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The day was cold, early


HE WENT IN THROUGH the side gate, more out of long-ago habit than any fear that he would be detained for trespassing after all this time. It had once been painted but now the metal had reverted almost to nature, greenish, mottled and flaking, camouflaged against the late-summer hillside. But it didn’t creak for once; carefully, he latched it behind him with a gloved hand. The sky curving over them was pale, streaked with morning pink. Autumn in the air.


‘Via,’ he said, hoarse, throwing his hands out, and Gelsomina ran ahead, panting, nose down, ears flopping in the leaves that carpeted the hill that climbed behind the house. He didn’t believe there were truffles here, but she’d always been a stupid dog. The thought made him laugh, the old joke. And the hound.


He hurried past the house, averting his eyes, the flaking wall at his shoulder, the sweeping roof-high marks left on the stucco from years, decades earlier, the lines traced, curving and intersecting, by a long-gone hand. He experienced an uneasy shifting of relief when he started the climb and left it behind, although it had been empty for years. There had been rumours perhaps ten years back that more foreigners wanted the place – they’d make something out of it for other foreigners and the odd rich Florentine, a yoga retreat or a health farm – but if the plans had ever been real, they’d fallen through. Even if you didn’t know anything about it, the first sight of it would be enough to send you back to your hire car and down the neglected road to your luxury hotel room: La Vipera – The Viper, named for the snakes that rustled in the dry leaves all around it – sat in a damp wooded cleft with its face turned into the hillside, and after a week of September rains it was dank and slimy.


He didn’t know why anyone would come up here these days. He shifted, uneasy still. He wouldn’t be here himself, but money was money.


Truffles were fussy, temperamental organisms, and there was no mystery about their disappearance, fewer each year and then none at all. The clue was in the roar of traffic down there in the valley, winding out across the widening plain from the great red low-lying city; it was in the poisoned air. They had signs now, on certain days, illuminated signs at the entrance to Florence forbidding traffic.


But the fewer truffles there were, the higher the price.


Up the hill ahead of him, under the trees, Gelsomina moved between the mossy stones, her rear end wagging with excitement.


He paused and turned as the dog raised her head and ran on after the scent; he looked back down the hill.


A mist had drifted in after him. It hung in the dark canopy of the forest and most of the house sat invisible below it now. Only a corner of the red roof jutted out, half caved-in where a storm had knocked a chimney down four, five years earlier. The whole place should have gone then, by rights, but it seemed to hold on, through the rains, a heavy snowfall, blistering summers; doggedly, maliciously it endured. He turned back uphill and whistled for the dog.


Silence. He walked on, until the roof of a tiny shepherd’s hut appeared. Although the mist had crept higher, it clung, leaving a sheen on the summer-darkened leaves. He could have done this with his eyes closed, never mind the fog; he knew each stone. ‘Mina!’ he bellowed, angry, waiting for the rustle of the returning bitch, his hand out to administer a clout to her stupid old head. When still he heard nothing, he stopped and raised his head, sniffing the air.


His heart rate didn’t rise, there wasn’t much would cause that at his age, but he felt an adjustment all the same, a shift in chemical composition as his body turned itself, like a sunflower to the sun, towards the threat. He walked on, steadily uphill. She was gone – he knew that before he pushed aside the door that hung from one hinge and saw her lying there on the dirt floor with her teeth bared – but because he had long since consigned emotion to the category of wasted energy, he just stood there in the doorway and waited for what would come next.


It wasn’t, in the end, what he expected. The last thing he experienced, as he stepped into the hut for a closer look at what sat in the shadows, was surprise, which some would have considered more than he deserved.












Chapter One


La Vipera.


‘YOU DO REMEMBER IT, RIGHT?’


Closing his eyes now and feeling the last warmth of the sun falling through his own kitchen window, it was the smell that Sandro Cellini remembered, incense rising in the rooms where the shutters had been closed against the low evening light. He remembered brushing against something that tinkled as he came inside. Dust motes hanging in the light that slanted through the shutters, and a chill inside the house’s thick walls. He remembered the exact proportions of the big kitchen and the odd sadness he had felt on entering it. A room like his grandparents’ kitchen, a marble slab for working pasta and a huge smoke-blackened chimney breast, only the sight of this one would have made his grandmother weep, the marble loaded with the detritus of a disordered household, beer bottles and spilled food and half a motorcycle engine dismantled in black grease.


And he remembered the drawings that covered every inch of the kitchen’s crumbling plaster walls and scrawled and looped outside too, on the wall facing into the hillside. Some passing artist, one of them had said. One of the women had told him that and, as he remembered, a face swam into view, small square chin, defiant.


Five women, one man: he could visualise them, in a kind of arrow formation, and there she was, her, their leader, at the arrow’s head, tall, the long hair, the long slender fingers, the pale eyes. Her lover, the Italian guy, at her left hand, the small one, with her defiant look, at her right.


‘I remember it,’ said Sandro, opening his eyes to see his own kitchen, in the present day, and Pietro still in front of him, the mild, cheerful, inquiring face of his ex-partner in the Polizia dello Stato – after the thirty seconds’ reverie that had taken Sandro back nearly forty years – older now than when he’d closed them. ‘I don’t remember the names. Well – except hers. Nielsson.’


‘And the place?’ said Pietro. ‘Sant’Anna?’


Sandro shifted in his chair, uneasy. ‘A miserable little place, really, it was then. A handful of little smallholdings, a bar, the big house up on the hill. A hundred inhabitants?’


‘Not even that,’ said Pietro.


Sandro sighed. ‘It was a long time ago,’ he said. ‘And the investigation was –’ He hesitated. ‘Something and nothing.’


Sandro had been a rookie back in 1976, when the call had come in. Anonymous: informing on a handful of hippies, some wealthy, some not, some Italian, some not, living in a decaying farmhouse on the edge of the village of Sant’Anna, itself just over the southern hills that ringed Florence. Forty years ago. The caller – almost certainly a resentful local, a slighted tradesman, a farmer used to using the neglected land, it was common enough even now – had accused them of various kinds of immorality, including prostituting minors. Sandro, wet behind the ears, had gone along, his supervising officer that old thug Baratti, long since retired, probably dead. There had been no minors on the premises and no evidence of prostitution. They had been up there three times and found nothing to prosecute, closed the case. Long ago and far away.


Except. Except. Except now an old countrywoman had stumbled across two bodies in a hut, a hundred metres from the place. La Vipera: The Viper, although no poisonous snakes were in the frame for this one. Unless vipers had learned to stab people to death.


‘I couldn’t believe it,’ said Pietro. ‘I mean, it was luck enough that the record of the investigation hadn’t been lost. But when I saw your name on it!’ He was gleeful, delighted. ‘We need you, Sandro. And the boss has agreed to it. You’re on the team. A consultant.’


Luisa set down the coffee-pot gently and stepped back. It wasn’t like her to stay so silent.


‘It’s very kind of you,’ said Sandro, his fingers uncharacteristically nervous on the tabletop, ‘but really, I –’


‘Kind?’ exploded Pietro. ‘Didn’t you hear what I said? We need you.’ And he shoved the tablet towards him across the table.


On the table in front of him in his own kitchen, Pietro’s tablet, its screen split between two windows, showed Sandro the first page of a police report on one side and a couple of columns of La Nazione, complete with photograph, on the other. Sandro made himself focus on the facts.




The bodies of a man and woman were found yesterday in an outbuilding of the estate of La Vipera, in the riserva statale of Vallombrosa in the province of Florence. The man is believed to be Giancarlo Loutti, 76, butcher, who was last seen on Friday last. The remains of the female have proved more difficult to identify owing to advanced decomposition, but the police laboratory is ‘making progress’. La Vipera attained notoriety in the mid-1970s when it was acquired by Danish heiress Johanna Nielsson and a communal-living experiment was established there (by Ms Nielsson and her lover Marcantonio Gorgone) on the principles of free love and socialism. Ms Nielsson has not been located for comment, although it is believed the property is still legally in her possession. Gorgone’s whereabouts are not known.





There was a photograph of a hillside where the remains of a rooftop were just visible through trees still in full leaf.


‘They haven’t got much,’ said Sandro, staring at the picture, remembering the haze inside that house, the tinkling, and faces, now, faces after all this time. Johanna Nielsson. She had had a long, pale face, grey eyes, unblinking.


‘La Nazione?’ said Pietro. ‘The reporters lasted two days in Sant’Anna before they gave up.’ He sighed. ‘I could have told them they wouldn’t get anything out of the locals – they wouldn’t talk to us either.’ Gently he prodded the iPad back towards Sandro. ‘I think we should probably be glad they aren’t going to town on it – yet. Do you want journalists tramping all over that hillside?’


‘Who found them, did you say?’ said Sandro, and he felt it begin to stir, the old investigative instinct.


‘A lady called Maria Clara Martinelli,’ he said, swiping the screen left.


Three headshots appeared and instinctively Sandro reached up over his shoulder, and there was Luisa behind him, one hand meeting his, the other coming to rest gently on his shoulder.


Maria Clara Martinelli was named on the left: Sandro didn’t believe he had ever seen her before. The shot looked like it had been taken in the door to the local bar, where she was standing to attention for the camera. A square un-made-up mannish face that was at odds with a monumental bosom and a too-tight skirt suit, a hank of thick straight hair falling to either side, she was grinning broadly at the photographer. He almost found himself smiling back, like a fool.


‘A contadina,’ said Pietro. ‘Widow woman. She has a smallholding just over the ridge and she was looking for a sow that had got loose. Found the beast in this little lean-to just above La Vipera. Attracted by the smell, probably.’ Pietro stood up abruptly. ‘She claimed to be able to identify the female victim. Though there was considerable decomposition.’


Under Sandro’s eye Pietro took a step or two to the window, still open to the street this damp, warm afternoon. Florence might be a big city but there were farmhouses still under the flyovers and ring roads, and they both had enough experience of the countryside to know pigs would eat anything.


At the table, Sandro moved his finger across the hard, bright screen. The photograph in the centre of the spread was of another woman, but she might have been a different species, she was so far distant from Maria Clara Martinelli. An old photograph, forty years and more. The way she dressed, the way she stood, the way she wore her hair, all said it. An A-line mini-dress, high at the neck, a hand on her hip, one long slim leg straight and the other extended in front of her in a dancer’s position. Her dark blonde hair was long and unbrushed and parted at the centre, and although she was standing in the rubble of an untidy country farmyard, her feet were bare. She stared out from the frame of her hair, hostile and beautiful. Johanna Nielsson.


There was a sigh behind Sandro and Luisa was gone, clattering at the stove, unscrewing the coffee-pot. For a fleeting moment, he thought of Luisa back then, wondered how much she remembered of a case that had come up when they had been barely an item still.


From the window Pietro said, without turning round, ‘I don’t think there’s a man on the team capable of solving anything more complicated than a domestic murder, Sandro.’ He cleared his throat. ‘We need you. No one can get people to talk like you – and you know these people.’


‘I did know them,’ said Sandro, but he was lost, and he knew it.


All very nice. But now he had to actually walk into the police station and get started. He sighed. ‘I’m in,’ he said.


But, beginning to walk back towards him from the window, Pietro started talking like he hadn’t heard, or like he’d taken Sandro’s agreement for granted all along. ‘They think there’s a good chance it could be her,’ he said. ‘The dead female. They think it could be Nielsson.’












Chapter Two


JUST ENOUGH HAD CHANGED at the police headquarters for Sandro to feel comprehensively disoriented. It was rather like dreaming about his childhood home, which he did regularly still, those dreams where nostalgia turns you feeble and longing and then you trip over a strange dog and start awake.


He remembered the operations room with its view of the back wall of an old cinema, although the graffiti had changed. The long whiteboard tacked with crime scene shots: Sandro averted his eyes. Two long tables, three computer screens, behind each of them a lad: they all scrambled to their feet when Pietro – Commissario Pietro – walked in. He proceeded to introduce them to Sandro while they waited for the new superintendent, who was in a meeting. They consisted of a stocky ginger boy called Parini, another called Panayotis – of Greek origin, very dark – and a whippet of a kid called Ceri, just graduated to agent, with fancy sideburns and whose knee jiggled constantly when he returned to his seat.


Sandro’s eye was drawn back to the pictures, gliding over them just slowly enough to register that seven were of the crime scene, two mortuary shots.


Then the door opened and the lads were all on their feet again because the super walked in.


A recent appointment, a replacement, Pietro had told Sandro, for that arsehole Scacchi who had accepted Sandro’s resignation from the force with total indifference all those years back. A real new broom, Pietro had said, with a sidelong look whose significance became clear only as the door opened. Manzoni was a woman: a tall, dry, pale woman with a level gaze.


‘Superintendente,’ Pietro began, ‘this is –’


She put out her hand to shake Sandro’s, saying drily, ‘Your reputation precedes you, Mr Cellini.’


‘Oh, dear,’ he said, and was rewarded with the briefest ghost of a smile, then that was it.


He didn’t look at Pietro: the bastard. Had he thought Sandro would say no if he’d known the new boss was female? He’d have been wrong. But she was speaking.


‘For your benefit, Mr Cellini,’ she said. ‘That’s why we’re here.’ Sandro inclined his head and she went on. ‘The victims died approximately a month apart. The female victim, whom tentative identification by the woman who discovered her suggests may be Johanna Nielsson –’


Sandro raised a finger. ‘Hold on,’ he said. ‘If I may. Tentative identification?’ Manzoni’s head was on one side, waiting. ‘We’re talking about a body unprotected for a month at least, during the summer. A woman who hadn’t been seen in the area for forty years. What was it that suggested her identity to this – this Martinelli?’


‘The woman’s body had a tattoo,’ said Manzoni, brusque, and then he did remember. A tiny curled figure, like a snail, as Johanna Nielsson held out her hand to shake his.


‘I see,’ he said. ‘Yes.’ Had Sandro ever seen a tattoo on a woman before, at the age of twenty-three back in the seventies? He had not. He had seen them on men, and many since, on the living and on the dead of both sexes: they were useful for identification. He’d marvelled at them on the beach that summer; he’d said to Luisa, these children, inking their flesh with strange and marvellous designs, they never think they’ll get old and the flesh will sag. They think they’ll live forever. But back then – the snail on the inside of Johanna Nielsson’s wrist was the first one he’d seen on a young woman.


Yes. He remembered Nielsson’s tattoo.


‘So Martinelli had dealings with her forty years ago.’ Sandro searched his memory for the stocky woman with her iron-grey fringe, trying to imagine her younger. Something flickered, but he couldn’t pin it down.


‘It would appear so.’ Manzoni still spoke easily but Sandro detected the faintest trace of impatience. ‘She wasn’t forthcoming in the initial statement, only said that she had worked in the village bar back then and served Nielsson on occasion. That tattoos weren’t common in those days.’ She smiled. ‘Does that answer your question?’


Sandro nodded. ‘Please,’ he said. ‘Go on.’


‘Preliminary findings suggest cause of death in the female to be knife wounds to the lower body, most significantly the severing of the femoral artery, although there were more than twenty other wounds. Bound ante mortem to a chair with some kind of plastic ties still in situ – and, yes, we’re working on a source for those, possibly agricultural – stab wounds to the abdomen with a sharp short-bladed knife and had been dead just over a month when the bodies were found. The male – a local butcher, Giancarlo Lotti, and his dog, a truffle hound known as Gelsomina – had been dead only between two and three days. No one had reported him missing.’


The photographs were just far enough from where Sandro sat to be out of focus. He kept it that way.


‘This is to be your investigation,’ said Manzoni, looking from one of them to the next, resting a beat on each, perhaps a beat and a half on Sandro, finishing on Pietro. ‘As you know, there is a major administrative and disciplinary recalibration under way here’ – hirings and firings, thought Sandro, still relaxed because it wasn’t anything to do with him any more – ‘which will require my attention, although homicide, and violence in general, against both men and women, is never,’ the superintendent paused, ‘never going to come second to bureaucracy on my watch.’


There was a general murmuring of sheepish agreement, but she was still talking. ‘There’s been preliminary door to door in the village: Commissario Cavallaro and the agents have already covered some significant ground –’ A minute hesitation in which Sandro understood that no one had told them a blind thing and most of the doors had been kept firmly closed. ‘And they will bring you up to date on their findings so far.’ And then she paused. ‘Before I leave you, these are our questions.’ She held up a finger. ‘First, if this is Johanna Nielsson, what was she doing back here after what appears to be a significant absence? Second, is there a link between these two victims, and if so, what is that link? Your own historic connection with this case, Mr Cellini,’ nodding, ‘will be invaluable in answering these questions. The killing may have nothing to do with the commune or it may have everything to do with it, but I want anyone connected with La Vipera back then who’s still alive to be traced and interviewed, and I want you to do it.’


Sandro nodded, his heart slowing, slowing. He focused on his clasped fingers in his lap and she went on.


‘And lastly, if, as we must assume, these killings are connected, why was there a month between them?’


There was a pause, and heads turned to Sandro, who said, ‘But he didn’t kill her,’ pausing a beat, ‘and then come back a month later, wracked with remorse, to plead with her corpse for forgiveness then kill himself out of unassuaged guilt.’ They all stared at him.


Manzoni was examining him, head tilted. ‘Because?’ she said.


‘Because you wouldn’t have needed to involve me if it was that easy, would you?’ said Sandro, and he got to his feet.


He took a step, then another, past her, towards the photographs on the whiteboard.


*


The long blue bus pulled up in the tiny triangular piazza of Sant’Anna in Chianti and Luisa, who had been standing impatiently in the aisle for several minutes, climbed off, nodding to the bus driver behind his mirrored sunglasses so he’d think she was just another old lady with a shopping bag.


There was an app, these days, that told you everything – timetables, bus stops, walking distances – and Luisa had that app, extolled its virtues to Sandro, chided him for being a fuddy-duddy when he expressed scepticism, but under most circumstances she too would still rather ask a human being. Today, though, she didn’t want anyone knowing her destination – or asking questions. Like, what do you think you’re doing?


Sandro didn’t know she was coming here, to Sant’Anna. Sandro had gone in to the police station.


Luisa had seen that piece in the paper before Pietro had come in with it, and said nothing. She was fairly sure Sandro had no clue that she remembered that case, that time long ago – and that woman, that woman Johanna Nielsson – rather well. And what Luisa was doing here, in answer to the question, was she was curious. There’d been a time she’d wanted Johanna Nielsson dead herself because the foreign woman had taken Sandro as her lover.


Turning in the little square to decide her next move, the image of Giuli was there behind her eyes, glaring in her face. Never! The girl idolised Sandro. Giuli jutting out her chin and saying, But how do you know?


You just know.


She didn’t know how casual or fleeting or forgettable it had been on the woman’s part – Luisa had only had one lover; maybe you forgot easily if you’d had a hundred – because it had never, ever been acknowledged between them, but Luisa knew. And she knew Sandro hadn’t forgotten Johanna Nielsson.


Pietro snaps his fingers and Sandro jumps. Was that it? Or was it her? The tall, fair foreign woman. Even dead, she could draw Sandro in, even after all this time.


Luisa had said none of it. Partly out of pragmatism because it had been a slow year in the private detection business and Luisa had stopped work herself after a lifetime at Frollini, the haberdasher turned ladieswear turned ‘multibrand boutique’ whose relentless march had left her behind at last, weary. Partly because it was not, in the end, her decision to make. And partly, mostly, because she didn’t quite trust herself on this particular subject, this particular case.


You didn’t forget, did you? You never forgot a woman who could take your man with a single look from those pale eyes: Johanna Nielsson.


So she had let him pace up and down in the kitchen without saying anything, she had asked him what he wanted for dinner, she had kissed him on the cheek when he left, smiled when he looked back anxiously at the bend in the stairs. And when he’d gone, Luisa, with time on her hands these days, had got her handbag and looked at the app and bought a bus ticket.


Luisa could have stayed on at Frollini; offers had been made, kindly, by the owner, part-time or working in the huge outlet in the countryside five miles or so from where she stood, but even leaving out the little matter of breast cancer – six years down the line and off their books if not in the clear in her own head – Luisa was running out of the patience required to be a thoughtful, discriminating vendeuse, and they both knew it.


Luisa stood a moment in the dim little piazza, feeling a warm gust as a solitary truck trundled by: was it gossip she was after? Early afternoon and there was no one to be seen, life not quite back to normal after a long hot summer and a week of storms – but it was more than that. The bus driver had nodded when she had asked him if it was the right stop for her destination, nodded again, and she could see his eyebrows lifting behind the mirrored lenses at the mention of the name. La Vipera.


Forty years ago Luisa and Sandro had been out walking along the river to Settignano, the day after he’d been out to La Vipera. The night before he hadn’t called, which even at that early stage in their relationship had been unusual. He had called her at work the following lunchtime to ask if she would like to go for a walk. ‘Not the movies,’ he’d said, ‘not tonight.’


She remembered it all, as if she’d known from the beginning there was something about this place, these people, that was going to stir up the mud, the riverbed of their lives. She even remembered his face, gazing across the Arno at something she couldn’t discern. ‘They were – educated people,’ he had told her, disbelieving. ‘And not all foreigners, either. She was –’ and she’d known then, with the pause. ‘But the place – the kitchen was such a – such a mess. The disorder.’


They both came from quite ordinary backgrounds, she and Sandro, with mothers who scrubbed their kitchen floors twice daily. This door to La Vipera’s kitchen opened on another world whose boundary they couldn’t discern. ‘She’s from one of those northern countries, Denmark,’ he’d told her, frowning. ‘Maybe it’s different there.’


‘Maybe,’ Luisa had said drily.


Their relationship up until that point had been circumspect. Introduced by her friend Livia, at some parade or other, whispering in her ear, He’s a police cadet, as he marched beside them, head up. It was what she loved about him, his seriousness – even at twenty-three, the frown that would come over him when something he didn’t understand cropped up, as he tried to work it out. Sandro had never been one to jump to conclusions: his livelier, louder colleagues laughed at him for it. Changing their tune to grudging respect as he turned out so often to be right.


He had looked at her, in the warm evening by the river, holding her hand tight still. ‘You don’t understand,’ he said slowly.


She’d stayed silent, bridling, until she could trust herself to say, ‘Maybe not.’


He told Luisa her name only later, Johanna Nielsson, casually. The case had taken up three weeks of investigation and she knew La Vipera had been on the radar for a time after, but Sandro hadn’t really talked about her again. Luisa knew, though, that he thought about her. The foreign woman glittered in his imagination, like the fireflies in the trees around the city on warm dark evenings.


Luisa took a deep breath and walked into the bar. Eleven o’clock in the morning. A handful of men were standing at the far end, drinking white wine: they didn’t seem to notice her. However discreet a presence Sandro could make himself, a woman in late middle age carrying a shopping bag was invisible. She asked for a coffee in her meekest voice, selected a pastry from the cabinet and turned to find a seat. She saw that one of the men was, in fact, a woman, stocky, dressed in jeans and workman’s jacket, but with an unmistakable bosom.


They muttered, with occasional outbursts of laughter. The barman was summoned for a refill and discreetly she moved her chair. The mannish woman was in conversation principally with a lean iron-haired man. Then things sobered: they were talking about someone called Gelsomina – there appeared to have been three bodies found, not two. The woman was quite exercised about this death and Luisa couldn’t work it out, why Sandro hadn’t been told, why it hadn’t been in the papers, until she realised Gelsomina was a dog. ‘I can see about the other two but why punish the dog?’


Discreetly, Luisa shifted so she could get a better look at the speaker. With a shock of recognition she realised Sandro had shown her the picture of a younger version, uncomfortably skirted at a wedding or something like it, of the stocky woman. She was Maria Clara Martinelli, who’d found the bodies. As Luisa watched, the tall silver-haired man clapped her on the shoulder, heartily, country people together, with no pretensions, no nice manners. But he didn’t have quite the right look for a farmer: lean and pale, with high cheekbones. More of a monk.


Luisa took a bite of her pastry and found it so disappointing she almost tutted out loud. Thick and greasy, it stuck stubbornly to the roof of her mouth; she took another bite to be polite and pushed it away. The coffee was good.


Did country people rank the death of a dog higher than those of two human beings? Not unless they had a fairly low opinion of the human beings in question. Luisa remembered reading that Martinelli was a widow: she looked as though she worked hard, which was the widow’s lot. Another man, a barfly with a red face and bloodshot eyes, was gesturing for a third round of drinks. Martinelli was shaking her head.


The bodies. A butcher and a Danish heiress, a stolid working man and a wild child from the seventies. She would have been twenty-eight when she set up at La Vipera with her lover, a good-looking heroin addict from the wealthy industrial north, Marcantonio Gorgone. Did Sandro know how much Luisa knew about the case? What an interest she had taken behind his back, all those years ago? Luisa had only met Nielsson but once, and Sandro had known nothing of that meeting. Only once, but once had been enough.


If Luisa closed her eyes she would be able to see Johanna Nielsson as she had been, her tall body made out of straight lines and angles, long, slender thighs, pale straight hair, a level grey gaze. Wearing a long dress of pleats and folds, embroidered at the neck, something from a distant continent, India or South America. Flat-chested as a boy. Luisa put a hand to her remaining breast reflexively, to feel its weight, but stopped herself for fear they would see the movement from where they stood at the bar and wonder what on earth. Luisa had always been small, round hipped, narrow shouldered, but she had been proud of her bosom back then, getting to her feet, standing up straight when she had seen Johanna Nielsson approaching, though still a head shorter.


She’d come with a few of her gang. From where Luisa had sat, in the early evening that long-ago summer, on the ledge running along the back of the Loggia dei Lanzi, half-hidden by Perseus holding up the Medusa’s head, she had watched them approach, Nielsson spearheading. A small blonde, a dark Italianlooking girl, the man, Gorgone. They stopped at the foot of the few steps up to the loggia and standing, moving forward, she had heard them speak. Nielsson had touched each of them lightly on the shoulder, like a blessing, and off they went, trooping away down the great flank of the Palazzo Vecchio.


And now, in the dim little café with the taste of the bun’s cheap shortening in her mouth, Luisa wondered if any of Nielsson’s ménage might still be around. They might be living in those woods or gone underground, changed beyond recognition in the intervening years, greying or sober or simply silent. The idea was fanciful: the locals wouldn’t have assimilated them and no one could live on chestnuts and roadkill for forty years.


Maria Clara Martinelli was making her move. Luisa waited two minutes, then followed.












Chapter Three


SKIRTING THE BIG OLD WALL of the city under the speckled trunks of plane trees, Giulietta Sarto – Giuli to everyone but the authorities – could smell the autumn. Exhaust fumes and woodsmoke and the drift of leaves damp in the gutters – and another year gone. Another winter waiting. Giuli most decidedly did not like getting old.


Ten in the morning – well, she would be at work for 10.04; Sandro wouldn’t be bothered anyhow but Sandro wasn’t there this morning to be bothered – and Giuli was already tired. For a month now, maybe more, she had been starting awake at five, five thirty, the metallic taste of fear in her mouth and thumping panic in her chest, while beside her on the pillow Enzo still slept peaceably, the sleep of the just. By lunchtime she would be yawning.


Was forty-five old? Not to some, not to most, she was prepared to concede that. But Giuli, anorexic at fourteen, drug addicted by fifteen, on the streets for the twenty years following, had never expected to have to worry about old age. Her own mother had died at forty-two, looking seventy. Giuli paused, stooped to examine her reflection in the wing mirror of a parked car. Grimaced at her pallor, frowned at the bags under her eyes. Was there something different, something new? She’d never been vain, was more one to avoid her own face in the mirror once the obligatory eyeliner had been applied, but she thought she looked puffy and ill.


She straightened and plodded on, shouldering her bag with a hand to her nose: the diesel fumes this morning felt like they were choking her, turning her stomach.


Some people – Sandro and she – were born old, born sceptical about the future, born looking for what would go wrong, not looking forward. Giuli had thought that would protect her, perhaps. She’d never had any expectations – there always seemed more urgent things to worry about than a thickening waistline or aches and pains or losing her marbles.


Once or twice in the last few weeks she had tried to start the conversation with Enzo and changed her mind. They had barely been married a year, after all – there was no need to start talking about her little worries. Will you still love me if I turn into a nonna-type, round as a barrel and only interested in what’s for dinner and putting my feet up in front of the TV? He’d married whippety, nervy, spiky-purple-haired Giuli. She needed to get her roots done, but she was too tired.


Sometimes it pissed her off deeply to be female. Every five minutes a different set of hoops to jump through. Periods. Boobs – or not, in her case. Motherhood – or not, in her case. Then suddenly you get a hair sprouting on your chin and you feel the urge to rant ten times a day and it’s all over, boom, menopause. Now you’re an old lady, next stop oblivion. Giuli stopped at the lights, cars roaring past, other people going somewhere while she, she was only –


Hungry.


Giuli diverted. She crossed the road, turned into the Piazza Tasso and there it was again, the comforting whiff of buns – she could almost see them, a tray of pastries smelling of vanilla and butter, a golden crust of sugar on top. Her stomach growled: perhaps that was her problem. She was only hungry.


Sandro’s office – Sandro Cellini, Private Investigator, he’d grumbled over the cost of the brass plaque but six years on he was still in business – was in sight, but she turned the other way into the bar, Le Tramway, following her nose. A plate, a napkin, a briosc alla crema, make that two. Giuli munched, contented, leaning against the bar, catching sight of herself in the pink-tinged mirroring behind the array of bottles. She had cheeks, pouchy little hamster cheeks – maybe that was what was different. She chewed, swallowed, set the bun down a second, discontented, then picked it up again, but it wasn’t the same.


What woke Giulietta Sarto up in the morning was fear of death. Which was also new. When she woke she knew she would die, for certain: it wasn’t that alone, exactly, that was new – she’d lived most of her youth not expecting to wake up at all. Now she felt it, in her body, in her ageing, dying, changing cells, in the difference, the new taste in her mouth. The most significant difference was that these days she passionately, fervently, with every one of those mutating cells, did not want to die.


Something wrong with her kidneys? That puffed you up, she’d seen it. Addicts often ended with the organs packing up, one after the other.


Giuli paid and left, her stomach full and churning. Across the piazza was the scruffy exterior of her old place of work, even if part-time: the women’s centre, with the usual crew of restless, reluctant dads and chain-smoking women patrolling the pavement outside it. If she had still been there, she could have wandered down one of the corridors and collared a trauma doctor or gynae, a rehab worker, an addiction counsellor, even the STD crew at a pinch – more or less anyone would do given the range of Giuli’s misdemeanours. She could casually mention – asking for a friend – her history, her symptoms: the palpitations, breathlessness, nausea, panic, tiredness, mood swings. Extreme bloody tiredness.


But Giuli didn’t work there any more. And she was too tired to lift up the phone and ask for an appointment.


She could hear it ringing upstairs from the pavement, her key in the door. She couldn’t have hurried if her life depended on it but as luck – or not – would have it, the phone was still ringing when she let herself in to the first-floor office.


‘Hello?’


At first she thought they’d hung up, and all she could hear was background noise or the sound of her own blood rushing, but then it took shape, it became the sound of someone sobbing quietly.


‘Hello?’ And at last it came.


A tiny voice, tiny. ‘Help me,’ it said. ‘Please help me.’ And the line went dead.


*


Sandro didn’t look at the photographs. Not yet. He stood in front of the names.


They must have got them from the old case files. Names, dates and places of birth. That had been Sandro’s job, getting their documents from them, out of hippy backpacks and greasy bright-coloured Indian trousers, writing it all down, and there they were after all these years. They milled around him, ghostly, drifting from La Vipera’s kitchen into the old hallway, the man with his curls and his faraway look, the small blonde watching him from the doorway, their voices calling up the stairs.




Johanna Nielsson, b. 1949 Copenhagen


Marcantonio Gorgone, b. 1951 Reggio-Emilia


Martine Kaufmann, b. 1956 Regensburg


Lucia Grenzi, b. 1955 Trentino


Helen Mason, b. 1947 Montreal


Chantal Buisson, b. 1939 Toulouse





Behind him now Manzoni was saying something about identification and dental records, but it was as if she was a long way off or he was underwater. He took a step to one side and he was in front of the crime scene pictures.


A dirt floor, sticks and leaves, a humped shape that could be a pile of old clothes against a chair but for the hair. Coarse greying hair, scurf on the collar of a padded greenish jacket of the sort countrymen and hunters wore. Then the dog, half under its owner, a black and white spaniel of some kind – although Sandro knew nothing about dogs – its head tipped back at an odd angle, neck broken. Teeth bared. On the soil floor of the hut under the man’s outstretched hand – blunt-nailed, black hairs across his knuckles – was a knife, a hunting knife, the blade approximately six inches long and black with blood.


‘He might have killed her,’ Sandro said without turning round, ‘but as suicide methods go, stabbing yourself in the chest is fairly unusual.’ From behind him a murmur of agreement. ‘And a countryman doesn’t kill his dog like that. He’d have shot it and shot himself after. You wouldn’t care, you see, about the noise.’


Belatedly Manzoni’s words caught up with him. Dental records: yes. For identifying her. Something about her having kept a low profile, out of touch with her family, a loner, a drifter. Johanna Nielsson, whose light eyes had rested on him in the green haze of an upper room in La Vipera forty years ago, of course she had drifted. That was what she’d been all about, no strings, no ties – he’d heard her say those words, explaining to the dimwitted policemen what their commune was for. And now without his volition his eyes drifted, finally, to rest on her. There, with the dead man’s head almost in her lap, she sat.


What was left of her sat. On a wooden chair in the corner of the hut, her head tipping forward: she had been pinioned at the arms with plastic ties, faded blue, holding the body in position. The long hair. Long hair, the hair of a witch or a wise woman, long and dirty white, fell across her body: some of it had begun to shed, a hank halfway down her sleeve. It obscured some of her face but not enough: he could see the gleam of her teeth exposed by the puffing of the lips, white against dark stretched skin. Small and white and even.


That mouth, her head thrown back and laughing at him by the long windows of La Vipera.


In Sandro’s head began a kind of incantation, a child squeezing its eyes shut and chanting the stages of decomposition are … Are significantly dependent on temperature. It had not been an unusually hot summer but the temperature had remained above thirty-five for the whole of August and into September. He and Luisa had quarrelled over whether to go to the sea or the hills; they had sat holding hands in the brightly lit restaurant of a seaside hotel; they had made it up in the humid sea air, paddling at twilight. And all the time this had been happening. The processes of decomposition.


In a corner of the hut what was left of Johanna Nielsson sat. The body was dressed in a long high-necked loose dress, antique in style, printed cotton that draped itself over the bloated limbs. A dark stain spread at its centre and there were brownish areas where decomposition had stuck to it, but the design was quite clearly discernible, tiny flowers, the kind of dress they used to laugh at, when fashionable forty years ago, a night gown for an old lady.


Sandro’s hand was at his mouth, the edge of his index finger pressing up against the nostrils as if to block the smell that was not in the room with them so much as buzzing in his ears, glittering behind his eyes.


‘You’re still not sure – of her identity?’ Sandro said, his voice coming out rough.


‘We’ve tracked down a relative in Denmark,’ said Manzoni, behind him. ‘They hadn’t seen her in years but provided a DNA sample. So we soon will be.’


But Sandro knew. It was her. He turned.


‘So who do we have?’ he said.












Chapter Four


IT APPEARED THAT Maria Clara Martinelli lived at the top of the village, in a small untidy farmstead under sparse trees – an ancient tractor with weeds growing through it, a mildewed car and the smell of pigs.


Martinelli and the lean man had come out of the bar and, after a nod, gone their separate ways.


It had been a long walk uphill, and Luisa had had to leave plenty of space between herself and Martinelli, walking ahead – with an awkward rolling gait, but fast – in her man’s jacket and cap, allowing the other woman to disappear at regular intervals above her then hurrying in a panic to catch up, trying to muffle the sound of her footsteps on the verge. The village houses fell away abruptly and then it was all woodland. The leaves weren’t yet turning but a cool, damp smell drifted out, the mushroomy scent of wet leaves and trickling streams after the previous week’s rains.


A pair of crumbling stone pillars flanking an ornate rusted gate came into view at one point, but Martinelli kept going up the road with her strange rolling walk. Luisa had turned to look at the gateway: an overgrown drive seemed to peter out beyond it, leading nowhere. Up ahead Martinelli had not broken stride.


Luisa stood on the verge and wondered. Tried to visualise it: the discovery of the bodies somewhere above her. She had understood from what she had overheard in the bar that Martinelli and the lean, tall man with his hooded eyes had no doubt at all about the identities of the corpses she had found and harboured not an ounce of sorrow or pity for either death.


And she wondered where Nielsson had been all these years.


She had thought of her now and again, of course she had. This woman she’d met once, at twilight among the statues under the Loggia dei Lanzi, forty years ago. Luisa had heard about the disintegration of La Vipera two years after the investigation from Enrico Frollini, her erstwhile employer, or rather overheard. Gone: she remembered it as if it had been yesterday. She’s gone.


Enrico – Mr Frollini to her back then, an inveterate gossip and social climber still – had been at the front desk, beside the silver-keyed cash till they would shortly trade in for an ugly modern one, leaning confidentially on his elbows. Christmas 1978. He had been talking to the Princess Salieri, chatelaine of the big villa above Sant’Anna, whose lands adjoined La Vipera and who had been waging her silent one-sided war on Nielsson since the Danish woman had, shortly after her arrival, without warning or consultation, paid for a wall to be built along their boundary – or at least that was why she said she hated the woman. The truth, Luisa suspected, had been more complicated.


The princess, being like most of the nobility tight-fisted – or frugal, as they would prefer it – had bought nothing in the shop since 1974, but Frollini had generally been relaxed about that if she brought news instead. She ignored Luisa, largely, but was aware of her enough to turn her back and whisper now and again.


‘Gone, packed up overnight, men came in a pantechnicon with foreign writing on it – God knows, those languages, they’re barbaric, I don’t know where it was from – and good riddance.’ Stiff and angry.


‘Addirittura!’ Never! Frollini whispered avid encouragement, and Luisa could see Salieri now, sighing, setting her big old ugly Gucci portmanteau down on the counter. The princess would then have been something like forty-five. Luisa remembered Salieri searching in the bag, as big as a tool bag, for the Russian cigarettes she smoked, with gold tips, lighting up in the shop, as would have been quite normal in those days.


She had had a husband, with an aristocratic speech impediment, who occasionally accompanied her to the shop, murmuring unintelligibly in the background as he caressed the gentlemen’s tweeds, but on this occasion he must have stayed behind, sighing at the windows of their handsome hill-top villa.


That was where he had stood when Luisa had been summoned to the wedding of their daughter at the villa the year before, to assist in the dressing of half a dozen bridesmaids. The estate had been the size of a small hamlet, with its topiary and olive press and faded state rooms, and you could see a corner of La Vipera’s roof from those windows. Luisa knew that because when the bridesmaids had departed in their cloud of perfume and a chorus of high-pitched complaints she had gone to look. The red tiles of the roof and the line of the newly built wall were also visible here and there as a thinning of the trees, the occasional ugly clearing.


And now, walking at a discreet distance behind Maria Clara Martinelli under low skies, Luisa glimpsed the Salieri place on the top of the far hillside, its imposing crenellated façade unchanged by forty years – or four hundred for that matter. She didn’t even know if the old woman, the princess, was still alive and kicking: she must be eighty-five if she was a day.


Benedetta came in once or twice in the years after her marriage, always silent in her mother’s wake, submitting to garments being thrust at her, trying on without emerging from her cubicle. Not for a long time, but then some women stopped buying clothes once they hit the middle years.


The softly murmuring Prince Salieri – he’d been much older – had died perhaps thirty years ago, not so long after the disbanding of the community at La Vipera and hastily, with a curious lack of fanfare, no displays of grief, public or private, but then it had probably been one of those marriages. The rich, as Luisa had often commented, aren’t like the rest of us. Up ahead, Martinelli turned off the road and let herself into a low cottage under the trees, on one side the vegetable patch and agricultural flotsam of a smallholding.


La Vipera was around the next bend, perhaps half a mile on: Martinelli its neighbour on this side, the Salieri estate’s boundary curving around most of the rest. Luisa turned her head to look. The raw gashes in the forest made by the wall that Luisa had seen from the Salieri windows all that time ago had long since healed over. The wall was invisible from where she stood now: it might still be there, or it might be fallen.


The countryside and its inhabitants had only ever to be patient and wait for the status quo to return. They generally didn’t go in for attention-grabbing killings to speed things up.


From below in the village Luisa heard the buzz of a motorino winding up the hill towards her.


She should leave.


The knowledge came to her urgently. But it was already too late: Martinelli’s door banged abruptly open and the woman was striding down, heading right for her. The whine of the motorino was louder now. Luisa turned to look behind her but it was not yet visible, then she looked back at Maria Clara Martinelli. There was no mistaking the anger in her face.


*


‘So,’ said Pietro, reaching for a plastic tray. He set it down on the shelf next to Sandro’s and they shuffled forwards. ‘What do you think?’


They had convened to the cafeteria for lunch. Same old conveyor belt, side by side, same dull clatter, same glare of overhead lighting, same row of lunch ladies in their hairnets and white aprons.


‘She seems all right,’ he said, ‘Manzoni,’ and sighed, looking at a plate of tagliatelle with ragu before helping himself to one of the prepared salads covered in cling film. Luisa had him on a diet. Beside him, Pietro thoughtlessly accepted the pasta. They sat.


So who have we got?


When he had turned back to Manzoni she had been smiling, broadly. ‘A man after my own heart,’ she said. She wanted a list of suspects. ‘Based on whatever you want. Means, motive, opportunity and your own intuition: you don’t have to have all of them at once. Come on, lads. You know how it’s done.’


Shaking salt over his tagliatelle, Pietro shrugged. ‘She’s all right,’ he said. ‘And like she said, she’s leaving us to it, which is the main thing.’


‘Nice lads, too,’ said Sandro eyeing his salad.


Pietro nodded, his mouth already full.


They’d been respectful. When the door had closed behind Manzoni, Pietro had taken the floor, the three young officers relaxed now but quiet. Seeing his old friend’s authority, how he had moved on since the old days, Sandro had wondered all over again what he needed an old lag like him for.


‘Cellini is here because he was in on the original investigation into La Vipera,’ Pietro had said, pacing, his eye on all of them. ‘I want you to liaise with both of us equally. He may be retired –’ the briefest pause here while Pietro wrestled (Sandro knew him so well) with the evasion, as they both knew Sandro had more or less been fired ‘– and he’s not going to be in the office much. But you should consider him to have the same authority in the investigation as I do.’


Sandro, who had not blushed in twenty years, had felt a certain warmth at his collar and cleared his throat while Pietro went on. ‘I’d like you to bring him up to date on the work you’ve done so far.’


Panayotis, the Greek, kicked off. Stolid, thorough, only a hint of an accent so he was probably born here, thought Sandro. ‘Forensics went over Lotti’s house with a fine toothcomb,’ he said. ‘Clean and cold as a morgue.’ He grunted. ‘Or a butcher’s shop. They say he had been dead more than two days, less than a week, but there was the rain –’ He broke off and Sandro nodded.


Two days back. Routine these days, the storms that brought summer to an end: they seemed to be more violent than they’d ever been in Sandro’s childhood and this one had knocked tiles off the roof next to theirs and turned the river yellow. Any evidence on that hillside would have ended up in the Arno by now, tangled in one of the great bird’s nests of debris that the flooding river brought up against the bridges.


Panayotis sighed. ‘Anyway, they came up with nothing, is the upshot. Rain is a bastard.’


Then it was Parini’s turn, the cheery ginger kid. ‘We did the house-to-house –’ There was a collective sigh, and he grimaced. ‘But no one says anything. Not seen anything, not done anything, didn’t know anything. Don’t remember anything, not in the bar, not in the market square. The barman expressed sympathy for the dog and said Lotti liked it more than any human being but that wasn’t saying much – and then he shut up. Some of them just look at you through the window and shrug.’


Ceri had been in charge of compiling the list of those who’d lived at La Vipera. ‘So far I have one dead,’ he said, frowning, ‘Chantal Buisson. She died of breast cancer ten years ago in France. One living in a religious community in Canada – Helen Mason? The phone just rings and rings and there’s no email address, but I’ll keep trying.’ Bouncing on the balls of his feet. ‘I may have a lead on Gorgone.’ And abruptly he’d sat down again, and after that they’d dispersed for lunch.


‘They don’t eat in the canteen,’ Pietro had said as they followed the younger men down the corridor. ‘It’s all energy drinks and gym sessions for their generation. So we can relax.’


Now they paused before the drinks cabinet: no more wine, though, it seemed, not even the quarter bottles that used to be de rigueur. There was a row of low-alcohol beers and soft drinks in cans. Sandro poured each of them a glass of tap water from a jug and pushed the trays onwards.


‘You went on the house-to-house too,’ he said. ‘Who did you talk to?’


‘I went up to the Salieri place on the hill,’ said Pietro. ‘The old lady was there but she’s not dealing from a full deck these days. I gathered from the housekeeper she spends most of her time in bed.’


He hesitated and Sandro jumped in, remembering something dimly involving Luisa, a wedding. ‘Any kids? The old lady – didn’t she have a daughter?’


Pietro took a forkful of pasta, nodding. ‘The old lady’s son lives at home but had been away with his sister at some spa or something. Sister lives in town. He turned up as I was leaving, Luca Bartolini. Very civil, very forthcoming. Was in Greece in the early part of August, then at this spa at the time we assume Lotti to have been killed. Gave me the hotel names, the dates, all that.’


They looked down at their food.


‘What do you think about the murder–suicide idea?’ said Sandro, reaching for the bottle of oil. ‘It would make life a lot easier, wouldn’t it? Although we’d need to know why he killed her in the first place.’


Pietro gave him a quick look. ‘I think you’re right: he might have killed her but I don’t think he killed himself. I don’t get the sense that he was a man given to introspection or remorse – he was a butcher. But if he was going to commit a murder and then find himself overcome by his finer feelings, I don’t believe it would be weeks later. Also, in addition to the knife wounds, he had a contusion to one temple and nothing on the floor of the hut to indicate that he struck his head when he fell. And he was fond of the dog.’


‘So,’ said Sandro, ‘just coincidence?’ Chewing the leaves without enthusiasm. ‘I don’t remember a butcher’s in the village back then,’ he said. ‘I only remember the bar.’ He hadn’t remembered even that until that very moment. A little place on a square. A lean blue-jawed barman, a stocky barmaid. He realised that could have been Martinelli, the woman who found the bodies, an old woman now.


‘No reason why you should,’ said Pietro equably, forking pasta into his mouth. ‘It probably didn’t even have a sign back then.’ He sighed. ‘Lotti was retired and a widower. No children. No connection with Johanna Nielsson that anyone will admit to, although he did live in the village when she and her entourage were at La Vipera. He was twenty-five or twenty-six and still living at home at that time. He married in his mid-thirties, after the death of his parents. Wife died of cancer after fifteen years.’


‘And these days?’


‘He lived alone with his dog,’ said Pietro. ‘No history of – trouble of any sort on file. Along with a lot of other men all over Tuscany, he was interviewed over the Monster killings because he was in the right place at the right time for one of them, not the others. Although Martinelli recognised him, we did also track down a cousin for the formal identification. Quite easily, as a matter of fact, she lives in San Frediano.’


‘All right,’ said Sandro, chewing, already thinking ahead. ‘So first off, we go to Sant’Anna and talk to a few people, right?’ The village bar: he bet those young agents had gone about it all wrong. Maybe the barman would still be there.


‘Well, not quite,’ said Pietro carefully. Sandro waited and his partner went on. ‘We’ve done the preliminaries there, haven’t we? You don’t want to give the lads the impression you don’t trust them to do a thorough job. And the residents of Sant’Anna aren’t going anywhere – they can wait a day.’


‘Wait for what?’


‘You heard Manzoni,’ he said, sighing. ‘She wants you to focus on La Vipera. Those guys. And you know what Ceri said about a lead on Gorgone? Well, it turns out he lives in Modena, of all places.’


‘Modena?’ He couldn’t imagine it. Modena was a place of sober business and good food and sensible behaviour. Wasn’t it? More Ferraris than hippies. The last time Sandro had seen Gorgone, his hair had hung to his nipples – which had been visible because his shirt had been unbuttoned to the waist – and he had played with the ends of it as he talked to Sandro, like a child, his eyes unfocused.


Pietro smiled wanly, putting down his fork. ‘And he runs a chain of gyms, if you can believe that. Wellness centres, all that business. Rather top-end.’


Sandro stared. ‘You’re sure it’s the same guy?’


Pietro held up his phone with a picture on it from a professional social media site and Sandro took it, peering.


The hair was short and grey, the eyes behind heavy-rimmed expensive glasses. In the photograph, at least, which looked like it had been taken professionally, he looked in unfairly good nick for a man two years older than Sandro. Three years younger than Johanna Nielsson.


‘He’s roughly the right age, I suppose,’ said Sandro grudgingly. ‘Is he a suspect?’ Nielsson and a butcher called Lotti, lying on a dirt floor in that filthy embrace, and for a second all he could perceive as a motive was jealousy and Gorgone still her lover.


Pietro shrugged, just barely. ‘You tell me,’ he said.


‘So we’ll –’ Sandro paused, hearing the lift in his voice, raising his head to look at his old partner with an unexpected bubble of exhilaration rising somewhere inside him. He checked himself, looking back down at the page open on Pietro’s phone again, the smooth-skinned silver-haired businessman, the cold eyes behind the glasses. The man’s company had an address in the Piazza Duomo, the historic centre of the city.
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