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Daphne du Maurier

      DAPHNE DU MAURIER (1907–89) was born in London, the daughter of the famous actor-manager Sir Gerald du Maurier and granddaughter
         of George du Maurier, the author and artist. A voracious reader, she was from an early age fascinated by imaginary worlds
         and even created a male alter ego for herself. Educated at home with her sisters and later in Paris, she began writing short
         stories and articles in 1928, and in 1931 her first novel, The Loving Spirit, was published. A biography of her father and three other novels followed, but it was the novel Rebecca that launched her into the literary stratosphere and made her one of the most popular authors of her day. In 1932, du Maurier
         married Major Frederick Browning, with whom she had three children.
      

      Besides novels, du Maurier published short stories, plays and biographies. Many of her bestselling novels became award-winning
         films, and in 1969 du Maurier was herself awarded a DBE. She lived most of her life in Cornwall, the setting for many of her
         books, and when she died in 1989, Margaret Forster wrote in tribute: ‘No other popular writer has so triumphantly defied classification
         … She satisfied all the questionable criteria of popular fiction, and yet satisfied too the exacting requirements of “real
         literature”, something very few novelists ever do’.
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      Introduction

      
      The Flight of the Falcon was published in 1965, coincidentally the year my own family moved to Italy, to the very city where the novel opens: Rome.
         The shadows of the Second World War, and the appalling poverty that made Italy so vulnerable to Fascism, were on the wane.
         Rome was incomparably lovely, a place where artists still came to learn from antiquity, where the privileged enjoyed the dolce vita celebrated by Fellini’s film of that name, and the less privileged were desperate for American dollars. Mass tourism was
         in its infancy then, and the kind of tours that du Maurier’s hero, Fabbio, takes around Italy were more innocent, less commonplace
         and less world-weary than one suspects they are now. Those were the days in which the waspish whine of a Vespa in the Eternal
         City carried young couples as beautiful as Cary Grant and Audrey Hepburn, not a pair of muggers out to rob the unwary walker.
         Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive.
      

      
      Curiously, The Flight of the Falcon is the only one of du Maurier’s novels to be set in Italy – though ‘Don’t Look Now’, her masterpiece short story, had Venice
         for its setting. Du Maurier loved Italy and visited it many times, though it is uncertain whether she went to Urbino before
         she wrote The Flight of the Falcon, for which she seems to have used a researcher. Her son, Kits Browning, visited the city with her in 1964 to check on the
         details after the novel was completed, and remembers being asked to take ‘lots of stills’ of it.
      

      
      Fabbio is a Germanicised Italian, shamed by his mother’s wartime affairs with German and American officers. He begins his
         story with a small bet and ends it with a desperate gamble for freedom. A tour guide, or courier, he is good at his job, which
         involves impressing his charges by sheer force of personality in acting as their shepherd, conductor and mediator. His elder brother, Aldo, is meanwhile plotting a much more sinister kind
         of leadership, revolving around the cult of personality all too familiar to survivors of the War. There are still elderly
         Italians alive today who complain that the country has never functioned so efficiently or so proudly as in the time of Il
         Duce, Mussolini. If du Maurier’s plot can seem too Gothic, too improbable in its conflict between the good brother and the
         bad, it may not seem too extreme to those who remember how nations have been swayed to commit and justify acts of atrocity
         under the influence of a single charismatic leader.
      

      
      What I particularly admire about The Flight of the Falcon is the way its drama seems to spring from a geography and architecture that exist in real life. Just as the second Mrs de
         Winter’s tale is indelibly marked by Manderley, and Cornwall, so Ruffano is intrinsic to The Flight of the Falcon. Du Maurier’s city is virtually indistinguishable from Urbino, the remarkable city east of Florence and south of Bologna,
         transformed and largely built by Federigo da Montefeltro. Montefeltro was a supremely successful soldier who had his marriage
         celebrated in a famous double painting by Piero della Francesca, featuring the Duke and Duchess in profile on one side, and
         shining white horses, representing Fame and Virtue, charioteered by cupids across an idyllic Umbrian landscape on the other.
         Montefeltro became Florence’s favourite mercenary, and poured the wealth and plunder he obtained from war into expanding and
         beautifying his native city of Urbino. His Ducal Palace is a marvel of Renaissance architecture, largely paid for by decades
         of ruthlessness as a hired soldier. The Duke was a true Renaissance man, whose enthusiasm and genius as a condottiere, or hired general, was matched by an intelligence as subtle as it was fine. The greatest pupil of the greatest teacher of
         his age, Vittorino da Feltre, he personally conceived his Palace’s architecture and design. You cannot walk through its rooms
         without being struck by the beauty of their proportions, their rare combination of taste and opulence, their theatrical sense
         of drama and restraint.
      

      
      
      Certainly, du Maurier’s description of the Ducal Palace is one that many visitors to Urbino will recognize:

      
      
      
         The silhouette might be that of some fantastic back-drop at a theatre … Fragile, ethereal at first view, the true impact
            came later. These walls were real, forbidding, with all the ingenuity of a fortress, concealing strength within. The twin turrets
            above their encircling balustrades pierced the darkness like sharpened blades. Beauty was paramount, menace lurked within.
         





      
      Above all there is the small room overlooking a drop of over a hundred feet to the ground below. What precisely was this room?
         Was it a tiny private chapel, as some think? It contains virtually nothing but Piero della Francesca’s haunting painting,
         The Flagellation of Christ, which John Mortimer observed in his novel, Summer’s Lease, is ‘undoubtedly the best small painting in the world’. In The Flight of the Falcon, the Palace’s great painting (by an unnamed artist) is of an imaginary Temptation of Christ, in which Christ is shown being
         tempted by his double, the Devil, to fly down to the rooftops of Ruffano. This parable will be re-enacted for real in the
         climax of the novel, when Aldo’s evil madness becomes irresistible. Temptation and guilt, rather than suffering and self-sacrifice,
         are what set du Maurier’s imagination alight. She was drawn to polar opposites, often of a domineering sexual nature but also
         of a familial kind, and her fiction is almost always concerned with the liberation of a secret or hidden self which emerges
         through conflict. It is easy to see how in Urbino such a combination – a controlled, profoundly beautiful meditation on suffering,
         and a balcony whose height invites thoughts of flying and falling – could have inspired her to write what is essentially a
         Gothic tale set in Umbria. The rivalrous bond between the two brothers is as old as myth, but here, too, Montefeltro’s history
         may have suggested her plot.
      

      
      Born the illegitimate son of the Count of Urbino in 1422, Federigo da Montefeltro inherited his father’s title at the age
         of twenty-two following the murder of his legitimate half-brother, Oddantonio. His people, as rugged and resilient as the landscape they inhabited, had their taxes kept low, which may account
         for Federigo’s confidence that he could walk about his city without bodyguards or fear of the kind of assassination attempts
         that haunted other leading Italian families. (Du Maurier’s duke has a very different attitude to his people, and is guarded
         accordingly.) Montefeltro’s iron discipline over his troops ensured a minimum of bloodshed and destruction during conquest.
         His rule was informed by a superb intelligence and scholarship: the library he created now belongs to the Vatican. Perhaps
         it was the creation of this library, once one of the best in Europe, that gave du Maurier the idea for Fabbio’s job as a temporary
         librarian’s assistant in the Ducal library.
      

      
      The pattern of many of du Maurier’s novels is to set up an opponent, often fiercely desired or admired, who turns out to be
         a Lucifer-figure. Du Maurier experienced intense feelings for her charismatic actor-manager father, Sir Gerald du Maurier,
         and was herself overwhelmed by the memory of his commanding presence, so it is tempting to see her novels as a means of playing
         out an eternal fluctuation between love and hatred. Between these two magnetic poles, the world of her story spins into eventual
         disaster before coming to rest. If the usual sexual attraction between victim and predator is missing here, the fraternal bond
         more than makes up for it. Abel to his brother’s Cain, Fabbio (or ‘Beo’, short for beato or ‘blessed’ in Italian) is, in fact, almost puerile in his lack of sexuality. He has, as we later learn, literally been
         usurped by his older brother. He is the opposite of the stereotypical Italian male, and the driver of his coach tour jokes
         that they should change places, so that Fabbio can drive while the driver makes love to the clients. His most passionate relationship
         is still his bond with the past, and his adored brother, Aldo. Their childhood games involved the younger brother dressing up
         in dirty linen and pretending to be Lazarus, raised from the dead by Aldo as Christ – or, tellingly, dressed as the Devil
         in the dark shirt of the Fascist Youth organisation to which he belonged. ‘He was my god, he was my devil too,’ Fabbio realises.
         Where Aldo is two-faced and double-natured, Fabbio, like the nameless heroine of Rebecca, has grown up in his brother’s shadow and has barely enough personality to make an impression on those he meets. Doubles haunt
         du Maurier’s stories, but Fabbio is surely the most colourless until, fighting back, he finally acquires some style. He notices
         women if they possess a Madonna-like beauty, like Signora Butali, but otherwise they are to be feared and despised, like Carla
         Raspa. Sexually attractive women are rarely rewarded in du Maurier’s world, perhaps because of her troubled bisexuality, yet
         this portrait is a savage one.
      

      
      Everyone in The Flight of the Falcon is obsessed by someone else, mostly Aldo, and Aldo himself is obsessed with the Duke of Ruffano, known as ‘the Falcon’. He
         insists that, contrary to reason, the wicked Duke flew from the balustrade of his palace when tempted by Lucifer to show himself
         as the Son of God. Aldo became a pilot, believed to have been killed in a flying accident during the War. His return and rebirth
         as the city’s Director of the Arts Council makes him appear more than mortal, a Lazarus or Lucifer. Ostensibly a good citizen,
         Aldo has modelled his behaviour on the first Duke of Ruffano, a character whom we are told ‘cast off his early discipline
         … and dismayed the good citizens of Ruffano by licentious outrages and revolting cruelties’.
      

      
      Fabbio’s emotional and spiritual entrapment by his brother, his desperate attempt to hold on to sanity and virtue, are also
         fore-shadowed by the fictitious history of the ducal brothers. If Duke Claudio was mad and bad, his half-brother Carlo was
         known as ‘the Good’; it was he who rebuilt the city and made Ruffano famous. Du Maurier split the character of the real-life
         Montefeltro into two, which, given that he fascinates us by embodying violently contrasting natures, one regrets – but her
         fiction needed opposites to spark its dynamics. As it is, The Flight of the Falcon is du Maurier’s most political novel, one in which the consequences of breaking the accepted order of things is not solely
         a personal, emotional choice but has repercussions on a small society. Though they fought in the Resistance against Fascism,
         Aldo’s followers want to rid Ruffano of ‘scum’. They accuse the old of hypocrisy, abuse of power and lack of passion. They fail to see that there are other virtues, without which a civilization
         cannot continue to exist and develop. Du Maurier, who had written The Glass-Blowers, a novel set against the background of the French Revolution, was perhaps thinking of where such attitudes can lead. In order
         to punish those who fall short, Aldo’s followers carry out acts of cruelty and violence which cannot possibly be justified
         – or do they?
      

            
      
         ‘Don’t imagine I’m here to bring peace to this city … ’ Aldo says. ‘I’m here to bring trouble and discord … to bring
            all the violence and hypocrisy and lust and envy into the open.’ His words echo those of the deranged Duke, or Falcon:‘The
            proud shall be stripped … the haughty violated … the slanderer silenced, the serpent die in its own venom.’ Ironically,
            the person who seems to partake of these vices most of all is Aldo himself.
         





      
      At the start of the novel, Fabbio knows he is engaged in a ‘flight without purpose’. It is only when he is forced to fly for
         his life that he discovers what really matters to him is not the past but the future, not the soaring glamour of insanity
         but the earth-bound humility of the sane. His initial mistrust of the present, ‘slick, proficient, uniform, the young the
         same the world over, mass-produced like eggs’, and his fascination with the past, ‘that sinister and unknown world of poison
         and rapine, of power and beauty, of luxury and filth’, has been felt by many visitors to Italy. Du Maurier, for all the high
         drama of her imagination, always surprises the reader by ultimately turning away from passion and elation. Aiming too high,
         in her fiction, is the prelude to catastrophe and downfall. It is the humble, almost anonymous characters, poised between
         the sweetness of hope and the bitterness of experience, who survive to tell their version of the story before us.
      

      
      Amanda Craig
2005

      
   



      
      
      Author’s Note

      
      The Flight of the Falcon is a work of fiction. Although Ruffano was inspired by an existing Italian city the topography, the events described, the
         inhabitants and every member of the university are purely imaginary.
      

      
      
   



      
      
      1

      
      We were right on time. Sunshine Tours informed its passengers on the printed itinerary that their coach was due at the Hotel
         Splendido, Rome, at approximately 1800 hours. Glancing at my watch, I saw that it wanted three minutes to the hour.
      

      
      ‘You owe me five hundred lire,’ I said to Beppo.

      
      The driver grinned. ‘We’ll see about that in Naples,’ he said. ‘In Naples I shall present you with a bill for more than two
         thousand lire.’
      

      
      Our bets were continuous throughout the tour. We each kept a book, checked the kilometres against the time, and then settled
         up when either of us felt like paying. The latter generally fell to me, no matter who had come out on top with the betting.
         As courier, I received the larger tips.
      

      
      I turned round, smiling, to my load of merchandise. ‘Welcome to Rome, ladies and gentlemen,’ I said, ‘the city of popes, emperors,
         and Christians thrown to the lions, not to mention movie stars.’
      

      
      A wave of laughter greeted me. Somebody in the back row cheered. They liked this sort of thing. Any facetious remark made by
         the courier helped to establish the relationship between passengers and pilot. Beppo, as driver, may have been responsible
         for their safety on the road, but I, as guide, manager, mediator and shepherd of souls, held their lives in my hands. A courier
         can make or break a tour. Like the conductor of a choir he must, by force of personality, induce his team to sing in harmony;
         subdue the raucous, encourage the timid, conspire with the young, flatter the old.
      

      
      I climbed down from my seat, flinging wide the door, and saw the porters and pages hurrying from the swing-doors of the hotel to meet us. I watched my flock descend, sausages from a machine,
         fifty all told – no need to count the heads, for we had not stopped between Assisi and Rome – and led the way to the reception
         desk.
      

      
      ‘Sunshine Tours, Anglo-American Friendship League,’ I said.

      
      I shook hands with the reception clerk. We were old acquaintances. I had been on this particular route for two years now.

      
      ‘Good trip?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Pretty fair,’ I replied, ‘apart from the weather. It was snowing in Florence yesterday.’

      
      ‘It’s still March,’ he said. ‘What do you expect? You people start your season too soon.’

      
      ‘Tell them that at the head office in Genoa,’ I answered.

      
      Everything was in order. We held block bookings, of course, and because it was early in the season the management had fixed
         my whole party on the second floor. This would please them. Later in the year we should be lucky to get the fifth, and tucked
         away in the rear of the building at that.
      

      
      The clerk watched my party file into the reception lounge. ‘What have you brought us?’ he asked. ‘The holy alliance?’

      
      ‘Don’t ask me,’ I shrugged. ‘They joined forces at Genoa on Tuesday. Some sort of club. Beef and barbarians. The usual treatment
         in the restaurant at seven-thirty?’
      

      
      ‘It’s all laid on,’ he said, ‘and the relief coach ordered for nine. I wish you joy.

      
      We use certain code-words for our clients in the touring business. The English are beef to us, and the Americans barbarians.
         It may not be complimentary, but it’s apt. These people were running wild on pasture land and prairie when we were ruling
         the world from Rome. No offence intended.
      

      
      I turned to greet the respective leaders of my Anglo-American group. ‘Everything’s fine,’ I said. ‘Accommodation for all on
         the second floor. Telephones in every room. Any queries ring down to the desk and they’ll put you through to me. Dinner at
         seven-thirty. I’ll meet you here. The reception manager will now show you to your rooms. O.K.?’
      

      
      
      Theoretically, this was where I laid off for an hour and twenty minutes, found my own small lair, had a shower and collapsed,
         but it seldom worked that way. Nor did it today. My telephone buzzed as soon as I’d taken off my jacket.
      

      
      ‘Mr Fabbio?’

      
      ‘Speaking.’

      
      ‘It’s Mrs Taylor here. Utter and complete disaster! I’ve left every package bought in Florence in that hotel in Perugia.’

      
      I might have known. She had left a coat in Genoa and a pair of overshoes in Siena. She had insisted that these things, almost
         certainly unnecessary south of Rome, must be telephoned for and forwarded to Naples.
      

      
      ‘Mrs Taylor, I’m so sorry. What were in the packages?’

      
      ‘Breakables, mostly. There were two pictures … a statuette of Michelangelo’s David … some cigarette boxes. …’

      
      ‘Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it. I’ll telephone Perugia right away and see that your packages get to our office in Genoa,
         and are waiting there for your return.’
      

      
      It depended on how busy they were at reception whether I left them to put through the call and make the enquiry, or dealt
         with it myself. Better do it myself. It would save time in the long run. I had sized up the Taylor woman as a package-leaver
         as soon as she joined us. She trailed belongings. Spectacles, head-scarves, picture postcards kept falling out of her outsize
         handbag. It is an English failing, a fault of the species. Apart from this, beef give very little trouble, though in their
         desire to seek the sun they blister more readily than other nationalities. Bare-armed, bare-legged, they’re into cotton frocks
         and shorts the first day of the tour, turning brick-red in the process. Then I have to conduct them to the nearest chemist’s
         shop for salves and lotions.
      

      
      The telephone buzzed once more. Not my call to Perugia, but one of the barbarians. A woman again, naturally. The husbands never
         bother me.
      

      
      ‘Mr Fabbio?’

      
      ‘Speaking.’

      
      ‘Guess what. It’s a boy!’

      
      
      I did a double-think. Barbarians give you their life history the first evening in Genoa. Which of them was it that was expecting
         her first grandchild, back in Denver, Colorado? Mrs Hiram Bloom.
      

      
      ‘Congratulations, Mrs Bloom. This calls for a special celebration.’

      
      ‘I know it. I’m so excited I don’t know what I’m doing.’ The scream of delight nearly broke my eardrum. ‘Now, I want just you,
         and one or two of the others, to meet Mr Bloom and myself in the bar before dinner, to drink the little boy’s health. Shall
         we say seven-fifteen?’
      

      
      It would cut down my free time to half-an-hour, and that call from Perugia hadn’t yet come through. Nothing to be done. Courtesy
         first and foremost.
      

      
      ‘That’s very kind of you, Mrs Bloom. I’ll be there. All well with your daughter-in-law?’

      
      ‘She’s fine. Just fine.’

      
      I hung up before she could read me out the cable. Time for a shave, anyway, and with luck a shower.

      
      You have to be wary about accepting invitations from clients. A birthday or a wedding anniversary is legitimate, or the arrival
         of a grandchild. Nothing much else, or it tends to make bad blood and you are half-way to ruining your tour. Besides, where
         drinking is concerned a courier has to watch his intake. Whatever happens to his party, he must remain sober. So must the driver.
         This is not always easy.
      

      
      I dealt with the Perugia call while still dripping from the shower, and after struggling into a clean shirt went downstairs
         to inspect the arrangements made for us in the restaurant. Two long tables in the middle of the room, each seating twenty-five,
         and in the centre of either table, dwarfing the flowers, the bunched flags of both nations, the Stars and Stripes and the
         Union Jack. This never fails to please – the clients feel that it gives tone to the proceedings.
      

      
      A word with the head waiter, promising him to have my party seated by seven-thirty sharp. They liked us to have our main course finished and the dessert served before the other diners wandered into their tables. It was important for us, too. We
         worked to a tight schedule, and were due to take off for our tour of ‘Rome by Night’ at nine o’clock.
      

      
      A final check on time, and then the short celebration drink in the bar. There were only a handful of them gathered to toast
         baby Bloom, but you could hear them from the entrance hall, where the excluded beef hung about in twos and threes, aloof,
         disdainful, their faces buried in the English newspapers. The extrovert barbarian roar had turned the Anglo-Saxons dumb.
      

      
      Mrs Bloom glided towards me, a frigate in full sail. ‘Now, Mr Fabbio, you’ll not refuse champagne?’

      
      ‘Half a glass, Mrs Bloom. Just to wish long life to your grandson.’

      
      There was something touching in her happiness. Generosity exuded from her person. She placed her arm through mine and drew
         me forward into the group. How kind they were, dear God, how kind … Epitomising, in their all-embracing warmth, the barbarian
         hunger for love. I drew back, suffocated, then, ashamed of myself, let the wave engulf me. Back in Genoa I had many tributes
         from Mrs Bloom’s compatriots. Christmas cards by the score, letters, greetings. Did I remember the trip two years ago? When
         would I visit them in the States? They often thought of me. They had named their youngest son Armino. The sincerity of those
         messages shamed me. I never answered them.
      

      
      ‘I hate to break this up, Mrs Bloom. But it’s just on seven-thirty.’

      
      ‘What you say goes, Mr Fabbio. You’re the boss.’

      
      The two nations mingled in the entrance hall, halting momentarily as they greeted new acquaintances, the women appraising
         each other’s dresses. Then through to the restaurant drifted my fifty head of cattle, lowing, murmuring, myself the stockman
         in the rear. There were cries of pleasure at the sight of the flags. For a moment I feared a burst into national song, ‘The
         Star-spangled Banner,’‘God Save the Queen’ – it had happened before – but I caught the head waiter’s eye and we managed to
         seat them before patriotism could do its worst. Then to my own small table in the corner. One lone male barbarian, middle-aged,
         swimmy-eyed, had placed himself at the corner of one of the long tables, from where he could watch me. I had him taped. I
         knew his kind. He would get no encouragement from the courier, but we might have trouble with him in Naples.
      

      
      While I ate I did the day’s accounts. This was my custom. I shut my ears to the sound of voices and the clatter of plates.
         If the accounts are not kept up to date you never get straight, and then there is hell to pay with head office. Book-keeping
         did not bother me. I found it relaxing. And then, when the figures were totted up, the notebook put away, my plate removed,
         I could sit back, finish my wine and smoke a cigarette. This was the real time of reckoning – no longer of sums to be forwarded
         every day to Genoa, but of my own motives. How long would it continue? Why was I doing this? What urge drove me, like a stupefied
         charioteer, on my eternal, useless course?
      

      
      ‘We get paid for it, don’t we?’ said Beppo. ‘We make good money.’

      
      Beppo had a wife and three children in Genoa. Milan – Florence – Rome – Naples – they were all the same to him. A job was
         a job. Three days off duty at the end of it, home, and bed. He was satisfied. No inner demon broke his rest or asked him questions.
      

      
      The babble of voices, topped by the barbarians, rose to a roar. My little flock was in full cry. Replete, at ease, their tongues
         loosened with whatever had filled their glasses, expectant of what the night would bring them – and what could it bring them
         but a bedding down beside their spouses after peering at buildings old, remote and alien to them, falsely lit for their enjoyment,
         glimpsed briefly through the windows, steamy with their breath, of a hired coach? – they spilt themselves, for a brief moment,
         of doubt and care. They were no longer individuals. They were one. They were escaping from all that bound and tied them – but
         to what?
      

      
      The waiter bent over me. ‘The coach is waiting,’ he said. Ten minutes to nine. Time for them to fetch coats, hats, scarves, powder their faces and relieve themselves. It was not until
         I had counted the heads, as they climbed into the coach at one minute after nine, that I realised we mustered forty-eight.
         Two were missing. I checked with the driver – not Beppo, who was free to spend the evening as he pleased, but a man native
         to the city.
      

      
      ‘There were two signore in advance of the rest,’ he told me. ‘They walked off together, down the street.’

      
      I glanced over my shoulder towards the via Veneto. The Hotel Splendido stands one street away, in comparative peace and quiet,
         but from the pavement one can see the bright lights and the gay shop-windows, and watch the traffic surge towards the Porta
         Pinciana. Here, for most women, is greater lure than the Colosseum we were bound for.
      

      
      ‘No,’ said the driver, ‘they went that way.’ He pointed left. Then, from around the block, into the via Sicilia, came the
         hurrying figures. I should have known it. The two retired school-teachers from south London. Forever enquiring, forever critical,
         they were zealous for reform. It was this couple who had bade me stop the coach on the road to Siena because, they insisted,
         a man was ill-treating his oxen. It was this couple who, finding a stray cat in Florence, made me waste half-an-hour of our
         precious time seeking its home. A mother, admonishing her child in Perugia, had been in her turn admonished by the school-teachers.
         Now, bridling and outraged, they clattered towards me.
      

      
      ‘Mr Fabbio … Someone should do something. There’s a poor old woman, very ill, humped in the doorway of a church round the
         corner.’
      

      
      I contained myself with difficulty. The churches of Rome give sanctuary to all beggars, down-and-outs and drunks who care to
         sprawl upon their steps until such time as the police drive them away.
      

      
      ‘Don’t concern yourselves, ladies. This is quite usual. The police will see to her. Now hurry, please. The coach is waiting.’

      
      ‘But it’s absolutely scandalous. … In England we …’

      
      I took both women firmly by the arm and propelled them towards the coach. ‘You are not in England, ladies, you are in Rome. In the city of the emperors oxen, cats, children and
         the aged receive their just reward. The old woman is lucky in that refuse is no longer fed to the lions.’
      

      
      The school-teachers were still choking with indignation as the coach swept left, past the very church where the woman lay.

      
      ‘There, Mr Fabbio, look … there!’

      
      Obedient, I nudged the driver. He slowed down, co-operative, to give me a better view. Those passengers who were seated on
         the right of the coach stared likewise. The streetlamp showed the figure in relief. I have had moments in my life, as has
         everyone, when something in memory clicks, when we are aware of a sensation of what the French call ‘déjà vu’. Somewhere,
         some time, and God alone knew when, I had seen that bowed posture, the ample drapery spread, the arms folded, the head buried
         under the weight of shawls. But not in Rome. My vision lay elsewhere. The memory was childhood’s, blotted out by the years
         between. As we swept forward to the floodlights and the tourist illusion, one of the lovers on the back seat produced a mouth-organ
         and broke into the strains of a song long stale to the driver and myself, but popular with barbarian and beef – ‘Arrivederci
         Roma’.
      

      
      It was some time after midnight when we drew up at the Hotel Splendido once again. My troupe of fifty, yawning, stretching
         and I trust satisfied, rolled out of the coach one by one and passed through the swing-doors of the hotel. They had by this
         time as much individuality as machines mass-produced off an assembly line.
      

      
      I was dead, and longed above all things for bed. Instructions for the morning, last messages, thanks, good-night from all,
         and it was over. Oblivion for seven hours. The courier could pass out. When, as I thought, the lift doors had closed on the
         last of them, I sighed, and lit a cigarette. It was the best moment of the day. Then, from behind a pillar where he must have
         hovered unobserved, stalked the lone middle-aged barbarian. He swung from the hips, as they all do when they walk, in unconscious
         identification with their coloured brethren.
      

      
      
      ‘How about a night-cap in my room?’ he said.

      
      ‘Sorry,’ I answered, curtly, ‘it’s against regulations.’

      
      ‘Ah, come off it,’ he said, ‘it’s after hours.’

      
      He rolled forward, and with a half-glance over his shoulder slipped a note into my hand. ‘Room 244,’ he murmured, and went.

      
      I turned through the swing-doors into the street. It had happened before, it would happen again; my rebuff and his consequent
         hostility would be a factor to be reckoned with throughout the tour. It must be borne. The courtesy I owed to my employers
         in Genoa forbade complaint. But I was not paid by Sunshine Tours to appease the lust or loneliness of clients.
      

      
      I walked to the end of the block and stood a moment, drinking the cold air. A car or two passed by and vanished. The traffic
         hummed behind me in the via Veneto, out of sight. I looked across to the church and the figure lay there still, immobile on
         the doorstep.
      

      
      I glanced down at the note in my hand. It was ten thousand lire. A hint, I supposed, of favours to come. I went across the
         street and bent over the sleeping woman. The furtive odour of stale wine, worn clothes, rose to my nostrils. I fumbled for
         the hidden hand under the enveloping shawls and put the note into it. Suddenly she stirred. She lifted her head. The features
         were aquiline and proud, the eyes, once large, were now sunken, and the straggling grey hair fell in strands to her shoulders.
         She must have travelled from some distance, for she had two baskets beside her containing bread and wine, and yet a further
         woollen shawl. Once again I was seized with that sense of recognition, that link with the past which could not be explained.
         Even the hand that, warm despite the cold air, held on to mine in gratitude awakened an involuntary, reluctant response. She
         stared at me. Her lips moved.
      

      
      I turned, I think I ran. Back to the Hotel Splendido. If she called to me – and I could have sworn she called – then I would
         not hear. She had the ten thousand lire, and would find food and shelter in the morning. She had nothing to do with me, nor
         I with her. The draped figure, suppliant, as though in mourning, was an illusion of my brain, and had no connection with a drunken
         peasant. At all costs I must sleep. Be fresh for the morning, the visit to St Peter’s, the Vatican, the Sistine Chapel, the
         Sant’Angelo. …
      

      
      A courier, a charioteer, has no time. No time.
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      I awoke with a start. Had someone called Beo? I turned on the light, got out of bed, drank a glass of water, looked at my watch.
         It was 2 a.m. I fell back into bed, but the dream was with me still. The bare impersonal hotel bedroom, my clothes flung on
         the chair, the account book and the intinerary of the tour beside me on the table were part of a day-by-day existence belonging
         to another world, not the one into which my dreaming self had inadvertently stumbled. Beo. … Il Beato, the blessed one.
         Childhood’s name, given me by my parents and by Marta, because, no doubt, I was an afterthought, a later addition to the family
         circle, there being eight years between my elder brother Aldo and myself.
      

      
      Beo. … Beo. … The cry rang in my ears as it had done in my dream, and I could not rid myself of the sense of oppression
         and fear. Sleeping, I had been a traveller in time, no longer a courier, and hand-in-hand with Aldo I stood in the side-chapel
         of the church of San Cipriano in Ruffano, staring above me at the altar-piece. The picture was of the Raising of Lazarus,
         and out of a gaping tomb came the figure of the dead man, still fearfully wrapped in his shroud – all save his face, from
         which the bindings had somehow fallen away, revealing staring, suddenly awakened eyes, that looked upon his Lord with terror. The
         Christ, in profile, summoned him with beckoning finger. Before the tomb, in supplication and distress, her arms bowed, her
         flowing garment spread, lay a woman, supposedly the Mary of Bethany who, often confused with Mary Magdalena, so adored her
         Master. But to my childish mind she resembled Marta. Marta, the nurse who fed and dressed me every day, who rode me upon her
         knee, who rocked me in her arms and called me Beo.
      

      
      
      This altar-piece haunted me at night, and Aldo knew it. On Sundays and feast-days, when we accompanied our parents and Marta
         to church, and instead of going to the Duomo worshipped at the parish-church of San Cipriano, it so happened that we stood
         on the left of the nave, nearest to the chapel. Unconscious, like all parents, of the dread that possessed their child, they
         never looked to see that my brother, clasping my hand in his, urged me ever nearer to the wide-flung gates of the side-chapel,
         until I was compelled to lift my head and stare.
      

      
      ‘When we go home,’ whispered Aldo, ‘I will dress you as Lazarus, and I shall be the Christ and summon you.’

      
      This was the worst of all. More full of terror even than the altar-piece itself. For Aldo, searching in the press where Marta
         kept the soiled linen before putting it to the wash, would drag out our father’s night-shirt, limp and crumpled, and drag
         it over my head. To my fastidious mind there was, in this, some touch of degradation; and to be wrapped in worn clothes belonging
         to an adult turned my small stomach sour. Nausea rose in me, but there was no time to rebel. I was thrust into the closet
         above the stairs, and the door shut. This, oddly enough, I did not mind. The closet was spacious, and on the slatted shelves
         lay the clean, fresh linen, lavender-sweet. Herein spelt safety. But not for long. The handle of the closet turned. The door
         softly opened. Aldo cried, ‘Lazarus, come forth!’
      

      
      So great was my dread, so disciplined to his commands my spirit, that I dared not disobey. I came forth, and the horror was
         that I did not know whether I should meet with the Christ or with the Devil, for according to Aldo’s ingenious theory the
         two were one, and also, in some manner which he never explained, interchangeable.
      

      
      Thus at times my brother, robed in a towel as Christ, bearing a walking-stick for crook, beckoned me with a smile, fed me
         with sweets, put his arms about me, was kind and loving. But at others, wearing the dark shirt of the Fascist Youth organisation
         to which he belonged and armed with a kitchen fork, he would represent Satan, and proceed to jab me with his weapon. I did not understand why Lazarus, the poor man raised from the dead, should so have earned the Devil’s hate, and why his friend,
         the Christ, should so basely have deserted him; but Aldo, never at a loss, informed me that the play between God and Satan
         was unending, they tossed for souls as men in the world, and in the cafés of Ruffano, threw at dice. It was not a comforting
         philosophy.
      

      
      Back in bed, in the Hotel Splendido, inhaling a cigarette, I wondered why I had been so suddenly transported to that nightmare
         world where Aldo was my king. It must have been that, as I drank the health of the small newborn barbarian, unconscious memory
         confounded him with myself, the timid Beato of a former world; and that, when I saw the woman lying on the church steps, the
         vision of the altar-piece in the San Cipriano chapel, with the Mary who loved both Lazarus and Christ prostrating herself
         in supplication before the open tomb, returned to me in undiminished force. Whatever the explanation, it was not welcome.
      

      
      After a while I fell asleep once more, only to plunge into further torment. The altar-piece became associated with another
         picture, this time in the ducal palace at Ruffano, where our father held the post of Superintendent, a much respected office.
         This portrait, on display in the duke’s bedchamber, and accounted a masterpiece by all lovers of art, had been painted in
         the early fifteenth century by a pupil of Piero della Francesca. It had for subject the Temptation, and showed Christ standing
         on the Temple pinnacle. The artist had composed the Temple to resemble one of the twin towers of the ducal palace, the most
         notable feature of the whole façade that reared itself in beauty above the city of Ruffano. Furthermore, the face of the Christ,
         gazing out from the portrait to the hills beyond, had been drawn by the daring artist in the likeness of Claudio, the mad
         duke, named the Falcon, who in a frenzy had thrown himself from the tower, believing, so the story ran, that he was the Son
         of God.
      

      
      For centuries this picture had lain in the dusty cellars of the palace, until it was discovered at some period after the Risorgimento, when much reconstruction of the building took place. Forever afterwards it graced – or, as some scandalised
         inhabitants of Ruffano murmured, disgraced – the ducal apartment. The picture, like the altar-piece in San Cipriano, both
         shocked and fascinated me, as my brother Aldo was well aware. He would force me to climb with him, without our father’s knowledge,
         the dangerous twisting stairway of the tower, and opening the ancient doorway leading directly to the turret would lift me,
         with what seemed superhuman strength, on to the encircling balustrade.
      

      
      ‘This was where the Falcon stood,’ Aldo would say. ‘This was where the Devil tempted him. “If thou be the Son of God, cast
         thyself down; for it is written, He shall give his angels charge concerning thee; and in their hands they shall bear thee
         up, lest at any time thou dash thy foot against a stone”.’
      

      
      Hundreds of feet below lay the city of Ruffano, the distant piazza del Mercato. The people, the moving vehicles, scurried
         about their business like ants on some lowly, dusty plain. I would cling to the balustrade, trembling. I don’t know what age
         I was. Six, perhaps, or seven.
      

      
      ‘Shall I tell you what the Falcon did?’ asked Aldo.

      
      ‘No,’ I pleaded, ‘no. …’

      
      ‘He spread out his arms,’ said Aldo, ‘and he flew. His arms were wings, he had become a bird. He soared over the rooftops
         and the city that was his, and the people stared up at him in wonder.’
      

      
      ‘It isn’t true!’ I cried. ‘He couldn’t fly. He was not a bird, he was not a falcon. He was a man, and fell. He fell and died.
         Father told me so.’
      

      
      ‘He was a falcon,’ insisted Aldo, ‘he was a falcon, and he flew.’

      
      In my dream the scene of terror I remembered was repeated once again. I clung to the balustrade, Aldo behind me. Then, with
         greater power than I had possessed as a child, I flung myself backwards, breaking from his grasp, and ran down, down the narrow
         twisting stair to where Marta waited, calling ‘Beo … Beo …’. Her arms were there, ready to receive me, and she wrapped
         herself round me, holding me close, soothing me and comforting me. Marta, dear Marta. Why, though, in the dream, the odour of old,
         worn clothes? The smell of wine?
      

      
      This time, on waking, I could feel my heart thumping in my breast, and I was sweating. The nightmare was too vivid to risk
         a third encounter. I switched on the light, sat up in bed, took up my notebook, and went over the accounts until, dizzy with
         exhaustion, I fell into a half-doze, and slept without dreaming until the knock on the door at seven announced the floor-waiter
         with my rolls and coffee.
      

      
      The routine of the day began. The night, with all its horror, was a world away. The telephone started buzzing, as it always
         did, and within ten minutes I was involved in all the small technicalities of the hours ahead; the plans of those who wished
         to spend the morning shopping and join the rest of us at lunch; the queries of those who desired to see St Peter’s but did
         not want to walk up and down the long galleries of the Vatican. Downstairs to the coach and the waiting Beppo, whose evening,
         unlike mine, had been spent in the warmth and comfort of his favourite trattoria.
      

      
      ‘You know what?’ he said. ‘You and I should change places. You drive the coach, and I make love to the clients.’

      
      This was a dig at my morning face, haggard from want of sleep. I told him he would be welcome.

      
      As our cargo mounted, refreshed and eager for the ‘Rome by Day’ that offered herself for their pleasure, I noticed that the
         lone barbarian, my suitor of last night, now cut me dead.
      

      
      Our chariot swept left, past the church that had, in fearful fashion, confounded itself with San Cipriano and turned a dream
         to nightmare. The step was bare, the peasant woman gone. She was even now, I hoped, indulging herself, renewing inward fires
         with the ten thousand lire I had given her. The retired school-teachers had forgotten her existence. They were already thumbing
         a guide-book and reading to their neighbours those contents of the Villa Borghese – first stop – that must on no account be
         missed. I was not surprised to discover them, some twenty minutes later, hurrying past the more conventional statuary, to stare with avid eyes at the reclining hermaphrodite.
      

      
      On, on, the peace of the Pincio behind us, and so down to the piazza del Popolo, across the Tiber to Sant’Angelo, and thence
         to St Peter’s and the Vatican. Then, God be thanked, to lunch.
      

      
      Beppo, wise fellow, ate his in the coach, read the newspaper, slept; but my part was always that of the conductor, and in
         the restaurant near St Peter’s there was little room or leisure to relax. Mrs Taylor had already lost her umbrella, left,
         she thought, in the cloakroom at the Vatican. Would I please see to it as soon as possible? We were due to leave for the Baths
         of Caracalla at 2 p.m., then back on our tracks to the Forum and a long afternoon amongst the ruins. Here it was my policy
         to let my charges loose to their own devices.
      

      
      This afternoon it turned out otherwise. I had rescued the lost umbrella, and was crossing the via della Conciliazione to assemble
         my group, when I noticed that a handful of them had preceded me and were clustered about Beppo, who was reading to them from
         an open newspaper. He winked at me, enjoying his role of interpreter. His listeners looked shocked. I observed, with misgiving,
         that the two school-teachers were in the van.
      

      
      ‘What’s the excitement?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Murder off the via Sicilia,’ said Beppo, ‘within a hundred yards or so of the Hotel Splendido. These ladies claim to have
         seen the victim.’
      

      
      The most vocal of the school-teachers turned to me, outraged. ‘It’s that poor woman,’ she said, ‘it must be the same The driver
         says she was found stabbed on the church steps at five o’clock this morning. We could have saved her. It’s too horrible for
         words.’
      

      
      I was shocked to silence. My aplomb deserted me. I snatched the paper from Beppo and read for myself. The notice was brief.

      
      
      
         ‘The body of a woman was found at five o’clock this morning on the steps of a church on the via Sicilia. She had been stabbed.
            The woman appeared to be a vagrant, and had been drinking. A few coins only were found in her possession, and the crime would seem to be without motive. The police are seeking anyone who saw the woman, or noticed
            anything unusual in the vicinity during the hours of darkness, and who may be able to help their enquiries.’
         




      
      I returned the newspaper to Beppo. The group watched for my reaction.

      
      ‘This is very regrettable,’ I said, ‘but not, I’m afraid, altogether unusual. Crimes of violence occur in every city. One
         can only hope the criminal will soon be caught.’
      

      
      ‘But we saw her,’ clamoured the school-teacher. ‘Hilda and I tried to speak to her, just before nine o’clock. She was not
         dead then. She was asleep, and breathing heavily. You saw her from the coach as we went by. Everyone saw her. I wanted you
         to do something then.’
      

      
      Beppo caught my eye and shrugged. He moved discreetly to the coach and climbed into his driving-seat. This was my business
         to sort out, not his.
      

      
      ‘Madam,’ I said, ‘I don’t wish to be heartless, but as far as we are concerned the incident is closed. There was little we
         could have done for the woman then. There is nothing now. The police have her case in hand. Now, we are already behind schedule.
         …’
      

      
      But argument had broken out amongst the group. The remainder of the party joined us, asking what had happened. Passers-by
         paused, and stared.
      

      
      ‘Into the coach,’ I said firmly. ‘Into the coach, please, everybody. We are holding up the traffic.’

      
      Once seated, babel reigned. The barbarians, Mr Hiram Bloom their spokesman, were of the opinion that it never helped to meddle
         in other people’s business. You only got abuse. The Anglo-Saxons glowered, especially the two school-teachers from south London. A
         woman had died on the doorsteps of a church, within a few hundred yards of the Pope’s own Vatican City, within earshot of
         British travellers asleep in bed at the Hotel Splendido, and if the Rome police did not know how to do their job it was time a London bobby came to show them.
      

      
      ‘So what?’ murmured Beppo in my ear. ‘The police station, or the Baths of Caracalla?’

      
      Beppo was fortunate. He was not involved. It was otherwise for me. No motive, the paper said, ignorant of the true facts. The
         woman had been murdered, not for the few coins found in her possession, but for the ten thousand lire I had put into her hand.
         It was as simple as that. Some roaming vagabond, himself with an empty belly, had stumbled across her in the small hours,
         pocketed the note, and perhaps arousing her, and suddenly terrified for his own life, had silenced her forever. Our petty
         criminals have small respect for human life. Who would shed tears over a vagrant, and a drunkard one at that? A hand over
         her mouth, a quick jab, and away.
      

      
      ‘I insist,’ announced the school-teacher, a note of hysteria in her voice, ‘in reporting to the police. It’s my duty to tell
         them what I know. It may help them to learn that we saw her in the church porch at nine o’clock. If Mr Fabbio refuses to go
         with me, I shall go alone.’
      

      
      Mr Bloom touched me on the shoulder. ‘What exactly would it entail?’ he said sotto voce. ‘Any unpleasantness for the rest
         of the party? Or just a routine statement from you on behalf of these two ladies, and then finish?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ I answered. ‘Who can ever tell with the police, once they start asking questions?’

      
      I told Beppo to drive on. Dissentient voices rose and fell behind me. Indifferent traffic hemmed us in on either side. Mine
         must be the decision, for good or ill. One false move and the harmony of my flock would dissolve, and a spirit of ill-feeling
         and resentment, so fatal to a tour, spring into being.
      

      
      I reached for my pocket-book and handed a roll of notes to Mr Bloom.

      
      ‘If you will be so good,’ I said, ‘as to take charge of the party, both at the Baths of Caracalla and at the Forum. There are
         guides who speak English in both places. Beppo will interpret if there should be any difficulty. You are due at the English Tea Rooms, near the piazza di Spagna at four-thirty. I will meet you there.’
      

      
      The school-teacher leant forward. ‘What are you going to do?’ she demanded.

      
      ‘Conduct you and your friend to the police,’ I told her.

      
      We were for it. There was no retreat. I told Beppo to set us down at the first taxi rank. The two Samaritans and I watched
         the coach drive away to the Baths of Caracalla. I had seldom regretted a departure more.
      

      
      Driving to police headquarters my companions were strangely silent. They had not expected so swift an acquiescence to their
         plans.
      

      
      ‘Will the police officers speak English?’ asked the more nervous of the two women.

      
      ‘I doubt it, madam,’ I replied. ‘Would you expect your police officers to speak Italian?’

      
      They exchanged glances. I could sense the hostility that froze them to their seats. Also a deep mistrust of Roman law. Police
         headquarters are forbidding in any city, but I disliked the mission far more than they, to whom, no doubt, it could be counted
         as an experience of tourism. The sight of uniform, any uniform, makes me want to run. The tramp of feet, the brisk word of
         command, the cold speculative eye, have disagreeable associations; they remind me of my youth.
      

      
      We alighted at our destination and I told the taxi to wait. I warned him, speaking clearly so that my companions could understand,
         that we might be hours.
      

      
      Our feet sounded hollow as we crossed the courtyard to the police-station within. We were passed from the enquiry-desk to
         a waiting-room, from the waiting-room to an inner office, where the officer on duty asked our names, addresses, and the nature
         of our business. On my informing him that the English ladies wished to give information about the woman found murdered on
         the steps of the church in the via Sicilia, he stared. Then he struck a bell and snapped an order to the man who entered. The
         atmosphere was chill. After a moment two more police officers entered. Notebooks were produced. All three stared at the now subdued school-teachers. I explained to the officer behind the
         desk that neither spoke Italian. They were English tourists, I the courier in charge of Sunshine Tours.
      

      
      ‘If you have any information material to last night’s murder, please give it,’ he said curtly. ‘We have no time to waste.’

      
      The elder of the two Englishwomen began to speak, pausing, between sentences, for me to act as her interpreter. I used my
         own discretion as to what to omit in her somewhat incoherent tale. The remark that it seemed to her and her friend disgraceful
         that in these modern times there was no hospital or asylum in Rome for a starving woman to go to would hardly interest the
         police.
      

      
      ‘You actually touched the woman?’ asked the officer.

      
      ‘Yes,’ replied the school-teacher. ‘I touched her shoulder and spoke. She grunted. I felt that she might be ill, and so did
         my friend. We hurried back to the coach and asked Mr Fabbio here to do something. He said it was not our business, and we were
         keeping the coach waiting.’
      

      
      The police officer questioned me with a glance. I replied that it was true. And that the time was just after nine p.m.

      
      ‘And when you returned from the tour you did not notice whether the woman was still there?’ he asked her through my interpretation.

      
      ‘I’m afraid not. The coach did not pass that way, and we were all very tired.’

      
      ‘In fact, the subject was not mentioned again?’

      
      ‘No. Actually, my friend and I did bring it up when we were undressing. We said what a disgraceful thing it was that Mr Fabbio
         had not called an ambulance or informed the police.’
      

      
      Once again the officer glanced in my direction. I thought I detected sympathy. ‘Will you please thank these ladies for having
         come forward?’ he said. ‘Their testimony has been helpful. For the records, I must trouble them to identify the clothing worn
         by the murdered woman, if they can do so.’
      

      
      I had not expected this. Nor had my charges. They turned a little pale.

      
      
      ‘Is it necessary?’ faltered the younger of the two.

      
      ‘It appears so,’ I said.

      
      We followed one of the police officers down a corridor and through to a small room. A white-coated attendant came forward,
         and after a moment’s explanation went to an inner sanctum and brought forth a bundle of clothing and two baskets. My charges
         turned paler still.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ said the elder hurriedly, turning aside her head, ‘yes, I feel sure those were the things. How very dreadful it all
         is …’
      

      
      The white-coated attendant, officious in his capacity as ghoul, asked if the ladies wished to view the body.

      
      ‘No,’ I said, ‘they are not required to do so. The clothes are identification enough. However, if it would help at all with
         the enquiry, I am willing to do so on their behalf.’
      

      
      The police agent with us shrugged his shoulders. It was up to me. Neither of the two school-teachers knew what was being discussed.
         I passed with the attendant into the mortuary. Drawn by some painful and disturbing fascination, I approached the slab on
         which the body lay. The attendant drew back the covering, revealing the face. It was noble in repose, and younger than it
         had seemed last night.
      

      
      I turned away. ‘Thank you,’ I said to the attendant.

      
      I informed the officer in charge, on returning to the interview room, that the ladies had recognised the clothes. He thanked
         them once again.
      

      
      ‘I assume,’ I said, ‘that these ladies will not be required for further questioning? We leave for Naples tomorrow afternoon.’

      
      Gravely the officer noted the fact in his report. ‘I do not anticipate,’ he said, ‘that we shall need their presence again.
         We have their names and addresses. I wish the ladies and yourself a pleasant resumption of your tour.’
      

      
      I could have sworn that after bowing to the school-teachers his eyelid flickered for an instant in a wink; but not at them,
         at me.
      

      
      ‘Any clue to the victim’s identity?’ I asked.

      
      He shrugged. ‘There are hundreds such, as you know, who wander into the city from outside. They are hard to check. Nothing on her of value. The murderer may have been a fellow-vagrant
         with some motive of revenge, or else a prowler, doing it for kicks. We’ll pick him up.’
      

      
      We were dismissed. We walked back, across the courtyard, to the waiting taxi. I handed the ladies in. ‘The English Tea Rooms,’
         I told the driver.
      

      
      I looked at my watch. I had judged the time correctly. My charges could settle peacefully to a cup of tea together before
         the remainder of the party came. When we arrived I paid the taxi off and escorted the pair inside the English Tea Rooms. I
         settled them at a corner table.
      

      
      ‘Now, ladies,’ I said, ‘you can relax.’

      
      My automatic smile brought no response, save a stiff inclination of the head.

      
      I went out, and walked down the via dei Condotti to a bar. I had to think. I kept seeing the aquiline features, sharpened
         by death, of the murdered woman. Murdered because I had put ten thousand lire into her hand.
      

      
      I felt sure now I had not been mistaken. There had been recognition in her eyes the night before, and she had called Beo as
         I ran away across the street. I had not seen her for over twenty years, but it was Marta.
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      When the police officers were questioning the English school-teachers – I should have spoken then. The opportunity was given
         me. They had asked whether, when we returned from our tour, we had noticed that the woman was still on the doorstep of the
         church. This had been the moment. ‘Yes,’ I should have said, ‘yes, I walked to the end of the street and she was there, and
         I crossed over and put a note for ten thousand lire in her hand.’
      

      
      I could imagine the look of surprise in the police officer’s eyes. ‘A note for ten thousand lire?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘What time was this?’

      
      ‘Shortly after midnight.’

      
      ‘Did any of the party see you?’

      
      ‘No.’

      
      ‘Was the money your own, or did it belong to Sunshine Tours?’

      
      ‘It had just been given me. A mark of favour.’

      
      ‘You mean a tip?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘By one of your clients?’

      
      ‘Yes. But if you ask him, he will deny it.’

      
      Then the police officer would have asked for the two English ladies to withdraw. The interrogation would have continued, harder
         pressed. Not only could I never summon a witness to the fact that the lone barbarian had given me the money and had asked
         me to his room, but I could not produce a motive for giving away the money that would make sense to the police officer. Nothing
         made sense.
      

      
      
      ‘You say you were reminded of an altar-piece that frightened you as a child?’

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘And because of that you decided to put ten thousand lire into an unknown woman’s hand?’

      
      ‘It happened so quickly. I did not have time to think.’

      
      ‘I suggest to you that you never did have a note for ten thousand lire in your possession, and that you are now inventing
         this story of putting such a note into the woman’s hand because you imagine it will give you an alibi.’
      

      
      ‘An alibi for what?’

      
      ‘An alibi for the murder itself.’

      
      I paid for my drink and went into the street. It had begun to rain. Umbrellas sprouted like mushrooms to right and left. Girls
         with splashed legs bumped into me. Tourists, taken by surprise, stood huddled in doorways. My school-teachers were safe in
         the English Tea Rooms, and with this weather, which had threatened all afternoon, Mr Hiram Bloom would have mustered his party
         from the Forum and taken them back to Beppo and the waiting coach.
      

      
      I turned up my coat collar, pulled my hat low and threaded my way through side streets to the via del Tritone and the Rome
         office of Sunshine Tours. It was almost four, and with any luck my comrade Giovanni might be back at his desk, though he liked
         to spin out the afternoon break. I was lucky. He was at his usual place in the far corner, speaking down the inevitable telephone.
         He saw me, raised his hand in greeting and pointed to a chair. The office was comparatively empty, save for a handful of tourists
         pressing patiently against the centre grille, demanding changes of reservations, hotel bookings, the usual routine.
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