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opened all the windows. The plastic covering of the
seats was soft and emitted a noxious, sickly-sweet
smell. Down the street came a Motobécane racing
bicycle, ridden by a man wearing only underpants
and singing. Bordelli envied him with all his heart.
Then he summoned his courage and got into
his Beetle. The side vents, opened all the way,
deflected the wind on to him, but it made little
difference. The steering wheel was so hot he could
only manoeuvre it with one finger. The white wine
he had drunk was behaving in the usual fashion: 1t
goes down easily, but then suddenly your ears start
ringing. It was impossible to visit Totdo without
endangering one’s health. All the same, it was fun
to sit down i1n his kitchen to eat and chat, watching
the greasiest cook in the world at work, four foot
cleven inches of peasant joy. Bordelli would
definitely have included him 1n the hypothetical,
impossible family he sometimes imagined for
himself 1n his old age: a farmhouse 1n the vineyards,
six or seven faithtul friends, walks in the country,
endless dinners and an avalanche of memories,
listening to or telling stories of the past by the fire
in winter, or under the pergola in summer, with the
crickets filling your ears. And every so often—why
not?—a round of bocce behind the kitchen garden.
Diotivede, by then pushing a hundred, could care
for wounded animals, Botta and Toto would be
fixtures in the kitchen, Fabiani the shrink could
attend to bouts of depression, and Rosa could
brighten the cloistered life with her immaculate
naivety. He could even imagine the visionary Dante
there, who would charm everyone with gadgets tor
cutting mozzarella or peeling bananas.

Before going back to the office he decided to
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restaurant and the nightclub,” said Bordelli.

‘The restaurant is called II Coccodrillo,” said
Anselmo. ‘We reserved a table. You can check, if
you like.’

‘I will, don’t you worry about that.’

Anselmo looked offended. He was about to say
something when Giulio impulsively cut in.

‘And then we went dancing at the Mecca,” he
said.

Bordelli let his eyelids droop, with the look of
someone who has a long afternoon-ahead of him
and 1s in no hurry.

‘What time did you get to the restaurant?’

‘Half past eight. Right, Giulio?’

‘Yes, yes.’

‘And what time did you leave?”’

‘Roughly, about ten thirty . . . right, Giulio?’

‘Yes, yes, about ten thirty . . . more or less.’

‘And did you go dancing straight away, or did
you do something else first?’

‘Straight away.’

‘And how late did you stay?’

‘We were the last to leave . . . right, Giulio?’

‘Yes, yes, the very last.’

Bordelli looked over at Piras.

‘Did you write that down, Piras?’

‘Certainly did, Inspector.’

‘Good. What time does this Mecca close?’

‘At five o’clock, right, Giulio?’

‘Yes, five.’

‘Were you alone?’

‘We were with our wives, Inspector. But at the
Mecca we ran into a friend, who was also with his
wife. They’re from Milan.’

‘Yes, yes, from Milan.’
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girl. The doctor grinned bitterly.
‘The year after the war broke out, I left for the

front, and when I returned Simonetta was with
somebody else. She was very beautiful.’

There was a silent pause, as if each was thinking
of past loves gone wrong. Piras’s eyes were
bloodshot from all the alcohol, but he was full ot
energy and one could see he felt good. Even the
smoke no longer bothered him. He pulled his chair
closer to the table and rested his elbows on the

tablecloth.
‘Just outside my town, Bonacardo,” he began,

‘there i1s a big grey boulder, over six foot tall, at
the edge of a stream. It has a rather even hollow
in the middle, forming a sort of seat that looks
as if it was carved by human hands. The village
elders say that long ago a woman fell in love with
a man, and he with her. But they kept their love
secret, because their families despised one another
because of a disputed boundary. In short, the
usual Romeo and Juliet sort of story. They would
arrange to meet at night at the grey stone, calling
it “our rock”. And they would part in the morning,
weary and happy. It was a great love, the kind that
can last a lifetime. And that was, indeed, what
they imagined for themselves, that they would live
together for ever. But one day he decided to leave
to join Napoleon’s army, which was descending
over Europe to bring the Revolution to everyone.
He said he could not be happy if he didn’t do this,
and that love shouldn’t make people selfish but
give them the strength to do important things. He
sald that if he didn’t love her, he wouldn’t have
the courage to leave, and that if he didn’t leave,
he would feel like a coward. This was the price of
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