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Montelupo Fiorentino, spring 1985

He stood outside the walls of the Criminal Psychiatric Hospital, the institution where he’d spent the last five years of his life. It was early morning, and the wind—heavy with the scent of broom flowers—made his eyes water, while the endless sweep of yellow blossoms before him conjured up a sense of newfound freedom.

He’d done it. He’d fooled them all: the guards, the nurses, but most of all the doctors who had taken turns overseeing his rehabilitation. In the end, it hadn’t been so hard to deceive them, to see through the purpose of those long conversations they initiated after putting him through tests and quizzes. First, they’d show him a series of cards, each blotched with strange shapes—sometimes in black and white, sometimes in color. All he had to do was say, at his own pace, what those shapes reminded him of.

From the conversations that followed, he could always tell whether he’d managed to sidestep their negative judgment of his character. It was all so clear, so easy—like tricking a lie detector.

The specialists had convinced themselves they’d cured his torment. In essence, he’d managed to make them 6believe—and even certify—that Cold Hands was gone for good from his soul and from the cells of his brain. But that wasn’t true—Cold Hands had only dozed during those years of confinement, biding his time, letting Warm Hands run the show. But now, Warm Hands had to step aside—once and for all. Already he could feel the tips of his fingers turning icy, as Warm Hands faded into the background.

And so, the only thing that could ever truly uproot him from this bleak reality returned: the essence that could transport him back into a boundless, fantastical world, where he alone decided who would live and who would die.

He lifted his gaze, as if bidding farewell to that hated institution. Of course, he harbored no illusions about regaining total freedom—every move he made would be watched. That’s why he couldn’t afford to make another mistake. After all, the crimes he’d committed had been downgraded due to his mental disorder, thanks to the sharp maneuvering of the rookie public defender assigned to him—who turned out to be quite the capable lawyer. Citing Law 180 of 1978, which had just abolished the criminal asylums, his attorney managed to get him transferred to a facility better suited for his “treatment and rehabilitation.” In the end, the court ruled for his admission to the Judicial Psychiatric Hospital at Montelupo Fiorentino.

“La porti un bacione a Firenze”—he’d sung, not even bothering to keep his voice down, the moment the judge pronounced the sentence. The outburst had unleashed the fury of the victims’ families in the courtroom—maybe the daughters of the woman he’d killed in that 7basement, or the parents of the boy he’d strangled in the deserted little park in the Prati district. Even now, he could still savor that subtle, unmistakable pleasure of watching his victims slowly slip away, begging him for their lives, their eyes bloodshot with terror.

But what he remembered most bitterly was the testimony at trial from Commissioner Rosco and his trainee agent, Antonio Loverso—the very one who’d actually managed to stop him and make the arrest. Those two would pay dearly for catching him, and he’d make sure of it, down to the last detail.

This time, his plan was meticulous—he wouldn’t slip up again. In the long, silent hours he’d spent alone in the psychiatric ward, he’d studied hard, especially Rome’s geography. There was more to the city than just the maze of tunnels beneath Prati, where he’d once hunted his prey. Now he knew much more—other places, even more secret and hidden, where he could act without fear of being discovered. Rome was still a mystery, and he intended to use it to his advantage.

***

In those very hours at the police station, they had realized that the gentle spring morning hadn’t softened Commissioner Rosco’s mood. “For Christ’s sake, Porzi!” he thundered, finding himself face to face in the lobby with the timid man who showed up every other day to complain about vandalism to his car. “What the hell is he doing here again?”

“Chief, he’s a citizen in need—aren’t we supposed to help him?”

8“And couldn’t you have handled it yourself, instead of always dumping it on my desk?”

“Oh, Chief, let’s not start the week off on the wrong foot, please… I get it, though. You didn’t sleep last night either, did you? Come on, admit it—little Robertino kept you up all night!” She said it, barely stifling a sly chuckle. After all, she—a Neapolitan deputy inspector pushing forty—still hadn’t found a man to share her life with, let alone start a family. That’s why she loved teasing him: he was following the classic path, with a woman who adored him at his side and a kid who, truth be told, was a real gem.

Robertino wasn’t even two yet, and everyone in the squad considered him the product of their collective effort—a team project, so to speak. They’d all pitched in to make sure Rosco could finally enjoy his long-troubled relationship with Marilena. Thanks to their support, her ex-husband—the brute who’d nearly beaten her to death—was now rotting in prison, and the commissioner was finally getting a taste of peace.

“Alright, send in this nuisance. I’ll set him straight once and for all,” Rosco grumbled.

“Don’t go too hard on him, Chief, or you’ll regret it later.”

“That’s enough, Porzi. Either you deal with him yourself, with all your famous charm, or let me handle it.”

“He gave me his name and filed a complaint against persons unknown. That’s all he’ll say. He insists on seeing you.”

“Commissioner, good morning,” said the little man, middle-aged, with clammy hands and a greasy smile plastered across his broad face. From his height, Rosco 9could see the man had lost most of his hair—just two graying sideburns left.

“Sit down,” Rosco ordered, his tone icy.

“I know I’m a pain in the neck, but my problem isn’t going away, and I just don’t know what else to do.” He paused, trying to read the commissioner’s mind now that he finally had the nerve to look him in the eye—those wild green eyes, that unruly Titian-red mop of hair. There was even a shadow of stubble, the kind a tramp might sport, which didn’t exactly suit a police officer.

“Alright, Mr…?”

“Monti, I’ve told you that a dozen times,” the man stressed.

“Alright, Mr. Monti, do you really think showing up here every morning is going to help us crack your case any faster?”

“Commissioner, I get that you’re all so incredibly busy,” he replied, with a hint of sarcasm, “but the fact remains that every morning I find a tire slashed, and I can’t use my car. There’s got to be a way to get to the bottom of this!”

Right then, Rosco wanted nothing more than to kick him out the door—there were far more serious cases to deal with than a flat tire. He couldn’t resist needling him: “Sure, there’s a solution—pay for a spot in the local garage. I bet your problems will disappear overnight.”

“Oh, what great advice—from a state official, no less! I can’t afford that kind of monthly fee, and, if you don’t mind me asking, who else am I supposed to turn to if not you?”

“Mr. Monti, we’re doing everything we can,” Rosco said, lowering his voice to hit a different nerve. “A patrol 10car drives by your street several times a night. Sooner or later, we’ll catch the bastard who thinks this is funny. But tell me—are you absolutely sure there’s no one out there who holds a grudge against you?”

A rapid twitch flickered in Monti’s left eye, repeating several times. At the same time, a flush crept up from his neck to his bald head, leaving only his nose an unnatural shade of pale. Rosco recognized the signs—he’d struck a nerve. So, he pressed harder. “Here’s what we’ll do: we’ll widen the investigation, look at every angle. I’m sure something interesting will come up. What do you say?”

Monti’s complexion shifted from crimson to ghostly white, then to a blotchy pink, as he twisted his hands in his lap. “So, what—you’re saying I’ll go from being the victim to being the suspect? Is that it?”

“No, no. I just want to understand what’s behind this senseless act. Maybe nothing will come of it, but who knows?” Rosco shot him a reassuring smile.

Monti shot to his feet. “Fine. I’ll get out of your hair, Commissioner. Maybe this’ll all blow over and you won’t see me again.”

“If only. But before you go, please leave Deputy Inspector Porzi your contact details—the ones you haven’t given us yet. By the way, where exactly do you work?”

“I won’t waste any more of your time. I’ll go to your colleague and tell her everything.”

“Good man. See? We understand each other,” Rosco said, pressing the intercom button. “Gisella, Mr. Monti’s coming to see you. He’ll give you all his details—not just work, but also names of relatives and friends. I want to run a full 360-degree investigation!”

11The little man had no way out now. As he closed the office door, he glanced back at the Commissioner with a forced look of respect, even bowing slightly as he murmured, “Goodbye, and thank you, Commissioner.”
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Going home—that was the only thing Rosco wanted. Ever since little Robertino was born, nothing felt important enough to keep him from heading back. Becoming a father was the greatest gift life could have given him. And the feeling he got when he scooped his son into his arms, or sprawled out with him on the living room rug, wasn’t something he could easily put into words. No, it was only when he lost himself in those big, golden eyes—his mother’s eyes—that he finally allowed himself to feel emotions he’d always pushed aside, as if they were some kind of inexplicable shame. In his son’s gaze, he saw his own mother, smiling at him with that gentle warmth; he saw a childhood he’d never really remembered, full of wild imaginings, of fairies and bogeymen, of pure and lofty feelings—a world scratched by fears and uncertainties. All those bittersweet despairs now came flooding back, as vivid as ever.

Going home—that was all Rosco wanted, especially now that Porzi was knocking at his door again.

“Chief, look what just came in from the Jewish Community!” she burst in, waving a sheet of paper that, from a distance, looked like some kind of parchment invitation.

“Let me see,” Rosco said, curiosity piqued.

13But she only flashed the paper under his nose before snatching it back, Neapolitan to the core, and launching into her own explanation. “It’s not just for you—it’s for the whole squad! We’re invited to the ceremony where they’ll unveil a commemorative plaque in our honor!”

“Nothing less, Porzi. Mind if I actually read it myself?”

“Here’s your precious invitation,” she huffed, slapping the paper down on his desk and unfolding it with a theatrical flourish. “What, you think I’m going to wear it out?”

There was no arguing with that woman—Rosco knew it well. And the closer she got to forty, the less he even tried. He studied the text, written in heraldic script on real parchment. For a moment, a shiver of pride ran through him. The ceremony was to commemorate the recovery of the treasure looted by the Nazis in October 1943—a victory owed to him and his team. Porzi had every right to take pride in the invitation; after all, she’d risked more than anyone to bring the culprits to justice. He watched her for a moment, noticing the first fine lines around her eyes—marks that even her artfully arranged mass of curly hair couldn’t quite hide. Now that he thought about it, her decline had started with that very investigation, with the head injury that had landed her in the hospital and left her months in rehab.

“Gisella, you’re right to claim your share of the glory for that win. But if you look closely, we’re all invited—though I’m the one who’s supposed to give the speech.” The deputy inspector stared at him, her face unreadable. “And you can bet I won’t forget to mention your courage!” he added, with emphasis.

14“Ha! I knew it, Chief—at least let me enjoy this for a moment,” Porzi shot back, snatching the invitation and marching out of the office without even waiting for his reply. Rosco would’ve bet money she was already dialing Naples, eager to tell her family how much she was appreciated in Rome—by the Jewish Community, no less.

Deep down, Rosco genuinely hoped Porzi would find her soulmate—especially now that she’d finally left the sublet, she’d been holed up in for years, moving into a tiny flat on the Lungotevere. Just one bedroom and a kitchen, with a minuscule balcony overlooking the river—a detail she’d bragged about to anyone who’d listen. Now, all she needed was a lucky encounter, a whirlwind romance, some good, healthy sex—which, let’s be honest, she’d clearly been missing—and maybe a baby before time ran out. Rosco did some quick math and realized the whole thing would have to happen in a matter of months. The odds of everything lining up so perfectly? Slim to none.


Cold Hands/Warm Hands

He could hardly believe it—he was finally leaving Montelupo Fiorentino. The van crawled along the old consular roads, and Cold Hands found himself lulled by the gentle rocking, almost enjoying it, despite his curiosity about the world outside. They’d let him wear light beige trousers, a blue-and-white striped shirt, and a canvas jacket matching the pants. He’d left his blue tracksuit—the unofficial uniform for inmates at the psychiatric hospital—folded neatly on his cot. He never wanted to see it again.

15Physically, he looked much the same as before he’d been caught and locked up. Only his blond hair was shorter now, and his face was still clean-shaven. Anyone passing him on the street would have pegged him as a mature man—maybe even Northern European, given his height.

The driver kept a wary eye on him in the rearview mirror. He’d never liked the idea of transporting a lunatic without at least one colleague for backup. But staff was short, and the passenger had been declared “in recovery”—no longer a danger, at least according to the medical file. His job was simple: deliver the man to the neuropsychiatric ward at Rome’s Gianicolense Hospital. There, the staff would take over, keep him under observation for a few days, and then send him on to the halfway house where he’d live under supervised release.

“You happy to be out?” the driver asked, preferring awkward small talk to the heavy silence that seemed to fill the van.

Cold Hands didn’t answer right away. He just stared back, expressionless. Then, almost as if he were spitting it out, he muttered, “Yeah.”

They drove on for miles in total silence, until finally the passenger broke it:

“Where are you taking me?”

The driver jumped—he hadn’t expected the man to speak again. “To the Gianicolense in Rome. You’ll see, there you’ll be fine”

“Will it take much longer?”

“We’re about halfway there. Another hour or so and we’ll arrive.”

“Wouldn’t it have been better to take the highway?”

16The driver was surprised at how calm and well-in-formed this man seemed—even about the roads. Truth was, skipping the highway had been his own decision, even if it meant a longer trip on the back roads. If the passenger lost his mind, it would be much harder to stop—or defend himself—on the highway. On these old consular or provincial roads, though, they’d pass through villages, clusters of houses, and even the occasional police station. It just felt safer.

“No, people drive like maniacs on the highway,” he explained. “You know what they say—slow and steady wins the race!” He forced a laugh, but it fell flat; the madman didn’t even crack a smile.

The rest of the trip passed in total silence, broken only by the shifting of gears as the driver navigated the winding roads. The passenger kept his gaze fixed on the window, watching the explosion of spring colors roll by—valleys, shadowy woods, ancient hill towns.

Cold Hands felt like he’d already won a major battle—he could almost go home. In his emotionless world, the only real goal was to win the war and make Commissioner Rosco and the rookie Loverso pay for what they’d done to him. Now, he’d watch them, follow them, strike when they least expected it—no mercy.
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Antonio Loverso, once just a trainee, could now proudly call himself a police officer. He’d passed every test, finished his second semester of fieldwork at the Rome police station, and earned his long-awaited badge—thanks in no small part to the glowing report from the department head, who’d overseen both his training and probation. Rosco hadn’t hesitated to praise his loyalty and courage; the whole squad owed a lot to Loverso’s instincts. In fact, it was the commissioner himself who owed him the most—maybe even his life, as in the case of Anton Giulio Rincucci’s arrest.

Now, every morning when Rosco walked into the office, the sight of that big kid—still snapping his heels to attention whenever he was given an order—never failed to make him smile. Yet, in those early days, all Rosco had done was scold him for botching up interview transcripts or for not using carbon paper properly in the typewriter. But he told himself, that was the best way to turn him into a real cop.

For his part, Loverso knew it was only a matter of time before he’d try to get transferred closer to home—to beloved Matera. It wouldn’t be easy to find the same sense of family he’d built in Rome with the commissioner and his squad, but he missed his homeland, his 18mother, and—something he’d managed to keep strictly under wraps—even his girlfriend.

It had all started during his last Christmas break. His mother, a longtime diabetic, had recently begun relying on the daughter of a friend for her daily errands. The girl was a student, making ends meet by tutoring and helping out elderly folks who could no longer get by on their own.

That morning, roused by the insistent ringing of the doorbell, he’d thrown on a sweater—inside out, in his haste—and rushed to open the door. In his memory, it seemed as if the door had slowly swung open to reveal a striking young woman, not very tall, with large, Mediterranean eyes. Her thick, dark brown hair framed a face with sculpted features, a perfect nose, and full lips.

“Oh my!” she’d said with a smile. “Sorry, I didn’t expect to find you here—you’re Carmela’s son, right?”

“Yes, I’m Antonio. Sorry to keep you waiting—I was asleep and didn’t realize…” She really was beautiful, wrapped in a dark green duffle coat, a red scarf woven through her long hair.

“Oh, don’t worry!” she’d cut him off, waving it away. “I just stopped by to drop off these medicines for your mother. Tell her I’ll be back this afternoon to get the shopping list—I’ve got other errands to run now.” Then, with a playful grin, she added: “And maybe turn your sweater the right way round!”

He’d hurriedly fixed it, unwittingly revealing his broad, bare chest.

“Thanks, but—what’s your name?” he asked.

She no longer seemed in any rush. “Let’s drop the formalities,” she replied. “I’m Sonia, and I know all about 19you—your mother never stops talking about you!” she called out, already heading down the stairs.

“See you this afternoon, then…” he added, hearing the heavy door slam shut, unsure if she’d caught his words.


Cold Hands/Warm Hands

Anton Giulio Rincucci had finally arrived. All it took was a breath of the thickening Roman air to know he was home. The gulls gliding over the Tiber confirmed it, as he gazed out from the Magliana viaduct. The damp river smell, the bitter tang of smog, the hulking EUR buildings on the horizon—at last, his city. Sure, he still had a way to go before reaching his apartment in Prati, but the hardest part was over.

Now, he’d have to keep playing the part: calm, collected, balanced. He’d act eager, open to advice, ready to learn. And he’d keep pretending to swallow all the pills they’d prescribe him—just as he’d done so many times in the psychiatric hospital, using his foolproof trick. A few quick, practiced moves: pop the pill in his mouth in front of the nurse, tuck it under his tongue, take a sip of water, and fake the swallow—then spit the pill into his palm as soon as the nurse turned her back, slip off to the bathroom, and flush the medicine away. He prided himself on being clever: if you just flushed the toilet, sometimes the capsule would bob back up. But if you dropped it into the tank, it would dissolve in minutes, leaving no trace.

The sight of the grim, hulking pavilions of the Gianicolense Hospital cast a shadow over his mood. Oddly 20enough, the view from the windows of the psychiatric hospital had been more cheerful. Still, he tried to remind himself this was only a stopgap—a transition period. Bigger things awaited him. The minibus pulled up under the portico of the neuropsychiatric ward.

“We’re here, this is your stop,” the driver said.

“Can I get out?”

“No, let’s wait for the orderly with the wheelchair. I need to hand over your medical file. He’ll help you carry your things to the ward. I’m just going to step out for a smoke.” Rincucci watched as the driver lingered by the minibus, lighting a cigarette. It wasn’t long before a man arrived, pushing an empty wheelchair. He was short, stocky, nearly bald, and wore a dark green uniform.

The driver and the orderly greeted each other like old friends. In no time, they slid open the side door and helped Rincucci out of the minibus.

“Have a seat, I’ll give you a push!” the orderly said, friendly enough.

“Take good care of him, eh!” the driver joked, “He’s a good kid.”

“Of course, you can tell just by looking at him,” the orderly played along. “Now, let’s get you to the ward. If you need anything, just ask for me—I’m Luigi, Luigi Monti.”

Rincucci didn’t miss the look exchanged between the two men, and he strained his ears to catch their conversation as he settled into the wheelchair.

“Sorry, but I don’t have the money this time,” the driver was saying, apologetic. “I’ll pay you back next run, I promise.”

21“That’s not how this works and you know it,” the orderly shot back. “You know exactly what you’re getting yourself into. I can’t wait any longer. I’ll give you a week, tops—then I’ll come find you myself!” His tone was sharp now, dropping the friendly act as he gave the wheelchair a rough shove, steering Rincucci into the entrance hall of the ward.

The rumble of the minibus engine fading into the distance was the last sound to slip past the heavy entrance doors. Inside, at this hour, silence reigned.

* * *

Rosco was in high spirits that morning. Robertino had slept through the night for once. That pest Monti hadn’t shown his face at the police station for days, while Malvani and Loverso were already in. Malvani, a true “Roman from Rome,” was getting ready to head out on patrol—there was no mistaking it. Standing ramrod straight in his uniform, he was adjusting his cap over his buzz-cut hair, admiring his reflection in the glass of the file cabinet. Rosco had never seen a man so vain.

“Corrado, still not satisfied with that dashing look of yours?” Rosco teased, “What does your French fiancée have to say about it?”

Malvani grinned. “Morning, Commissioner. What can she say? I’ll have to marry her soon enough, so I might as well enjoy these last scraps of freedom while I can. I know exactly how marriage is going to turn my life upside down!”

For a ladies’ man like him, sticking to just one woman—wife or mistress—was never going to be easy. 22To make matters worse, the lovebirds would be living with his mother, and Rosco could already picture the fireworks at home.

“So, when’s the big day?”

“If she doesn’t dump me first, end of September. I’ve still got a few months of parole left!” Malvani joked.

Meanwhile, Loverso was busy filing paperwork in the archive—Rosco would have bet money the kid had already tidied up his desk, which he managed to leave in a sorry state every single day. Papers everywhere, coffee stains, or tomato sauce if he’d had pizza for lunch. But the real embarrassment was the ash scattered all over, from the endless cigarettes, despite the three ashtrays Loverso had strategically placed around the office. At home, ever since the baby arrived, Rosco wasn’t allowed to smoke anymore.

“And Porzi?” he asked Loverso as the young man came over to greet him.

“She’ll be right here, Chief, I think she’s in the bathroom.” Sure enough, moments later the sound of a toilet flushing echoed down the corridor, and Gisella Porzi appeared. She was very pale and seemed to be feeling ill.

“What’s wrong, Gisella? You feeling okay?”

She managed a half-smile. “Ah, Chief, I don’t have a Marilena at home cooking me healthy, diet food. With these crazy hours, I usually grab whatever’s at the rotisserie downstairs. This time I had some stew with mushrooms—maybe they were poisonous. Anyway, I’m feeling better now.”

23Rosco glanced around. “Strange not to have Mr. Monti underfoot this morning. Maybe they’ve finally stopped slashing his tires?”

“Speaking of which, Chief, I almost forgot—he left me all his contact info. Guess where he works?”

“Here we go, riddles first thing in the morning,” Rosco quipped.

“My, aren’t you looking handsome today!” Porzi exclaimed, noticing how relaxed he looked. “Don’t tell me you actually slept last night.”

“Nothing gets past you, does it, Gisella? So, tell me—where does poor Monti work?”

“In a place you’d do well to avoid.” She paused, milking the suspense as only she could. “The neuropsychiatric ward at Gianicolense.” She burst out laughing.

“Oh, as a patient?” Rosco shot back, playing along.

“No, he’s an orderly,” she clarified. “I bet he’s ticked off some lunatic—that’s probably why his tires keep getting slashed!”

“Well then, Gisella, we need to do a little discreet digging at his workplace. And do you know why?” This time, Rosco left her hanging. “Because hospital wards are often a breeding ground for shady dealings, and that man—he’s not telling us the whole story.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll handle the investigation,” Porzi promised. “You know, in the building where I just moved, the concierge’s daughter—she’s the one who gives injections to anyone who needs them—works as a nurse in gynecology and maternity at Gianicolense. Maybe I’ll fake some ailment, get her to come up for a house call, offer her a nice coffee, and see if she knows anything about him.”

24“Discreetly, Porzi, please. Maximum tact and secrecy, you understand?”

“Of course! I’m not an idiot. Actually, I’ll play the fool—just wait and see what kind of investigation I’ll pull off.” And with that, she left him to stew, certain the deputy inspector was about to get up to her usual tricks.
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It was the second time the doorbell rang, but Porzi had been in the shower and had to dash out, dripping, to open the door before Clelia—the concierge’s daughter—gave up and left.

“I’m coming, just a second!” she called out, fumbling with the heavy Mottura lock—a monstrous contraption of crossed iron bars that always reminded her of prison doors. “Please, come in,” she said, ushering Clelia inside.

Disheveled and still a bit flustered, Porzi realized she had no idea how to start the conversation, despite having rehearsed it a dozen times. Luckily, the nurse broke the ice.

“I brought my blood pressure kit. My mother mentioned you weren’t feeling well.”

“Yes, please forgive me for taking advantage, but I heard you’re a nurse and I’d like to know if I should see a doctor, or if maybe it’s just something passing.”

“Tell me what’s going on. If I can help, I’d be happy to. I often see you coming home at all hours, or heading out early in the morning, always in your sharp uniform!”

That was just what Porzi needed—a little appreciation, the kind of spark that always pushed her to go above and beyond.

26“Look… Clelia, right?”

“Yes, Clelia. But let’s drop the formalities, we’re almost the same age…”

“I wish!” Porzi admitted, “Let’s just pretend, then. You’re a young thing, me—well,” she said, laughing. “Anyway, my name’s Gisella. How about a nice coffee while I tell you what’s going on?”

“Absolutely, I’d love that.”

Porzi led the young woman into her small but cozy kitchen, and the two of them instantly felt at ease, ready for a good chat and maybe even to share a few secrets. Clelia was a pretty girl, with light eyes and brown hair pulled back in a ponytail that fanned out like a fountain, revealing a short cut. She was perhaps a little on the heavier side, with a touch of makeup around her eyes—eyes that were ringed with small but deep lines, the kind that come from long shifts and odd hours, probably including nights.

“I just got off a night shift an hour ago,” Clelia said, almost as if she’d read Porzi’s mind.

“I get it, believe me. I still can’t manage to have a regular schedule myself.”

Meanwhile, the moka pot had stopped its bubbling, and Gisella hurried to fill the tiny cups as the unmistakable aroma of fresh coffee drifted through the apartment. “So, this little cup is just what we need, don’t you think? Sugar?”

“Yes, please—two spoonsful.” That little preamble gave Porzi a chance to size up the woman sitting across from her, the one she needed to coax some information out of.

27“Let’s get down to business, Clelia, so you can get home and finally get some sleep. You work in maternity, right?”

“Yes, thank goodness. At least I get to be around births, new lives, and, most of the time, the happiness of people bringing a child into the world.”

For some reason, that comment struck Porzi with a pang. A child—maybe that’s exactly what would have straightened out her own topsy-turvy life. She stared at the girl for a moment, feeling a strong longing to have one herself—or not just one, maybe four or five, like so many mothers back in Naples. But she forced herself back to the reason she’d called Clelia over.

“You should know, I’ve had some pretty awful experiences on the job lately.” Clelia blew on her coffee and watched her, sensing this was about to get interesting. “I’ve been assaulted twice, and I was in pretty rough shape for a while after.” The girl started to sip her coffee, but didn’t interrupt. “I took a punch to my left breast that left me with a nasty hematoma.”

“Oh my God!” Clelia cut in, instinctively touching her own chest—every woman knows just how agonizing that kind of pain can be.

“And then, before I’d even recovered, I got clocked on the head trying to arrest a pair of murderers—so hard they almost had to operate on my brain,” she said, rubbing her scalp. “And even now, sometimes, I get these awful tremors and feel like I’m about to pass out,” she lied.

“Good grief, what a story! Where did you get treated for the head injury?”

28“At Sant’Eugenio Hospital, but that hospital’s way out of the way, and their neurosurgery department is tiny. Honestly, I wanted your advice, since you’re in the field.”

“Tell me, of course—if I can help, I’ll be glad to point you in the right direction. But first, let’s check your blood pressure. Who knows, maybe it’s something else,” Clelia said, setting her empty cup back on its saucer.

Porzi let her take the reading, which, perhaps thanks to the coffee she’d just had, was a little high.

Then she got to the real reason for her visit.

“Look, I want to get some follow-up tests done, and I know there’s a big, well-equipped neurology wing at the Gianicolense Hospital. I’d feel a lot safer being looked after there.”

Clelia thought about it for a moment, then smiled. “You’re right, they’ve got an outstanding medical team. I could try to get you an appointment through a colleague of mine, if you like. Do you have the medical records from Sant’Eugenio?”

“Of course, but I really just wanted your take on the department, because a relative of mine in Naples gave me the name of an orderly who, if need be, could help out from the inside—a guy named Luigi Monti,” she said, dropping the name casually.

Clelia’s expression changed instantly. Suddenly, she seemed in a hurry.

“Luigi Monti?” she asked, as if she hadn’t heard right.

“Yes, that’s him,” Porzi replied, puzzled.

Clelia was already packing away the blood pressure monitor and, as she stood up, shot her a look that was hard to read. It was obvious she wanted to say something, but maybe she was afraid of overstepping— 29after all, the woman sitting across from her was a police officer.

“What’s wrong?” Gisella asked, straight to the point.

“Nothing, it’s just that…”

“Oh, come on. If you know he’s not trustworthy, just tell me now. It stays between us. I really don’t need any more bad experiences after what I’ve been through!”

Clelia hesitated, now standing in the kitchen doorway. “I’d better ask my friend. That guy’s got an ambiguous reputation at the hospital.”

“Why’s that?”

“I should get going now, but I’ll let you know.”

But Porzi wasn’t about to let her leave without more answers. “No, don’t leave me hanging like this. If I’m going to be in that department, I’ll run into him, and I’d better know why I can’t trust him.”

“Promise me this stays between us?”

“Of course, don’t worry. I know how to handle myself—I won’t put you in a tough spot.”

At that, Clelia realized it was better to come clean, especially since she was talking to a policewoman. If she kept quiet, it might even look like she was mixed up in the man’s shady dealings herself.

“What we know is that he’s a loan shark—lends money at crazy interest rates, and he’s gotten a lot of people in trouble, even some patients.” She paused, and to Porzi it felt like an eternity. “Some even suspect he’s involved in much worse things, but that’s just a rumor—take it with a grain of salt.”

“And what kind of things is this guy mixed up in?”

30“Don’t ask me for more, I really don’t know anything else, and besides, it might just be nasty gossip. I really have to go now, believe me!”

“Of course, Clelia. Thank you so much, really—and don’t worry, what you’ve told me stays locked up, like in a tomb, I promise. If you ever need me, just come by, any time, all right?”

“Thank you, Gisella, I know I can trust you. Anyway, I’ll get you an appointment through my friend—it’s better if you get checked out. And eat bland food, your blood pressure is already high.”

“Thanks again,” Porzi said, gently closing the door and watching Clelia disappear into the elevator. She couldn’t help but smile, thinking how delighted the commissioner would be to know she too suffered from high blood pressure.


Cold Hands/Warm Hands

The stains again. He felt like a student who had memorized every line of the lesson. And he was utterly calm, sitting in that bare, chilly room, under the watchful, unreadable gaze of the doctor waiting for his answers.

He didn’t regret the long hours spent in the hospital library. There, no one cared what he was reading, as long as he kept quiet and didn’t get mixed up in the sudden, senseless outbursts of the other patients. They’d been naive—or maybe just careless—leaving books on psychoanalysis right within reach of anyone who wandered into the library. Maybe they hadn’t noticed, or maybe some young doctor, brushing up on his own memory, had carelessly left them out in the open.

31That’s how he’d discovered Hermann Rorschach—a disciple of Freud, a colleague of Jung—the man who, without meaning to, had shown him the door to freedom.

This psychiatrist, who died at just thirty-seven from appendicitis, had developed a foolproof system for laying bare the human psyche, as if putting it under an X-ray. In truth, the man was something of an artist, and his stroke of genius was realizing that people see shapes differently—a fact that betrays their true nature. All it took was to ask, “What does this look like to you?” and, based on the answer, decide the subject’s fate: mad or sane.

Now, facing the neuropsychiatrist’s icy stare, Cold Hands knew exactly what was running through the doctor’s mind, even as he weaved his way through the answers, like a skier tackling a giant slalom.

“Look carefully at this shape. You have ten seconds—tell me the first thing that comes to mind.” It was the infamous fourth card, the very one he’d stumbled over in the beginning, the one he couldn’t easily outwit. Damn it, suddenly he couldn’t keep track of the time passing, and he couldn’t even bring himself to look at the shape; it unsettled him. What did it look like? A black cloud, a menacing beast? Then he knew he had to say the opposite—the impression it gave him was too powerful to admit.

“It looks like a clown in a mirror, or maybe a ballerina in a dress that’s much too big,” he replied, with an innocent smile. The psychiatrist jotted something down.

“And what about this one?” he asked.

Ah, this is where I wanted you, poor fool! thought Rincucci, feeling he had the upper hand now. “Never, ever 32link death to that image—one hundred years ago, you’d have been a prime candidate for electroshock therapy.” He almost wanted to laugh; once again, he’d come out on top.

“It gives me a sense of life, of the future,” he replied. The doctor looked at him, surprised. “Why is that?”

“Do you see the light filtering through the thicket? That’s the solution to all difficulties, the return to normalcy,” he said, as naturally as he could.

“All right, you can go. That’s it for today.”
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Rome in early spring—there’s nothing more enchanting, even for Rosco, who slid behind the wheel, still heavy with sleep, having skipped breakfast yet again. Another night spent with the little one waking up over and over, until he’d earned his rightful place in the big bed. And yet, for Rosco, there was nothing sweeter than feeling that warm little body pressed close, so bossy and so tender—a tiny tyrant to whom he gladly surrendered.

But by morning, Marilena had reached her limit. With gentle hands, she’d scooped up the boy and, for the umpteenth time, tucked him back into his crib. Then she’d slipped back under the covers—a mistake, as it turned out, because now Rosco could smell her, and it had been ages since he’d been this close to her. The child was sleeping soundly now, dawn’s timid light beginning to seep through the shutters, and Rosco could make out the outline of Marilena’s body as she breathed deeply, on the verge of drifting off again. He couldn’t resist the urge to caress her hips, and when she turned toward him, he kissed her lips, then her neck, and finally began to suckle her nipple. She wasn’t nursing anymore, and the scent of her skin had returned to what it once was, before— a whiff of stale caciotta cheese, during those endless months of round-the-clock feedings.

34He’d let his hand wander over her smooth thighs, and then, finally, he’d caressed her sex—he couldn’t even remember the last time he’d done that. It had all happened in utter silence, every movement measured, careful not to wake the baby. And it was wonderful, thrilling even, making love with the constant fear of being interrupted. They’d climaxed together, in perfect sync, and all in all, it hadn’t taken long. Afterwards, she’d retreated to her side of the bed, trying to steal a few more minutes of sleep in those early morning hours.

Rosco, on the other hand, couldn’t manage it. The bedroom now was wrapped in a strange warmth, tinged with an indefinable scent—somewhere between the maternity ward nursery and the sultry undertones of a brothel. What stood out most was a faint, acrid smell of semen.

He’d preferred to spend at least fifteen minutes, before getting ready, just watching Robertino sleep so peacefully.

And now, stuck in traffic on the Lungotevere, behind the wheel of his petrol-blue Giulia T—secondhand, but still a beauty—he was fiddling with the radio, searching for some music to keep himself awake. The Voxson Tanga car radio was the latest craze: tiny, smaller than a pack of cigarettes, but with sound quality that could rival the biggest sets. It was a real pleasure to listen to Loredana Bertè’s raspy voice belting out “In alto mare.”

Just before pulling into the garage ramp at the police station, he spotted Porzi a little
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