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WHERE ARE THE GIRLS? 

The True Story of Italy’s Most Haunting Crime 

 

Format: Limited Series — 6 Episodes 

Genre: True Crime Drama / Investigative Thriller 

Setting: Marsala, Sicily / Palermo / Trapani / Rome, 1971–2002 

Comparables: The Staircase (HBO Max), Monster (Netflix), Il caso Yara (Netflix Italia) 

Author: Antonio Pagliaro 

Source material: Dove sono le bambine? (Zolfo 2020, updated 2024) 

 

SERIES PREMISE 

In October 1971, three little girls vanish from the streets of Marsala, Sicily. Their 

disappearance triggers the largest manhunt in postwar Italian history — and sets in motion a 

chain of events that will claim the lives of three magistrates and raise questions that no court 

ever fully answered. 

This is a story about justice and its limits. About the State’s finest servants dying in service of 

the truth. About a community that has been waiting, for half a century, for someone to tell it 

what really happened. 

 

EPISODE 1 — “CALZETTONI BIANCHI” 

(White Knee Socks) 

Logline: Thursday, October 21, 1971. Three girls leave school in Marsala at two in the 
afternoon. By five o’clock, one of them is home. The other three are gone. 

 

COLD OPEN — Marsala, present day. 

A woman in her fifties, NINFA VIRGINIA MARCHESE, named after two sisters she never 

met, sits in a small kitchen and looks at a photograph. Two girls in cheap clothes, smiling. 

She has looked at this photograph every day of her life. She sets it down and goes to the 

window. Outside, the Sicilian light is blinding. 

Title card: October 21, 1971. 
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ACT ONE 

We enter the city at daybreak. Marsala in 1971 is poor, sun-scorched, and alive — a city of 

wine barons and immigrant workers, of ancient quarried limestone and narrow Arab streets, 

of televisions that show Rischiatutto every Thursday night and children who play in the road 

because there is nothing else. 

We meet the girls through the eyes of their morning. ANTONELLA VALENTI, nine, wakes in 

her grandparents’ flat. Her parents are in Germany — her father works in a textile factory in 

Baden-Baden, her mother is sick in bed with a fever. Antonella has been left behind since 

August. She dresses carefully. She has blond curly hair and a red coat. 

Across the courtyard of the Ina housing block, NINFA MARCHESE, seven, eats three 

persimmons for lunch. VIRGINIA, five, is wearing old house slippers. Their father Paolo is a 

barrel-maker with no barrels to make. He is home, unemployed, watching the children. 

At one-thirty Antonella comes downstairs to accompany her sister LILIANA, six, to the 

afternoon school session. Ninfa and Virginia want to come too. The four girls set off together. 

Antonella holds Liliana’s hand. We follow them through the streets of Marsala. Via Nino 

Bixio. Via Campobello. The narrow alley between tufa walls. We see them from behind, 

small against the stone. Only Liliana reaches school. 

 

ACT TWO 

Five o’clock. Liliana returns from school alone. Her grandmother asks: Where are the 

others? Liliana says through tears that they left her at school and she saw nothing strange. 

Antonella always held my hand. 

VITO IMPICCICHÈ, Antonella’s grandfather, gets on his Piaggio Ciao motorino and begins 

riding circuits of the neighbourhood. He checks with the Marchese family. They know 

nothing. 

CESARE TERRANOVA, fifty years old, Procuratore della Repubblica of Marsala, sits in his 

office on via D’Azeglio. He has come here from Palermo, from years of war against the 

Corleone Mafia clan, seeking a quieter posting. A sergeant brings the evening reports. 

Among them: three girls missing. Together. 

“Three?” 

Terranova stands. He is a large man. He looks out at the dark street. Increase the patrols. 
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ACT THREE 

The night of October 21–22 passes without sleep for two families. Terranova stays at his 

desk until dawn. In Baden-Baden, Antonella’s parents LEONARDO and MARIA know 

nothing yet. The episode ends on daybreak, October 22. The girls are gone. Terranova 

stands at his window, a cigarette burning in his hand. He has not slept. He tells a journalist: I 

am worried. I fear the worst. 
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EPISODE 2 — “LA SCUOLA DI RAKALIA” 

(The School at Rakalia) 

Logline: Five days of collective terror. Three thousand men searching. And then the 
plumber relieves himself in the ruins of an abandoned school. 

 

COLD OPEN — Palermo, September 25, 1979. 

A Fiat 131 moves through a quiet Palermo street. Two men inside. The car slows near a 

roadblock of construction barriers. Four men step out of a Peugeot. What follows is eight 

seconds of automatic gunfire. We stay outside the car. We hear everything. Then silence. 

Title card: October 22–26, 1971. 

 

ACT ONE 

Marsala mobilizes as no Sicilian city has mobilized before. Two hundred volunteers, the 

army, hunting dogs from Palermo, helicopters flying low over the quarries. Captain 

ADRIANO MOLINARI of the Guardia di Finanza is given command of forty police officers. 

He knows every one of the 164 contrade of Marsala. 

Meanwhile Leonardo and Maria Valenti are on a train from Germany. At Milan station 

Leonardo buys a newspaper. He reads the front page. He goes pale and sits down without 

speaking. Maria goes and buys another copy. They read it separately, in silence. In Rome 

they have no money for a flight. A priest gives them fifty thousand lire. 

 

ACT TWO 

Day three. The German gas station attendant HANS HOFFMANN comes forward. He saw a 

blue Fiat 500 L, a young driver, girls struggling in the back seat. One was hitting the driver’s 

shoulders shouting Let me go. He thought it was children playing. The blue Fiat 500 

becomes an obsession. Crowds form around innocent drivers. 

 

ACT THREE 

Day five. Tuesday, October 26, eleven forty-five. The municipal plumber VITO 

PASSALACQUA stops his Ape truck near a ruin — a school that has been under 

construction for eighteen years and is now rubble, used by passers-by as a toilet. He goes 

around the side of the building. 
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In the corner of a half-built room, among rubble and rubbish, a child’s body. Bound with 

brown industrial tape. Arms and legs folded back behind her. The tape covers her mouth and 

her nose. There are burns. One ear is carbonized. 

The episode ends with Paolo Marchese arriving at the scene. He thinks he is going to 

identify an object. He sees the body. He knows immediately who it is. He collapses. 

“’Unn’è mea.” (It’s not mine.) He says it three times, eyes closed, believing it. 

It is Antonella. The bodies of his daughters Ninfa and Virginia are not here. 
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EPISODE 3 — “IL NASTRO” 

(The Tape) 

Logline: A roll of industrial tape is the only hard clue. It leads to a factory. And to a 
man nobody thought to fear. 

 

COLD OPEN — Palermo, present day. 

A woman in her eighties unlocks a study. On the desk: photographs of three little girls. A roll 

of brown industrial tape in a clear bag. She has kept them here since her husband brought 

them home from Marsala in 1971. She will keep them until she dies. 

Title card: October 26 – November 9, 1971. 

 

ACT ONE 

The tape found on Antonella’s body is unusual — wide, brown, plastified, not commercially 

available. The manufacturer, Autoadesivi Italia of Bergamo, tells investigators: only two 

hundred twenty rolls were ever produced. One hundred went in a trial shipment to a single 

company in Marsala — the Cartotecnica San Giovanni, a packaging factory seven 

kilometres from the city centre. 

Terranova and Molinari visit the factory. They interview every employee. The women 

describe a recently fired male colleague who used to touch them. VINCENZO 

CAMMARATA, twenty-five, with a record for the rape of a child in Turin. He is arrested. He is 

released by morning. Clean alibi. 

 

ACT TWO 

But during the factory interviews, another name emerges. MICHELE VINCI. Antonella’s 

uncle. One of the men who picked up Leonardo and Maria at the airport. A delivery driver for 

the factory — a fattorino, one of the few permitted to leave the premises during working 

hours. He has access to the tape. He knows the children. Everyone who knows Vinci 

describes him the same way: lo scimunitu. The simpleton. An honest man, hardworking, 

incapable of violence. 

And there is something else. A neighbour named BENEDETTO DEMMA found Vinci near 

the Guarrato farm — three hundred fifty metres from the crime scene — hours after the body 

was discovered. Vinci had a pocket torch. He shone it at Demma and said: I looked inside. 

The girls aren’t here. They searched together. Demma was reassured. Molinari looks at the 

farm on the map. He draws a circle. 
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ACT THREE 

November 9, 1971. Nine in the evening. Terranova interrogates Vinci for hours in his 

second-floor office at the Palazzo di Giustizia. A painting of a man with a corpse on his 

shoulders hangs on the wall behind the desk. Terranova mentions it, stressing the word ‘life 

sentence’. After midnight, Vinci breaks. 

“I did it. I didn’t want to kill her. I wanted her all to myself.” 

He confesses slowly, laughing in a way that makes Terranova’s stomach turn. He took the 

three girls in his company Fiat 600. He drove them to the Guarrato farm. He threw Ninfa and 

Virginia into the well. Alive. Then he took Antonella. 

At two-thirty in the morning, with a crowd outside waiting for the monster, Vinci leads a 

convoy of carabinieri through the dark countryside. He cannot find the gap in the farm wall in 

the dark. Finally he finds it. They go in. Ten metres from the cistern: the rectangular opening 

of the abandoned quarry well. Vinci says: ‘Cca sunnu.’ They are here. He is taken back to 

the car. 

A firefighter descends on a rope ladder. Twenty metres down, in the soft straw and 

vegetation on the bottom, he finds something. He shouts up: I can see the head of a child. 

Then: the mask, I can’t breathe. Two girls. Still embraced. Eighteen days after the 

disappearance. 

On the tufa walls, the investigators find claw marks. The desperate marks of small fingers 

trying to climb. 
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EPISODE 4 — “IL MOSTRO” 

(The Monster) 

Logline: The trial begins. Vinci claims he is a pawn. A community watches. And 
Terranova, who built the case, is already living under sentence of death. 

 

COLD OPEN — Trapani, January 25, 1983. 

A Volkswagen Golf on a dark mountain road. Beethoven on the cassette player. The car 

turns into a residential street. Three men are crouching on the steps across from a villa. The 

driver parks. Reaches for the door handle. Seventeen shots. The body stays in the car until 

morning. 

Title card: 1974–1979. 

 

ACT ONE 

Two years have passed since the arrest. The trial opens in Trapani. Michele Vinci sits in the 

dock — small, pale, his gaze always downward. The prosecution presents its case: access 

to the tape, access to a blue 500, knowledge of the children, contradictory alibis, the 

confession, the claw marks on the walls. 

A forensic psychiatrist testifies about Vinci’s neurological history — multiple head injuries, 

lesion scars, seizure activity consistent with focal epilepsy. The perits argue whether he was 

fully responsible at the moment of the crime. 

Defense lawyer ELIO ESPOSITO argues Vinci did not act alone. Someone else orchestrated 

it. Vinci is a pawn. In open court Vinci reads a memorandum accusing the factory owner 

FRANCO NANIA. He claims he only drove the girls to the farm. He was threatened. Nobody 

believes him. 

 

ACT TWO 

We track the trial through TERRANOVA — now back in Palermo, later elected to Parliament. 

The Marsala case lives on his desk at home: three photographs, a roll of tape in a plastic 

bag. His wife GIOVANNA has long since stopped asking him to put them away. He takes the 

position of Chief Investigating Magistrate in Palermo. He knows what this means. 

 

ACT THREE 

The verdict at Trapani: Vinci convicted. Life imprisonment. The defense appeals. On 

September 25, 1979, before the appeal is decided, Terranova and his bodyguard Lenin 
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Mancuso leave home at eight-thirty in the morning. They get into a Fiat 131. Four Mafia 

hitmen — Bagarella, Gambino, Puccio, Madonia — fire from three directions simultaneously. 

Mancuso takes eight bullets and dies in hospital. Terranova is hit by multiple rounds and 

receives a coup de grâce to the back of the head. Two months later, the Court of Appeal in 

Messina reduces Vinci’s sentence. Partial mental infirmity is acknowledged. Twenty-nine 

years. 
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EPISODE 5 — “I MAGISTRATI” 

(The Magistrates) 

Logline: One magistrate has been killed. A second is living on borrowed time. A third, 
named Paolo Borsellino, is watching. 

 

COLD OPEN — Palermo, July 19, 1992. 

A convoy of police cars on a residential street in Palermo. Via D’Amelio. The cars pull up 

outside an ordinary apartment building. Borsellino approaches the entrance to his mother’s 

building. A Fiat 126 parked along the kerb. The explosion that follows destroys the street. 

We hold on the silence after. Then we cut back. 

Title card: 1980–1988. 

 

ACT ONE 

Trapani, 1980. GIANGIACOMO CIACCIO MONTALTO drives to work. He is the substitute 

prosecutor who won the case against Vinci. He has since been investigating Mafia infiltration 

of the Trapani business community. Someone has drawn a black cross on the hood of his 

Volkswagen Golf. He tells his friend, the writer Vincenzo Consolo: They have it in for me. He 

has not requested a bodyguard. He lives alone in a villa outside Valderice, on the road that 

climbs toward Erice. 

January 25, 1983. Ciaccio Montalto parks outside his villa. Reaches for the door. Seventeen 

shots. He is found at six forty-five in the morning by a shepherd. The thermos of coffee is still 

on the passenger seat. His watch has stopped at one-twelve. The Mayor of Trapani, asked 

about the killing: In Trapani, the Mafia does not exist. 

 

ACT TWO 

December 30, 1988. The television studio of Telefono Giallo, RAI’s crime programme, 

hosted by CORRADO AUGIAS. Vinci is interviewed live from Viterbo prison via telephone. 

He is sixty years old. 

“I took the girls. This is true. But I did not kill anyone.” 

He repeats the story from the Trapani courtroom: he drove them to the Guarrato farm, he 

handed them to others, he was acting on behalf of Franco Nania. He was threatened. He 

didn’t want anything to happen to the poor innocents. In Marsala, people watch. Anna 

Impiccichè — now separated, in the process of divorcing Vinci — watches with her father. 

She has lived for seventeen years with a question she cannot answer. 
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ACT THREE 

PAOLO BORSELLINO, now Procuratore at Marsala, watches the broadcast and opens an 

investigation. He requests the programme’s tapes. He interviews witnesses. He re-examines 

the Guarrato farm, the timeline, the possibility of accomplices. After months: he closes it. No 

corroboration. No new evidence. The pentiti — Mafia informants who have talked about 

everything, every murder, every shipment of heroin — have never mentioned three little girls 

in Marsala. 

Borsellino is transferred to Palermo. He is the co-leader, with Giovanni Falcone, of the maxi-

trial against Cosa Nostra. He says, matter-of-factly, in interviews, that he knows what this 

means for his life expectancy. The episode ends on July 19, 1992. A residential street in 

Palermo. His mother’s building. Three magistrates who touched the case of the three girls 

are gone. Terranova. Ciaccio Montalto. Borsellino. 
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EPISODE 6 — “NISCERU E ’UN TURNARU CHIÙ” 

(They Left and Never Came Back) 

Logline: 2002. Michele Vinci walks out of prison after twenty-nine years. He is sixty 
years old and has a girlfriend. Marsala still has no answers. 

 

COLD OPEN — Marsala, present day. 

A classroom in the Istituto Garibaldi. A teacher, PAOLO ACCARDI, hands out an 

assignment: interview your grandparents about October 1971. Cut to the grandparents’ 

faces. One by one they remember. A woman who played in the same streets. A man who 

drove search parties in the dark. An old pastry-shop owner who knew Michele Vinci — who 

says, very quietly, that he doesn’t believe Vinci did it alone. 

“He carried it all. He served thirty years. He’s been dead two years, cremated in Turin. He 

paid for everyone.” 

 

ACT ONE 

2002. The gates of Viterbo prison. A small man comes out, sixty years old, blinking in the 

light. He has a girlfriend waiting. He has nowhere to go back to in Sicily. He stays in Lazio, 

near Viterbo, and becomes a fairground operator. He tends carousels. Children ride them. 

He watches. 

We reconstruct his thirty years in parallel with thirty years of Italy. He enters prison in 1972. 

He watches on a prison television as Moro is kidnapped and killed. As the Pope is shot. As 

Italy wins the World Cup twice. As the Berlin Wall falls. As Falcone and Borsellino are killed. 

As Tangentopoli sweeps the political class away. When he leaves, there is the euro. Mobile 

phones. A world he doesn’t recognise. 

 

ACT TWO 

We return to Marsala. Two women who did not know the victims but carry them anyway. 

ANTONELLA VALENTI, born years after her sister’s death, given the same name by parents 

who could think of no other tribute. And NINFA VIRGINIA MARCHESE, who carries two 

sisters’ names because she is the first child born to her parents after the murders. 

We trace the surviving family members. What became of PAOLO MARCHESE, who 

searched the fields calling his daughters’ names and died in 2015 never knowing if Vinci 

acted alone. What became of ANNA IMPICCICHÈ, who divorced Vinci in 1980 and spent the 

rest of her life in a silence so complete it became its own statement. 
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ACT THREE 

The final sequence moves between three moments in time. 

1971. The last afternoon. We reconstruct the hour between one-thirty and five o’clock on 

October 21. Just the facts as they can be known. Four children set off together. An ordinary 

afternoon. Via Nino Bixio. Via Campobello. The narrow alley between tufa walls. One comes 

home. 

1971. November 10, three in the morning. The Guarrato farm. A rope ladder descending into 

darkness. A firefighter’s voice rising back up. Two girls found at the bottom of a well, still 

embraced, in the dark. On the walls beside them: the marks of small fingers. 

Present. Terranova’s widow in her Palermo apartment, opening the study where the 

photographs and the roll of tape have sat on the desk for fifty years. She looks at them. She 

locks the room again. 

Marsala did not forget. The question of what really happened — and whether one small, 

broken man could have done it alone — has never been answered. 

 

PRODUCTION NOTES 

Visual tone: Sicily 1971 in Super 8 grain — near-documentary, ochre and limestone. The 

present in clean digital. The contrast must be physical, not merely temporal. 

Language: The series is bilingual by dramatic choice. The Marsala dialect is part of the 

story’s identity. Trial and parliamentary scenes in standard Italian. Present-day sequences in 

contemporary Italian. 

Music: No emotionally explicit score. The diegetic music of 1971 — Canzonissima, 

Rischiatutto, Modugno, Iva Zanicchi — as the sonic fabric of a country watching television 

while three little girls disappeared. 

Source & Consultancy: Antonio Pagliaro is the author of the book from which this series is 

drawn and is available as creative consultant throughout production. The book was 

researched through original court documents, journalistic archives spanning fifty years, and 

direct interviews with survivors. 

 

 

Treatment © Antonio Pagliaro, 2026. All rights reserved. 

Rights inquiries: antoniopagliaro.com 
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Ninfa and Virginia died in the dark, clawing at the walls of a well. 

Cesare Terranova, Giangiacomo Ciaccio Montalto, and Paolo Borsellino were killed by the 
Sicilian Mafia. 

Marsala has never forgotten. 


