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1 – ENRICO
 

PAVIA, 1890
 

The steady drumming of the rain rocked him to sleep. A few hours later,
the cold wind whistling through the window frames woke him again. He
left the candle unlit and looked outside, just able to make out the swaying
treetops. Watching the two forces of nature at work, the cutting wind and
the trees standing firm, he wished that even a trace of either strength might
seep into him, stir him, make him different. With a sigh, he pulled the thin
blanket over his head and curled up, trying to trap what little warmth he
had. Sleep wouldn’t return. Present worries and old memories drifted in and
out until he heard the first sounds from his landlady’s rooms. At last, it was
time to get up. The routine of the day might, with luck, distract him. 

He filled the chipped basin and set the white jug back in its place. Off
went the wool undershirt. He washed his face, armpits, and chest, then ran
his damp hands through his black, messy hair, scrubbing quickly as the
room was freezing. Working up a faint lather from the unscented soap, he
dunked his hands again and rinsed the thin film from his lean body. Then
came his daytime wool shirt, the long johns, the corduroy trousers, a dark
turtleneck sweater, and the suspenders. Grabbing his coat and two two-lira
coins, he left the ten-lira note in the drawer of the bedside table.  

“Morning, Enrico,” his landlady said, stirring the milk. 
He muttered a good morning, breathed in the warm smell from the

hearth, and sat in his usual place. Cutting a modest slice of dark bread,
small enough to avoid a scolding from Signora Maria, he waited while she
set down a steaming, almost-full mug. Despite his hunger, he took his time
with breakfast, then said goodbye and stepped outside. The rain had
stopped, but the cold hadn’t. It was 5.30 am on 22 October. He headed
down the slight slope towards the river. Others were already on their way to
work, and a few carts rattled in the direction of the square to set up the
market. Enrico noticed none of it, neither the people nor the carts nor the
horses, and didn’t bother looking up to guess where the sun might pierce the



clouds. He walked hunched over, hoping nothing around him would change
without warning. 

A passerby shouted a greeting to a cart driver. The sudden cry made him
jump, and he quickened his pace on instinct. 

In a few minutes he reached the Ponte Coperto, the city’s covered
bridge; the tannery wasn’t far now. The gendarmes let him through without
a word. He allowed himself a glance at the river, its water sliding calmly
along the wide bed. The rains of the past weeks, falling even farther
upstream, had raised the level by nearly a metre. They might have to
prepare for a flood. 

The tannery sat at the end of the road, visible as soon as he turned left
after the bridge. A low stone building stretching from the riverbank into the
Borgo Basso neighbourhood, it mixed roofed sections with open-air areas
where the vats were. 

A few workers ahead of him trudged towards the entrance, bundled up
against the cold. At the iron gate the owner, Mr Farini, waited for everyone
to arrive. From time to time, he shifted his frock coat aside, pulled a gold
watch from his waistcoat pocket, checked it, put it back, then paced with a
dark, muttering scowl. He would wait until ten minutes past 6, then he
would shut the gate and the day’s work would begin. 

Mr Farini was a stout man past fifty; more grey than black showed in his
hair and beard, and his hands still carried the marks of the work he’d done
in his youth. After years spent gaining experience in Magenta, he’d moved
to Pavia and set up his own business. Age and wealth hadn’t softened him.
If anything, he was stricter and more abrasive with his workers: he tolerated
no lateness, no mistakes that caused damage, and he was known to make,
quite often, ‘small errors’ in the wage calculations to the disadvantage of
those who couldn’t read.  

Enrico greeted him with deference and headed to the back of the
building, where the storeroom and cart yard were. Today, he was assigned
to unloading the hides and hauling them to the first vats. Hard work, but at
least it kept him away from the chrome salts. He heard Mr Farini lock the
gate facing the Ticino River and then, immediately after, a sharp whistle
blast signalled the start of the shift. The starting whistle always seemed



louder, harsher, more insistent than the one marking the end of the
workday. 

The first cart was already waiting, so Enrico let it in, closed the wooden
rear gate, and went back inside. He shed his coat and pulled on a long,
heavy, dark leather apron. He hauled the hides down from the cart, laid
them on a trolley, and took them into the adjacent room, where someone
else would wash them. When there were no carts to unload, he collected the
finished leather and shelved it in the proper racks. He also handled the day’s
shipments—a task the owner always checked personally. 

Enrico liked working in the storeroom, despite the stench of raw hides,
thick with the reek of rotting flesh. Not just because it kept him far from the
salts, but because it kept him far from the others. When Mr Farini came by,
Enrico simply did whatever was asked without speaking. 

“Put those over there.” “Load this.” “Move that basket.”  
Enrico kept moving as quickly as he could without looking at the owner.

Focused on his work. Always on edge, hoping nothing out of the ordinary
would happen. 

The day went by quickly. Enrico, exhausted, finally headed home. His
stomach was already growling, despite the small piece of bread, the onion,
and the apple that made up his lunch. He walked more slowly than he had in
the morning, following the river for a while, even passing on the far side of
the bridge, though it wasn’t the shortest way back. His boots pressed
through drifts of coloured leaves as the sun, out for most of the day, now
began to set. He stopped and leaned on the parapet to watch the boats and
the sand-loaded barges glide by in silence. These moments, like those he
spent in an empty church, offered him a rare sense of peace. No voices, no
flashes of light, no images or crashes would burst in on him, as they had far
too often in his life. He let himself rest in that quiet for a few more minutes,
then hunger pushed him onward. 

 
They ate dinner—polenta, salad, and dark bread—without speaking.

After tidying the kitchen, Signora Maria went downstairs to visit the
neighbours. Enrico returned to his room and sat by the window with a
blanket around his shoulders. Though the darkness outside was nearly



complete, he watched what little was visible near the vegetable patch,
beneath the trees, or in the courtyard of the house opposite. When he grew
bored, he picked up one of the four magazines belonging to his landlady
and studied the illustrations by candlelight. He couldn’t read. Even so, and
even knowing every detail by heart, he admired those images and
daydreamed, wishing that one day he might decipher the dense blocks of
text around them. Sometimes his mood grew so hopeful that he even
imagined learning to write. 

The creak of the steps under Signora Maria’s weight told him it was
time to sleep. He set the magazine aside, got ready for the night, and slipped
into bed, piling his daytime clothes and the coat on top of the blanket and
sheet. He heard her pause outside his door and whisper: “Good night,
Enrico.” 

“Good night,” he answered, wishing the blessing might somehow come
true. 

 
He slept, but a strange dream left him uneasy for the first few minutes

after waking. He went through his usual morning gestures, though this time
he paused at his reflection in the mirror. His black hair fell over his ears,
and the hollowed face only made his large dark eyes look larger. His
greyish skin and deep dark shadows under his eyes added at least ten years
to his nineteen. He shook his head with a sigh and, once dressed, stepped
into the other room. Signora Maria was in the mood to talk—and worse: in
the mood to talk about him. To prod him. 

“Enrico, how are you? How’s work?” 
“Same as always.” 
“But why do you talk so little?” 
Enrico lifted his eyes from the cup of milk without speaking, hoping the

questions would stop. 
“Don’t you have a friend to grab a drink with after work?” 
He shook his head and dipped the bread in the milk. 
“You’ll never meet a young woman. You’re twenty, it’s time to marry.” 
“Nineteen.” 
“Yes, yes, close enough. Point is, you can’t go on like this.” 



“Mm.” 
“I know you’ve had a hard life, but do you think others have it easy?

Look at me: I’m three times your age and still working the fields and the
house, but I manage. I face what I have to face. I had a husband, and we
were happy for many years, even if we were never blessed with children.
Come on now, Enrico. Be brave.” 

He finished what was left of his breakfast and forced himself to say, as
he stood up, “I’ll try, Signora Maria.” 

As much as talking about himself irritated him, he knew she meant well
and told him what she thought he needed to hear. She was kind; she had
taken him in knowing he wouldn’t be able to pay rent at first. He had just
lost his job and been thrown out of his previous lodging, yet she tried to
encourage him. But he simply couldn’t manage. Something in him wasn’t
right. 

He walked to work more hunched than usual, unable to enjoy the soft
rising light. He replayed her words in his head without looking around,
bundled up to his eyes in the worn clothes she’d provided, perhaps left by
her late husband. 

On the opposite side of the street, a shopkeeper stepped out and dumped
a bucket of water onto the pavement at the shop’s entrance. The splash hit
the stone like a blow. He froze. The signs were unmistakable. A sudden
weight pressed down. His body locked and he fell. Water surged around
him, as if he were sinking into the Ticino rather than standing on the street.
He thrashed, arms and legs flailing, his mouth filling with water. 

The shopkeeper saw him convulse and ran over. One hand pressed to
Enrico’s chest, he slapped him with the other. Enrico grabbed the arm that
had just plunged into his inner river and pulled himself up, toppling the man
in the process. Suddenly he was upright, head above water, the illusion
draining rapidly until nothing remained. He drew a long breath and watched
a carriage roll past. Only then did he realize where he truly was. The
shopkeeper stared at him, both startled and relieved. Enrico got to his feet
and ran towards the tannery without a word, without thanks. 

He sprinted down Strada Nuova, feeling he was running too fast to ever
stop. He ran, wanting only to keep running. Not from the shopkeeper, but



from himself. Narrowly dodging the rare passersby and skidding on the
steep descent, he kept moving. When the bridge came into view, he
remembered the two gendarmes always stationed there and slowed as much
as he could. But they had seen him and stepped forward to block his way.  

“Halt!” 
Enrico managed to stop before crashing into them. 
“Where are you going in such a rush, young man?” one asked. 
“To work,” he replied, breathless, sweating despite the cold. 
“Not running because of something you did, are you?” the gendarme

pressed, glancing past Enrico for anyone in pursuit.  
“No, no... I’m just late,” he lied. 
The other gendarme, though well aware it was still early, said, “Works at

the tannery, he passes by every morning. Let him go.” 
“All right, but he must stop running. It’s far too early for that.” the first

grumbled.  
Enrico walked the rest of the way. His fists clenched in his pockets, his

jaw tight, furious at himself and his cursed nature. Mr Farini had only just
opened the gate when he saw him. The expression on Enrico’s face nearly
intimidated him, but he forced a look of concern, hiding what he really felt.
“Vismara, are you all right? Did something happen?” 

Enrico didn’t answer. He gave the usual deferential nod and went
inside. 

Mr Farini stared after him, puzzled, then pulled out his watch and
muttered something under his breath. 

Enrico went to work at the vats with Gaetano. 
“Move! Get that hide in the water! Faster!” 
Enrico didn’t reply and kept working. 
“My back hurts today. You’ll have to do my share too,” Gaetano

reminded him now and then, dropping the mocking grin for a moment. 
Enrico didn’t even look at him. Gaetano was a brute from San Martino

Siccomario who had been hired just a couple of weeks earlier. Enrico
sometimes imagined hurling the bucket of salts in his face, but he feared the
man’s strength, and he didn’t want to lose his job. So he chose to endure,



just as he had learned to bear the stench that clung to every worker who left
the tannery. 

 



You’ve Just Finished your Free Sample 
 

Enjoyed the preview? 
 

Buy:  http://www.ebooks2go.com

https://www.ebooks2go.com/mystery-detective/scripta

	1 – ENRICO
	2 - CHIARA
	3 - THE ESTATE AGENT
	4 - FRIGHT
	5 - AGREEMENT
	6 - MAGNATE
	7 - INVITATION
	8 - TRIAL
	9 - THOUGHTS
	10 - PATIENTS
	11 - THE INTERVIEW
	12 - REQUEST
	13 - KEYS
	14 - THE PAINTING
	15 - REFUGE
	16 - THE CHASE
	17 - VERIFICATION
	18 - RESTORATION
	19 - QUESTIONS
	20 - WORDS
	21 - A VISIT
	22 - INVESTIGATION
	23 - WOOD
	24 - NAIVE
	25 - PAYMENT
	26 - UNFINISHED
	27 - ARTICLE
	28 - WRITING
	29 - OWNERS
	30 - MARRIAGE
	31 - IMAGES
	32 - MEETING
	33 - THE SEARCH
	34 - LEGACY
	35 - SITE INSPECTION
	36 - TRACKS
	37 - SOVARST
	38 - DOUBTS
	39 - REVELATION
	40 - THE VOLUMES
	41 - CONFRONTATION
	42 – PROTOCOL NERO
	43 - STATE
	44 - NEW YEAR’S EVE
	45 - MEETING
	46 - INTERPOL
	47 - HOLIDAY
	48 - PRISON
	49 - MURDER
	50 - REFLECTION
	51 - EXHIBITION
	52 - DIAGNOSIS
	53 - SILENCE
	Acknowledgments
	About the author



