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Prologue
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‘I’m Italian … You’re in the Emergency Department … Can you hear me?’

The wounded man on the stretcher nodded weakly. He was pale, his eyes staring straight ahead.

‘I’m Doctor Torrisi. I need to know if you can breathe.’

The man half closed his eyes and nodded. He was conscious!

‘Don’t fall asleep! Hold on!’

Silence.

The man gave a long sigh. ‘Did they get him?’ he asked in a thin voice.

‘I don’t know. Just calm down, don’t worry about a thing.’

In the meantime, a brisk, pretty nurse had inserted a butterfly needle, connected to a drip, into a vein in his left arm.

‘The oxygen mask, now,’ the doctor ordered. Then he bent over the patient and whispered, ‘We’ll get through this, you’ll see.’

‘Pe … ’

But the wounded man could not complete the word. He closed his eyes and drifted off.

He had just come through the toughest two weeks of his life.

Two weeks that had begun one morning in June.


PART ONE
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MESSAGES
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Tuesday, 22 June 2004

Silence hung heavy in the air.

A long, deathly silence.

The uncovered coffin was in the middle of the mortuary chapel, beneath a dim fluorescent light. The body, small and thin, was wearing a black dress and immaculate black shoes. The hair was short, smooth and white as snow. The hands, joined on the stomach, held a mother-of-pearl crucifix. It was the body of a woman of about eighty, who must once have been beautiful.

Now, though, a scar disfigured her ashen face. In the middle of her forehead, just between her eyes.

The police officers had been standing looking at her incredulously for some minutes. They were waiting impatiently for the pathologist to arrive. From time to time, one or other of them muttered a few words, to the effect that this was awful and that they had never seen anything like it before.

‘Poor woman,’ a tall, thin young man with fair hair and a freckled nose said out loud. This was Inspector Marco Cioni of the mobile unit, who had been the first to arrive on the scene.

‘This city … ’ Chief Superintendent Michele Ferrara started to say, then let the phrase fade away and went back to chomping on the Toscano cigar clamped between his lips, still unlit. He was wearing a blue linen suit, sky-blue shirt and matching tie. At nine that morning he was supposed to be seeing the Commissioner to update him on the narcotics operation currently in progress. Instead of which, here he was, in the New Chapels of Rest at the Careggi Hospital.

He moved closer to the coffin and stared down at the body for a while. Suddenly nauseous, he closed his eyes. He took a deep breath and opened them again. He glanced at his watch: 8.46.

At that moment he heard a voice behind him.

‘Good morning, Chief Superintendent, sorry I’m late.’

He turned. It was Francesco Leone, the pathologist. They shook hands.

‘The usual morning traffic … ’ Leone said, with a shrug.

He was a rather thickset man, with a bald, egg-shaped head. Ferrara trusted him implicitly. His post-mortem reports were meticulous, and the suggestions he made about the modus operandi of different homicides had frequently proved to be spot on.

Leone unbuttoned his jacket, which was a bit tight on him, put on his glasses with their thin gold frames and began his examination, while the others looked on in silence. After a few minutes, he straightened up and said, ‘Whoever did this did a good job. Highly professional, in fact. Your men can check the inside of the coffin now, Chief Superintendent.’

He walked out into the corridor.

Ferrara gave the order, although he advised them to wait until the forensics team arrived so that the various phases of the operation could be photographed. ‘I’ll send some men from the Squadra Mobile,’ he said, then followed the doctor out.

Yet another mystery.

A Florentine mystery.

Florence seemed to be doing everything it could to put him off staying.
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‘So tell me,’ Ferrara asked when they were face to face, ‘how long did such a … highly professional job take?’

It had not been a simple operation, Leone explained, but one that had been carried out with great skill and with the appropriate instruments. It was highly unlikely to have been the work of anyone untrained in the surgical field or acting on the spur of the moment.

‘What kind of instruments?’

‘A scalpel, forceps and surgical scissors. In other words, the kind that doctors and paramedics can easily get hold of, but that you wouldn’t find in a pharmacy.’

‘I see. But how long did it all take?’

‘Not too long. Ten, fifteen minutes. Closer to fifteen than ten, I’d say, considering how clean the cut is. But I’ll be able to tell you more after I’ve had a proper look at the body.’

‘Thanks.’

They walked together to the exit, shook hands at the door and parted.

Ferrara hurried across the courtyard. It was raining hard. By the time he got to his car, he was drenched from head to foot. The driver quickly opened the door and Ferrara got in.

‘To Headquarters,’ he ordered.

He was late.

The day had got off to a bad start. He had known that as soon as he’d got the call from the operations room telling him that the Commissioner wanted him to proceed immediately to the New Chapels of Rest. That was at 7.20, just as he had been having breakfast with his wife in the kitchen, which was imbued with the pleasant aromas of coffee and freshly baked bread from the nearby bakery.

‘Make it quick,’ he had said to the driver, getting into the metallic grey Alfa 156 a mere ten minutes later. ‘Use the siren and the flashing light if you have to.’

Now Ferrara glanced at his watch again: 9.36.

He didn’t know it yet, but this Tuesday would turn out to be a day he wouldn’t forget in a hurry. If ever.
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Police Headquarters was in the Via Zara.

It was a building with an eighteenth-century colonnade, to the north of the historic centre. It stood on the site of a lunatic asylum, the famous Spedale di Messer Bonifazio, which had become, between the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth, the first psychiatric hospital in the modern sense. The offices of the Flying Squad were in a wing of the first floor. The chief superintendent’s office had two wide windows in adjoining walls, which filled it with light on sunny days. Today, though, wasn’t a sunny day.

The driver parked the car in the courtyard, and Ferrara got out, entered the building and ran up the stairs to the second floor, where the Commissioner had his office.

Filippo Adinolfi, who had been transferred to Florence during the time that Ferrara had been in Rome, had, paradoxically, spent most of his own career in the capital, first in various departments at Police Headquarters, then in different sections of the Ministry of the Interior. A solid bureaucrat, no doubt, but with no real experience as an investigator.

As he got to the top of the stairs, Ferrara took a handkerchief from one of his trouser pockets and dabbed his wet hair. Then he pressed the button to the left of the door and the green light immediately came on. He went in.

‘Ah, Chief Superintendent, please come in and sit down.’

As red-faced as a beetroot, Adinolfi was sitting behind the solid walnut desk, which was immaculately tidy. He was writing something on a sheet of paper, but as Ferrara advanced he slowly moved his pudgy right hand and put down his Mont Blanc fountain pen.

He had only just turned sixty, but, perhaps because of his weight, he looked every one of those years, or even older.

Ferrara sat down in one of the armchairs for visitors. Looking closely at the Commissioner’s face, he thought he detected, as well as his impatience to hear the latest news, a certain anxiety, a touch of nervousness. Had the day got off to a bad start for him, too? It was very likely.

‘Chief Superintendent,’ Adinolfi began in that baritone voice of his, ‘I’d like you to tell me exactly what happened in those mortuary chapels. The mayor has already been on to me a couple of times, and you know what a pain in the arse he can be. He sounded quite worried, but then people here in Florence seem to get worked up about not very much, or even nothing at all. Strange city! Be that as it may, tell me all about it.’

Calmly, Ferrara filled him in on the details.

‘Could it have been an animal, do you think?’ the Commissioner asked when Ferrara had finished. ‘A rat, perhaps?’

‘I very much doubt it,’ Ferrara replied, unruffled. ‘The edges of the cuts seemed quite clean. It could only have been a human being. Someone who knew what he was doing, according to the pathologist, and used specific instruments, like a scalpel.’

Silence fell in the room. The Commissioner looked more anxious than ever.

‘But why would anyone do something like that?’ he asked, looking Ferrara straight in the eyes.

Ferrara was in no hurry to answer. He wasn’t in the habit of speculating about motives at the start of an investigation. Within weeks, days, or even hours, such speculation often turned out to be entirely unfounded.

‘That’s a complete mystery at the moment, Commissioner,’ he said at last.

‘Well, it’s a mystery that needs to be solved as quickly as possible, my dear Ferrara. We don’t want the wider population to be alarmed, which is what I assume the mayor is worried about.’

‘My dear Ferrara’! None of his previous superiors had ever called him that.

‘I can assure you, Commissioner, we’ll work flat out on this. I’m already in touch with the pathologist, and you should get the first results as soon as possible.’

‘All right. As you can imagine, even the Head of the State Police will want to be kept up to date, and I can’t disappoint him. In the meantime, let’s hope the news doesn’t leak out, or the press will be all over this. You can imagine the kind of stories the crime reporters would come up with.’

Ferrara nodded, then changed the subject and gave Adinolfi a summary of the latest developments in the narcotics operation. It was clear, though, from Adinolfi’s attitude, that his mind was elsewhere.

Finally, they both stood up and shook hands, and Ferrara left.

Once alone, the Commissioner hitched up his trousers and sat down again. He picked up his pen and resumed his writing. At least now he had more details to send to the office of the Head of the State Police.

Before anything else, the bureaucratic niceties had to be respected.
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By the time their chief, Gianni Fuschi, joined them, the forensics team, who had arrived at the chapels with their heavy cases, had been hard at work for almost half an hour.

Fuschi had received the request to intervene as soon as he had set foot in his office.

‘There’s something you should see, chief,’ the oldest of the technicians had said over the phone. ‘It’s inside the coffin.’ Fuschi had hung up and come running.

He was wearing a brown suit and a cream-coloured shirt, without a tie. He rarely wore a tie, except on official occasions. His informal manner of dressing was matched by his longish hair. Anyone who did not know him might have taken him for a university professor, certainly not a police official who worked with microscopes, test tubes, lasers, luminol and all the cutting-edge technology pathologists used these days.

‘Well?’ he said as he entered.

‘Look here, chief,’ replied the same technician who had called him, pointing to the inside of the coffin, which was now empty: the body had been transferred to the morgue at the Institute of Forensic Medicine.

Fuschi approached the coffin, bent slightly and peered down into it, holding that position for quite some time.

‘Did you use a video camera?’ he asked, straightening up.

‘No. We took lots of photographs.’

‘Film it, too. And make sure we get some close-ups. Then put this stuff carefully in a bag.’

Then he walked back out into the corridor.

In the coffin, where the dead woman’s feet had lain, he had seen something that should not have been there, something that had clearly been put there intentionally. But God alone knew why. It was a substance that had been burnt at some point, apparently tobacco.

He took out his mobile phone and dialled Ferrara’s number.

‘Michele?’

‘What is it, Gianni?’

‘We’ve finished here, but there’s something I should tell you before anything else.’

‘What is it?’

‘I can’t be sure of this yet, so this is purely a provisional assessment. In the coffin, under the dead woman’s feet, was a substance that, in my opinion, could be burnt tobacco.’

‘Tobacco?’

‘That’s right. Leaves of tobacco.’

Ferrara did not reply.

‘Michele, are you still there?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you still smoke cigars?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, it could be leaves of cigar tobacco, but it’s best to wait for the results.’

‘You mean lab tests?’

‘Yes, I’ll personally drop the stuff at the Institute of Forensic Medicine and ask for it to be looked at urgently, but in the meantime I think you should take all due precautions. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

‘Yes.’

‘It might be a message—’

‘Let me know what you find, Gianni,’ Ferrara cut in.

‘Of course. You’ll be the first to be informed.’

Ferrara hung up bad-temperedly.

He stared at the wall facing him. It was covered with commendations and photographs showing him with colleagues and with various holders of the post of Head of the State Police. He shifted his gaze to the framed photograph on the desk, showing him and his wife on the occasion of their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. Then he took a cigar from his black leather case and looked at it as if for the first time.

He tried to imagine the length of the leaf before it was rolled. He suddenly remembered a visit he had made years before to the tobacco factory in Lucca, where leaves from Kentucky were turned into cigars, left to age for periods ranging from six months to more than a year in special rooms. Like a fine wine, to be savoured slowly. From his jacket pocket, he took his cigar cutter, and moved it halfway along the cigar. A sharp click echoed in the air. There were the two pieces. Exactly equal. As always.

He recalled that he had been smoking this kind of cigar for more than twenty years now, ever since he had thrown a still-full packet of cigarettes in the rubbish bin. And his wife had soon become accustomed to the smell of tobacco on his clothes and to tolerating a bit of passive smoking, convinced that cigars probably did less harm than cigarettes. Deep down, though, she still hoped that he would quit one day. He was about to light it when he stopped. He picked up his notebook and pen and jotted down the information gathered so far, underlining some details in red ink:



Night of Monday 21 to Tuesday 22 June

Expert job.

Special instruments: a scalpel, forceps and surgical scissors.

Time: 10–15 minutes.

Material burnt inside coffin. Perhaps tobacco leaves!

Toscano cigar?



Finally he updated the deputy prosecutor. A brief call, which the deputy prosecutor concluded with the words: ‘If that stuff is confirmed as tobacco, let’s keep it to ourselves. We don’t want the press finding out.’

Should that tobacco be understood as a threat? Yet another? Was his past catching up with him?

It was still too soon to be sure.
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It looked like a large warehouse, standing there on the hills outside Florence, next to the Careggi Hospital. Surrounded on three sides by open country, it was protected by high iron railings. Those who did not know its true purpose would never have imagined that it was a place where the bodies of those who had died in hospitals and in nursing homes were displayed before being buried.

This was the New Chapels of Rest, so called to distinguish it from the dilapidated old chapels that had been replaced at the beginning of the 1990s.

The two officers were in an unmarked Fiat Punto. The car was more than five years old, and at the very least the tyres needed changing and the brakes inspecting. Ideally, the Motor Vehicles Office at the Ministry of the Interior should long ago have decommissioned it. But, despite repeated requests, they refused, pleading ‘lack of funds’. That was the excuse they always used, and nobody was very convinced by it, especially when there were senior civil servants and politicians in Rome driving around in expensive new cars.

The rain was beating insistently on the roof of the car, and the windscreen wipers were working overtime. A real storm that perhaps presaged the start of summer.

Officer Pino Ricci was driving, with Inspector Antonio Sergi in the seat next to him.

Once they had entered the courtyard, Ricci switched off the engine, lowered the sun shield and stuck the signal paddle with the words STATE POLICE under it. They got out and ran towards the building in silence.

It was Sergi and Ricci who had been assigned the task of investigating the desecration of the body in the New Chapels of Rest.

Both men had athletic builds. Sergi’s distinguishing feature, though, was his thick beard. He had grown it to cover an old scar left by a shoot-out with members of the Sacra Corona Unita, the Apulian Mafia, almost ten years previously in a disreputable neighbourhood of Bari, where he had worked before Florence. Because of his strong resemblance to the character played by Al Pacino, his nickname was ‘Serpico’.

The two men had been a team for some years. When they were after drug traffickers, they usually played good cop, bad cop with the junkies and small-time pushers they pulled in. Sergi, naturally, was the bad cop. He acted tough, like a volcano ready to explode, while his broad-shouldered, barrel-chested colleague was the ‘gentle giant’, the one who tried to calm him and cajole the prisoners into telling the truth. It was an old ploy, but an effective one, except when they were dealing with hardened gangsters, who weren’t taken in by it.

Having finished their inspection, they were shown to the director’s office, An intense, stagnant smell of mildew and disinfectant hung in the air. A fluorescent light glared coldly from the ceiling on to the white walls and linoleum floor. The furniture was basic: a worn wooden desk and a couple of metal chairs. The director was a short, squat man named Alessandro Vannucci. It had been at seven this morning, he told them, that he had discovered the scar on the woman, who had died the previous day in the cancer ward of the hospital. The gates had been closed at six the previous evening, by which point the relatives of the dead people currently housed there had all left. During the night, the building had been watched by security guards until he arrived in the morning.

Sergi noted down the dead woman’s details, the name of the security firm that provided the guards and the company responsible for cleaning the premises. Before leaving, he asked to check the TV camera he had noticed during the inspection, it was over the door separating the office area from the chapels. But it was a pointless request. The camera was not working: it had been out of order for months and nobody had bothered to repair it.

The two officers left, carrying the foul smell of the air in their nostrils.

The other thing they carried away with them was the thought that these days not even the dead could find peace in Florence.

Meanwhile, Inspector Riccardo Venturi had been busy at the computer. Even though he was only thirty-two, he could recall every crime ever committed in the city, every case the Squadra Mobile had worked on. He was an IT expert, a real genius, nicknamed ‘the wizard’ by his colleagues. It was a name he may have laughed off, but deep down he seemed proud of it, except when he wasn’t in the mood for joking.

When Ferrara told him about the incident in the chapels, the first thing that came to mind was the summer solstice.

A brief search confirmed that this year it had fallen at exactly 00.57 on 21 June.

A coincidence? He knew that it was an important moment of the year, one that age-old popular tradition invested with a magical significance.

He printed a few pages and went back to his search.
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It was 11.06 by the clock on the desk.

Ferrara had finished reading Sergi’s latest report and countersigned it, ready for it to be sent off to the Prosecutor’s Department. He took off his glasses and put them in the breast pocket of his jacket.

One less walking the streets, he said to himself, lifting a hand to his dark hair, which was greying slightly at the sides.

The report concerned the arrest of an Albanian suspected of pimping and drug trafficking. After keeping him under surveillance for a month, they had finally arrested him late last night as he was getting off his bicycle outside a bar in the Piazza Santa Maria Novella. In the course of the search they had found him in possession of a semiautomatic pistol with the serial number erased and more than 200 grams of pure heroin.

It was Sergi and his team who had brought the operation to a conclusion. The investigation had begun, as so often happened, with a tip-off. A young junkie and dealer – the report did not mention his name, or anything that might help to identify him – had ratted on him in the hope of getting a few favours from the inspector in return.

‘Excellent work!’ Ferrara commented. Then, turning to Venturi, who had just sat down in front of him, he added with a bitter smile, ‘These Albanians are making their mark in the drug trade. Seems pimping isn’t enough for them.’

‘Well, Chief Superintendent,’ Venturi replied, ‘it’s only to be expected: money attracts money. Let’s just hope we don’t see this guy out on the streets again tomorrow or the day after.’

Ferrara simply nodded.

The rise of Albanian and similar criminal groups in Florence and other cities in Northern and Central Italy was indeed predictable, given the lack of a Mafia-style organisation in such places to stop them moving in. It was hardly surprising that regions like Sicily and Calabria were immune to their incursions.

‘Chief,’ the inspector went on, ‘I’ve brought you some material I collected from the web.’ With one hand he put down on the desk the pages he had printed and with the other he held out a sheaf of press cuttings. ‘These are articles I found in the Headquarters collection covering the past few years.’

Ferrara took them and slid them to a corner of the desk. ‘I’ll read them later. Just tell me for now if you found anything interesting.’

‘Nothing specific on our case. There are no exact matches, at least not in the records. But I wanted you to see these things because some of them are quite unusual. And one interesting point is that quite a few of these incidents took place during the summer solstice … ’

He went on to list some of them.

‘Good work, Venturi. But now let’s focus on the present. When Sergi brings you the lists of people who have some connection with the chapels, I want you to make it your top priority. We need to know everything about them, and about the dead woman’s family. We can’t yet rule anything out.’

‘Of course, chief,’ the inspector replied, barely concealing his impatience to get back to work.

Left alone, Ferrara devoted himself to a pile of paperwork. The usual office routine. Some of it concerned his men: requests for leave, conduct reports, evaluations, and so on. It was a bureaucratic chore he was finding increasingly burdensome, a job that had nothing to do with any of the cases they were investigating, but which still fell to him, as head of the Squadra Mobile. Of course, his secretary, Sergeant Nestore Fanti, had prepared every document for him with his usual care, according to his instructions, especially when it came to the evaluations of the men’s conduct, but it was up to Ferrara to go through it all, state the reasons for the scores given each man, and sign.

He settled down to his task, resolving not to move from his chair for the rest of the morning.
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Thanks to heavy traffic it had taken them nearly an hour to get to the Campo di Marte area, not far from the football stadium.

Sergi dashed in the rain towards a three-storey block, followed by Ricci. He rang the bell and the lock of the front door clicked immediately. They were clearly expected.

In the doorway of the apartment, they were greeted by the dead woman’s daughter. She was in her early forties, short and thin, without make-up. She looked startled: she had clearly not expected to see two big, casually dressed men, one of them with a beard so dishevelled it made him look like a villain. Sergi realised he had scared the woman. To calm her, he brought out his badge: the accompanying photograph, showing him in an impeccable uniform, was much more reassuring. She led them into the living room, where her husband was sitting. He was about the same age as her, a plump-faced man with a thin moustache and a twitch that kept closing his right eye.

Sergi wasted no time in explaining the reason for their visit. Then he took his notebook and pen from the pocket of his leather jacket and asked for the full name of the dead woman and some details about her. She had been retired for years, he was told, having previously taught Italian literature and history at a secondary school in the city. He went on to more direct questions.

‘Yes, we were at the chapels yesterday afternoon, until just before closing time,’ the wife said. ‘It must have been about half past five when we left.’

‘Did you notice the scar?’

‘There wasn’t one. Otherwise we would have seen it, wouldn’t we?’

‘Did you notice anything suspicious?’

‘No,’ the woman replied.

The husband spoke now for the first time, his eyelid twitching. ‘Don’t you think we ought to tell them about those people, darling?’

‘Which people?’ Sergi asked.

The man explained that, just as they were leaving, they had seen a couple wandering the corridors as if they didn’t know where to go.

‘A couple?’

‘Yes. A man and a woman.’

‘Can you describe them?’

‘We weren’t really paying much attention, but what I did notice was that the man was holding a big bag. You know, like a doctor’s bag. My brother-in-law may be able to tell you more, because he stayed a bit longer than we did.’

His wife nodded.

‘What’s your brother-in-law’s name?’

‘Ferdinando Berti,’ the woman replied. ‘He’s my only brother.’

‘Perhaps you could tell him to come to see us at Headquarters, signora.’

‘Would it be all right if he came after the funeral?’

‘Of course. No problem.’

‘Talking of which, Inspector,’ the husband said, ‘when will the body be returned?’

‘That’ll have to be authorised by the Prosecutor’s Department. Deputy Prosecutor Vinci is the one dealing with the case. If they don’t need to do any more tests, I think you should be able to get it back today.’

‘I’ll phone the Prosecutor’s Department straight away,’ the man said, as he saw the two officers to the door.

‘A couple with a doctor’s bag, who didn’t know where to go … ’ Sergi said, as soon as they climbed back inside the Fiat Punto.
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In the meantime, Ferrara had received confirmation of the substance found inside the coffin.

The result had been unequivocal: burnt leaves of cigar tobacco, of the very kind he had been smoking for years. Unfortunately, no fingerprints or biological traces had been found: the fire had burnt them all away.

The information raised a lot of questions in Ferrara’s mind.

Was Gianni Fuschi right to interpret this as a message for him? Should he start taking precautions? And who could be behind it? What twisted mind had dreamt this up?

He still had a vivid memory of the attempt on his life in October 2001, which he had miraculously escaped but which had been used as a pretext to get him away from Florence for his own safety and transfer him to the Anti-Mafia Investigation Department in Rome. Would his superiors force him to move again? What would he tell his wife?

He was still ruminating on these questions when he heard a knock at the door.

Teresa Micalizi was a new superintendent, just out of graduate training at the Police Academy.

Ferrara explained to her the workings of the Squadra Mobile, its various sections and what each dealt with, and the hours, both the regular ones and the overtime.

She listened attentively. It was her first real introduction to the world of day-to-day detective work, and it was all the more impressive coming from the head of the most important department in Headquarters. She was wearing a dark grey suit, white blouse and high-heeled shoes. She did not look like a policewoman. Were it not for the gun in her shoulder holster bulging beneath her jacket, she might be taken for a young female executive.

She was of medium height, with dark hair cut in a bob and a pleasant face. But what was most striking were her deep black eyes. They were remarkably lively and intelligent, darting everywhere, anxious not to miss anything. She was clearly an interesting young woman. But she was just as clearly embarrassed and kept brushing her fringe back from her forehead with her right hand. Ferrara went to her and put a hand on her shoulder. ‘I know you’re from Naples,’ he said, ‘but you don’t have an Neapolitan accent.’

‘I was born in Naples,’ she replied, ‘but I lived in Milan for eighteen years.’ She was about to tell him that her father had been a police officer until he was killed in a shoot-out with robbers who had raided a bank in the centre of the city, not far from the famous Galleria Vittorio Emanuele. She was also about to tell him that her mother, who was from South America, was a painter, but she held back. Most likely the chief superintendent already knew these things, she thought.

‘Even though you’re the only woman superintendent in this department at the moment,’ Ferrara continued, ‘you shouldn’t feel uncomfortable. I’m certain you’re the first in a long line. The role of women in the police force is becoming increasingly important, especially when dealing with certain types of crime.’

She smiled. Was he telling her the truth, or only what he thought he was expected to say? And what did he mean by ‘certain types of crime’? Child abuse? Rape and sexual assault? For the moment, she told herself, these questions were pointless: only time would tell. But one thing was certain: she had made the right choice, this job was going to give her a lot of satisfaction.

At this point Ferrara took a cigar from his case, lit it and puffed at it for a while, watching the smoke as it drifted up towards the ceiling. It was his second cigar of the day. Realising that the introduction was over, Teresa stood up and said goodbye. She was anxious now to meet her colleagues.

Ferrara plunged back into his own thoughts.
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It was just before six in the evening when a thin girl with short dark hair entered Sergi’s office. She worked for the firm that handled the cleaning at the New Chapels of Rest.

Sergi and Ricci had been back in Headquarters for little more than half an hour and were putting their notes in order. They had also questioned the two security guards who had worked, respectively, the six p.m. to midnight shift of the day before and the midnight to six a.m. shift this morning, and had learned nothing of any significance. Both men had stated categorically that they had not seen anything unusual. Neither of the two, though, had gone inside the individual chapels: that wasn’t in their remit. They had limited themselves, as per company instructions, to making sure the outside gates were closed and staying in the guard box situated in the courtyard between the main gate and the entrance to the chapels. Every two hours they had walked along the internal corridors, making sure that the night lights were on in the chapels, but had not been aware of any suspicious presences or noises.

Sergi’s questioning of the young cleaning woman, however, was to prove more useful.

Her name was Rosaria Pizzimenti and she was twenty-four. Originally from Lecce, she had been working in Florence for nearly two years, always for the same company, which, apart from the New Chapels of Rest, also had the contract to clean other parts of the Careggi Hospital.

‘What time did you get to work this morning?’ Sergi asked. Ricci had already sat down at the computer to write up the statement.

‘Six o’clock, same as every day. I do two hours, six to eight. There are always two of us. The other girl’s outside in the waiting room.’

‘Was she also at the chapels this morning?’

‘Yes.’

‘Could you please tell us what you did?’

The young woman explained that their daily work consisted of emptying the wastepaper baskets in the offices and in the corridors of the chapels, then sweeping the floors and dusting the desks. On alternate days they also had to wash the floors. That morning, she had worked just in the chapels.

‘Did you notice anything suspicious?’

‘No, I just picked up a few pieces of paper from the floor and … ’ She broke off for a few moments, with a frown. The two officers stared at her. ‘I don’t know if this is important, but in one corner of the corridor I found a wrapper … ’ She stopped again.

‘A wrapper?’

‘Yes, Inspector. I might be wrong, but it looked like a wrapper from a disposable camera. My first thought was that maybe someone had wanted to take a last picture of a relative.’

‘What did you do?’

‘What was I supposed to do? I threw it in the bag we use for collecting the rubbish and before I left I put the bag in one of the dustbins outside the building.’

‘Have you ever found a wrapper like that before?’

‘No, never.’

‘Did you know that something had happened in the chapels?’

‘No. Nobody told me anything, though I did notice a couple of police cars in the courtyard on my way out. And when I finished my shift and my boss told me I had to come here and see you this afternoon, I assumed something must have happened.’

‘So you have no idea what this is all about?’

‘No. Can you tell me?’

Without going into details, Sergi simply told her that one of the bodies had been desecrated.

‘Oh, my God! I can’t believe it!’

He thanked the young woman and walked her to the door, then asked for the other girl to be brought in. This second interview was very short: she had not seen or noticed anything suspicious in the various offices she had cleaned.

Once the second girl had gone, Sergi and Ricci rushed back to the chapels to see if they could retrieve that wrapper from the dustbin.

It wasn’t much of a clue, but at the beginning of an investigation nothing could be left to chance.
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It was just after eight in the evening.

Ferrara opened the front door of the small apartment block where he lived with his wife. Their renovated top-floor apartment enjoyed a sweeping view all the way from the Arno to the Piazzale Michelangelo, the famous observation point above the city, and even beyond.

Between the first and second floors, he took the key from his trouser pocket, although he knew there was no point: Petra always recognised his footsteps on the stairs.

‘Look! Look at this! We’ve only just got back and they’re already starting!’ These were the words with which he was greeted as soon as he had crossed the threshold.

Petra was visibly upset. Her lower lip was trembling, and he could almost hear her heart thumping. She was waving a piece of paper in the air. Ferrara looked at her questioningly.

The lighting in the apartment was, as usual, warm and intimate, but the atmosphere was one of imminent catastrophe.

‘You know what I think, Michele?’ Petra said. ‘I think we should go back to Rome! I want to get out of here, once and for all! I can’t stand it any more … Wir müssen weggehen … We have to go … ’

His eyes kept moving from her face to the sheet of paper and back again. He did not know what was on that paper, but he could imagine.

‘Read this, Michele!’ she said, holding the paper up in front of him.

He knew what his wife was feeling. He could see it in her eyes, those expressive green eyes of hers. He took his glasses from the breast pocket of his jacket and looked closely at the paper, taking care not to touch it.

It was a typed note, probably printed off a computer.



We’re getting closer. It’s not long now.

We’re coming for you and your …



His jaws stiffened and a shiver ran down his spine. He completed the sentence mentally. Your wife.

The note said we. It wasn’t a single person who had it in for him this time.

Who could it be? Why were they threatening him? Was the past really catching up with him? And was his wife really in danger?

‘It was in a white envelope without a stamp,’ Petra went on, a little calmer now. ‘Someone came to the front door and put it in our letterbox, after the postman had been. I found it when I got back from the laundrette.’

‘And the envelope?’

‘It’s on your desk. I touched it when I picked it up, but then when I realised it didn’t have a stamp or a postmark, I put this on.’ She raised her hand to show him the rubber glove she was wearing, a slight smile hovering over her lips.

‘You did well, darling.’

Petra rarely asked him questions, but this time it was something that had happened in their home. ‘Why, Michele?’ she asked. ‘What do they want from you? Who are they?’

Ferrara thought about it for a moment. ‘Don’t worry, Petra, we’ll find them,’ he said, trying to hide the anxiety in his voice, although he knew perfectly well how unlikely it was that they would get any prints off that piece of paper. He went to her and hugged her tight. He could feel the anger rising in him.

He kissed her on the cheek, then gave her a long kiss on the lips. She was still shaking and her eyes were watery.

‘Michele, if you’re starting to get threats again, either they transfer you to Rome, or I go back to Germany.’ She had raised her voice again, and the note of anxiety had returned. ‘Hold me close. Don’t leave me alone.’

‘Don’t worry,’ he said reassuringly, still holding her tenderly in his arms. Gradually the colour came back into her face.

After a few minutes, she said gently, ‘Let’s eat now. The dinner’s ready. I made you lamb cutlets with potatoes, those potatoes from Bologna that you like so much.’

She carefully put the paper down on the desk, beside the envelope, close to the white orchid that always stood there, and headed for the kitchen. Ferrara went into the bedroom.

A lovely smell wafted out from the kitchen, whetting his appetite.

Over dinner, they did not speak again about the message and Ferrara ate the lamb with gusto. His mind, though, continued to buzz. He remembered the scar on the thin face of the dead woman and imagined those burnt tobacco leaves in the coffin … And now here was this threatening letter, received the same day, even before the news of what had happened in the New Chapels of Rest had appeared in the media.

A coincidence?

It was possible, although everything seemed to point to a single source, as if the writer of the anonymous letter was trying to tell him: It was us at the chapels.

He looked at his wife with a mixture of tenderness and anxiety. He knew how much she loved him and that, whatever happened, she would stay by his side and support him.

They drank a glass of Brunello di Montalcino, raising their glasses in a toast. Then he went and sat down in the black leather armchair and put his feet up on a stool. It was his favourite place at the end of a day, a place where he could savour the joy of being within his own four walls.

Not that it would be easy to overcome the tension of this strange day.
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He went through all the cases he had dealt with over the past few years.

His operation against the Sicilian Mafia in 2001?

No, he didn’t think so. That was water under the bridge.

There had also been two bomb attacks in 2001: the one he had survived and the one that had killed his friend Deputy Prosecutor Anna Giulietti, along with her driver, as she was on her way to the Prosecutor’s Department.

But the Sicilians had other problems to deal with these days: internal rifts, the arrest and conviction of some major bosses, the defection from their ranks of a number of members who had turned State’s evidence. In the world of organised crime, Cosa Nostra wasn’t the force it had once been.

There was also the Calabrian Mafia, the ’Ndrangheta. Only a few months earlier, he had broken up a ring channelling cocaine from the Colombians and had helped to unmask the perpetrators behind the slaughter of a Calabrian family in an apartment in Manhattan.

But that was another hypothesis he thought had to be ruled out. In those cases, he had simply acted as a liaison between police forces in America and Italy, in his role as head of the Anti-Mafia Investigation Department in Rome. And besides, the ’Ndrangheta weren’t usually so sophisticated. They settled scores with their enemies directly and immediately, because they wanted their message to be clear and unequivocal, both to their enemies and to their own members.

He went even further back in time, until he came to the one case that might provide a plausible explanation for what was happening: the crimes of the so-called ‘Monster of Florence’. That was a case in which he had speculated that somebody highly placed had been pulling the strings, and in which he had been forced to desist from further investigation.

Was somebody still threatening him over that accursed business?

It was nearly midnight by the time he went to bed.

Around the city, though, in discos, private clubs and high-class drawing rooms frequented by the aristocracy and the nouveau riche, the night was only just beginning.

The secret face of Florence, which showed no sign of going away.
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It was a clear night, and the cypresses that lined the drive leading to the villa stood out in the moonlight. Only the barking of dogs in some of the houses on the hills broke the magic spell of the countryside.

Enrico Costanza was sitting behind a massive desk in the semi-darkness, his back towards the door. He was wearing a made-to-measure suit. His pencil-thin moustache was white, as was his hair.

He was waiting impatiently.

The room was very large, with three windows covered in heavy maroon-coloured curtains. It was lit by two elegant antique silver six-armed candelabra, each placed on a period cabinet at opposite ends of the room. The ceiling was more than twelve feet high and was covered with a religious painting.

On one wall hung the portrait of one of his forebears: a man with a thick grey beard, an austere uniform and a long black cloak over his shoulders.

‘At last!’ he murmured, turning, as soon as he heard footsteps. A liveried butler admitted the visitor, who was holding a package in his hand.

He waited until they were alone, then resumed his previous position. ‘Why are you late?’ he asked.

‘Something came up,’ the other man replied curtly. ‘Nothing of importance, though.’

He wasn’t used to having to justify himself to anybody. He stood there, his long arms down at the sides of his well-shaped body, his grey eyes fixed on Costanza. Then he walked to the desk and put the package down on it.

‘As long as you haven’t had any problems … ’ Costanza said.

‘No, everything’s fine.’

‘Good!’ He sounded pleased. ‘Good,’ he repeated in a lower voice, almost as if he didn’t want to be heard even by the walls or the sacred figures that seemed to look down at him from the ceiling.

‘It’s always been a great honour for me to come and see you,’ the visitor replied with a slightly forced smile, emphasising the word honour. He put his hand in his trouser pocket, took out a key and placed it on the desk.

‘Thank you,’ the old man said.

‘I’m the one who should thank you for the favour,’ the guest replied ceremoniously.

‘Oh, it’s nothing. Remember, son, I love you and you’ll always be able to rely on me.’

He stood up, and his visitor went to him and embraced him.

‘I’m your godfather and you’re the son I wish I’d had,’ the old man whispered in his ear. ‘You’ll have news soon, but for now you can go. You know the way.’

The visitor broke free of the embrace. As he turned, he admired, as he always did, the big display case with its collection of pipes, including the one he had himself given the old man on his last birthday. He walked towards the door, his footsteps barely audible on the time-worn tile floor.

He was pleased with himself.

[image: image]

Alone again, Enrico Costanza opened the package. Inside it was a cellophane bag. He mopped his forehead with his handkerchief, then picked up the phone and dialled a number.

‘Friday night, same time,’ was all he said. He listened for a few moments, then hung up.

Then he put two fingers in the bag, took out a little white powder, placed it on the back of his left hand and sniffed it in, once, twice. He sat back in his armchair and closed his eyes. The pain of his lung cancer had become almost unbearable lately, and this was the only way he could alleviate it.

Outside, his visitor walked towards his car, which he had parked close to a small chapel that had lost its roof and a large part of its walls and was now used as a tool shed. Before getting in his car, he looked back at the villa. It was an impressive stone building, situated on a beautiful hill from which, by day, there was a breathtaking view of Florence, with Brunelleschi’s majestic dome and the Arno clearly visible. A donjon with a loggia occupied the central part of the villa. Against the facade, a wide colonnade. The garden, surrounded by boxwood hedges, was very well tended, as were the extensive grounds, part of which was an olive grove.

He noticed that the windows, protected by black bars, were completely dark, but that the wrought-iron lantern with its coloured panes of glass above the main entrance had been left on.

Maybe the old man was expecting someone else, he thought to himself. He knew that on occasion meetings were held here, very private meetings to which he was not yet admitted. He sat down behind the wheel of his shiny black Mercedes SLK. In a little more than fifteen minutes he would be back in the suburbs of Florence.

But he wouldn’t be going straight home.

Someone else was waiting for him.
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He was parked where he shouldn’t be. But he didn’t care.

On the Ponte Vespucci, he had to manoeuvre to wedge the Mercedes in between two other cars. He got out, turned on to the Lungarno Corsini, walked along it and then along the Lungarno degli Acciaioli, then turned left, towards the pedestrian area. Left again, another hundred yards or so. He stopped and looked behind him. There wasn’t a soul about. He rang the bell. The door was opened by a weary-looking young man, to whom he showed his card. He entered, walking past the sign that said PRIVATE CLUB – MEMBERS ONLY. There were many private clubs in the city, catering to all classes. But this was the most elegant and the most exclusive. Busy every night, often until the small hours of the morning, and sometimes even later. As it was tonight.

The subdued lighting and low music made for a soft, silky atmosphere. Gorgeously tanned girls in leather miniskirts sat on tall stools at the bar counter. They were all young, probably no more than twenty, and most of them were not Italian. The glances they cast the members were provocative, greedy for pleasure and above all for money. Other girls were navigating their way between the tables, topless, holding expensive bottles of champagne.

He wandered through the room, looking around. He recognised a few people, but ignored them. As he passed a small velvet sofa, he winked at a tall, beautiful, dark-skinned, black-haired
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