workplace. And he was very hurt when a journalist at Rete Libera called him a murderer. Sure, some really are murderers, but others aren’t. In any case, two workers fell from some scaffolding. They were leaning against the rails, when they gave way. Dad said he was sure that the bolts had been unfastened on purpose. Sabotage. Of the two workers, one was left with a few contusions, while the other is now an invalid. Three days after the accident, I received a phone call. A voice told me: ‘You see, Signora Alberganti, how many accidents can happen? You should be careful with that beautiful boy of yours.” I was scared to death but didn’t say anything to my dad or to my husband. About ten days later, another builder came to dinner at our place. A friend of Dad’s. He said he sold everything to Scipione, at a loss. He told us that two accidents were enough for him to understand how things were and that he didn’t want more deaths on his conscious. So I went to Rome to see my husband and told him everything. A bit later, he called me and told me to hire Puka. That’s right, Inspector, he cannot be a thief. You’re completely wrong about him.”

He decided to speak openly with her, without keeping anything from her, repaying honesty with honesty. Plus, she was a strong woman. 

“Signora Alberganti, that was just an excuse to find out more about Puka.”

“Then why are you interested in him?”

“Because it wasn’t an accident. He was killed. Marshal Verruso, whom I’m sure you met, and myself are certain of it.”

“My God!” Catarina said, covering her face with her hands. “It was my fault!”

Montalbano didn’t let her cry.

“Don’t be silly and answer me. When the other worker was crushed by the beam about a month ago, was Puka at that construction site?”

“No, he was at another.”

“Is it normal for the police to give you the names of foreigners?”

“It has happened two or three times.”

“Good,” Montalbano said, getting up. “You have no idea how helpful you have been. And I’m honored to have met a woman like you.”

They looked at each other, and Montalbano nodded.

How did they understand each other like that? With her eyes, she had asked him: Should I take my son somewhere safe?

“To Rome, to my in-laws’,” she said, answering the Inspector’s mute question.

They shook hands. Then she walked up to the inspector, hugged him, and put her head on his chest.

“Thank you.”

She stepped back and opened the door to let him out.

“Do you know when they’re going to reopen the construction site?” he asked walking in front of her.

“They resumed their work at two this afternoon.”




7



And so the plot thickened and thinned at the same time. It thinned because now he knew that the Albanian wasn’t an Albanian, that his name definitely wasn’t Pashko Puka, and that he was a man of the law, maybe from DIGOS, the anti-Mafia police division, who went undercover pretending to be a construction worker. He was supposed to discover, but he was the one discovered. And killed. But the plot thickened because if Puka was a cop, DIGOS, the anti-Mafia police division, would start investigating his death as soon as they found out, if they hadn’t found out already. That would make three of them, DIGOS, Verruso, and himself, conducting the same investigation. Three dogs after one bone. He had to hurry before Rome took the case away from poor Verruso, robbing of the last satisfaction he could have got from his job. He looked at his watch; it was five thirty. By the time he got to Tonnarello, working hours would be over at the construction site. In fact, when he got to the top of the small hill, he didn’t see a living soul. Chances were that he went all the way out there for nothing, since the guard, the man he went to see, probably wasn’t even there. He waited awhile and got lucky. The door to the smaller shack opened; a man came out, undid his pants, and started to piss. Then he went into the shack, closing the door behind him. Montalbano got in the car and started to drive down toward the construction site. The road was a slab of slippery mud. He stopped in front of the main gate, crossed the fence, raised his hand to knock on the shack’s door, but froze with his hand in midair. In the silence of the countryside, he could clearly hear what was going on inside.

“Ah! Ah! More! Give it to me!” a panting female voice said.

It was a strange voice, high-pitched, almost childish. 

He wasn’t expecting that, so much the worse for the guard.

He knocked so hard that it sounded like a gunshot.

The shack fell silent.

“Who’s there?” a male voice asked.

“Friends.”

The inspector heard footsteps; clearly, the man had got up. But he didn’t come to the door; he walked around a little longer, opened a drawer, and closed it. 

Click.

Montalbano became alarmed; he knew that sound very well. The man had loaded a gun. For a moment, he thought of running to his car to grab his, which he kept in the glove box. What then? He and the guard would have a showdown at the O.K. Corral. The tiny peephole next to the door opened. 

“What do you want?”

“I want to talk to you. It’s Montalbano.”

“The inspector?”

“Yes.”

“Step back so I can see you.”

Montalbano moved back. The peephole closed and the door was opened simultaneously.

“Come in.”

The first thing he saw was a single bed, a rusty cot with just a mattress on top, covered in stains of different colors. No trace of the woman. The shack didn’t have a bathroom, nor any closets.

“Where’s the woman?”

“What woman?”

“The one you were fucking.”

“Sir, me? Fucking? I wish! Not even whores want to fuck me! It was a movie!”

And he pointed to the TV and VCR with a tape sticking out of its mouth. In spite of the open window, the stench was unbearable. How long had that man gone without a shower? He was sixty years old, toothless, his left hand had only three fingers, and a huge scar ran across his face. Every inch of the walls was covered in asses, tits, and pussies belonging to various “actresses.” The man kept his eyes on the inspector.

“Are you going to put down that gun or not?”

The guard looked at the weapon he was still holding in his hand. 

“I forgot about it.”

He opened the table drawer, put the gun in it, and closed it quickly. But the inspector could see that it also contained a stack of pictures. 

“Do you always grab your gun before opening the door?”

“Before, no; now, yes.”

“What do you mean?”

The man answered with another question.

“What do you want from me?”

If you want to play twenty questions, I’ll play along, the inspector thought.

“What’s your name?”

“Angelo Piluso.”

“How many times have you been in jail?”

He couldn’t go wrong.

The man raised his left hand, showing the three fingers he had left.

“What for?”

“Assault, theft, breaking and entering.”

“You’re a thief and yet Mr. Corso trusts you to guard his site? How’s that?”

“What can you steal from a construction site?”

“Well, if you wanted, there’s a lot.”

“Did Mr. Corso call you guys?”

“No. I’m here about the Albanian who died.”

Angelo Piluso looked at him, surprised.

“Really? Wasn’t the marshal investigating that?”

“Yes, but …”

“Then I shouldn’t be talking to you.”

Montalbano, putting his hand on his chest, shoved him against the cot. The guard fell on it.

“What the fuck …”

Montalbano opened the drawer, pushed the gun aside, and picked up the stack of pictures: naked boys and girls in obscene poses. He closed the drawer, walked over to the VCR, and pushed the tape inside. 

“And now let’s take a look at this movie.”

“No! No!” the guard squealed.

“Do you have a permit for the gun?”

“Yes.”

“Put a jacket on and come with me to the station.”

“But I told you, I have a permit for it!”

“I’m not taking you in for the gun, but for the pictures and the tape. Do you know what a pedophile is?”

The man kneeled.

“Sir, please! I only look! Look! Never, I’ve never been with a boy or girl! I swear it!”

“We’ll see.”

“Sir, you’ll ruin me! As soon as Mr. Corso hears about this, he’ll fire me!”

“Don’t worry. Don’t you know they’ll take care of you in jail?”

The man started to cry, covering his face with his hands. Montalbano remembered how Catarina Corso had done the same thing, and that filled him with anger. He jumped in front of him, pushed his hands away, and punched him twice, hard and maliciously, once on each cheek. The man remained still, stunned. Then he got up and sat on the bed, with his head down.

“What do you want to know?” he mumbled.

“Why did you say that at a certain point you felt a need to keep a weapon?”

“Because there are too many foreigners on this construction site. Albanians, Turks, blacks … Those people are capable of anything. We need to watch our backs.”

He was lying, the inspector was certain of it. He preferred to let it go. 

“You told the marshal that Puka would sometimes get here before everyone else.”

“Yes, that’s true. It happened three or four times.”

“How early?”

“Well … About half an hour before the others.”

“And what would he do?”

“I don’t know what he did. I’d open the big shack for him, he would walk in, and I would come back here.”

“And how do you explain the fact that the day of the accident, instead of staying in the shack, he walked all the way up the scaffolding?”

“How am I supposed to explain that? But I had seen him do it once before.”

“And what was he doing?”

“He was making a phone call. He told me that he couldn’t get any reception down in the shack.”

The explanation was good enough. It was true that there was no reception down there. But the cell phone could help explain many things. 

“Who took his cell phone?”

“Bo … I didn’t see it next to his body. Maybe the marshal took it.”

“Listen, the morning of the accident, when Puka fell, where were you?”

“In here, Inspector. I hadn’t slept a wink the night before. I had a toothache that …”

“And you didn’t here any screams?”

“No.”

“Not even the sound of the fall?”

“Not a thing.”

He was still lying, that slimy bastard. Montalbano could barely restrain from kicking him in the face. That man inspired in him such a desire for physical violence that it scared him. Better to leave the shack as soon as possible.

“When you saw him on the scaffolding on the phone, what was he wearing? His work clothes?”

“I think he had changed. … Yes, now that I think about it, I’m sure of it. He was wearing his work clothes.”

“Good,” the inspector said walking to the door. 

“So, you’re not going to arrest me?”

“Not today.”

The man got up immediately, walked over to Montalbano, knelt, took his hand, started to kiss it, covering the back of it in saliva. Disgusted, he raised his knee and struck the man’s chin as hard as he could. The guard fell back, twitching in pain. Montalbano walked over him and out into the fresh air.

As he was driving up that damn hill, what the guard had just told him started to spin in his head. There was at least one strange thing, provided that was the truth. Why would Puka climb to the top of the scaffolding in order to make a call? The guard said that there was no reception in the shack, which is fine. But why did he have to call precisely at that moment and from that place? Couldn’t he have called before getting to the construction site? He could have made it from home or from anywhere on the road between Montelusa and Tonnarello, which he took on his motorcycle. In the meantime, he had reached the top of the hill and turned toward the construction site. He understood in flash why Puka, in spite of the fact that he had to act cautiously to avoid the suspicion of his coworkers, had taken such an apparently unnecessary risk. He had been forced, the poor man; he didn’t have a choice.

It was seven thirty. He desperately rushed toward Montelusa, but when he pulled in front of the building where Alfredo Corso’s office was, he found it was locked. He rang the bell, but no one responded. He started cursing. He didn’t even have Corso’s phone number and, in any case, he couldn’t have called, since the builder could have intercepted it, back from his short trip. What should he do? He needed that information like he needed air. He was stuck in front of the gate, when the door opened and Catarina Corso appeared.

“Inspector!”

Montalbano almost hugged and kissed her.

“How good to see you!” he couldn’t help himself.

Catarina, after all, was still a woman. And so her face lit up with a smile.

“Where you looking for me?”

“Yes. Please excuse me, but I realized I can’t do without you.”

Catarina’s smile increased in voltage.

“Believe me, I really need to ask you some more questions. I know you’re on your way home, but …”

Catarina’s smile turned off immediately, like a burned-out bulb. She stepped aside.

“Don’t worry about it; please come in.”

In the elevator, she said: “My husband called.”

“Did you tell him about Puka?”

“There was no need. He implied he already knew. He only said a few things. I think he was calling from abroad.”

On the landing, as she was searching for the right key, she added that she had told him about her plan to take their son to Rome, to his grandparents.

“And what did he say?”

“He said he agrees. The difficult part will be telling my dad. He will suffer being away from his grandson.”

Once they entered the office, she sat behind the desk and turned on her computer.

“What sort of information do you need?”

Montalbano told her. 

“Give me ten minutes. Then I’ll copy it to a disk so you can take your time looking at it on your computer.”

Disk?! Computer?! The inspector was overwhelmed with panic. He was about to ask her to print it all, but he realized he would just be wasting more of her time and she had already been so kind to him. Then the thought that Catarella could have solved the problem put his mind at ease. But Catarella’s name reminded him of the appointment they had to see the old lady to fix his shoulder. But since he was distracted by the current events, it made its presence known with four stabbing pains, one after the other. He sighed and looked at Catarina. The woman hadn’t heard him since she was focused on her task. And at that point, the inspector couldn’t take his eyes off of her. She was truly beautiful, no question about it. Beautiful and translucent. Looking at her, he felt like he was out at sea, breathing clean air. As he was looking at her, something else happened that jolted his system. Catarina, lost in her research, placed the tip of her tongue on her upper lip.

Gurglegurglegurgle, his blood ran swiftly through his veins.

At a certain point, Catarina sensed she was being observed. She took her eyes off the computer and looked at the inspector. Her look lasted a millionth of a second longer than it should have. 

“If you want to smoke,” Catarina said, handing him an ashtray.

“No, thanks,” Montalbano said. “I’d rather enjoy the sea breeze.”

Catarina looked at him again. Her eyes asked: What sea breeze?

Yours, Montalbano’s eyes answered.

She blushed.

Once finished, she slid the disk into an envelope and handed it to the inspector. They both got up.

“Thanks. When are you leaving?”

“In three days, I hope.”

“Will you be gone long?”

“No. I’ll fly to Rome in the morning and be back that evening.”

They didn’t say a word in the elevator. Montalbano walked her to her car. They said good-bye. The handshake lasted a millionth of a second longer than it should have. 

“Carabinieri of Tonnarello. With whom am I speaking?”

“This is Salvino Montaperto. Is Marshal Verruso in?”

“I’ll patch you through.”

After thirty seconds of silence, Verruso’s voice: “Inspector? Go ahead.”

He was a real cop, no question about it; he got it right away.

“How are you?”

“Better now, but I had to stay home all afternoon.”

“Any news?”

“Not on my end. How about you?”

“Yes, quite a bit. I’m getting an idea. I need to see you tomorrow morning, wherever and whenever it’s convenient for you.”

The marshal thought about it awhile. 

“You remember that phone booth where we first met? Would nine thirty work?”

Catarella was the only one at the station.

“Sir, we have to wait fifteen minutes for Galluzzo to come and relieve me.”

“Fine. Let’s do this.”

He took the disk out of his pocket.

“While we’re waiting for Galluzzo, print this, but don’t let anyone see you. Got it? I’m going to grab a coffee and I’ll wait for you in the car.”

Catarella showed up after Montalbano had already smoked three cigarettes and was starting to get nervous.

“I demand your pardon, sir, but as a practical matter, Galluzzo got in late.”

He handed him a pile of papers.

“I printed everything.”

“So, where does this old lady live?” Montalbano asked, starting the car.

“Sir, head toward Marinella,” Catarella said, letting out a sigh and making a happy face.

“What’s with you?”

“Matre santa, sir, how felicitated I am! Now you, sir, have shared two secrets with me, personally, in person!”

“Two?”

“Yes, sir. The old lady and the papers I just printed. Isn’t that two?”
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With the help of Catarella, he managed to apply the old lady’s herbal ointment and wrap a bandage around his shoulder. He had to pay for it as if it were the rarest of medicines. The hardest part was sending Catarella back to his place: he had threatened to sleep on his couch.

“That way, sir, if at night, night time comes, and you are in need of needing, I’m here ready to give you a hand.”

When he was finally alone, he realized he was hungry, but the fridge was almost empty: aged caciocavallo, green and black olives. Better than nothing. Adelina, the maid whom you could call a housekeeper if you were feeling very generous, hadn’t been culinarily inspired for the past week; the fact was that both her sons were criminals and had been arrested once again, leaving her in charge of the grandchildren.

He decided to eat while he was working. He brought the caciocavallo, the black and green olives, and some wine to the table, placing them next to the papers Catarella had printed for him. He also took out five blank sheets of paper and a pencil out of a drawer. After two hours of work, the five sheets of paper were covered in writing, showing that his intuition had been confirmed. He was surprised how, in the end, everything had been rather easy: one only needed to think about it. Getting the right idea, that was a lot more difficult. Proving how important the things he found out were, wasn’t his job; it was the marshal’s. At the very most, he could lend him a hand.

Before going to bed, he called Livia. He was nice, affectionate, understanding. At a certain point, Livia couldn’t help herself: “I’m getting on a plane Friday and coming there to see you.”

Lying in bed, he read a few pages from Heart of Darkness by Conrad, which he picked up from time to time. He finally felt sleepy; he turned off the light. The last image that flashed before his eyes was that of Catarina Corso. And then he understood why he had been so cowardly and lovey-dovey with Livia. His coals were wet. He cursed himself.

The next morning, he took off the bandage and the pain was completely gone. He could move his shoulder freely. It was a clear and serene morning. Before going to Montelusa, to his appointment with the marshal, he stopped by the station. Catarella jumped toward him, grabbed him by the arm, dragged the inspector’s ear down to his mouth, and whispered: “What do you think?”

“About what?”

“About the thing we did last night together, sir,” he said vaguely and with a happy grin.

He was lucky nobody was around, or else they would have thought that he and Catarella had done crazy things the previous night.

“All good.”

“Did it go away?”

“Completely.”

Catarella neighed with happiness. As soon as he walked into his office, Fazio showed up, looking mortified. 

“Sir, I owe you an apology.”

“What for?”

“For the way I behaved. Augello talked to me and made me realize I was wrong.”

“Let’s not talk about it anymore. Any news?”

“Yes. Late last night and early this morning, there were two serious robberies. The first in …”

“Tell Augello, and the two of you take care of it,” Montalbano interrupted. “I have to finish something.”

Fazio looked at him. And Montalbano understood that Fazio understood that what he had to do, whatever it was, had to with the carabinieri.

“As you wish,” Fazio said, throwing his arms up.

Verruso, dressed in plain clothes, was already waiting next to the phone booth. His face looked yellow because of his condition.

“How are you, Marshal?”

“So, so. Listen, why don’t we go to a bar nearby? They’re friends; I go there often; we can talk there without any problems.”

As they were walking, the marshal said: “This morning, I received a strange phone call from headquarters. They told me that the Prefettura will handle everything concerning Puka’s body and that I have to stop talking to the Albanian authorities. I don’t understand why.”

“Because Puka, or whatever his name was, wasn’t a construction worker, and that much we knew, but rather one of us.”

“One of us?” Verruso said, stopping so suddenly that a man behind them bumped into them. 

“DIGOS, anti-Mafia, ROS, I don’t know. They sent him because they suspected that a few murders had been hidden among those accidents. He managed to infiltrate, but he must have made some mistakes. And they killed him.”

“When did you find out that Puka was …”

“Yesterday afternoon. And the person who told me is above suspicion.”

And with that, it was clear that the marshal would have never found out the name of that person. 

In the backroom of the bar, there was barely enough space for two tables. It didn’t even have a window. Before closing the door, the marshal told the cashier he didn’t want to be disturbed.

“Can I bring you anything?” the man asked.

“Nothing for me,” Montalbano said.

“No,” Verruso followed.

“Yesterday afternoon,” Montalbano started, “I paid a visit to the construction site’s guard, Angelo Peluso.” 

“A disgusting individual,” the marshal commented.

“Agreed. He told me that Puka would sometimes show up half an hour before his colleagues.”

“And what was he doing?”

“Peluso said he saw him at least twice standing on top of the scaffolding.”

“And what was he doing?” Verruso repeated.

“Talking on his cell phone.”

“But why did he have to …”

“That’s what I was wondering. The answer was that there was no reception on the ground, but Puka was only pretending to be on the phone. In reality, he was inspecting, checking the scaffolding to see if at night they had set up fake accidents. At the same time, from that vantage point, he could see which of the workers came in first. He must have had some suspicions. And he was on alert. But he made a big mistake.”

“What?”

“He believed that if they were to do something to him, they would have done it during work hours, in front of everyone, to make it look like an accident. This time, instead, first they killed him, and then staged a faked accident. We would have all believed it if it wasn’t for the anonymous letter.”

“Who could have sent it?”

“I think I have an idea, but I’ll tell you in a minute. As I was leaving the site, I guessed how Puka must have conducted his investigation. So I went to Corso’s office and asked for the names of the workers they employed on the three construction sites where the accidents had happened.”

“Three?” Verruso said, surprised.

“Three. The first happened four months ago and was caused by a railing that gave in, making the worker a permanent invalid. Corso thinks the bolts fastening the railing had been loosened on purpose.”

“I didn’t know anything about this,” the marshal said.

“It was outside your jurisdiction. It happened in Gibilrossa. The second accident was a little over a month ago. A metal beam fell from a crane and hit a worker.”

“I knew about that one. Marshal Cosimato, the one in charge of the investigation, told me about it. He had no doubts: it was an accident.”

“And he had no reason to think otherwise. The third accident was Puka’s.”

“But what’s the point, dear God?”

“To force Corso to sell his company for a song. How does that sound for motive? And I should add that I already know of another contractor who gave up his company after the first accident at his construction site. He got the gist of it, as they say. There’s a deliberate plan, hatched by someone who, hiding behind corrupt politicians, wants to monopolize the construction business.”

’U zu Cecè, Marshal Verruso whispered to himself.

“Let me ask you something,” the inspector said, “has there ever been an accident on the construction sites belonging to ’u zu Cecè?”

“Never, as far as I know.”

“I knew it. He’s like someone who, after robbing a bank, drives slowly so as not to be pulled over. Let’s go back to the lists.”

From his pocket, he took out the sheets of paper he wrote the night before. He looked at them briefly.

“Amadeo Cavaleri and Stefano Dimora were working at the construction site where the first incident took place. Cavaleri, Dimora, and Gaetano Miccichè were on the job when the second accident took place. And the same Cavaleri, Dimora, and Miccichè worked with Puka. Actually, in his case, they were the ones who discovered the body. All the other workers at these three sites changed.”

The marshal was absorbed in his thoughts.

“Well, that doesn’t really prove much,” he said.

“Right. But I also found out that the guard of the three different sites was always the same: Angelo Peluso. For the whole thing to work, they needed an accomplice to open the gates at night without asking any questions. Peluso is the weak link.”

“Why?”

“Because I got the impression that Peluso was dragged into all this against his will. The murderers found out he was a pedophile and blackmailed him. And, when he realized they were planning Puka’s murder, he tried to stop it.”

“How?”

“With the anonymous letter.”

“Him!?”

“I’m sure of it. It’s happened before.”

They fell silent.

“Well,” Verruso said, snapping out of it, “I’ll alert my superiors and …”

“And you’ll make a huge mistake,” Montalbano finished. 

“Why’s that?”

“Because before giving you the authorization to proceed, they’ll waste precious time. And that’s precisely what you don’t have, right?”

“And what should I do?”

“How many men do you have in Tonnarello?”

“Three.”

“How many cars?”

“One.”

“That’s not a lot,” Montalbano said. “But they’ll do. Tonight, five minutes before quitting time at the construction site, you’ll drive out there, sirens blaring and as fast as you can. You have to make as much noise as possible. Put one of your men at the entrance, letting everyone know that nobody’s leaving. Then go to the guard’s shack and lock yourself in there with him. Put another man in front of the shack door. In short, it has to look like you’ve cracked the case and you’re conducting your last interrogation. You have to really scare the three murderers. If all else fails, handcuff Peluso and pretend you’re taking him in. Theater, my dear marshal.”

“I don’t like it.”

“You don’t like the theater? You’re wrong. Theater is …”

“I didn’t mean the theater. I don’t like what you’re suggesting.”

Then Montalbano played his last card.

“You want to know something? Tomorrow, you’ll receive another call from your superiors. They’ll take the case away from you. And you’ll be left empty-handed.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You can count on it. The case will go straight to Puka’s superiors.”

The marshal put his forehead in his hands and remained that way for a while. Then he let out a deep sigh.

“Fine. But if I arrest Peluso, what should I charge him with?”

“How should I know? Of selling expired soda.”

“And then?”

“You’ll see that something will happen. Tell your men to keep their eyes peeled. They are dangerous people. They know that Peluso is the weak link. You’ll see they’ll do something; they’ll make a mistake.”

“I hope so.”

“Listen, Marshal, will you let me know how it goes? I’ll be at the station waiting for the news,” Montalbano said, getting up.

“Absolutely,” the marshal replied.

And the way he said it told the inspector that Verruso had finally made up his mind. They said their good-byes at the door to the bar.

Montalbano opened the car door, and his eyes landed on the phone booth. He couldn’t help himself.

“It’s Montalbano.”

“What a pleasure to hear from you.”

Pause.

“Is there any news?” Catarina asked.

“Yes. Can you talk? Are you alone at the office?”

“Yes.”

“Did you already tell your father you’re planning on …”

“No. I didn’t have the heart.”

“Don’t say anything.”

“Why?”

“I think there won’t be any need for you and the boy to leave.”

“Are you serious?”

“Of course I’m serious.”

“Can you give me any details?”

“It’s better to wait until tomorrow.”

Another pause. This time, a bit longer.

“We could meet,” Catarina said.

“Whenever and wherever you want.”

“Tomorrow night for dinner?”

“Agreed.”

“In any case, give me a call tomorrow morning.”

“Of course.”

This time, the pause was very long. Neither of them felt like hanging up. Then Catarina made a decision.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Montalbano said. 

And he felt like complete idiot.

Happy and unhappy. Happy because he was more convinced that the road they had chosen was the right one, that it was taking them where they were supposed to go; unhappy because someone else was going to walk down that road and not him. Oh well. Sometimes in life you can’t be the one to finish things, but rather you have to disguise yourself, hide behind someone else. The important thing is that you reach your goal. Too little consolation? Agreed, but at least it’s some consolation. With these good intentions in mind, Montalbano stayed in Montelusa instead of returning to Vigata, and went to an art gallery, where, the day before, they had inaugurated an exhibition of works by Bruno Caruso. He was enchanted by a woman’s portrait, asked the gallerist the price, kept counting in his head how much he had in the bank. And in the end, he came to the conclusion that if he didn’t buy the expensive coat he liked, he could buy that engraving. He spoke to the gallerist and finally left for Vigata. 

His happiness culminated at the Trattoria San Calogero, in front of a plate of crispy fragaglia, mullet smaller than a child’s pinky finger, fried and meant to be consumed whole using your hands. His unhappiness, instead, suddenly ambushed him while he was sitting on his usual rock at the end of the pier, and it came in the form of a precise thought: What if the marshal couldn’t come through? He only had two men and there were three murderers, capable of anything. If he didn’t manage to throw them in jail, maybe even for just one day, that guard would never decide to talk, to confess. And the more he thought about it, the darker his mood became, so much so that it ruined his digestion and he got serious heartburn.

That’s why in the two hours he spent at the station he managed to pick a fight with Mimì Augello, yell at Fazio, argue with Gallo, and provoke Galluzzo. When Catarella, who was hiding in his closet, heard the inspector call his name, he thought it was finally his turn and felt his uniform drenched in sweat.

“You’re coming with me in five minutes. Find someone else to man the phones.”

He was leaving! The inspector was getting out of their hair, and he was going to fuck off somewhere else. Even the station’s furniture seemed like it was breathing easier.
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In the car, Catarella didn’t even open his mouth; he was convinced, and he was right, that whatever he said, his superior would have taken it the wrong way.

“Do you have the cell?”

Catarella was startled; he wasn’t expecting his boss to say anything.

“No, sir, I didn’t call for the cell.”

“Who were you supposed to call?”

“The headquarters in Montelusa, sir. It is them who they are in charge of cells.”

Montalbano squeezed the steering wheel so hard his knuckles turned white. 

“I wasn’t talking about prison cells, Catarè. I meant the cell phone.”

“Oh, that, it’s always with me personally. What it is? You need it?”

“Not now. Just making sure we have one.”

When they took the road to Tonnarello, Montalbano spoke again.

“Catarè, what we’re doing has to remain a secret between me and you; nobody’s to know about it.”

Catarella nodded yes and started to sniffle.

The inspector looked at him. Two large tears fell down his face toward his mouth.

“What are you doing . . . crying?”

“It’s commotional, sir.”

“Why?”

“Sir, can’t you think of it? Three secrets we now share in common. Three! Just like those of Our Lady of Fatima! Actually, sir, since we’re properly inside this third secret, could you explain its consistency?”

“We’re going to check on something the carabinieri are doing. I hope they’re arresting someone.”

Catarella looked confused.

“Excuse me, sir, but, with all respect, what’s the care to us what the carabinieri are doing?”

“If I tell you, what kind of a secret is it?”

“That’s true,” Catarella said, instantly convinced.

He didn’t stop right on top of the hill but continued on a bit further, until he found a few trees to conceal them from sight. He opened the glove compartment and took out his binoculars. They were a small pair, used for the theater, carved out of mother-of-pearl. He’d had them forever, but he never knew how they wound up at his house. For what he needed to do, they were more than enough. The construction site was completely in view, although from a different angle; now the door to the guard’s shack was right in front of him. The construction workers were still at it. He looked at the time. It was five fifteen. He lit a cigarette, offered one to Catarella, lit it for him, and went back to looking at the construction site. Next to him, there was a sudden explosion. He turned immediately. It was Catarella, who had turned purple and was desperately trying to breathe. He was literally dying of asphyxiation. Worried, Montalbano slapped him on the back a few times. Catarella finally seemed better.

“The smoke . . . smoke . . . smoke.”

“You don’t smoke?”

“No, sir.”

“Then why did you light the cigarette?”

“Duty, sir.”

At 5:25 p.m., there wasn’t a single worker on the scaffolding; they were all in the big shack changing their clothes. As Montalbano felt more and more nervous, the carabinieri’s car arrived at full speed; it flew down the hill with its sirens blasting. The workers, some changed, some not, come out of the big shack. The guard also came out, just in time to find the marshal at his doorstep and to be pushed back inside by him; the marshal followed him and closed the door. In the meantime, one of the carabinieri, he could see from his gestures, was telling the workers to go back inside the shack and stay there. When they were all inside, he closed the door and placed his colleague in front of it. It was a smart improvement on Montalbano’s plan. Having only two men, Verruso couldn’t do any better. Half an hour went by. Through the silence, the inspector heard voices coming from the big shack. However, he couldn’t make out what they were saying. He saw that the two carabinieri had drawn their weapons.

“Can you hear them?”

“Yes, sir.

“What are they saying?”

“The workers want to came out, sir.”

At that moment, the door to the big shack opened and a worker appeared. He was gesturing like a madman; behind him, there was another. Calmly, one of the two carabinieri raised his arm and shot in the air. The two workers rushed back inside the shack. They even closed the door behind them. The marshal came out of the smaller shack and went to talk with his men. It was a brief exchange, then the marshal went back, disappearing in the shack, and reappearing with the guard. He looked about and handcuffed the guard to one of the scaffolding’s iron pipes. Montalbano approved of Verruso’s strategy: he had chosen the best place, every worker exiting the shack had to look right at him. Then he stood in front of the big shack, while one carabiniere went under the same window through which the inspector had entered in order to avoid any surprises. The other carabiniere opened the door to the shack and stood next to it. The marshal had some papers in his hand. The inspector realized Verruso had asked Corso’s firm for the names of all those who were working that day. The first worker came out holding his documents in his hand; Verruso checked them. A minute later, the same worker, who had been cleared to leave, got on a scooter and fled the site. The same happened with the second, third, and fourth man. Things changed with the fifth. As soon as Verruso saw his documents, he gave a sign: the carabineire who was next to the door sprung into action, grabbed the worker by the shoulder, and shoved him forward, leading him over to where the guard was and handcuffed him to the same iron pipe. Another worker came out and they let him go. The seventh instead was taken and handcuffed. There was only one left, but he didn’t come out. The only ones left at the construction site were the marshal, the three handcuffed men, and the two carabinieri, who started looking everywhere for the third worker, even climbing over the scaffolding. Nothing anywhere. So Verruso ran to the car and got on the phone. A few minutes later, another car arrived. The marshal took the guard, and the other car took the remaining two men. Everyone left. There was one car still parked outside the fence, the car the three murderers used to get to work. 

In the meanwhile, it had grown dark.

“Sir, they all left and they aren’t coming back. What should we do now?” Catarella asked timidly.

“We’ll pretend we’re bums,” Montalbano answered, in the mood for a joke, to pull his leg.

“And what do bums do, sir?”

“They scratch their bellies and twiddle their thumbs.”

This old joke had popped in his mind; his grandma used to tell him that all the time when he was little. But why would Grandma want him to be like a bum, scratching his belly and twiddling his thumbs? He could never figure it out. Catarella was speechless. 

“Really, sir, will we be bums?”

“Really.”

And while Catarella was contemplating his newly adopted lifestyle, Montalbano lit a cigarette, his eyes fixed on the construction site. After fifteen minutes, the site became slightly less dark than its surroundings in the moonless night.

“Give me the cell phone.”

Catarella passed it to him, and the inspector dialed the carabinieri station in Tonnarello. Verruso answered right away.

“Marshal, it’s Montalbano.”

“I just called you, but they told me you were out and I didn’t know how to reach you.”

“Yes, I had to go to …” 

“Do you want more information that what you already know?”

“I don’t understand.  I don’t know anything if you don’t tell me …”

“Come on, Inspector. I got there when the sun was setting and your binoculars reflected a flash of light. Do you want me to tell you exactly where you parked your car?”

“No. Congratulations. Tell me.”

“Dimora, the one who actually carried out the murders, managed to get away.”

“How?”

“Well, I believe he must have fled as soon as he heard our sirens. In fact, we found his street clothes in the shack. He didn’t even change; he kept on his work clothes . He must be far gone by now.”

“What are his little friends saying?”

“Right now, they’re not saying much at all. The one who is doing most of the talking is the guard. And I think this time ’u zu Cecè will find himself in deep trouble.”

“Marshal, could you do me a favor?”

“Of course, Inspector.”

“Could you repeat that sentence slightly differently?”

“I’m not following.”

“Could you say these words exactly: I believe that this time ’u zu Cecè is finally fucked?”

“As you wish,” the marshal said in a resigned tone.

And he repeated the sentence with the new words, but then he added: “Can you tell me why you asked me to do that?”

“Dear Marshal Verruso, in my opinion, words carry weight. And the heaviest ones are curse words. That’s all. And I apologize if I made you speak in a manner that made you uncomfortable. Can you tell me one last thing?”

“Of course.”

“Can you tell me Dimora’s license plate number?”

“Why do you need that?”

He could have said his binoculars weren’t powerful enough. Instead he just said: “Just in case.”

The marshal told him. Then he asked: “Do you have my home number?”

“No. Why do you want me to have it?”

“Just in case.”

They said their good-byes, and Montalbano handed the phone to Catarella.

“You turn it off, I can never figure it out. Now we can go.”

He reached for the keys and, all of a sudden, his instincts took over. He didn’t know how else to describe that phenomenon: his instincts told him not to leave that place and they did so through some form of somatization, making certain movements impossible or very difficult. His hands went soft; his feet felt like they were made of ricotta cheese, completely incapable of pressing the pedals. He managed, sweating profusely, to turn the keys but the force wasn’t enough; the engine purred shortly like a cat and turned itself off. 

“What is it? It’s not starting?” Catarella asked, alarmed at the prospect of spending the night in that car.

“It’s me who can’t start,” Montalbano said.

Catarella was struck by that answer.

“You want me to go and call for help?”

“And who are you going to call?”

“Well, I don’t know, a mechanic, a doctor, whatever you prefer.”

“Listen, Catarè, let’s get to work. I’m going to get out of the car with my binoculars, and I’ll start watching the construction site.”

“But you, at night, when it’s really night-night, can you see?”

“No. But if the man the carabinieri didn’t find is still hiding inside the construction site, he’ll need to turn on a light to see where he’s going. And then I’ll see him. I’ll take watch for a half  hour and then you’ll take over. We’ll take turns.”

After twenty minutes or so, his eyes started going pitter patter. Quick flashes of light started appearing everywhere; he felt as if it was the night of San Lorenzo when they say there are plenty of shooting stars. (He hadn’t seen one for years and years.) Finally, his shift was over. He got back in the car since it was getting chilly and lit a cigarette, taking all the precautions to hide the lighter’s flame and the red embers of the cherry. He must have dozed off a bit when Catarella came to wake him up.

“It’s your turn again, sir.”

Then it was Catarella’s turn again. And then, his again. When he got back in the car, the cold had penetrated his bones: he lit another cigarette, worried at seeing he had only two left. He had just put it out in the ashtray when he heard Catarella calling him softly. He rushed out.

“What did you see?”

“Sir, it was only a second, but someone turned something on for a second.”

“Are you sure?”

“Cross my heart, sir. You want the binoculars?”

“No, you keep at it; my eyes are tired.”

“Again, sir,” Catarella said at one point. “He did it again, he turned it on and off. If I’m not mistaken, he’s heading toward the main gate of the construction site.”

And Montalbano figured it out. Catarella wasn’t mistaken, as he put it. Dimora was making a break for his car, the only one left at the site.

As if to confirm his thoughts, he saw the car’s taillights brighten. They could clearly hear the car’s engine start.

“Sir, he’s getting away.”

“Let’s cut him off.”

They ran to the car; Montalbano started it and left with the headlights off. He stopped after a few yards. Dimora wasn’t driving up the road but was slowly making his way through the countryside, headed in the opposite direction. And every now and then, he was forced to turn on his headlights to avoid running into boulders, ditches, and trees. 

“If he keeps up at that speed, it will take him twenty minutes to get out of the valley. What’s on the other side?”

“There’s Gallotta,” Catarella replied. “It’s a practice of matter that he must go through Gallotta.”

“Then let’s go wait for him there.”

It took him less than twenty minutes to reach Gallotta, a small village with fewer than a thousand souls. In order to get on the road, the one that would have allowed him to get out of there quickly, Dimora had to go through the village. Montalbano backed the car away from the street, hiding in an alley between two houses. They waited with the engine running, their nerves tense. They waited and waited. Three trucks went by, then a Porsche, then an Ape. There was no trace of Dimora’s car.

“Could it be that he hitched a ride?” Catarella offered timidly.

“I don’t think so. If he’s not coming to us, let’s go to him.”

They drove cautiously through the streets of Gallotta; the car looked like a giant cockroach, an evil beast. Then they reached a completely deserted street. Of the ten lamps that were supposed to light it, at least five were out. There were three cars parked along the sidewalk. The last, Montalbano was sure after he had looked at the license plate number, was Dimora’s. But it looked empty. Could Dimora have left it to hide in some friendly house?

“Listen, Catarè, you get out and approach the car from behind. Maybe Dimora’s not there; maybe he’s gone. Or maybe he’s hiding inside. Be careful, chances are he’s armed. I got your back.”

Catarella got out, unfastening his holster. He approached the car from behind, and got on the sidewalk. Now he was walking along the wall of an abandoned house, with black holes instead of windows. And at this point, what the inspector saw skipped slightly, as when a frame is missing on film reel. It was the dream! Jesus Christ, it was the dream! There were some differences between reality and the images he had dreamed, but the substance was the same. He quickly opened the glove box, took out his gun, put a bullet in the chamber, opened the door, and got out. Dimora’s car door also opened, a man, his arm outstretched, jumped out of it. Catarella froze. 

“Dimora!” Montalbano shouted.

The man turned and shot. Montalbano had pulled the trigger as well, the two shots made one bang. Half of Dimora’s face flew off and landed—bones, flesh and brains—on the wall of the house. The inspector ran toward the man, who had fallen on his back on the sidewalk. Just looking at him, you could tell he was dead. Then he turned to Catarella. He wasn’t moving; his eyes were wide open. He reached him and grabbed the cell phone from his pocket.

“Get in the car.”

Catarella didn’t move. Montalbano nudged him from behind and he finally moved. A robot. He dialed the number.

“It’s Montalbano. I’m sorry to call you at this hour, but …”

“I was expecting your call.”

Expecting it?!

“Did you get him? I was certain he was hiding somewhere in the construction site. I didn’t tow his car so as to use it as bait. I was sure he would have taken it, and that you would have been there to reel him in.”

For a moment, the inspector had a blasphemous thought: what a team they would have made, that carabinieri marshall and himself!

“I had to shoot him.”

“Did you kill him?”

“Yes.”

“Where are you exactly?”

The inspector explained.

“Did anyone see you?”

“I don’t think so. None of the windows opened. Everyone preferred to go back to sleep.”

“Better that way. Don’t move. I’ll be in Gallotta in fifteen minutes.”

He got in the car, too. Now Catarella was shaking.

“I’m cold, so cold, sir.”

Montalbano put his arm over his shoulder.

“Lean on me.”

Catarella curled up against the inspector’s body and started to cry.

“Matre santa! Matre santa! What a horrible thing to see, a man killed!”

Seeing a man killed had been too much for Catarella. And what about killing one, how bad was that?

Verruso didn’t waste any time, he pulled up next to the inspector’s car and spoke to them through an open window.

“You should leave immediately; you shouldn’t be involved in this at all. I was the one who killed Dimora, in a gunfight. Is that clear? As soon as you leave, I’ll call it in. Oh, for your information: Dimora’s two accomplices started talking, they confessed that ’u zu Cecè ordered the murders and, in spite of all his political connections, I believe this time he is fucked, as you would put it.”

Were Verruso’s words meant to be ironic? Indeed they were, but the inspector preferred not to dwell on them.

He drove Catarella home. When he got out, his knees were weak, and he leaned against the window on Montalbano’s side of the car.

“This means that this is our fourth secret, doesn’t it?”

And this time, there wasn’t any happiness on his face, quite the opposite. Montalbano felt like patting his head, like you do with a dog.

“Yes, unfortunately.”

When he got to Marinella, he jumped in the shower and didn’t get out.

He couldn’t help himself; he soaped up, rinsed, and started all over again. He used all the water in the emergency tank. One thing was for sure: he wouldn’t sleep a wink that night.

And that’s exactly how it went.

The next morning, with the sun already high in the sky, he swam for an hour in the ice-cold water. But when he got out, he still felt dirty. How did Lady Macbeth put it? Will all great Neptune’s ocean wash this blood clean from my hands? He got dressed, put the big coffeepot on the stove and then, sitting on the patio, drinking one coffee after the next, he waited for a civilized hour to make a phone call.

“It’s Montalbano. I’d like to speak with Signora …”

“Ah, it’s you, sir! Catarina called and said she wouldn’t be in the office today. She told me to have you call her at home. Do you have the number?”

This time, Catarina picked up the phone immediately.

“Thank you! Thank you! They said on the radio that they arrested ’u zu Cecè! Thank you!”

“Why are you thanking me? I had nothing to do with it. Marshal Verruso was the one who …”

“Listen, I wanted to tell you that tonight I can’t make it for dinner. We’ll have to do it another time.”

“Not feeling well?”

“No, nothing too serious. Last night, I slipped and twisted my ankle. I can’t walk.”

Lean on me, Montalbano would have liked to tell her. I know a wonderful old lady who’ll give you a magical ointment. You’ll feel better in a few hours and then …

Instead he only said: “Sorry to hear that.”

He went back to his patio and bathed in the sun like a lizard. You can’t go out with a woman the day after you killed a man. Sometimes it happens, but only in American movies. 
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