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Format: Limited Series, 6 x 50 min

Genre: True Crime Drama / Investigative Thriller

Setting: Marsala, Sicily / Palermo / Rome, 1971-2002

Comparables: The Staircase (HBO Max), Monster (Netflix), Il caso Yara (Netflix Italia)
Source: Dove sono le bambine? — Antonio Pagliaro (Zolfo 2020, updated 2024)
Rights: Available — contact: antoniopagliaro.com

LOGLINE

In October 1971, three little girls vanish from the streets of Marsala, Sicily. Their killer is
convicted. All three magistrates who pursued the truth are assassinated by the Mafia. And a
community that witnessed everything falls silent for half a century.

THE STORY

Thursday, October 21, 1971. Antonella Valenti, 9, and her neighbours Ninfa Marchese, 7, and
Virginia Marchese, 5, leave school together and vanish into the limestone streets of Marsala.
Antonella's parents emigrated to Germany for work, leaving her with her grandparents. Ninfa and
Virginia's father, a barrel-maker with no barrels to make, is unemployed at home.

What follows is five days of collective terror. Three thousand volunteers search the underground
cave systems that honeycomb the tufa earth beneath the city. On the fifth day, a plumber stops
near an abandoned school building. He finds Antonella’s body — bound with brown industrial
tape, burned alive.

The tape is the only hard clue. It leads to a local packaging factory. And to MICHELE VINCI —
Antonella’s uncle, a man everyone called lo scimunitu, the simpleton — who has access to the
tape, access to a blue Fiat 500 seen by a witness, and knows the girls by name.

Vinci’s confession leads investigators, in the middle of the night, to a well in a rural farm.
Eighteen days after the disappearance, Ninfa and Virginia are found there — dead, still
embraced. They had survived the fall. They had clawed at the tufa walls trying to climb out. They
could not.
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The magistrate who builds the case is CESARE TERRANOVA, a man who spent years hunting
the Corleone Mafia before being posted to quiet Marsala. He is shot dead by four Mafia hitmen
on a Palermo street in 1979. The prosecutor who wins the trial, GIANGIACOMO CIACCIO
MONTALTO, is ambushed and killed outside his home in 1983. PAOLO BORSELLINO, who later
reopens the investigation, is killed by a car bomb on via D'Amelio, a residential street in Palermo
in July 1992.

Vinci is convicted and serves twenty-nine years. He dies in Turin, cremated. The question of
whether he acted alone has never been definitively answered.

WHY THIS STORY. WHY NOW.

Where Are the Girls? is not simply a true crime series. It is a portrait of a vanished Italy — of
poverty and emigration, of communities where justice was administered with shotguns, and
where the State’s finest magistrates were systematically murdered. It asks what happens to truth
when the people who seek it keep dying.

The story has never been told on screen. It is ready.

STRUCTURE

Six episodes tracking three interlocking timelines:
1971 — The disappearance, the search, and Terranova'’s investigation.
1974-1979 — The ftrial, the verdict, and Terranova’s assassination.

1988-2002 — Vinci’s television confession, Borsellino’s brief investigation, and Vinci’s release.

Each episode opens in present-day Marsala, through the surviving sisters and a city that has
never forgotten.

THE AUTHOR

Antonio Pagliaro has published ten crime novels with Guanda, Sironi, and Laurana, and five true
crime books with Zolfo and Laurana. He curates the “Zolfo nero” true crime series. He is also a
Senior Researcher in astrophysics at INAF, Palermo.
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Dove sono le bambine? was researched through original court documents, journalistic archives
spanning fifty years, and direct interviews with survivors. Pagliaro is available as creative
consultant throughout production.

Ninfa and Virginia died in the dark, clawing at the walls of a well.
All three magistrates who sought the truth were killed by the Mafia.
Marsala has never forgotten.
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