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For my father, Aldo

– known as Fabio –

who taught me the names of trees


TRANSLATOR’S NOTE

There are various different police forces in Italy: the CARABINIERI, led locally by the maresciallo, are a military unit belonging to the Ministry of Defence; the POLIZIA are a state police force answerable to the Ministry of the Interior, the GUARDIA DI FINANZA are charged with dealing with financial crime and answerable to the Ministry of Finance. The VIGILI report to the local authorities of cities and the larger towns, and are translated here as the “municipal police”.
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The posters were first seen in the village on the feast of San Martino. They said that Paride Rodolfi had not disappeared, that he was alive and in good health. The last one had been stuck up shortly before Commissario Soneri arrived. He could see, as he stood reading it, that the glue was still wet. Something about the wording, with its suggestion of disputes and mysteries, troubled him, and that was even before he heard the rumours that the Rodolfis were in deep trouble, rumours in part prompted by envy and restrained only by the dull respect accorded a family which owned a huge villa on the coast and an enormous salame factory in the village. The name Rodolfi brought back to Soneri the once-familiar trademark featuring a chubby, moustachioed pork-butcher standing alongside a plump pig. The image, which had haunted his imagination since boyhood, appeared on the coloured, oval labels attached to the hams hanging from hooks in grocers’ shops which smelt of lard. This memory had nothing in common with the ambiguity of the newly issued posters which, even if they appeared to convey good news, could not entirely conceal the impression that something was awry.

A curiosity he found irksome began to niggle at him. He looked up at the ring of surrounding mountains, cut in half by low, mouse-coloured clouds, and his imagination transformed those jagged peaks sticking into the underside of the clouds into a well-used set of dentures. Further down, the chestnut woods were losing their leaves and becoming moist with the heavy dew that would keep them damp until the first frost. The thought of that humidity cheered him, since it would promote the growth of the mushrooms – the very reason he had returned to the valley he had known since boyhood. He hoped to acquaint himself again with the guttural dialect of the mountain people, and with the pleasure of walking with only himself for company. This summer in the city, passed perspiring in a heat he detested, had been particularly oppressive. Autumn had brought a change of police chief, with the round of new regulations, circulars and directives which such changes invariably involve, and all this had left him thoroughly out of sorts. In spite of the years spent in the questura, he felt his exasperation grow day by day. For that reason Angela, his partner, had more or less ordered him to get away. Rather than spend two weeks on the Costa Azzurra, he had decided to go foraging for mushrooms.

Having seized the opportunity to escape from the mists of Parma, he now found himself in a valley in the Apennines where the faint winter sun hardly ever arrived.

“It’s true,” he had said. “I need a bit of peace, I can’t stand any more of this office politicking.”

“Go anywhere you like,” she had said. “I won’t be able to go with you just at the moment. I am up to my neck in work.”

So he was able to leave without any sense of guilt, but as soon as he set foot in the village he found it in the grip of a feverish turmoil. There was a chorus of malevolent whispers beneath the tranquil surface, like a cold sweat soaking an immobile body.

There was a poster on the notice board at the Comune in the piazza. Soneri read the words carefully as he lit his cigar: “We are happy to reassure the community that Paride Rodolfi is in excellent health and is perfectly capable of meeting all obligations. We are grateful to everyone for the good wishes they have expressed.”

He tried to keep his mind on mushrooms and on the fallen trunks of beech trees which would provide the perfect environment for their growth. He could not wait for the sky to lighten a little to allow him to climb into the hills and pick a mature cep. He wanted to get away from it all and lose himself in the woods.

He didn’t give another thought to the posters until Maini, the boyhood friend with whom he had remained most closely in touch, reminded him about them.

“You couldn’t have come at a better time. We really need a commissario here,” he said.

“I want nothing to do with any kind of police work,” Soneri said.

They were sitting in the Rivara bar, looking down at the piazza lined with stalls for the Sunday morning market, but the continual murmur which arose from them seemed to carry with it an underlying sense of disquiet.

“What brings you here in November?” Maini said.

“You know I’m a great one for mushrooms,” the commissario said, gesturing vaguely towards the mist-covered mountains.

“You’ve chosen a bad year. The summer was too dry and they got burned before they could ripen.”

“They always say that.” Soneri shrugged. “It’s either too dry or too wet or there’s some disease. You’re not going to put me off.”

Maini laughed, looked over at the tables where the older men and women were seated, and changed the subject: “What do you make of these posters?”

“It looks to me like somebody’s idea of a joke. This is the local feast day, isn’t it?”

At that moment Volpi, the gamekeeper, and Delrio, the municipal policeman, turned up. They each gave a nod and sat down beside them.

“The fact is no-one’s seen Rodolfi around,” Maini said.

“Someone did, yesterday evening,” Volpi said. “There was a car like his parked in front of the pharmacy.”

“Who said so?”

“They were talking about it this morning” was the vague reply.

“About a week ago he left word he was leaving,” Delrio said. “A business trip, or so his secretary, Biavardi’s daughter, heard him say.”

“And yet on Friday that team of hunters from the Case Bottini recognised his dog wandering about Costa Pelata,” Volpi said.

“Maybe there was somebody else there,” Delrio said.

“He might have had a row with his wife.” Maini laughed. “It’s hardly a secret there’s no love lost between them nowadays, and every so often he takes off to spend time in the woods in the company of the wild boar.”

“And there’s someone firing a gun during the night,” Volpi said. “Some shots were heard up there. They seemed to come from a double-barrelled Franchi.”

“There’s plenty of gunfire, and no way of telling who’s doing the shooting. They’re always single shots, apparently fired by someone lying in wait for something,” Delrio said.

“These mountains are overrun with poachers. You’d need a whole army to catch them all,” the gamekeeper said.

“If they’re quick on their feet, nobody could ever catch them. Not even the Germans managed it with the partisans,” Maini said. “Anyway, are you sure they’re poachers?”

That sentence was left hanging in the air. Soneri, who had been listening with a gathering sense of unease, became aware of the rising volume of noise in the bar, and found the stench created by the stale smoke and the dampness uncomfortable. After a few seconds, Volpi raised a hand and let it fall heavily on the table, a gesture the commissario recognised as sign language. The others understood too and smiled, allowing Maini to say, “It seems that recently Rodolfi was not exactly…” and he moved his hands so that the palms were facing upwards. “A nervous breakdown?”

“Exactly, anyone who goes round putting up posters…”

Rivara, the bar owner, came over with the Malvasia, put down the glasses and opened the bottle. Every movement of his big, calloused hands was calm and precise, but then, quite suddenly, he said: “They saw him this morning.”

“Where?” Maini said.

“In his own house,” Rivara replied, jerking his chin in the direction of the mountains. “He was moving around the courtyard, but he seemed to be in pain.”

“Who saw him?” Volpi asked.

“Mendogni. He passed by in his tractor on his way to Campogrande.”

“Is there anyone to back him up?” Soneri said.

“I’m more worried about the gunfire,” Delrio said. “At any hour of the day or night, and after the closure of the boarhunting season… maybe there’s something going on.”

“Let the carabinieri know,” the commissario said.

“They know already. And they can hear it for themselves,” Delrio said.

They raised their glasses in a toast.

“I imagine you’ve all been out already,” Soneri said, referring to the mushrooms.

“There’s not much to find. It’s a matter of luck this year,” Volpi said.

The clouds were higher now in the sky, allowing the men to make out the Passo del Duca with its dark stretches of pine trees.

“I’m half inclined to go up there this afternoon,” the commissario said.

Volpi looked at him with a grimace of disapproval. “It gets dark by four o’clock. You’d be better going in the morning and getting back by lunch time.”

There was a kind of concern in his voice, but Soneri paid no heed. Volpi continued: “Mushrooms develop in the night air. You’ll find them first thing in the morning, or not at all.”

“I still say that if he’d wanted to let everybody know nothing had happened, all he had to do was take a trip into the village. What’s the point of posters?” Delrio said. The question was evidently preying on his mind.

“And when did he ever come to town?” Volpi said. “The only one who ever came to the piazza was his father, when he was doing deals to buy pigs. But he was born nearby.”

“Didn’t Rivara say a while ago that Mendogni saw him in the courtyard?” Maini asked.

Delrio looked at him, puzzled: “People are always seeing things that don’t exist. The road to Campogrande is quite a distance from the villa.”

“His Mercedes was parked in front of the pharmacy yesterday evening”

“It could have been his wife. She seems to get through a great many medicines,” Delrio said.

Soneri made every effort to concentrate on something else, especially the paths in the woods. Meantime, while the cloudy sky closed off every beam of sunlight on the mountains, he watched the stall-holders in the piazza begin to shut down their stalls. One of them, wearing heavy boots, came into the bar to get out of the cold.

“You leaving already?” Rivara asked.

“What’s the point of staying on? Nobody’s buying. I don’t know what’s wrong.”

“It’s the feast of San Martino,” the barman said.

The man did not seem convinced. “It’s not San Martino that’s on their minds. Their heads are full of this Rodolfi business. Any idea what’s going on?”

“It seems he disappeared, then turned up again. And today they went round sticking up posters to tell people he’s safe and sound.”

“I saw them. It’s a funny business,” the stall-holder said, swallowing his grappa in one gulp.

Delrio turned to the others: “You see? Even someone who’s not from here understands immediately that there’s something not right.”

“The commissario came here for just that reason,” Rivara said, nodding in the direction of Soneri.

The stall-holder turned to look at him in disbelief. “Is it really that bad?”

“It might be,” Volpi said.

“Who knows how it will all end?” Delrio said.

“Look, I’m only here for the mushrooms,” Soneri said. The stall-holder grinned, paid and went out.

It was not altogether true. As he rose to his feet and watched the people moving out of the piazza, he realised that the story did intrigue him, but this unlooked-for interest irritated him, somewhat as would the symptoms of a cold.

“Are we going to see you tonight for some torta fritta?” Maini asked.

Soneri looked up at the sky, which was growing darker by the minute, before replying: “I think so.”

“It’s a pretty futile hope,” Maini said discouragingly, referring to the weather. “There’s going to be no change today.”

The commissario stretched out his arms, took his leave and walked over to the Scoiattolo, the pensione where he had booked a room. As he went in, the scent of tortelli with chestnut filling, served with mushroom sauce, re-awoke childhood memories of long-forgotten dishes and flavours not found in the undistinguished eating places his work too often obliged him to frequent.

Sante Righelli, the proprietor, greeted him with a reserve typical of mountain men, a gruffness easily mistaken for discourtesy. Soneri looked him up and down and was struck by how much he resembled the pork-butcher on the Rodolfi label.

“You’re out of luck with the weather,” Sante said.

“It’s November,” the commissario said. “The damp weather will bring out the mushrooms.”

Sante shook his head. “I don’t think you’re going to be lucky there either.”

“We’ll see how it goes, but at least I’ll get a rest.”

Sante showed him into the room where several diners where already seated. He stopped in the doorway.

“I really hope that you do get a rest,” he said in a low voice, but there was some doubt in his tone.

“Do you think I won’t sleep at night?”

“No, no,” Sante said, “I’m sure you’ll sleep just fine. The problem is that there’s a lot of unrest in the village.”

“I know. Those posters…”

“Let’s hope that’s all there is to it,” Sante said, with a doleful expression.

The unfinished sentences he had heard seemed to hint at something deeper, but Soneri had resolved not to let himself get involved. He turned his attention to the owner’s wife, Ida, a large lady, dripping with perspiration, who emerged from the kitchen. She was a real woman of the mountains, with the wide hips which had the indestructible appearance of a peasant dwelling.

“No man could resist those scents surrounding you,” the commissario complimented her.

“If only!” the woman replied. “Those days are long gone!” She threw a disappointed glance in the direction of her husband, who said nothing.

“The quickest way to a man’s heart is… how does it go?”

“It’s the only way. And it works. They come here in droves, some even turning off the main road, people on their travels, lorry drivers who go up and down the motorway. I’ve admirers everywhere,” she laughed.

“And today is the feast day.”

“Every day is a feast day now. They get the same menu on Mondays as on Sundays. It’s other things that are changing.”

“At table, I prefer the tried and tested,” Soneri said, warding off the question he saw coming and moving to a free seat.

“So you don’t want the menu then?” Sante said.

“I’ll leave it to the chef.”

It was not a mistake to give Ida free rein. A first course of tortelli with three types of filling – chestnuts, potatoes and herbs – was followed by a main course of assorted rabbit, boar and goat meats with a little polenta on the side, and finally by crema di zabaione, all washed down by a blood-red Bonarda. When the meal was over, the substantial helpings, the wine and the rising chatter in the restaurant left the commissario so drowsy that his mobile had to ring several times before he heard it.

“So you’ve arrived?” It was Angela. And on a poor line, which meant her voice had a kind of quiver.

“I can’t hear you very well,” he said, moving outside.

“You’re at the Scoiattolo?”

“Yes.”

“I might have known.”

“What do you expect? I feel at home here. I know the owners.”

He heard a sigh at the other end. “Just think how many better places there must be that you’ve never been to.”

“And why should I change if I’m comfortable where I am?”

“One of these days I’m going to come and check up on you,” she said in a good-humoured way. “Is there something up? You don’t seem quite yourself.”

“No, no, it’s not what you think,” Soneri mumbled, but his denial did not carry conviction. “It’s just that everybody here is talking about a man who’s supposed to have disappeared and then turned up again. Nobody has any idea what’s going on, so there’s no end of rumours and counter-rumours. They know what I do for a living, and they’re all keen to get me involved.”

“Isn’t it you that’s getting curious?”

“Well, maybe a little. I want to talk about mushrooms, but everyone I meet is determined to raise this other subject,” the commissario said.

“Who has disappeared? Someone important?”

“Paride Rodolfi, the salame and prosciutto manufacturer.”

“Good heavens! So he is important. I know the lawyer who looks after the company’s affairs, and I can well believe everybody’s talking about it. Everybody there has some connection with the Rodolfis. They either work for him, or they’re suppliers.”

“I know, but the fact is…” the commissario’s voice trailed off because he had suddenly lost his train of thought. He realised he had no idea why this business seemed so odd to him.

“Tell me,” Angela said.

Soneri outlined the facts, chiefly to clarify them to himself. “Some posters have been put up to say that Rodolfi is alive and in good health, but no-one had ever said he was dead in the first place. They all assumed he’d gone off somewhere.”

“Whenever someone disappears, there’s always a suspicion that they might be dead,” was Angela’s tentative explanation.

“Certainly, but even after these posters have gone up, noone’s still really sure whether he’s alive or not. One or two people claim to have seen him, but nobody will swear to it.”

“Good God, Commissario,” Angela murmured, “I’ve never heard you so confused. I hope it’s only because of the heavy meal you’ve just had. Go for a walk and clear your head and then try to get some rest.”

“I have the feeling that they all know more than they’re letting on, but since I don’t have any facts to go on, I’m getting steadily more puzzled myself. I’m not thinking clearly.”

“Do you want my advice? Steer clear of the whole thing. Go for a walk in your mountains and let them look for Rodolfi by themselves – if he really is lost.”

At half past two, the village was still sleeping off its brodo di carne. Soneri went up to his room, put on his wellington boots and slipped out without letting Sante see him go. Just this once, being familiar with the woods and feeling totally at home among them, he was happy to follow Angela’s advice. He took the road to Montelupo intending to climb for a couple of kilometres and then turn into the beech groves. He felt the need to stretch his legs and clear his lungs, so he set off at a relaxed pace, turning back from time to time to watch the village grow smaller behind him. He raised his eyes to the hills only when he reached the reservoir, where there was a small, familiar fountain. The mist was not so much higher above him, no more than ten minutes’ walk away. At Boldara, the point where the road ends, the first wisps began to float around him, and from there on he walked into and out of the swirling greyness of mist and low cloud carried on the wind. Only when he took the path through the beech woods did everything close in on him. The trees and brush all around him, the thick mist pressing down from above and the black earth beneath his feet made him shudder. He was uneasy as he made his way along a tunnel of trees which grew darker with every step. He had the sense that he was not alone. Birdsong and the squeals of hedgehogs alternated with the sound of a large animal not far distant in the woods. The mist and the breeze carried the sounds deceptively in all directions.

He had walked quite a distance before he began to feel warm. His heart was beating wildly and he was gasping for breath. Were his cigars presenting their bill? He looked down at his boots encrusted with mud and understood. At every step, he was carrying what looked like a kilo of earth. He scraped the boots clean on moss-covered roots. In less than an hour, he reckoned, it would be dark. He went on a little way, but stopped when he heard the sound of breaking branches. It might be a wild boar, he thought, and for a moment he feared it might charge him, but the beast, without emerging onto the path, could be heard racing down a gulley which cut across the slope to seek shelter in the thickets.

As he was setting off again, a shot rang out. Its echo swelled across the valley like thunder. The bullet passed no more than ten metres ahead of him, allowing him to hear its whistle and the crack of the branches it struck. Instinctively, he crouched on the wet forest floor, waiting for a second shot which did not come. He stayed in that position for a few moments, wondering if the shot was aimed at the boar or at him, and deciding that thinking about it was going to get him nowhere. Twenty minutes later, he came out onto the road, and even before emerging from the mist he heard the band striking up on the piazza below.
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According to tradition, on the feast of San Martino things were taken from houses as a joke and left somewhere in the village where they could be rediscovered. All the various objects which had been spirited away the night before were piled up in a quiet lane behind the church. There were farm implements, bicycles, hats, cars and even a pony, which was feeding quietly from a nosebag. A man was cursing as he attempted to pull an old scooter out of a tangle of rubbish, but just as he had succeeded and was about to move off, the town band turned up and the street was closed off.

Soneri waited until the majorettes and bandsmen, decked out in uniforms, hats and sequins, had passed by. He could not understand why the sound of drums and trumpets in all their solemnity always made him laugh, but as he was thinking this over, Maini emerged from the disorderly crowd shuffling along behind the band, took him by the arm and led him into the body of the procession.

“So you’ve had a go, eh!” he exclaimed, glancing down at Soneri’s mud-covered boots. He had forgotten to change but no-one in the village would notice.

“I went to stretch my legs and get a breath of fresh air,” Soneri said.

“How far did you get?”

“Up past Boldara, towards Montelupo.”

“You’ve got guts,” Maini said.

“Is there someone from around here who goes shooting in the mountains?” the commissario asked, abruptly.

The din from the band gave Maini an excuse for taking his time. “Did you hear anything?” he asked.

Soneri nodded, without turning to face him.

“Where?”

“I have just told you where.”

“But do you know where the shot came from?”

“I only know it wasn’t more than ten metres away when it went whistling past. There must have been a boar in the gulley, judging by the noise coming from there.”

“These mountains have become very dangerous. I don’t know what’s been going on recently.”

“There’ve always been poachers in these parts,” the commissario said without much conviction.

“During the day? With this mist, in a hunting reserve?” Maini’s tone was incredulous.

“In the mist you can do anything you want. It gives you cover.”

“True enough, even for a murder. Nobody can see you.”

Soneri felt a tremor run up his spine, but he said nothing. They were back on the piazza after walking around some of the streets where old women at the windows looked down at the band. A big stall was serving torta fritta and salame to a crowd gathered hungrily around it. On the other side of the piazza, some volunteers from the tourist office were roasting chestnuts. Delrio, clearly displeased, came up to join them. He was wearing full uniform.

“Don’t tell me that you’ve got to work today as well,” Maini said.

Delrio shrugged. “More problems.”

“What’s up?”

“One of those damned things…” he said, waving his hands vaguely in the air. “It’s beyond my understanding…”

“There are many things like that,” Soneri said.

Delrio gave him a quick look, as though he wanted to enlist his help. “Last night was very peculiar, even for San Martino’s,” was all he said by way of explanation. He was referring to the custom of flitting, or stealing things as a practical joke.

“The young nowadays carry off things we would never have touched,” Maini said.

“It’s the first time anyone has ever taken a coffin,” Delrio said. “The thing is that nobody noticed, because it was covered by the Ghirardis’ marquee. It was only when the pony started tugging at the canvas that the coffin came to light.”

“Where have you put it?” the commissario asked him.

“Where do you think? In the graveyard chapel.”

“Is there an undertaker near here?”

“The nearest one is about twenty kilometres away,” Maini replied.

“No-one has ever stolen a coffin,” Delrio said again. “The people in this village are all cheerful and good-natured.”

This time it was Soneri’s turn to shrug.

“Nobody’s going to tell me all this was dreamed up on the spur of the moment last night,” Maini said.

The smoke from the roasting chestnuts mixed with the smoke from the fried food. They were passing in front of the stalls where people were queuing up to buy polenta and vin brulé, when the band re-formed and struck up another number.

“See that? People having good-natured fun,” the commissario said.

Delrio glowered, supposing Soneri was laughing at him. He moved off in the direction of the band just as the lights went on, in response, it seemed, to how far down the mist had come.

“He’s a worried man,” Maini said, indicating Delrio, as he was swallowed up by the crowd. “In fact, in spite of appearances, everyone in the village is a bit worried.”

“I know. It’s because of the Rodolfi case,” Soneri said.

“Everyone’s livelihood depends on them, and in spite of all their faults…” His voice stuttered to an embarrassed halt.

“Have you heard anyone criticising them?” the commissario asked.

“No, no – apart from the usual chatter. You hear rumours here and there … some bits of their business … But there’s so much jealousy around here. Anyway, who knows how much they’re worth? They can toss their money about…”

“Yes, they can toss it up in the air, or add yeast to make it rise like torta fritta,” the commissario said, as he gazed at the squares of batter swelling up on contact with the hot oil in the pan. Maini was watching too and smiled, but then turned serious once again. “But the coffin … what do you think about that?”

“I think an empty coffin is always waiting for someone to fill it.”

Maini looked down and changed the subject. “If you’re planning to go up there tomorrow morning, you’re as well setting off at first light. These are the shortest days of the year.”

“And the mushrooms are well hidden, unless you know precisely where to go looking for them,” Soneri said.

“In the woods, nothing’s that precise. You have to search about, like when you’re looking for a place to pee.”

Soneri stared at him for few moments, noticing the frown on his face. He had been in the village only a few hours and already the tension in the air had got to him. Now that he was plunged into that stressful atmosphere, heavy with unanswered questions, his hopes for a carefree break were already vanishing. Perhaps Angela had been right when she said that worries live inside us, not outside, because we can never be wholly impregnable. And he knew he was too impressionable.

Fortunately he was distracted by the priest at the head of the procession, cutting his way through the crowd milling about in the piazza. His only followers were elderly ladies, while the altar boys around him had the look of young men who had just been served with their call-up papers.

“More like a funeral,” was the acid observation of Volpi, who had just come over from the roasted-chestnut stall.

“At least you won’t find the priest changing his home,” said an ancient at Soneri’s shoulder, repeating an old joke, trotted out each year, about flitting from one house to another on San Martino.

No sooner had the procession moved on than the mayor appeared alongside the commissario. “Good to see you back. You’ll be here for…” he started to say, but could not get the words out.

Soneri noted the embarrassment on the man’s face, so reassured him. “I’m only here to pick mushrooms.”

The mayor smiled. “Well, you know, with all these mysteries…”

“I’ll steer clear of mysteries for at least ten days.”

“Someone’s been putting about rumours, whispers, gossip. It’s a set-up. Let me assure you that nothing has happened. A minor mishap which has been blown up into a big story.”

“You’re all great fans of the Rodolfis, but you worry too much,” Soneri said, with a touch of irony.

The mayor studied him warily, to make sure he was taking him seriously enough. “It was a mistake to put up those posters. It’s not the first time he’s gone missing.”

“Couldn’t agree more. Going round sticking up posters is…” Soneri said.

“Yes. It was an odd thing to do, and it only heightens suspicion. They should have left well enough alone.”

“It would be better still if he were to appear in public,” the commissario suggested.

“Certainly, certainly, but he never was particularly sociable. You can understand it, a busy man like him…”

“What do you plan to do? Maybe you should just try to calm things down.”

“And what do you think I’m doing? I’m getting out and about as much as I can. I speak to anybody and everybody, but these mountain folk are so distrustful. You should know that, shouldn’t you?”

“It seems someone saw Rodolfi this morning, or last night.”

“That was Mendogni, but now he’s not so sure. He saw a man who might have been Paride Rodolfi, but he couldn’t swear to it.”

Soneri stretched out his arms. “Send for the carabinieri!”

“On what grounds? Because a man has failed to return home? I’ll get charged with wasting police time.”

“Talking about wasting police time,” the commissario said, looking over at the piazza where Mendogni, surrounded by a crowd of people anxious for news, had made an appearance.

The mayor went over to question him, speaking over those who were already talking. He dragged Soneri with him to witness what looked like a public interrogation.

“They tell me you’re not certain whether it was him or not.”

“When I first saw him, I was almost certain,” Mendogni mumbled, annoyed at having to repeat his story yet again. “But if you ask me if I am a hundred per cent certain, I’d have to say no. Do you know the path that leads to Campogrande? It’s not that close to the Greppo villa.”

“Who else could it have been?” someone asked.

“How should I know?” Mendogni said. “There are so many folk coming and going to that house. You see big cars driving up and there’s no way of being sure who’s inside.”

The mayor was growing increasingly agitated because Mendogni’s words, far from calming people down, were making them more suspicious. Another voice cut in. “Biavardi’s daughter says he’s still not come back, and that it’s a whole week since they had any news.”

“They must have had some reason for putting up all those posters,” someone else said.

Soneri listened in silence to the hubbub, with images previously seen a thousand times chasing each other around in his head. In the early stages of an investigation, everything was always so confused and contradictory, and that did not mean that the outlook was necessarily any clearer at the end. He had no wish for this to become “his” case, so he took advantage of a lull in the exchanges to move away. He was determined to remain an onlooker.

The darkness, made more impenetrable by the mist rolling down from the hills, had in the meantime enveloped the village. He walked towards Rivara’s osteria with the intention of ordering a glass of Malvasia, but when he saw how crowded the place was, he walked on towards the old district. As he passed in front of the Olmo bar, he looked in and was reassured by the atmosphere of mid-week calm which reigned there. This was the bar frequented by the village elders, and it seemed to have grown old with them.

He went in and leaned on the bar to light his cigar. At the table directly in front of him, four men were silently engrossed in a game of briscola.

“Fireworks tonight,” one of the men said. The others shrugged without raising their eyes from the cards.

“Who do you think the coffin’s for?” one asked.

“As long as it’s not for us.”

Soneri was struck by the stoic indifference of the card-players, but he felt himself being observed. He turned round and recognised Magnani, the owner.

“If you’re here, it means something really has gone badly wrong,” were his words of greeting.

“You’re wide of the mark this time. The only investigations I’m doing are in the undergrowth,” Soneri said.

“In that case you’re going to have your work cut out,” Magnani warned him, as he filled two glasses of white wine without waiting to be asked. He raised his glass. “Here’s to your good health and to the investigation.”

“To my health, then. I’ll take nothing to do with any investigation.”

Magnani stretched out his hands, palms open. “I meant your investigations into the state of the mushrooms.”

“What can you tell me?”

“I’ve never taken much interest in them. They tell me that this year the outlook is grim after the dry summer we’ve had. You could search higher up in the hills, where it’s always a bit cooler. Assuming there are any left, that is.”

“They’ve picked the lot already?”

Magnani made another eloquent gesture with his hands. “There are some who are up there every day.”

“They’re not afraid of the gunfire?”

Magnani stared hard at Soneri, and in that one moment a complete understanding was established between the two. “It’s a big, high mountain and there’s space for everybody.”

“Where do you go for the licence?”

“The usual place, the Comune,” Magnani said before adding: “You’re looking well. You haven’t changed a bit.”

“Nothing has changed here either,” Soneri replied, looking around the bar with its dated furniture and the wallpaper peeling where the chairs had rubbed against it.

“That’s not true. Everyone here’s growing old. After a while, the years begin to take their toll.”

“You’re an institution.”

“So is the cathedral. And we’re about the same age.”

The four men continued their game, interrupting the silence only for brief comments on the hands they were dealt.

“The one advantage age gives you is that you can stand back and look at what’s happening without getting too upset. And I’m really keen to see how it’s all going to end,” Magnani said.

“Do you mean here in the village?”

“That’s exactly what I mean.”

“Do you believe there is something behind this disappearance?”

“I think somebody is cheating, and that this little game is likely to end badly,” Magnani said, looking at the cards which were piling up in the centre of the table. “I have the
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