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ONE

The thunderclap was so loud that not only did Montalbano suddenly wake up in terror, but he gave such a start that he nearly fell out of bed.

For over a week it had been raining cats and dogs without a moment’s pause. The heavens had opened and seemed to have no intention of closing ever again.

It was raining not only in Vigàta, but all over Italy. In the north the rivers were bursting their banks and doing incalculable damage, and in a few towns the inhabitants had to be evacuated. But it was no joke in the south, either. Rivers and streams that had been dry for years and given up for dead had come back to life with a vengeance and broken loose, ravaging homes and farmlands.

The previous evening, the inspector had heard a scientist say on television that all of Italy was in danger of suffering a gigantic geological disaster, because it had never had a government willing to undertake any serious maintenance of the land. In short, it was as if a homeowner had never taken the trouble to repair a leaky roof or damaged foundations, and then was surprised and complained when one day his house collapsed on top of him.

Maybe this is exactly what we deserve, Montalbano thought bitterly.

He turned on the light and looked at his watch. Six-oh-five. Too early to get out of bed.

He lay there with eyes closed, listening to the crashing of the sea. Whether calm or in a frenzy, the sound of it always gave him pleasure. Then it suddenly dawned on him that the rain had stopped. He got out of bed and opened the shutters.

The thunderclap had been like the big boom that marks the end of a fireworks display. Indeed, there was no more water falling from the sky, and the clouds approaching from the east were light and fluffy and would soon chase away the black and heavy ones.

He went back to bed, feeling relieved.

It was not going to be a nasty day of the kind that always put him in a bad mood.

Then he remembered the dream he’d been having when he was woken up.

He was walking through a tunnel in complete darkness except for the oil lamp in his hand, which didn’t give off much light. He knew that a man was following one step behind him, someone he knew but whose name he couldn’t remember. Earlier the man had said:

‘I can’t keep up with you; I’m losing too much blood from my wound.’

And he had replied:

‘We can’t go any slower than this; the tunnel could collapse at any moment.’

A short while later, as the man’s breathing became more laboured, he’d heard a cry and the thud of a body falling to the ground. So he’d turned around and gone back. The man was lying face down on the ground, with the handle of a large kitchen knife sticking out between his shoulder blades. He was immediately certain the man was dead. At that moment a strong gust blew out his lamp and immediately the tunnel collapsed with a rumble like an earthquake.

The dream was clearly a hotchpotch resulting from an excess of purpiteddri a strascinasale and a news item he’d heard on television about a hundred or so miners who’d died in a mine in China.

But the man with the knife in his back, where’d he come from?

Montalbano searched his memory, then decided that it was of no importance.

Ever so gently, he drifted back to sleep.

Then the telephone rang. He looked at the clock. He’d slept for barely ten minutes.

Bad sign, if they were calling him at that hour of the morning.

He got up and answered the phone. ‘Hello?’

‘Birtì?’

‘I’m not—’

‘Everything’s flooded, Birtì!’

‘Look, I—’

‘There were a hundred rounds of fresh cheese in the storeroom, Birtì! Now they’re under six and a half feet of water!’

‘Listen—’

‘To say nothing of the warehouse, Birtì.’

‘Jesus! Would you please listen to me for a second?’ the inspector howled.

‘So you’re not—’

‘No, I’m not Birtì! That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you for the last half an hour! You’ve got the wrong number!’

‘So, if you’re not Birtino, then who is this?’

‘His twin brother!’

He slammed down the receiver and went back to bed, cursing the saints. An instant later the telephone started ringing again. He jumped out of bed, roaring like a lion, grabbed the receiver, and, yelling like a madman, said:

‘Fuck off, you, Birtino, and your hundred rounds of fresh cheese!’

He hung up and unplugged the phone. He now felt so upset that the only solution was to take a nice long shower. As he was on his way to the bathroom, a strange little jingle could be heard coming from somewhere in the bedroom.

And what could that be?

Then he realized that it was his mobile phone, which he rarely used. He answered it.

It was Fazio.

‘What is it?’ he asked rudely.

‘Sorry, Chief, but I tried calling you on the landline, and some guy answered  . . . I must have got the wrong number.’

So it was Fazio he’d told to fuck off.

‘You really must have, because I’d unplugged the phone,’ he lied in a confident, authoritative voice.

‘Of course. Well, the reason I’m disturbing you on your mobile is there’s been a murder.’

How could you go wrong? ‘Where?’

‘In the Pizzutello district.’

Never heard of it. ‘Where’s that?’

‘It’s too complicated to explain, Chief. I’ve just sent Gallo with a car for you. And I’m on my way to Pizzutello. Oh, and put on some boots. Apparently the place is kind of a bog.’

‘OK. See you in a bit.’

He turned off the mobile phone, plugged the landline back in, and managed to make it to the bathroom when he heard the phone ring. If it was the same man looking for Birtino, he would get the address and then go and shoot the lot of them. Including the fresh cheese.

‘Chief, wha’, did I wake yiz?’ Catarella asked apprehensively.

‘No, I’ve been awake for a bit. What is it?’

‘Chief, I wannit a tell yiz ’at Gallo’s squawk car woun’t start an’ ’ere warn’t no utter cars available inna car park o’ cars for availability in so much as they was unavailable ’cuz they was unmovable.’

‘What is that supposed to mean?’

‘’Ey’re broke.’

‘And so?’

‘An’ so Fazio ordained me to come an’ pick yiz up in my car.’

Yikes. Catarella wasn’t exactly an ace at the wheel. But there was no alternative.

‘But do you know where the murder victim is?’

‘Assolutely, Chief. An’, jess to be sure, I’m bringin’ along my talkin’ naviquator.’

*

He was downing his third cup of espresso and about to go out when he heard a sudden loud crash outside the front door. He gave such a start that he spilled coffee on his jacket and a little more on his rubber boots. Cursing, he ran to see what had happened.

When he opened the door he very nearly ran into the nose of Catarella’s car.

‘What are you trying to do? Break through my door and into my house?’

‘Ya gotta f ’give me, Chief, but ’ere was so much mud inna driveways ’at the car skidded outta control. ’Twas the mitteriolagical connishins ’at did it, not me.’

‘Put it in reverse and back up a little, otherwise I can’t get out.’

Catarella did as he said and the engine roared, but the car didn’t move even a quarter of an inch.

‘Chief, the driveway’s onna downhill hill anna wheels can’t get no traction inna bud.’

‘Cat, it’s called “mud”, not “bud”.’

‘Whate’er ya say, Chief.’

‘So what are we gonna do?’

‘Chief, if ya come ousside tru’ the veranna door and I goes in tru’ the same, we can switch places.’

‘And what’ll that do for us?’

‘You’ll drive and I’ll push.’

This made sense. They switched places. And after ten minutes of heave-ho, the tyres at last caught. Catarella then took it upon himself to go and lock up the house, and when he returned they changed places again and finally set off.

*

The talking naviquator had already been talking for half an hour, and Catarella had been obediently following its orders for that entire half hour, saying ‘yessir’ to every direction it was giving, when Montalbano asked a question.

‘But didn’t we just pass the old signal box at Montelusa Bassa?’

‘Yeah, Chief.’

‘And where’s this district we’re going to?’

‘Still up ahead, Chief.’

‘But if we’re already in Montelusan territory, then, if we keep going  . . .’

‘’Ass right, Chief, ’roun’ ’ere, iss all Montelusa.’

‘So what the hell do we care whether somebody died on Montelusan turf? Pull over and stop. Then get me Fazio on the mobile phone and pass him to me.’

Catarella did as he was told.

‘Fazio, would you please explain to me why we should handle a case that’s outside of our jurisdiction?’

‘Whoever said that?’

‘Whoever said what?’

‘That it’s not in our jurisdiction.’

‘I’m saying it! If the body was found in Montelusan territory, it’s only logical that—’

‘But the Pizzutello district is in our jurisdiction, Chief! It’s right next to Sicudiana.’

Jesus! And the two of them were on the very opposite side of town. But then there was light, inside Montalbano’s head.

‘Wait a second.’

He glared at Catarella, who returned the stare with a slightly guarded expression.

‘What district are you taking us to, Cat?’

‘Rizzutello, Chief.’

‘Cat, can you tell the difference between a P and an R?’

‘Sure, Chief.’

‘Then tell me what that is, when they’re written in capital letters.’

‘Cappital litters? OK, lemme tink. So, the R’s gotta belly an’ a li’l leg, but the P’s only gotta belly.’

‘Good. But you got it wrong. You’re taking me to a place that’s got a little leg, when you should be taking me to a place that’s only got a belly.’

‘So I made a mistake?’

‘You made a mistake.’

Catarella turned first as red as a turkey and then as pale as a corpse.

‘Ohhh, no! A’ss terrible, terrible, jess terrible! Unfergivable! I took the chief the wrong ways!’

Forlorn and on the verge of tears, he buried his face in his hands. The inspector, to keep things from getting any worse, patted him amicably on the back.

‘Come on, Cat, don’t take it so hard. A minute more, a minute less, doesn’t make any difference. Chin up. And now take the phone and get Fazio to explain to you which way we should go.’

*

To the right-hand side of a former country road, now reduced to a sort of muddy riverbed hacked up by hundreds of truck-tyre furrows, was a vast, wide-open building site that had turned into a sea of mud. Piled up to one side were a great many concrete pipes wide enough for a man to stand up in.

There was also a large crane, along with three trucks, two excavators, and three earth movers. Clustered on the other side were a number of cars, including Fazio’s and the two belonging to Forensics.

Once past the building site, the road went back to being a normal country road, all uphill. Some thirty yards up you could see a sort of small house, and then another, a bit further up.

Fazio approached the inspector.

‘What’s the building site for?’ Montalbano asked.

‘They’re building a new water main. The workers haven’t been to work for four days because of the bad weather, but this morning two employees came here to assess the situation. It was them who found the dead body and called us.’

‘Have you seen it?’

‘Yeah.’

Montalbano noticed that Fazio was about to add something but then stopped.

‘What is it?’

‘You’d better have a look for yourself.’

‘But where is this body, anyway?’

‘Inside the pipe.’

Montalbano hesitated. ‘What pipe?’

‘You can’t see it from here, Chief. It’s hidden by the machines. They were boring through the hillside so they could run the pipes through it. Three of them are already in place. The body was found deep inside a kind of tunnel.’

‘Let’s go and see.’

‘The Forensics team are in there, Chief. You can’t really fit more than two people at a time. But they’re almost finished.’

‘Has Dr Pasquano been?’

‘Yeah, he had a look and then left.’

‘Did he say anything?’

‘The two workers found the body at six-fifteen this morning. Pasquano said he died about an hour earlier. It was clear he was shot before he went into the pipe.’

‘So he was taken there by whoever it was that killed him?’

Fazio looked uneasy.

‘Chief, I’d rather you saw it with your own eyes.’

‘Is the prosecutor here yet?’

It was known to one and all that Prosecutor Tommaseo always ended up crashing his car, in every way conceivable, even on sunny days with no traffic, so one could only imagine what might happen with all the rain they’d been having. ‘Yes, but it’s Prosecutor Jacono, because Tommaseo’s got flu.’

‘Listen, I want to talk to the two workmen.’

‘Hey, guys! Come over here for a minute, would you?’ Fazio called over to the two men, who were standing beside one of the cars, smoking.

He and the inspector slid around in the mud as they approached, then said hello.

‘Good morning. I’m Inspector Montalbano. What time did you both get here today?’

The two men exchanged glances. The older man, who looked about fifty, replied.

‘Six o’clock sharp.’

‘Did you come in the same car?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And the first thing you did was go into the tunnel?’

‘That was supposed to be the last thing we did, but we went in as soon as we saw the bicycle.’

Montalbano paused.

‘What bicycle?’

‘There was a bicycle on the ground right outside the entrance to the tunnel. We thought maybe someone had gone inside to take cover, and—’

‘Wait a second. How could anyone have ridden a bicycle through all this mud?’

‘There’s a sort of walkway, Inspector, which we made out of planks, otherwise we couldn’t get around. You can only see it from up close.’

‘So then what did you do?’

‘What were we supposed to do? We went into the tunnel with our torches and when we reached the end we saw the body.’

‘Did you touch it?’

‘No, sir.’

‘How did you know he was dead?’

‘When somebody’s dead, you know they’re dead.’

‘Did you know him?’

‘We have no idea who he is. He was lying face down.’

‘Did you have any sense he might be someone who works here?’

‘I don’t think we could say one way or the other.’

‘Do you have anything else to tell me?’

‘No, that’s all. We came right out and I called you.’

‘All right, then, thanks. You can go now.’

The two men said goodbye and ran away. All they wanted to do was go home. Then there was some activity around the parked cars.

‘The Forensics guys have finished,’ said Fazio.

‘Go and see if they found anything.’

Fazio walked away. Montalbano would never exchange a word with the head of Forensics, not even with a gun to his head. He had a profound dislike for the man, who felt the same way about him.

Fazio returned five minutes later.

‘They didn’t find an empty case, but they’re certain the man entered the tunnel after he was shot. There’s a bloody hand-print on the inside wall of one of the pipes, as if he was bracing himself to keep from falling.’

The Forensics cars drove off. That left Fazio’s car and the van from the morgue.

‘Here, Chief, take my arm. Otherwise you risk slipping and getting mud all over you.’

Montalbano didn’t turn down the offer. They walked along gingerly, taking short steps, and once they got past the two vehicles, Montalbano could finally see the hole at the base of the hill and the entrance to the tunnel.

‘How long are the pipes?’

‘Twenty feet each. The tunnel itself is sixty feet, and the body’s at the far end.’

On the ground to the left of the entrance lay a bicycle half-covered in mud, which the Forensics technicians had cordoned off with yellow ribbon attached to a few slender poles.

The inspector stopped to have a look at it. It was a rather old bike, quite worn out, and at one time must have been green.

‘I wonder why he left the bike outside and didn’t just ride it straight into the pipe,’ said Fazio. ‘There was plenty of room.’

‘I don’t think he did it on purpose. He must have fallen and didn’t have the strength to get back on.’

‘Take my torch, Chief, and go in ahead of me,’ said Fazio.

Montalbano took the torch, turned it on, and went in, with Fazio following behind.

After taking two steps, however, he turned and ran back out, panting.

‘What happened?’ Fazio asked, perplexed.

The inspector couldn’t very well tell him about the dream.

‘I felt short of breath. Are you sure this tunnel’s safe?’

‘Totally.’

‘OK. Let’s go,’ he said, turning the torch back on and taking a deep breath, as though about to plunge underwater.




TWO 

It was hopeless. He knew it would be this way. The scene was exactly the same as in his dream, and he didn’t like the situation one bit. The only difference was that Fazio, who was following behind him, luckily didn’t have a kitchen knife stuck between his shoulder blades.

It was muddy inside the tunnel as well, though a lot less than outside. Still, there was plenty of mud. At last the beam of the torch centred on the corpse. Montalbano’s jaw dropped.

That was because the dead man, who lay face down and looked like a statue of mud, wasn’t wearing any clothes aside from a pair of pants and a sleeveless vest. He was even barefoot.

He’d been killed by a single gunshot that had hit him right between the shoulder blades. The bullet’s entry wound was plainly visible in his vest, which was once white but now reddish-brown from a mix of blood and muddy water.

‘I wish I could see his face,’ said the inspector.

‘Let’s go,’ said Fazio.

Once outside, the inspector went over to talk to the morgue orderlies tasked with transporting the body, who were playing cards inside the van.

They gave him a dirty look, kept on playing for a few minutes, then got out of the van and went into the tunnel.

‘At five o’clock this morning it was raining like there was no tomorrow,’ said Fazio. ‘Why would anyone go out into the deluge for a ride on his bike, barefoot and in his underwear?’

‘He wasn’t out for a ride; he was fleeing,’ the inspector replied. ‘And he was probably shot after he’d already hopped on the bike. Which leads me to think  . . .’

‘To think what?’

‘That someone mortally wounded wouldn’t have the strength to cycle uphill in a storm.’

‘Explain.’

‘What’s to explain? The man could only have—’

‘All done!’ said one of the orderlies, coming out of the tunnel.

Montalbano and Fazio went back inside. The orderlies had turned the body over and even cleaned the man’s face.

The body was a good-looking young man of about thirty, with black hair and a row of healthy white teeth visible through his half-open mouth. Under his left eye he bore a scar in the shape of a crescent moon. There was no exit wound in the front of his vest, which meant that the bullet had remained inside his body.

‘OK, that’s enough for me,’ said the inspector. They went back outside.

‘Can we bag him?’ asked one of the orderlies.

‘Be my guest,’ said Fazio.

Montalbano looked around. The landscape depressed him and wrung his heart. And it made him uncomfortable. The huge crane looked like the skeleton of an ancient mammoth, while the large pipes were like the bones of some gigantic, unknown beasts, and the trucks misshapen from the thick layer of mud encrusted on them were all dead. There wasn’t a blade of grass to be seen anywhere. All greenery had been covered by a dark grey semi-liquid that looked in every way like open-air sewage water that had throttled all living beings from ants to lizards. Montalbano recalled a line from Eliot’s ‘The Waste Land’, the one that evokes ‘rats’ alley / Where the dead men lost their bones.’

‘But how long have they been working on this water main, anyway?’

‘Seven years, Chief.’

‘Why so long?’

‘Because after five years they had to stop all work when they realized the costs had tripled. The usual stuff.’

‘And then they started up again afterwards?’

‘That’s right. They got a new subsidy from the regional administration. But in the meantime the water seems to have run out.’

‘What water?’

‘The water that was supposed to be piped through this new main, which was supposed to come from the Voltano.’

‘And why does the Voltano not have any more water?’

‘It’s not that the Voltano doesn’t have any more water; it just doesn’t have enough to fill this conduit.’

‘Why not?’

‘Well, what happened was that the Consortium of Caltanissetta won the competition for the water from the Voltano.’

‘So this conduit serves no purpose?’

‘That’s right.’

‘So why do they keep working on it?’

‘Chief, you know as well as I do that it’s because the contracts have already been granted and certain people’s economic interests have to be respected or the whole affair will end up in the gutter.’

But wouldn’t it be better for it to end up in the gutter once and for all?

This little discussion with Fazio was exactly like the proverbial drop that makes the glass overflow.

‘Let’s get out of here.’

‘But, Chief  . . .’

‘No, Fazio, if we stay any longer the mud’s liable to seep into my brain. I can’t stand it. Go and tell Catarella to go back to town by himself. You can give me a lift home to Marinella.’

*

He got Fazio to drop him off outside his front door. They’d agreed to meet at the station after lunch.

When he reached for the keys in the pocket he usually kept them in, they weren’t there. He searched in his other pockets, to no avail. Then, cursing the saints, he realized that Catarella, after locking up the house, had never given them back to him.

He rang the doorbell in the hope that Adelina might still be inside. Nobody answered. He rang again frantically, then, to his relief, he heard his housekeeper’s voice.

‘Geez, whassa big hurry? Comin’!’

The door opened, and Adelina took one look at him and cried out:

‘Stoppa righ’ there!’

Montalbano froze, stunned. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘I jess washa da flo’! If you wanna come in here all filty witta mud, I gonna hafta star’ cleanin’ all over again!’

‘So, in your opinion, I can’t come in?’

‘Tekka offa ya boots an’ I bringa you somma shoes.’

It wasn’t easy pulling his boots off while standing in the doorway.

‘I should warn you I also want to take a shower.’

‘Butta batroom izza spacklin’ clean!’

‘So I’ll buff it up a little, OK?’

‘I can’ta stoppa you, sir. I jess live witt it.’

An hour later, after showering, changing his clothes, and leaving Adelina behind, muttering to herself as she put the bathroom back in order, he got into the car and drove off to headquarters.

He felt a lot better. The shower had washed away the mud but not the invisible muck that Fazio’s words about the construction of the conduit had made him feel all the way under his skin.

*

The first thing he noticed as he walked in was that Catarella was not at his post at the switchboard.

‘There’s been no sign of him,’ said the officer on duty.

Want to bet he got lost on the drive back and wouldn’t return until late morning?

‘Would Inspectors Augello and Fazio happen to be on the premises?’

The officer gave him a strange look. Damn. The inspector had forgotten he wasn’t talking to Catarella.

‘Are they here?’ he corrected himself.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Please summon them to my office.’

They showed up at the same time, said hello, and sat down.

‘Do you know about the guy we found murdered?’ the inspector asked Augello.

‘Fazio filled me in.’

‘Anything new at your end?’

‘This morning when you guys were out, Tano Gambardella phoned.’

‘The journalist?’

‘Right.’

Gambardella ran a pugnacious weekly newspaper that dealt with all the crooked things that went on in Vigàta. He was a brave man who’d already survived two Mafia attacks on his life. He also sometimes worked for the Free Channel, whose news programme was run by Nicolò Zito, a good friend of Montalbano’s.

‘What did he want?’

‘He wouldn’t tell me.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because he only wanted to talk to you. Poissonally in poisons, as Catarella would say.’

‘But you’re my second-in-command! You should have—’

‘Listen, Salvo, I couldn’t insist because there’s an old story between Gambardella and me that goes back a way.’

Montalbano understood in a flash. Any ‘old stories’ concerning Mimì could only involve one thing.

‘Does it have anything to do with his wife?’

‘Yes. And a fine-looking woman she is.’

‘And how far back does this story go?’

Mimì squirmed in his chair.

‘Let’s say about three months.’

‘Mimì, if you don’t straighten yourself out, and fast, one of these days some jealous husband is going to shoot you, and I’ll give him a hand fleeing justice, you can count on that. So, how did you leave things with him?’

‘He’ll call you back.’

‘OK, guys, now listen up. As I started to say to Fazio this morning, our murder victim could only have lived somewhere near the building site, and, more precisely, in the upper part of Pizzutello.’

‘How can you be so sure?’

‘Because, mortally wounded as he was, he could never have pedalled uphill, and in the mud to boot. At best he might have been able to ride downhill, with the bike coasting on its own. And there’s another important detail. He knew that there was a sort of walkway of planks above the mud which the workers had set up at the building site, but which you couldn’t see with all the mud around. This means that he went that way often and had probably seen them building it.’

‘But why did he go into the tunnel?’

‘He was trying to hide. He thought the people who’d shot him were giving pursuit.’

‘That doesn’t make sense,’ said Mimì. ‘If he was trying to hide, he would have taken the bike inside the tunnel as well.’

‘He couldn’t, because he fell, and I don’t think he was in any condition to still think clearly. Maybe he no longer had the strength to lift the bike out of the mud.’

‘He must have been caught by surprise in his sleep,’ said Mimì.

‘Exactly. Then something must have happened that allowed him enough time to hop on the bike and ride off. And then they shot him in the back, but he was strong enough to keep on riding.’

‘Makes sense to me,’ said Fazio.

The telephone rang. It was Catarella.

‘Chief, I wannit a inform yiz ’at I finally manitched to retoin to da premisses.’

‘Did you get lost?’

‘Yeah, Chief. I ennèd up in Trapani.’

Montalbano hung up, feeling relieved. At least he wouldn’t have to organize a search party.

‘So, what do we do now?’ asked Mimì.

‘You stay here and fill in for me in your usual brilliant fashion. Fazio and I are going back to Pizzutello.’

*

The first house past the building site, about a hundred yards away, was a sort of cross between a two-storey suburban home and a country house. Whoever built it couldn’t decide whether to make a pretentious mini-villa or a proper farmhouse. To one side was a garage, which was closed. The front door faced directly onto the road. The windows were all shut.

There was no doorbell. Fazio knocked and knocked, but nobody came to the door.

After a while they abandoned their efforts and headed for the next house up the road. It was rather large and abandoned, but they could hear a chorus of hundreds of chickens behind it.

The front door was open. ‘May I?’ asked Fazio.

‘Come in, come in,’ said the voice of an elderly woman. They were expecting to find themselves in a perfectly normal room of a perfectly normal home, but what they entered instead was a space outfitted to serve simultaneously as a grocery shop, restaurant, and bar.

And in fact there were three small tables already laid for anyone who might want a bite to eat.

Behind the bar was an old woman with a friendly demeanour and sharp, lively eyes.

‘Would you like some coffee? How ’bout some fresh eggs?’

Montalbano was dying of curiosity.

‘But what kind of place is this, anyway?’ he asked.

‘Just what it looks like,’ the old woman promptly replied. ‘We sell bread, pasta, juice, eggs  . . . everything. We can even make you somethin’ to eat. An’ we’ll make you a good cup o’ coffee, too.’

‘But why isn’t there some kind of sign outside?’ the inspector asked.

‘’Cause I ain’t got no licence.’

‘Have you ever requested one?’ Fazio intervened, making a stern face.

‘I wouldn’t dream of it! You know how much the bribe would cost to get a licence?’

‘But then this is an illegal establishment!’ Fazio exclaimed.

‘Establishment? You call this an establishment?’ the old woman reacted, raising her voice. ‘At my age, I ain’t established nothin’ for a long time! What are you, anyway, a finance cop?’

‘No, I’m just—’

‘Then if you’re not, don’t gimme no guff!’ The woman eyed them and then said to herself: ‘These guys are cops!’

A second later, shouting loud enough to make Montalbano’s and Fazio’s ears ring, she called: ‘Pitrineddru!’

Pitrineddru then materialized, though it was not apparent exactly how or from where.

He was a colossus of about forty, some six and a half feet tall, with a hairline practically attached to his eyebrows, biceps almost three feet in circumference, and hands the size of shovel-blades.

‘Wha’ is it, Ma?’

‘Pitrineddru, my love, these two coppers is sayin’ we’s illegal, an’ I’m afraid they gonna wanna shut down our store.’

Pitrineddru looked at them darkly and took a deep breath, like a bull about to charge.

Out of the corner of his eye, Montalbano saw Fazio’s right hand reach inside his jacket to take out his revolver. Pitrineddru turned around menacingly. It was a dangerous moment. Calmly, and in a flat voice, Montalbano said:

‘Let’s make a deal.’

‘What kinda deal?’ asked the old woman, who had keen ears.

‘I don’t make no deals with cops!’ said Pitrineddru, glowering.

‘Shut up and get the hell outta here,’ the woman ordered him.

In the twinkling of an eye, Pitrineddru vanished into thin air.

‘So, you want that coffee or not?’

‘Well, all right.’

‘Then sit yourselves down.’

Montalbano and Fazio settled down at one of the set tables. Then a man came in and asked for ten eggs, a loaf of bread, and a kilo of pasta. The old woman brought them their coffee and sat down with them.

‘Let’s hear about this deal.’

‘First you must tell me how you knew we were cops.’

‘Because cops – the real ones, I mean – got it written all over their faces. So, about this deal  . . .’

‘We won’t report you to the Finance Police, but in exchange you must give us some information.’

The woman’s answer was immediate.

‘It breaks my heart, but I never rat on no one.’

‘I’m not asking you to rat on anyone. I just want to ask you whether a certain person lives around here.’

‘Somebody wanted by the cops?’

‘No, he’s not wanted.’

‘Wha’ss his name?’

‘We don’t know. He’s about thirty, with black hair, about five foot nine, with a crescent-shaped scar under—’

‘Giugiù Nicotra,’ the woman interrupted him.

‘Do you know where he lives?’

‘I certainly do! Right here next door!’

‘In the little house?’

‘Yessir.’

‘Is he single?’

‘Nossir, he’s married.’

‘We knocked at the door but nobody answered.’

‘I’ss possible the slut couldn’t come to the door ’cause she was too busy fucking somebody.’

‘Are you talking about Nicotra’s wife?’

‘In’t that who we’s talkin’ about? She’s a German girl, ’bout twenty-five, goes by the name of Inghi. She often comes to do her shopping here, brings her bike, all tarted up with her jeans so tight they look painted over her arse  . . . When her husband ain’t around, she’s often “entertainin”.’ An’ I think she also feeds her lovers, too.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘’Cause whenever she comes here she buys a lot o’ stuff, like there was four people in her house isstead o’ just two.’

‘They don’t have any children?’

‘Nossir.’

‘Does he work?’

‘Yessir. He’s a ’countant.’

‘Where?’

‘I dunno.’

‘How
OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
INSPECTOR |
MONTALBANO =

Mystery

“Wonderful
Italian detective stories’
Guardian

ler1

The Pyramid of Mud





OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






		Cover



		Title page

    

		Contents

    

		ONE



		TWO



		THREE



		FOUR



		FIVE



		SIX



		SEVEN



		EIGHT



		NINE



		TEN



		ELEVEN



		TWELVE



		THIRTEEN



		FOURTEEN



		FIFTEEN



		SIXTEEN



		SEVENTEEN



		EIGHTEEN



		Author’s Note



		Notes



		Praise for the Inspector Montalbano series



		About the Author



		Also by Andrea Camilleri



		Copyright Page

    		









Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		One











OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





