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      Author’s Note


      I have tried in A Time of Mourning to be true to the geography of Florence. However, although when I first visited the Kaffeehaus in the Boboli gardens, it

         was open for customers and entirely possible to sit on its terrace overlooking the city, it has been in restoration for six

         years and is at present not operating as a café.

      


   

      Chapter One


      

         IT TOOK FOUR DAYS for the knock at the door. Four long, quiet days in the fading light of an unseasonably mild November, and plenty of time

         for Sandro to decide whether he liked the two rooms Luisa had found for him to use as an office, if not to make up his mind

         about what he was doing there in the first place.

      


      It had not occurred to Sandro that he’d be in at the deep end with the first job. He thought he might get eased in gently

         but, then again, the world doesn’t work like that. It was a lesson he should have learned long ago, that life doesn’t owe

         you a warning.

      


      The rooms Luisa had found were on the second floor, square and light and plain in a peaceful street off the Piazza Tasso in

         San Frediano. The street was the Via del Leone, with a small glassed-in shrine to the Madonna on the corner and at least four

         candles burning, the sign of a God-fearing neighbourhood, or a superstitious one, depending on how you looked at it. Sandro

         Cellini stood somewhere between the two, born Catholic, naturally enough, but a rationalist by thirty years of police training.

         He was too ambivalent as a result to go to Mass more than a couple of times a year, Easter and baptisms, but he liked the

         shrine, anyhow. And where there was God, there were old ladies. When he had been in the police force – a phrase that still

         knocked him 

         back – Sandro had found pious elderly women always ready to provide detailed testimony as well as to light candles for divine

         intervention.

      


      The buildings of the Via del Leone were humble, no more than three storeys, and as a consequence the street itself was sunnier,

         quieter than his home turf, the acoustics less grating on the ear when the first of the morning motorini whined down it on

         their way to the centre. Born and bred north of the river in Santa Croce among noisy, narrow streets the sun never found,

         as he stood at the window that looked into the street on his first day, Sandro didn’t know if he’d ever get used to it.

      


      It was Florence, undeniably it was, but it wasn’t the city he’d woken up in every morning for fifty-eight years, where only

         a shard of blue sky was visible and the street outside vibrated with din from seven in the morning. A cacophonous opera made

         up of the crash of bins being emptied, the squeak of the buses’ air brakes, the rumble of taxis, the first tourist group of

         the morning stopping on the corner to be informed loudly in Spanish or German or Japanese of where Dante had been born and

         Galileo buried.

      


      Looking down, Sandro saw that it might be quiet, but it wasn’t deserted after all. He watched as an old woman led her small,

         overcoated dog to the kerb so it could crap on someone’s front tyre; soon enough, he thought, he’d know whose car that was

         and whether he cared or not. She was carrying a bedraggled bunch of chrysanthemums, heading for the cemetery, no doubt. Coming

         the other way, he saw a pretty girl; a student maybe, with long hair, long legs in dark jeans, stupidly huge studded and tasselled

         handbag. She was running, in a hurry; almost opposite the house she sidestepped the old lady and her flowers and her dog,

         and, as if she knew he was up there, the girl tilted her head and was looking back at Sandro. Her eyes slid over him and,

         ashamed, he ducked away. He wasn’t in this to eyeball passers-by, was he?

      


      Sandro retreated to his desk. It had been found for him, like the flat, like every other piece of furniture from the grey

         filing cabinet to the elderly but respectable computer, by Luisa. In the silence he reflected that the lack of tourist groups,

         at least, was a mercy. A fondness for the sound of a Vespa or buses’ brakes might be his own private perversion, but he’d

         never learned to love the guided 

         tours. Luisa had pointed out that he’d better start learning to love the tourists, because they might turn out to be his bread

         and butter, just like they were hers.

      


      ‘I’m going to start tomorrow,’ he’d announced when she got home from the shop the previous night. It hadn’t gone down well.


      ‘Ognissanti?’ Luisa said with flat dismay. ‘Really?’ She stood in the kitchen with her coat still on, smelling of woodsmoke

         from the street.

      


      Ognissanti was All Saints’ Day, the first of November, followed by All Souls’ the day after. Two days when all the leaves

         fall at once, and flowers are laid on the graves of loved ones. Tradition was, Ognissanti should be a day for quiet reflection,

         and the consideration of mortality.

      


      ‘Why not?’ Sandro said, defensively. ‘They called this afternoon to say the phone line’s been installed. I’ve had enough of

         hanging around.’

      


      But he knew why not. Religion, habit, duty to the dead, not to mention that it might be obscurely inauspicious to start halfway

         through a week. And although Luisa was no more religious than he was, the tug of familial duty was stronger; her mother more

         recently dead. She had to get up early to take flowers to her mother’s grave out in Scandicci, before heading in to the city.

      


      ‘You’ll be at work yourself, after all,’ Sandro said.


      Like many other religious days, the feast’s status as a public holiday was being eroded, particularly in the big cities with

         their wealthy, godless visitors, and Luisa’s employer, Frollini, had given in years back. They did good business in November,

         with the stock room crammed to overflowing and the windows full of sheepskins and velvet and party dresses. Luisa didn’t like

         it, but it was the new Italy.

      


      ‘It seems like bad luck,’ she said uneasily.


      ‘I don’t want to put it off any longer,’ said Sandro with finality, and she could see that that, at least, was true.


      Grumbling, she had got up even earlier than usual to cook for him.


      

         ‘Your first day, you’ll take something hot to eat,’ she said, when he wandered into the kitchen, bleary-eyed, to remonstrate

         with her. The pristine lilies she had bought the night before for her mother stood in the sink.

      


      She’d given him baccalà – salt cod stewed with tomatoes – and when Sandro prised open the foil dish six hours later at his new desk it was still

         just warm; but then again, it was barely midday. He had been on the job three hours, and had done nothing but ogle a girl

         through the window and open a file on the computer for his accounts, before closing it again. Expenses to date, five thousand

         euro, give or take. Income, zero.

      


      Sandro devoured the rich salty stew in five mouthfuls, suddenly starving. He spilled a little of the sauce on his desktop

         and although he rubbed at it immediately, cursing, it left a tiny orange stain. A good start, he thought to himself. What

         will the clients think, supposing any ever materialize? He felt ready to hurl something at the wall; what a slob. That night

         he told Luisa he’d maybe experiment with the local bar for lunch; she eyed him warily.

      


      ‘Gone off my cooking?’ He shook his head. ‘As if,’ he said. ‘Just – well. I need to get to know the neighbourhood.’ She nodded,

         deciding not to be offended. He didn’t tell her the baccala incident had made him feel like a small boy on the first day at

         school, on a knife edge of misery.

      


      ‘How was the visit?’ he said. ‘The cemetery?’


      She was pale; he remembered she had been up since six, and he cursed himself for letting her work so hard. He could have just

         said, I’ll start tomorrow, couldn’t he?

      


      ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘It was good.’ She smiled and he could see that for all her pallor and weariness, it had made her happy.

         For Luisa a visit to the cemetery always kindled something; she still spoke to her mother, standing at the grave, once she

         had spent twenty minutes arranging the lilies. It was another example of her mysterious superiority, that Luisa was not afraid

         of grief.

      


      Sandro had been nineteen when his mother died – she had had cancer, though Sandro never knew where – and just coming to the

         end 

         of his military service. He came back for the funeral in his uniform, unable to cry. His father went to his own grave a year

         later; they had been hard-working country people with no time for the expression of emotion, and although he’d been no more

         than sixty the loss had simply been too much for him to bear. Sandro had found himself stunned into silence by their abrupt

         absence.

      


      It was suddenly too late to ask them anything; within six months he had met Luisa, and asked her to marry him. At the time

         it had seemed like the only way to survive; within five years he realized that he couldn’t remember his father’s face without

         taking up the framed photograph he kept in a drawer, and staring hard at it. They were in his head somewhere, the pair of

         them hand in hand in old-fashioned clothes, but he did not want to think about them; he didn’t have Luisa’s trick of taking

         sadness by the hand and making it a friend.

      


      ‘I’m a very lucky man,’ he said to her back as she stirred something on the stove. ‘Very lucky.’


      One of the things Sandro turned over in his mind as he sat there on day two – All Souls’, a little cloudier than day one,

         the November light a little thinner and paler – was this alteration in his relationship with Luisa. Thirty years married –

         or was it thirty-one? – and suddenly Luisa was in charge. While he’d been in the force they’d run along separate tracks, two

         blindsided locomotives, each oblivious to the other’s direction. With pain he thought of the big police station out at Porta

         al Prato on the busy viale. Standing guard at the north-western approach to the city, the warm, busy corridors, the long, shuttered windows, the camaraderie.

         Misguided nostalgia, he reminded himself; where was the camaraderie now?

      


      That was unfair, clearly it was. He still saw his old comrades now and again in the city; they’d nod and exchange a word in

         the street; he thought they’d stand him a coffee if he ever found himself back in the bar on the viale they used to frequent. But what conversation would they have? ‘Sorry, mate’? The murky old Caffe Tramvai – there’d been trams

         running past the Porta al Prato once, before Sandro was 

         born – with its Formica tables and sixties décor, and the best trippa alla fiorentina in the city. He thought of those lunch-breaks now and again, when his guard was down; they would all crowd in there at twelve-thirty

         and stand eating the ragout out of little bowls, steaming, sweet, garlic and tomatoes and tender fragments of meat. But that

         friendly shared coffee was never going to happen, was it? Sandro had avoided the place like the plague since the day of his

         departure on a cold, dark January day nearly two years ago.

      


      Sandro was no longer a police officer. At least, he considered gloomily, he had not been discharged, dishonourably or otherwise;

         at least he had been allowed early retirement. It had been more than a face-saver; it had meant he could work, because the

         opportunities for a disgraced policeman were limited. If there’d been any sympathy for his offence among his colleagues, Sandro

         didn’t seek it out; he didn’t want to be forgiven. The offence of relaying confidential information to the father of an abducted

         child.

      


      The child’s disappearance had come at a bad time; if you believed in astrology, at some disastrous conjunction of planets,

         it had always been inevitable that further tragedy could only follow from it. It had been a long time ago, with Luisa the

         wrong side of forty, and the possibility that they would never have children of their own was turning to stone-dead certainty

         for both of them. The girl – nine years old – had disappeared from a crowded pool, her body found at a bend in a river in

         the Apennines a week later, caught in reeds.

      


      No arrest had been made, though they’d had their suspect all right, and Sandro had kept in touch with the child’s father.

         Why? It was obvious why, people sometimes said to him, it was the human impulse, it was out of sympathy, but Sandro had offered

         no excuses at the disciplinary hearing; he had remained silent when they were asked of him. He had merely admitted that he

         had, yes, kept the bereaved, the now childless father, informed; had supplied him eventually with the name and whereabouts

         of the chief suspect in his daughter’s murder, with every scrap of information. And when, fifteen years later, the suspect

         – against whom no charges had ever been brought – was found murdered, the whole thing unravelled. Sandro had known immediately

         

         that he was responsible for the paedophile’s death, whoever had in fact held the knife against his throat.

      


      The dead man had been guilty, they knew that now, but it had still been wrong. One little breach in the rule of law and the

         whole thing comes apart at frightening speed; the murderer is murdered, and one of his victims ends up with blood on her own

         hands. And once you have lied to a man who trusts you, to your partner of more than a decade, you cannot be sure he will ever

         trust you again.

      


      And that was how Sandro came to find himself adrift. But thirty years in the police leave their mark; it was too late for

         him to become anything else.

      


      Pietro was still a friend, of course, his partner of thirteen years and as close to a marriage as you can get. Pietro still

         called at the apartment every other Thursday, religiously, to haul Sandro out for a drink, to talk about football and Fiorentina’s

         death plunge down through the divisions, a grumble about the new commissario seconded from Turin, nothing too close to the bone. They didn’t talk about Sandro’s disgrace, and though Sandro felt the

         warmth of Pietro’s sympathy he shied away from voicing his gratitude; it wasn’t the relationship he wanted.

      


      Thirteen years in the same grubby fug of their allotted police vehicle, you get to know the smell of another man’s socks,

         his aftershave, what he eats for breakfast. How he takes his coffee. Caffè alto, for Pietro, down in one then another on its tail, to kickstart the day; there are some questions that don’t need asking,

         after thirteen years. Sometimes now, taking his coffee alone, Sandro had to close his eyes so as not to wish it all back again.

      


      Perhaps Luisa had always been in charge. Sitting in the thin sunlight, eyes closed, Sandro felt curiously comforted as he

         mused on that possibility. Those long years of quiet unhappiness together during which each had shouldered his own burden

         – the lack of children, the ugliness of daily police work, the shrinking of expectations – Luisa had been in charge all along.

         Biding her time for the moment when her superior skills would be called for.

      


      Over those four days in the Via del Leone he did come to the conclusion that Luisa knew what she was doing, all right. He’d

         come 

         with her to see the place, and he hadn’t seen its potential; if truth be told, he’d been downcast by it. Luisa had found out,

         through the usual mysterious means, that it was about to come on the market, a second-floor walk-up, two rooms and a tiny

         kitchen inhabited by an exhausted-looking elderly couple and their disabled daughter, who were about to be rehoused in ‘more

         suitable’ accommodation. That should have given him the hint; public housing was hard to come by, and the comune didn’t step in lightly. The disabled daughter turned out to be middle-aged, brain-damaged and quadriplegic since birth, parked

         in a tiny kitchen in a wheelchair. The apartment had no bathroom, a fact that did not dawn on Sandro until they left.

      


      ‘My God,’ he’d said in the street below, thinking of all those years carrying their helpless child up and down the stairs,

         while she turned into a middle-aged woman. Luisa had squeezed his hand. ‘It’s a sad place,’ she said. ‘I think that’s why

         they haven’t been able to find a tenant.’

      


      That and the builder’s yard below the window, currently full of orange plastic tubing, maybe. But there was a sliver of a

         view of the back of Santa Maria dell’Carmine, if you were disposed to concentrate on that instead, on the frescoes inside

         that Sandro hadn’t seen since he was a boy, the Adam and Eve, Eve with her hand up to her mouth. These things all settled

         in his mind in those idle hours. He wondered where they were now, that couple and their ageing daughter, and whether they

         missed their view. Nonsense, Luisa would say briskly. Modern bathroom, ground-floor access, lifts and bars and all sorts after

         forty years hauling the grown child up two flights of stairs? Nonsense. It’ll make a good office, and they’re better off where

         they are.

      


      Day two, just before lunch, Sandro found himself looking down into the street again; he saw the woman with her dog, and realized

         he was watching for the girl. Out of police habit, getting the lie of the land, or because she’d been pretty? He turned tail,

         unable to give himself the benefit of the doubt. She had been pretty.

      


      Safely at the back of the building Sandro had spread his copy of La Nazione out on his desk and went through it as though that was his job, reading every story in the paper. He stared at the big stories

         first, 

         national news. Garbage collection in Naples, dioxins leaching into the food chain from toxic waste. A new book out on the

         Camorra, and a piece about Calabrian gangsters buying up property in Tuscany. His stomach felt sour and leaden; my country,

         he thought, staring at the page; there’d been a time when it had been his business. Out at Porta al Prato, buckling on his

         holster, slapping the peaked cap on his head, jostling out through the door with Pietro, they’d laughed bitterly at their

         dismal clean-up rate, at all the shit still out there waiting for them, but it hadn’t felt like this.

      


      He worked his way down to local stuff: illegals employed on building the extension to the Uffizi; a hit and run on the viale, involving a child. A doctor found to be a member of a satanic cult drowned in Lake Trasimeno. Sandro worked his way right

         through to the end before he closed the paper, impotent.

      


      In the afternoon Sandro went out into the street, so as to have something to tell Luisa when he got home. The food in the

         nearest bar was lousy; a stale roll and some dried-up ham, and the floor was dirty. It had turned chilly, too; after a brisk

         turn down to the Piazza Tasso and back – on the corner seven candles had been lit for the Virgin this afternoon; Sandro resolved

         to keep a proper eye out one day for the devout, his future informers – he hurried back to the flat, where the ancient radiators

         were clanking loudly to keep pace with the cold.

      


      Climbing the draughty stairs Sandro had tried to imagine the place in July, when San Frediano, built for the street sweepers

         and humbler artisans, the carpenters and stonemasons, had the reputation for being a sun-bleached desert, without high stone

         facades and deep eaves to protect its inhabitants from the heat of the sun. Did people need private detectives in July?

      


      And, as Sandro found himself reminded once again that that was what he was now, a private detective, he had to fight the urge

         to put his face in his hands, and groan.

      


   

      Chapter Two


      

         THERE WERE HOARDINGS ALONG the motorway out by the airport, advertising the agencies. A picture of a young man in a peaked cap, toting a holster, or

         a Pinkerton’s-style badge. A Discreet and Thorough Service, Any Investigation Undertaken. Financial, Personal, Professional.

         Experts in Surveillance. They had laughed at them, when Sandro was in the force, though the laughter had been uneasy. Some

         private detectives were borderline criminals themselves, and smart with it; some of them were close to conmen, some were lazy,

         some were stupid. But it was others – the laureati with their degrees in IT and control engineering: modern, computer-literate, hardworking – that inspired the unease, a kind

         of envy, in those embedded in the creaking old machinery of the state police.

      


      Where was the room for someone like Sandro, a village idiot where computers were concerned, old school, a one-man band, among

         this lot? It was a shark tank, a snakepit. It had, of course, been Luisa’s idea.

      


      ‘You’re brilliant at your job,’ she said, to his silence. ‘You’ve got the basics on computers.’ True enough; he might be old

         school, but even the Polizia Statale had been computerized. ‘You speak a bit of English.’ Sandro grunted at this. His English

         had hardly been honed to perfection during twenty years of taking down notes from tourists 

         on their stolen purses, struggling to interpret a dozen different accents, Louisiana, Liverpool, London. ‘I could help you

         with that, anyway,’ Luisa said, thoughtfully.

      


      Sandro had made an effort, asking mildly, ‘Do you really think there’s a – what d’you call it, a market? For a one-man operation?’


      Head on one side, Luisa said firmly, ‘Yes, I do.’ He waited. ‘Look,’ she said earnestly. ‘The old ladies.’ Them again. ‘The

         – I don’t know, the grannies, the individuals, I’m not talking about big corporations, caro, though I suppose there’s money in that and I don’t see why…’ But seeing his face at the thought of selling his services

         in some boardroom somewhere, she changed tack, frowning. ‘Real people, little people, who can’t get anywhere in the system.’

         Despite himself, Sandro had nodded at that. There were such people.

      


      She leaned forward, encouraged. ‘And the foreigners. Not maybe tourists, they’re only here a couple of days, a week at most.

         But the ones who live here, the ones who would like to live here? The expats?’

      


      Sandro’s shoulders dipped again. ‘What would they need a private detective for?’ he said. ‘Don’t be daft.’ And almost immediately

         regretted it. Luisa was on her feet then, striding round the kitchen table, her little heels clicking on the pavimento. She had just come in from work, still wearing what he thought of as her uniform. Had she been thinking about this all day

         on the shop floor? She’d barely taken her coat off, she was so fired up.

      


      ‘You have no idea, Sandro,’ she said. ‘No idea at all.’ She had raised her voice without thinking; Sandro glanced at the window,

         open in the September heat, and that seemed to annoy her even more. ‘For example,’ she said, holding up a finger to get his

         attention, ‘a client came into the shop, a very nice old lady, English, has lived here for years. Fifteen years at least.

         Her landlord is saying things about her because he wants her out of the flat. He accuses her of subletting her rooms, he is

         tampering with her heating to freeze her out. He refuses to carry out renovations. She is helpless.’ Shamed, Sandro chewed

         his lip. Of course, these things happened. But a private detective?

      


      ‘Any number of divorce cases, infidelities,’ Luisa went on hurriedly, knowing this would not appeal to Sandro. ‘A couple who

         were sold a 

         house in the Chianti with six hectares only to discover none of the land belonged to the seller, and it was too late to recover

         their deposit? Two hundred thousand euro?’ That was the deposit? Sandro’s eyes popped at the figure.

      


      ‘Don’t you see?’ she said, taking his hands in hers. ‘They get married, they buy property, they start a business, just like

         us. They need help more than us, they don’t know the system. You could advertise, in the free papers, the little magazines

         for foreigners. And for locals, in La Pulce, that kind of thing. You don’t even have to call yourself a private detective, if you don’t want.’

      


      Sandro studied their hands together on the table, Luisa’s pale and puckered with washing, clean, short nails, her plain gold

         wedding ring. He should have bought her an engagement ring, shouldn’t he? But they had never had the money. He thought about

         what she had said. A niche, that was what she was talking about, and he had to admit, he didn’t object to the word. And, as

         Luisa was too kind to say out loud, what else was he going to do?

      


      Taking a deep breath and without knowing if it was true, Sandro said, ‘I don’t mind that. It says what it means, doesn’t it?

         I don’t mind being a private detective.’

      


      First thing on day three, Giulietta Sarto turned up, like a bad penny, he thought with something like affection. ‘Oi,’ she

         shouted into the intercom. ‘Only me.’

      


      She was looking better these days, though Giulietta could hardly have looked worse than she had two years ago when, emaciated

         from living on the streets, she’d stabbed her abuser and so played her part in the story that had ended with Sandro losing

         his job. She’d been placed in custody, of course, and put through the mill, but they’d got her off on mental health grounds,

         then Luisa had taken an interest. Giulietta had put on some weight and was living in public housing, Sandro dimly remembered,

         not far from here. San Frediano, he thought gloomily as he heard her quick footsteps on the stairs, public housing and old

         ladies. It’s not going to pay for Luisa’s engagement ring.

      


      ‘Hi, Giulietta,’ he said warily. ‘What are you up to?’ Standing in the lobby, she didn’t look bad at all, as it happened.

         She was wearing a dark 

         suit, cheap but it fitted her. Hair thin from malnutrition but brown instead of the rainbow of red and rust and greenish blonde.

         Wrists still as thin as chicken bones, but fuller in the face.

      


      ‘How did I track you down, you mean?’ she said with rough good cheer. She took out a pack of cigarettes, turned it over in

         her hands, put it away. ‘Have a guess.’

      


      He nodded. Luisa. ‘She think I need keeping an eye on, does she?’


      He saw Giulietta survey the room from the doorway without answering, lips pursed. ‘Bit quiet,’ she commented, and he shrugged,

         helpless.

      


      She eyed him. ‘Don’t need a receptionist yet, then?’ She must have seen the alarm in his eyes because she burst out laughing

         then, her rusty, smoker’s laugh. ‘Don’t worry, Commissario –’ And when he flinched, she looked apologetic, started again.

         ‘Don’t worry, Signore Cellini, I’m not offering. I don’t need a job, as it happens.’ She eyed him for signs of surprise and,

         seeing none, went on proudly, ‘I’m working at the Women’s Centre. On the Piazza Tasso.’

      


      Bit close to home, Sandro thought, guiltily. He wasn’t sure he needed to be worrying about Giulietta Sarto on top of everything

         else. ‘Sit down,’ he said, pulling out one of the plastic chairs.

      


      ‘Two mornings a week and all day Saturday to begin with,’ she said quickly, as if she knew what he was thinking. ‘Only, when

         I bumped into Luisa at the baker’s she told me you’d got yourself a little office here. Said I could pop my head around the

         door.’

      


      Sandro relaxed. What else was he doing, anyway?


      ‘Thanks,’ he said, smiling for the first time. ‘Maybe you could drum up some business for me, down at the Women’s Centre.’


      They both laughed reluctantly at that. The Centre provided emergency contraception, advice for battered wives, rape crisis

         telephone lines. Halfway house for women like Giulietta, not a centesimo to rub between the clientele.

      


      ‘You’ll be all right,’ she said, cautiously. Then, becoming more thoughtful, ‘Seriously, though. I will say. If anyone – not,

         like, liabilities, I can see you can do without that, but anyone serious, decent – wants a bit of help, I’ll recommend you.’

         Sandro had been her arresting officer, 

         two years ago. She looked puzzled at the turnabout in their relationship the offer entailed.

      


      Sandro sighed, the irony weighing a little heavier on him than on her. ‘Thanks,’ he said again. There was a silence during

         which she fiddled with her mobile phone and he wondered if he should offer to buy her a coffee. But before he could say anything

         she stuffed the phone into her bag and leapt up.

      


      ‘Oh, God,’ she said, panicky and apologetic all at once. ‘It’s ten o’clock. I can’t be late, it’s only my third day!’ And

         she was off, as abruptly as she’d arrived.

      


      Six hours and four coffees later, the desk drawers now stocked with stationery, La Pulce folded and unfolded a dozen times so he could stare uncomfortably at the ad he’d placed last week (‘Ex-officer from the Polizia

         dello Stato offers thirty years’ investigative experience and discreet and conscientious service. No job too small.’), Sandro

         wished he’d asked her to come back for a spot of lunch. Found himself feeling envious of her two mornings a week of being

         needed.

      


      That night, Luisa chattered on about the day at the shop. A marchesa had been caught shoplifting. Seventy if she was a day, she rattled around in a vast, freezing nineteenth-century pile on

         the hill up towards Fiesole and had given an Uccello to the Uffizi, but the Americans who used to rent her piano nobile for cash in hand must have got cold feet, what with all the terrorism, because she was clearly broke. Broke, but refusing

         to admit it. She’d swanned through the shop being gracious to all of them then put a handbag under her ancestral fur coat.

         The alarms had gone off when she’d tried to leave.

      


      ‘Are you listening?’ said Luisa. ‘I thought you’d be interested.’


      ‘Sorry,’ said Sandro. He’d been wondering how long he should sit there in the Via del Leone, before calling it quits. ‘Shoplifting?’

         He wondered if she was about to suggest he should look for some work as a store detective, or private security standing by

         the cashpoints or the jewellers’ shops on the Ponte Vecchio in a toytown uniform. He’d have to hide whenever a real uniform

         turned up.

      


      She looked at him. ‘You’re not going to give up, are you.’ It wasn’t a question. 

         As it turned out, Sandro nearly missed his first client. He had advertised his hours of business on the plate he’d had made

         at the door as well as in the small ads, as eight-thirty until twelve, two until seven. On the doorstep at eight twenty-five

         on day four, Friday, his key in the lock, he thought, to hell with it. Who turns up at eight-thirty? Not in the crime stories,

         they didn’t, in the gialli of Rex Stout and Raymond Chandler, they turned up around whisky time, beautiful hard-boiled women with long legs. He should

         have known, after thirty years, that trouble gets people up early in the morning. People lie awake in the early hours, waiting

         for it to get light. And private detectives often found themselves drinking whisky by ten, even in the gialli.

      


      But, getting slack already, Sandro had put the key back in his pocket and turned away from the door, from the thought of all

         those hours to kill. He took a step towards the square, where on the way home yesterday he’d noticed a nicer-looking bar than

         the grubby one on the corner of the Via Santa Monaca. It was a big, bright place with a marble counter frequented by the market

         stallholders; he could almost see it from where he stood, full of real life. You could stand there and watch the little kids

         playing on the slides, the mothers with their bags full of vegetables. He’d had enough of his view of half an inch of Santa

         Maria dell’Carmine and eighty square metres of orange plastic tubing. He’d had enough of silence and solitude; he was going

         to the bar.

      


      But something made him turn around. An apologetic cough, a small sigh, ten metres behind him, at his own front door. He turned

         without thinking, and there she was, a copy of yesterday’s La Pulce in her hand.

      


   

      Chapter Three


      

         IRIS MARCH BURROWED UNDER the duvet and listened. She could hear the drone of morning traffic in the street the other side of the three-foot-thick

         walls, but the big, dark apartment was as quiet as a tomb, and as cold.

      


      Iris wanted a cup of tea. Her nose was cold; her feet were cold; the apartment was colder than anywhere she’d ever been in

         her life, and it was a long way across uncarpeted stone to the kitchen. It was colder than school in England, where the windows

         rattled and the radiators were never more than tepid, and you sat pressed hopelessly against them turning mottled under your

         uniform without ever getting warm. The apartment was also colder than home, the terrible mildewed glass house built in the

         only cold, damp, north-facing site in the whole of the Ventoux by an experimental architect Ma had been having an affair with

         when she’d dropped out to paint – well, mess about – in the South of France, at nineteen, which happened to be exactly Iris’s

         age.

      


      A pov, they called her at school, in her discreetly hand-me-down uniform. If you hadn’t sent me there, she used to say to

         Ma, we could have rebuilt the house. Or put in proper central heating. Iris remembered falls of snow that killed olive trees,

         and hunters going 

         out on New Year’s Day in hard frosts, blasting away with guns on the hillside below them. Then, feeling herself getting all

         homesick, she forced herself to remember the days and days of rain, too, the water seeping under the cracked concrete floor

         of the terrible house. He was fairly famous, now, the architect, though Ma’s house was one of his projects that never got

         photographed for magazines. He had a shock of white hair and a wrecked red face, and he’d made a pass at Iris, once. She turned

         over in disgust at the memory, pulling the inadequate duvet over her head.

      


      Made a pass, that was one of Ma’s phrases, always delivered gaily, fondly. ‘Oh, lovey, David Bailey? Twenty years older than

         me and made a pass before he even knew my name.’ There would have been very little point in blowing the whistle on the architect,

         even if he had been something like forty-five years older than Iris.

      


      Ronnie’s mother had found the flat. Ronnie was short for Veronica. Being called Iris was bad enough, but she couldn’t imagine

         how anyone could come up with a name like Veronica for a girl born in 1988; Iris supposed that under the circumstances Ronnie

         was all right. Ronnie’s mother had racing stables outside Newmarket and a new boyfriend, and wanted Ronnie, mooching around

         at home between school and whatever was going to be next, out of the way.

      


      ‘Bitch,’ Ronnie had said as they unpacked their bags. ‘Why does it have to be stinking, boring Florence?’


      Ronnie throwing silk underwear around, chucking expensive boots on the floor. And why, Iris had thought as she looked at her own favourite dress, dark red rayon with a ruffle that was suddenly looking cheap,

         do I have to come with you, Ronnie?


      They’d been default friends at school, and had exchanged emails since, Iris dutiful, nostalgic even, after coming home to

         France to do the International Baccalaureate because Ma had run out of money for school fees. Ronnie’s emails had been easy,

         boastful, condescending; Iris had the idea Ronnie’s mother, Serena, was telling her to write them. Serena had a thing about

         creative people and, Iris being from a creative family, she wanted Ronnie there for some screwy, snobbish reason to do with

         that. If you only knew, Iris wanted to say. The life of the artist. 

         Ma illustrating children’s books for a pittance. Selling watercolours of Mont Ventoux in a crappy gallery in Aix, at the rate

         of one a month.

      


      But of course when it came to it, Ronnie didn’t want Iris to come with her to Florence, not much; it had not been her idea at all. It had been Serena’s, of course, and Ronnie

         didn’t try very hard to disguise the fact. Iris was going to be the sensible one who’d keep Ronnie out of trouble, and the

         creative one who encouraged her to keep up the classes. And most of all Iris was the one whose mother was so broke the offer

         of a course in life-drawing and free accommodation in Florence for three months would be snatched off the table.

      


      ‘Do I have to, Ma?’ Iris had said sulkily, then, hearing how graceless she sounded, pleading, ‘I hardly know her, these days.’


      ‘But it’s in Florence, sweetheart,’ Ma had said, a dreamy, faraway look in her eyes. Iris assumed from the look that passes

         had been made in Florence, too, and sighed.

      


      Ma’s focus had returned to Iris then. ‘And you’ve got talent,’ she’d said, with a determination that unnerved Iris. Ma didn’t

         have a determined bone in her body, or so Iris had always thought.

      


      ‘Ma,’ Iris had muttered, looking down at her feet. ‘Don’t.’ Because Ma would say that, wouldn’t she? Her only child had to

         have talent, at something. It was no joking matter. She sighed.

      


      ‘Darling,’ Ma had said, and Iris heard the worry in her voice. ‘You’ve got to decide on something. You can’t stay here all

         your life, working in the bar.’ Why not? Iris had thought stubbornly, still looking at the floor. You did. She heard Ma clear

         her throat. ‘There’s always London.’

      


      Shocked, Iris had looked up then. By London, she knew, Ma meant Iris’s father; she meant that she’d move heaven and earth

         to get Iris into Camberwell or Chelsea or Goldsmith’s or any other London art school, and she would live with her father and

         his new family, in Dulwich. With the baby and the four-year-old and the ten-year-old twins and the second wife she’d never

         met, and her father. Her father whom she barely knew, who had taken absolutely zero interest in his first, grown child. Not

         now, not ever.

      


      ‘Ma,’ she’d said, alarmed, and it was Ma’s turn to look away. This was serious. Grow up, Iris told herself urgently. What

         does it matter if we 

         don’t get on? Florence might be stuffy and gloomy, but Italy was Italy, right? Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci and coffee

         and sunshine. Even in November. And three months’ proper grown-up life-drawing. It’d be all right.

      


      What it was, was lonely. Resignedly Iris sat up in bed in the dark, sniffing in the cold air. High-ceilinged, north-facing,

         the room was full of the outlines of things in the gloom; every morning, it seemed, she still woke up wondering where on earth

         she was. There was a colossal wardrobe on one wall with something like an eagle carved on top of it, and big dusty curtains

         hung in heavy swags over the shuttered window. She pulled back the duvet. It was warmer outside than in this place, even in

         November. She crossed the smooth, icy tiles in bare feet, stubbed her toe on some great huge bit of furniture, an oak chest

         or uncomfortable armchair. ‘Ow. Bugger, bugger, bugger.’ She sat down on the scratchy stuffed seat, rubbing her toe.

      


      Around her the apartment was still quiet; only the ticking of the ancient heating cranking up – or it could be cranking down,

         for all Iris knew. It never actually seemed to get warm. Iris stood up, opened the shutters and looked out.

      


      Now that she’d got to know the city a little better, Iris sometimes thought she would have lived anywhere but Piazza d’Azeglio.

         A vast, gloomy nineteenth-century square just to the north of the centre, it was too grown-up, too big, too ugly, too much

         of a hike from the drawing school on the other side of the river. The massive buildings flanking the dull square of grass

         and trees were either owned by banks or, like this one, by ancient families who couldn’t afford to keep them up and let little

         apartments stuffed with hideous old family furniture to foreigners like Ronnie and Iris. They saw her coming, Iris reflected

         on Ronnie’s mum; had she even seen the place before she handed over the deposit?

      


      The view out of the back was odd; it wasn’t the Florence she’d imagined. The smallish garden, with bits of statues in it and

         lots of black ivy, and the synagogue, although she hadn’t known that when they moved in. It looked like something from South

         Kensington, a green copper dome and mottled beige stonework, Victorian. Iris softened; 

         on a morning like this, with muffled sunlight trying to get through the mist, the view was nice. The roofs, some far-off hills

         just about visible to the south. Iris pushed open the window on impulse, leaned out on the cold stone of the window ledge.

         It was warmer outside. There was a smell of smoke and the air was mild.

      


      In the summer, Iris supposed, pulling down the sleeves of her T-shirt, you might be glad of the chill inside, and the dark,

         and the bath that really was made of stone and therefore instantly cooled the water down to barely lukewarm, but they wouldn’t

         be here in the summer, would they? For the first time, Iris felt a stab of regret. Or maybe she was just dreading what she’d

         have to do once this reprieve was over. Somewhere a church bell began to clang and she pulled the window shut. Time to get

         going.

      


      Before she left Iris looked in at Ronnie’s room, out of duty if nothing else. It was bigger than hers, though that wasn’t

         strictly Ronnie’s fault. Iris had claimed the smaller one, grumpily assuming the role of paid companion; she had been reading

         Edith Wharton preparatory to coming – Ma’s idea – and saw a number of quite satisfying similarities between herself and the

         impoverished heroines in the novels. She was supposed to make herself agreeable, or useful. Iris wasn’t sure if she was good

         at either.

      


      Ronnie hadn’t seemed even to notice. ‘All right,’ she’d said carelessly. ‘Whatever.’ And actually, Iris reflected now, it

         was likely that she really didn’t care. Ronnie probably knew how things were going to pan out, that she’d only be spending

         one night in three here anyway, and the rest coming in at two in the morning, singing to herself, high as a kite on dancing

         and drinking and flirting. And maybe it was because she’d never been short of money, but one thing Ronnie wasn’t, was mean.

      


      The room was dark and fusty and empty; clothes everywhere. The shutters were almost closed, but not quite; Ronnie never did

         anything thoroughly. The bed was unmade, the laptop left on, a box of Tampax spilling its contents on the bedside table and

         two pairs of knickers on the floor. Iris went over to the small table – inlaid, rickety, like everything in the flat it was

         more decorative than useful – and stared at the screen; Ronnie’s MySpace page. A picture of her upside down, her 

         dark brown hair with the blonde streak across her face, and a dozen friends’ pictures up; her MySpace name was Da-doo-ron-ron.

      


      Guiltily, Iris scrolled down to check out the messages people had posted. There was a lot of cheerfully insulting stuff from

         people back home, saw ya last night, what are you like, love and kisses, loserrr. Florence is Grrr8, Ronnie’d posted on Monday night, and she’d pasted in a Leonardo drawing; she’s changed her tune, thought

         Iris. A couple of weeks ago she’d have mimed a big fat yawn at the mention of Leonardo’s name.

      


      Knowing she shouldn’t be doing this, Iris minimised the page, flicked to the mailbox, surfed up and down Ronnie’s messages;

         there was a man, she bet there was, Ronnie’d never head off just to hang out with friends of the awful Serena, even if they

         did have a castle.

      


      But if there was a man, he wasn’t emailing her. Iris read a couple, cool, non-committal messages to her mum, stuff to Antonella

         Scarpa at the school about the course, paying her bill for supplies, thank you for the extra lesson to the course director.

         So formal, so unlike Ronnie: It was very kind of you, I am most grateful. Maybe she was growing up. Nothing about any man, nothing about this trip to Chianti; you’d have thought she’d be boasting

         all over MySpace.

      


      Iris didn’t do MySpace; it made her nervous, like being back at school, all that bitching and bullying and those snide remarks,

         but Ronnie loved it. Ronnie’d never been got at in her life, she didn’t have anything to be afraid of.

      


      In fact, Iris didn’t have a computer of her own; wasn’t that weird, everyone said, like she was an Amish or something. Which

         was stupid; she knew how to use one. But Ma didn’t like them; there’d been computers at school and when Iris came back to

         do the IB she’d bought her a big old desktop, secondhand from Emmaus the other side of Marseille, but that was her limit.

         She didn’t have the cash and, anyway, computers were a distraction. ‘Not every day you get to go to Florence,’ Ma had said

         wistfully when Iris asked about a laptop to keep in touch. ‘Do you want to spend it all in front of a computer?’

      


      Iris bent down and picked up the little carnival mask off the rug, a cheeky little black satin eyemask, no warty old rubber

         witch job for 

         Ronnie. Halloween seemed a long time ago; Iris remembered the flat full of people as if it was something she’d seen in a film.

         She’d worn a red feather mask, and her dress with the ruffle. She remembered a couple collapsed on top of each other on the

         hard sofa, and the old lady – the landlady – bashing with a broom handle on her ceiling below, telling them to be quiet. A

         drunk American boy asking Ronnie loudly who the fat girl was. ‘Who’s the fat chick?’ Meaning Iris.

      


      The huge studded front door clanged shut behind Iris and she struggled through the iron gate to the street. Sometimes it felt

         like a great big 200-year-old prison, the keys she needed just to get out of the place practically filled her bag, never mind

         her sketchbooks and pencils and apron. Outside the square was cold and grey and quiet, the tall, bare trees motionless in

         the mist.

      


      After a week or so of trying – and failing – to work out bus routes, they’d settled on walking. Iris liked walking, Ronnie

         didn’t; she grumbled all the way, when she was there at all, not refusing to come out from under the duvet, not rolling in

         at dawn and climbing into bed just when Iris was climbing out. Still, Iris preferred it when Ronnie was there, because they

         talked a bit about stuff, because Ronnie was nicer for being a bit subdued, and because when Iris got in to school on her

         own, she always had to spend the first half an hour making Ronnie’s excuses for her.

      


      She might have said, thought Iris. Given me an idea when she was going to come back.


      The mist was thicker over the river, more like fog. Iris’s route to the Scuola Massi, which was in the Oltrarno on the south

         side of the river, took her across the plainest and most modern bridge over the river. The Ponte alle Grazie may have been

         ugly but it had the best views on a clear day, the Ponte Vecchio on one side and the mountains of what Iris calculated from

         her examination of the guidebook must be the Casentino rising up on the other. Ronnie would jeer at the crowds thick on the

         Ponte Vecchio; tourists, poring over the blue guide just like Iris. As if the two of them were anything else.

      


      Today the Ponte Vecchio was barely visible, and in the other direction thick low cloud rolled all the way down to the city.

         At the foot 

         of the bridge there was one of a series of hoardings the comune had put up, with blown-up photographs of the flood, forty years earlier, that had filled up all the cellars and washed the

         cars into gardens. Iris read the caption to a photograph of a cavernous warehouse with documents spread to dry on trestle

         tables and an earnest, bespectacled white-gloved figure picking through them: From all over the world lovers of art came to help us restore our city.

      


      All Iris could see clearly was the river below her, turned yellow with all the rain that had fallen last night, and the buttresses

         of the bridge cluttered with branches and detritus washed down from the hills. Sad stuff, rags and shopping trolleys that

         made Florence just like any other city; a whole tree torn up from some country riverbank. The muddy water swirled and churned,

         and Iris watched, not moving.

      


      Before leaving the apartment, Iris had stood a long time – for her – staring into the mirror in the bathroom. Like all the

         other rooms it was badly lit, the ceilings too high, electric light all wrong under the vaulting, but when looking at herself

         in the mirror Iris didn’t mind that. She’d wished for Ma at that moment, to rest her hand approvingly on the small of her

         back and say, you’re well made. You’re lovely.

      


      Not lovely, she’d decided, looking at herself as if for the first time. But not fat. She had swallowed, blinking at the insult.

         She hated him, whoever he was; for an instant as she’d tugged on the light pull to extinguish the sight of herself, she’d

         thought that if she had an instrument, an etching tool or a kitchen knife or a hammer, she could kill him.

      


      On the Ponte alle Grazie Iris felt the cold of the rail under her gloves. She hauled the bag higher up on her shoulder and

         set off towards the far bank and another day at the drawing board. She’d be first to arrive.

      


   

      Chapter Four


      

         HAD HE PASSED HER in the street, Sandro might have thought she was a nun, if he’d noticed her at all. She didn’t have a nun’s veil, but a band

         over her hair that made him think of one. The hair itself was quite white and cut severely, a fringe just above pale blue

         eyes, then straight across behind, just below the ears. Like a schoolgirl, or at least, Sandro reminded himself, not the kind

         of schoolgirl you get these days, chewing gum with long hair and jeans, but a schoolgirl from his own childhood and one, furthermore,

         in whom vanity was being firmly discouraged.

      


      Standing on his doorstep, waiting for him, she demanded closer inspection. There was something nun-like about her clothing,

         too, the colours all grey and black and white, the skirt just below the knee, the flat, laced black shoes, but like the severe

         haircut the whole ensemble suited her somehow, it had not been imposed on her, as a nun’s habit would have been. He thought

         she was perhaps seventy years old.

      


      They stood, a dozen paces apart on the pavement, and he could see her grip tighten on the newspaper. Their eyes met, then

         both turned to look at the new brass plate, Cellini Sandro, Investigazioni, and the sight of his own name propelled Sandro towards her at last, late for an appointment he hadn’t known he had.

      


      

         ‘Signore Cellini,’ said the white-haired woman, quite formally. She looked at him with a directness he was not prepared for,

         or perhaps it was the blue eyes that took him by surprise, clear and pale and luminous.

      


      ‘Yes,’ said Sandro, although it had not been a question. ‘Please.’ He gestured towards the door and showed her up the stairs

         ahead of him out of a chivalrous instinct, then found he had to struggle back past her to get the door open. A fine start,

         he thought grimly.

      


      To his relief he had left the office clean the night before; he had even emptied the wastepaper bin of his sandwich wrapper.

         Almost as a distraction he found himself wondering if he would need to employ a cleaner, whether that was something he might

         ask Giulietta to do or whether she would be offended. Concentrate, he told himself.

      


      Taking off his coat, offering to take hers – she refused, sat down with it still buttoned to the chin – Sandro realized that

         his first client, or so he assumed, reminded him of school; he felt as though he was in the presence of a teacher. Sandro

         had been educated by nuns, and several, if not all, had had precisely the quality he felt from this woman, whose name he did

         not yet even know. A quality combining quiet authority, composure and economical gestures. He realized that he was very nervous,

         and might be about to start babbling. Don’t be ridiculous, he told himself; this is your first client. This is not about you;

         this is about her. With the woman already having seated herself, Sandro went back behind his own desk.

      


      She stayed quite still in front of him, ankles together and her handbag and newspaper on her lap, waiting.


      ‘Well,’ said Sandro, ‘Mrs…?’ And with that innocuous and inevitable first question he saw her composure falter. He could not

         have defined it, but he knew it when he saw it. And he had seen it before, in years of interviewing witnesses and suspects,

         the innocent and the guilty, the moment at which a crack appears in the subject’s certainty, and negotiation can begin.

      


      Her mouth opened a little, then closed. She looked at him very hard, without blinking, and he knew she was trying to master

         some very strong emotion.

      


      

         He saw her pale throat move as she swallowed. ‘My name is Gentileschi,’ she said. ‘Lucia Gentileschi. My married name. But

         I am not – My husband is not…’ She stopped, and Sandro waited. ‘My husband is dead.’

      


      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Sandro gruffly, and she looked at him as if she had no idea what he meant. ‘I’m very sorry for your loss.’

         He could see that her hands were folded in her lap very tightly. ‘Is it – was it…’

      


      Lucia Gentileschi sat up very straight in the cheap chair, and took a small breath, then another. Despite her name, and her

         unmistakeably Florentine accent, there was something foreign about her. ‘I am sorry,’ she said. ‘It is difficult. To say what

         I want to say.’

      


      ‘Take your time,’ said Sandro, and seeing a jug and two glasses on his desk that he did not at all remember putting there,

         he poured a glass of water and held it out to Signora Gentileschi. He smiled wryly. ‘I don’t have a queue.’ Signora Gentileschi

         nodded gravely, and her shoulders relaxed a fraction. She unfolded her hands and took the glass.

      


      ‘Claudio died nearly three days ago,’ she said so quietly that he had to strain to hear her, looking down into the glass of

         water, not drinking. ‘My husband of forty-nine years. I am a widow now.’ She said it with dull wonder.

      


      ‘I’m so sorry,’ said Sandro again.


      Nearly fifty years, he thought. She must have married young. And as he narrowed his eyes to examine her Sandro felt professional

         detachment returning to him like an old friend, tapping him on the shoulder after two years away. He realized that he could

         not yet be absolutely sure of the emotion she was trying to control. Death produces many more reactions than grief; some wives

         of forty-nine years would not grieve the passing of their husbands. He had to remind himself that Signora Gentileschi was

         coming to him as a client, not a suspect; he did not have to question her motives. All the same, he did not feel quite ready

         to ask her outright why she was here.

      


      ‘Was your husband ill?’ He asked, cautiously. ‘Was he… very much older than yourself?’


      Lucia Gentileschi frowned a little, alert, and he saw that she was a woman of intelligence; he saw her grasping for an accurate

         response. 

         She set the glass down on the desk and returned her hands to her lap.

      


      ‘Yes,’ she said simply, and when he waited, she continued. ‘I suppose, yes to both. He was beginning to be ill, in the early

         stages. He was eight years older than I am. He was eighty-one.’

      


      ‘The early stages?’ Sandro felt uneasy; he didn’t feel yet as though he was asking the questions he really wanted to ask.

         But he could tell this was a woman who hated telling her business to others, and he needed to take it slowly.

      


      ‘Well.’ Her fine, clever face seemed to collapse a little, and in her lap her hands fell apart. ‘He was becoming forgetful.’

         She looked away from Sandro a little, towards the window. ‘He forgot ridiculous things. I bought him a book, for his last

         birthday, in June. A study of Viennese modernist architects. He forgot it was his, almost immediately. He picked it up as

         if he had never seen it before, three times. Where on earth did this come from? he said. Is this mine?’

      


      Still she wouldn’t look at Sandro; as she gazed past him through the window he saw her eyelids tremble, and he felt very sorry

         indeed. It was to be dreaded, wasn’t it? This Alzheimer’s thing. They all dreaded it.

      


      ‘He was an architect?’ he asked, to ward off the subject, somehow. Then she looked at him, and she smiled, and he saw how

         beautiful she must have been. A young woman with her child’s haircut and the beautiful arches of her eyebrows.

      


      ‘He was,’ she said with gentle joy. ‘A wonderful architect. Not famous,’ she added hastily. ‘Modest. But very clever.’


      And then her face clouded so suddenly and devastatingly that he felt she must be about to cry. Sandro felt absolutely helpless.


      ‘Signora Gentileschi,’ he said quickly, wishing he had something to forestall the tears, wishing he had Luisa with him, a

         box of tissues, anything, but in their absence he extended a hand uselessly across the table. ‘I am so sorry.’ But again she

         controlled herself; he knew now, though, what that emotion had been, at least; he recognized grief when he saw it.

      


      ‘Signora Gentileschi,’ said Sandro, ‘tell me how can I help you.’ And then, knowing that they would have to come to it first,

         ‘How did your husband die?’

      


      

         Her head tilted and her blue eyes looked at him, pale and luminous as the moon.

      


      ‘They told me he killed himself,’ she said.


      The fog cleared around noon, just as they were breaking for lunch at the Studio Massi, but as Iris pulled off her apron and

         stashed her pencils and erasers away, she still felt as if something heavy was in the air, something hanging over her.

      


      It wasn’t fair. Ronnie went off to live it up with some friends of her mother’s in a castle in the countryside, and Iris had

         to come up with her excuses.

      


      ‘Tell them yourself,’ she’d said, outraged. Ronnie had been sitting up in bed, hungover but still pretty. And Ronnie’d pulled

         out all the stops, pleading, it was the chance of a lifetime, blah, blah. ‘Anyway,’ she’d finished slyly, ‘it’ll only be Antonella.

         You can handle Antonella.’

      


      And so far this week, it had only been Antonella Scarpa, the short-tempered studio manager: Iris had a strategy for dealing

         with her, just get it over with, her bark was worse than her bite. Head down, nodding to agree or to accept criticism on her

         own behalf or on Ronnie’s. But to her dismay, there was another coat hanging by the door, a heavy black wool overcoat next

         to Antonella’s fur-trimmed jacket, and when Iris came around the corner into the big room there he was, the course director.

         Paolo Massi, off wheeler-dealing somewhere, to whom she had not yet had to explain Ronnie’s absence. She had assumed he’d

         be away all week; her heart sank.

      


      Massi was just the kind of Florentine Iris had been led to expect from paintings – long straight nose, tall and lean, permanently

         frowning; she bet Ronnie’s mum had liked him when she’d signed them up for the course. Serena (Ronnie often called her mother

         by her first name, with a sneer) had been here on a mini-break with the new boyfriend, and it must have looked like a golden

         opportunity, something to keep Ronnie busy for a bit longer while they worked out a plan of action.

      


      

         Ronnie’s A-levels had been disappointing. And they’d been impressed with the school, a long pedigree, an old family business

         with testimonials all over, a printing press that had been kept running during the war to help the partisans. Though as Ma

         said, if it was anything like France and everyone who said they’d worked for the Resistance really had, the war’d have been

         over a lot sooner.

      


      At first Iris wondered, when Massi and Antonella both looked up at her from whatever it was they’d been examining on the big

         trestle table, if this was a deliberate strategy. We need to talk about Ronnie.


      But they said nothing, Antonella smiling faintly and superciliously, fine-boned, long-nosed and androgynous. She had sharp

         black eyes and very short black hair, a crew cut with a bit of grey in it. I wonder if they’re having a thing, thought Iris,

         just for a second. Or – no. He’s married.

      


      ‘Our best student,’ said Massi. ‘Good morning, Iris.’ He pronounced it in the Italian way, made it sound more like a flower.

         Ee-ris. She didn’t know if he was being sarcastic or not, and mumbled something, like sorry.

      


      He smiled, a little stiffly. ‘It’s all right, Iris. I was being sincere.’ And he gestured around. ‘Always first. Always ready

         for work.’

      


      ‘I’m sorry about Ronnie, I mean,’ said Iris, feeling foolish, then regretting saying anything at all. He passed a hand over

         his high forehead, hair springing back, wiry, with threads of grey. He sighed.

      


      ‘Veronica?’ He spoke lightly, but she could tell he was taking it personally. ‘I’m disappointed in Veronica.’


      Iris bit her lip, ashamed.


      Only last week Ronnie’d been asking him about supplementary reading, making a good impression, her speciality of course, until

         she spoiled it. She always spoiled it, though in this instance she’d excelled herself; he’d fallen for it, hadn’t he? Offered

         her some of his own books to read, given her a pass for that tour of the Vasari corridor, the famous passageway from the Pitti

         Palace to the Uffizi that only the cognoscenti ever got to see. And now Iris had to carry the can.

      


      She looked at her feet while he spoke.


      ‘Do I bother to ask where she is today?’ he said, stiffly.


      

         ‘I don’t know where she is,’ she said, and Paolo Massi nodded, studying her. ‘These students,’ he said. ‘But not you, Iris,

         eh?’ He nodded towards the row of hooks, where her apron hung. ‘To work, OK? I think the one I should speak to is Veronica’s

         mother, perhaps.’

      


      Bloody hell, thought Iris as she turned to begin work, then, when he didn’t look up again from the table, He’s bluffing. But Ronnie’s mother probably wouldn’t care, anyway; it was probably all the same to her if Ronnie was learning to draw or

         rubbing shoulders with English aristocrats in some castle in Chianti.

      


      It had turned so mild by lunchtime that Antonella Scarpa opened the glass doors into the courtyard and Iris slipped out there

         to eat her sandwich. Only half a dozen had turned up today, anyway; forget it, she thought, why are you feeling guilty? She

         wondered again what would happen if Massi did call Ronnie’s mother. Maybe she’d be out on her ear, for failing to keep Ronnie

         on the straight and narrow.

      


      The centre of the large, high-ceilinged studio was now occupied by a long table, where they could sit and eat or draw. Six

         or seven people; the workers. Even today, even preoccupied with Ronnie’s bad behaviour, Iris liked Fridays. Right from the

         start – and this was, what, her fourth Friday? Or maybe fifth – certain students on the course didn’t turn up, because the

         partying started on Thursday night. It meant the noise levels were down and, more importantly, the social pressure was off.

         There was none of the, Where did you go last night? Did you see so and so? I was, like, so wasted. Ronnie could handle it, of course, Miss Congeniality; Ronnie was interested.

      


      But Iris wanted a quiet life, and on Fridays that was what you got. She surveyed the heads at the table. She liked everyone

         who was in today, liked Hiroko, liked Gaby, even liked weird Traude from Nuremberg. The absentees were Sophia, from Gloucestershire,

         and Jackson, from some college in Vermont. Iris didn’t know where Vermont was, exactly, but it didn’t look poor; even Iris

         found herself looking sneakily at Jackson’s iPhone, mesmerised by the tiny glowing screen and Jackson moving the pictures

         along with a fingertip, like a magician. Jackson had laughed at her, not unkindly.

      


      

         Sophia was prone to oversleeping, and so hopeless at drawing Iris felt for her; it was to her credit that she kept going at

         all. To date Iris didn’t think Jackson had come in once on a Friday, and on the days he was in he was almost detached, sleepy

         and careless and gangly. Out of place, just killing time in the studio while waiting for the evening when he’d head off out

         with some other Americans to the Zoe, a bar around the corner from the school where their evenings always started. A place

         full of posh, wealthy Florentines, young men in blazers and crisply ironed shirts and women in heels, with long blonde hair.

         They’d move on to the happening places, the other bars and clubs, and as often as not Ronnie would go with them. Sometimes

         they asked Iris, but she didn’t have the money, and she didn’t want to freeload. Would she have gone if she had? Maybe.

      


      Jackson had asked after Ronnie yesterday, or maybe it had been the day before. The day the rain started; they’d been eating

         their sandwiches at the table, listening to it fall on the glass roof. He’d shown no sign of surprise when Iris had told him,

         under her breath, that she’d taken a little holiday. ‘Somewhere hot, I hope,’ he’d said, nodding at the rain. Iris had grimaced,

         thinking of how mad Ronnie would be, no chance of swimming pool action at the Chianti castle.

      


      Antonella hadn’t really gone over the top about it, either. Iris pondered if this always happened, the parents coughed up

         for the course, and the students just quietly drifted off to do their own thing after a week or two. Nice enough for the teachers;

         maybe that was why there seemed to be an etching school or a life class around every corner in Florence; she passed at least

         five brass plaques on her way in every morning. You ended up with a handful of committed students, and a nice quiet studio.

      


      Iris yawned; she’d slept like a log last night, in the huge cold flat with its blackout curtains and shutters and cavernous

         spaces, but it had left her feeling even more tired than usual. She squeezed her eyes shut and when she opened them again

         she found herself looking at a drawing that with a sick feeling she recognized as one of hers. It had been pinned up on the

         wall, by Antonella, Iris assumed. It was a sketch she’d done of Ronnie lying on her back, hands behind her 

         head, one knee up and the other leg slung over it carelessly, a book resting on her thighs. She’d handed it in at the end

         of last week to be marked.

      


      Flushing, Iris found herself glad Ronnie herself wasn’t here to remark on it, to say something languid and sarcastic, her

         voice floating through the studio. The space had deceptive acoustics, transmitting sound around corners and into alcoves;

         the higher registers carried a long way under the lofty, vaulted ceilings. Iris turned away from the picture; she wished Antonella

         hadn’t put it up.

      


      The model this morning had been a man for once – she thought Sophia and Ronnie might even be pissed off to have missed him.

         He’d been young too, in his twenties perhaps, but it had been hard to tell because he was very thin. Iris had wondered if

         he had something the matter with him, he’d seemed unnaturally knobbly, all bones and joints, and although he had black Italian

         hair, his skin was whiter than any she’d ever seen, his chin blue with stubble. He hadn’t said anything but, then, the models

         often didn’t. He’d been very good at keeping still, on a wooden chair, knees apart and elbows resting on them.

      


      They didn’t have a live model every day. They spent a lot of time drawing from jointed figures and photographs, which Iris

         thought at first was a bit of a cheat but when she kept at it she could see it helped. She liked drawing from life, though;

         after the first week she had started looking at clothed people, people in the dark streets or in bars, and imagining drawing

         them in the studio, undressed, how their flesh would sit on their bones. Fat was hard to draw. It was a weird feeling, interesting,

         not for any pervy reason but because it made them all equal, somehow, and in addition it seemed to qualify her to examine

         people shamelessly.

      


      Going into the studio’s small kitchen to wash up her plate, Iris found herself wondering what Paolo Massi would be like to

         draw, and just at that moment he walked in. She felt herself blush, turned slightly so he wouldn’t notice her and her hot

         cheeks, and made a lot of drying her plate then putting it away. He didn’t say anything – perhaps he hadn’t registered she

         was even there – but began to assemble the pieces of the aluminium coffee pot, and she quickly went out.

      


      Iris seated herself at the table as the blush subsided, scrabbling in 

         her bag for her sketchbook. Perhaps it was because he’d been away that she was noticing Paolo Massi suddenly, wondering about

         him. He’d been there all the time their first three weeks after all, and she’d hardly registered him. He gave the introductory

         talk in the big studio, Ronnie and Jackson tittering at the back over something, rudely. He had taken them round the Uffizi

         and to look at drawings in a private room. Michelangelo, mostly; Iris thought she might go back and look at them again. Massi

         had been distant, and she remembered thinking it must be boring for him, having to say the same thing, every three months

         or so, to another lot of them.

      


      ‘Hey,’ said Hiroko’s soft voice at her elbow suddenly, making Iris start. ‘Are you OK?’


      Iris turned, surprised; she must have been staring off into the distance. Hiroko was a quiet, self-contained person; modest

         was the word Iris would have used, or perhaps it was a Japanese thing. She didn’t ever talk loudly, or put herself forward,

         like the rest of them.

      


      ‘Fine,’ said Iris, with a sigh. She smiled, half curious, half grateful for this display of interest. ‘I’m fine.’


      Hiroko nodded. ‘You’re distracted this morning.’


      ‘Just a bit,’ said Iris. She had an idea Hiroko was living across town beyond the railway station, a bleak, noisy part of

         the city with concrete, Stalinist hotels, although Hiroko never complained or even spoke about it at all. All she knew about

         Hiroko came from one conversation overheard. Iris had been sitting next to Traude when she asked Hiroko where she came from,

         and had marvelled silently at the information that her father was a Buddhist monk in Southern Japan, outside a city Iris had

         never heard of. She imagined Hiroko as a small, serious girl sitting alone under cherry trees, with her straight black fringe.

         And she wondered how it would work, having a monk for a father.

      


      Hiroko was looking at her. ‘She hasn’t been here since Monday. Has she gone back home?’ she said in her soft, apologetic tones,

         and for a moment Iris wondered what she was talking about.

      


      ‘Back home?’ And then she realized she meant Ronnie. ‘Oh, no,’ she said quickly, because if Ronnie’d gone back, she’d be going

         back too. ‘She hasn’t gone back. To England, you mean?’ She shook her head at 

         the very idea, no, no, no. ‘No. She’s… around. Somewhere.’ And she laughed.

      


      Hiroko looked at her in puzzlement. ‘You don’t know where she is?’ Maybe it sounded worse to a Japanese person; perhaps like

         Italians they left home in their late twenties, weren’t used to teenagers being allowed to roam the world on their own. And

         as she spoke Iris became aware of the school’s director at her shoulder with a small metal tray of coffee things. He set it

         down. There was a silence.

      


      ‘Oh,’ said Iris, ‘it’s some guy. Well, you know Ronnie.’ She hesitated. ‘Well, I suppose you don’t…’ She gave Hiroko an agonized

         look, incorporating a meaningful glance at the course director, who had sat down at the end of the table and was frowning.

         Hiroko still looked baffled, but she shrugged.

      


      ‘OK,’ she said, eyeing Iris curiously. ‘But you’re not lonely? Living on your own?’


      ‘I’m not living on my own,’ said Iris quickly, feeling the director’s eyes on her as he waited for an explanation.


      Antonella came out of the kitchen and began to collect the small coffee cups. Iris sprang to her feet to help.


      ‘Back to work,’ said Massi.


      They were to do charcoal studies of a small Etruscan statue Antonella had set up against the glass doors, but they had hardly

         sat at their easels when a bell rang. It was only the doorbell but today to Iris it sounded ridiculously loud, a raucous,

         grating sound like the alarms that called farmers in from the fields in France. In the peaceful space it reverberated, stopping

         them all in their tracks: Hiroko, Traude, Sophia, who’d turned up breathless just as they packed up their easels from the

         morning’s sitting, looking around for someone before sitting down, Antonella in her work apron behind the delicate, beautiful

         statue. Massi came out of the office that sat on a soppalco, a kind of loft platform in the space above them, and looked down.

      


      Antonella shrugged in response; she made as if to take off her apron and go to answer it but Massi made an impatient gesture

         and came down the stairs.

      


      

         ‘Come along,’ said Antonella, turning back briskly to her small audience as Massi passed behind them on the way to answer

         the door, a tiny frown puckering her forehead. ‘It’s nothing to do with you. A lavoro.’

      


      But none of them even picked up the charcoal; they were listening. There were men’s voices, lowered but serious, at the end

         of the wide corridor that led to the street door. Massi’s voice was raised. Then there were footsteps and the voices came

         closer, and seeing the expression on Antonella’s face as she looked down the corridor, they all turned, and Iris stared along

         with all the rest. Two carabinieri in dark blue uniforms with guns startlingly real, matt black and substantial on their hips,

         were following the course director back into the studio and up the stairs to the office. One of them was carrying a large

         plastic envelope by the corners; it was opaque, and seemed to contain something bulky.

      


      All three men’s faces were averted from their curious audience as in unison the heads below followed their progress; there

         was a tiny gasp, from Sophia, when the nearest policeman’s holster came into her line of sight. She began to say something

         in a whisper but stopped when Antonella raised a hand.

      


      Iris saw Antonella make an effort. ‘Really,’ she said to the small, open-mouthed group with an attempt at her usual authority,

         though Iris could see she was shaken. ‘Please.’

      


      There was a stirring and settling but the door on the soppalco remained firmly closed and eventually, reluctantly, they took up their charcoal. By the time the policemen re-emerged from

         the office close to an hour had gone by and Iris had almost finished her study of the statue, though it wasn’t any good, she

         could see that. The sound of the door, though, jerked all their heads back up from the easels immediately, as if none of them

         had had their minds on higher things, not even Hiroko.

      


      Slowly the director came out on to the gallery. Iris saw Antonella shoot him a frowning glance from below, then, bunching

         her apron in one fist she said nothing to any of them this time, only mounted the stairs and disappeared into the office.

      


      It was only when Antonella came back out and Iris saw her face looking down at them from the gallery that she felt it, a jolt

         of panic. Ma, was her first thought, because home had always been the first thing 

         she worried about. What would she do without Ma? She darted a look at the others; Sophia was open-mouthed but Traude’s face

         was only politely interested, and Hiroko’s patiently expectant. Calm down, she told herself.

      


      Antonella was alone on the gallery; behind her in the office Iris could see the three men, standing, two in their dark blue

         uniforms, the course director half a head taller. Antonella’s eyes swept the room, and she cleared her throat. She blinked;

         her gaze settled on the drawing on the wall, the girl lying on her back with her book. And just as Iris was wondering what

         the connection could be between the arrival of policemen in the school and her drawing of Ronnie, Antonella turned and looked

         directly at her.

      


      Iris got to her feet in a daze; she felt them all watching.


      ‘Iris,’ said Antonella. ‘If you would come into the office.’


   

      Chapter Five


      

         FOR A LONG TIME after Lucia Gentileschi had gone, Sandro sat at his desk and thought about memory and what it must be like to lose it. Unwillingly,

         he conceded to himself that he knew the pattern of the disease all too well, whether they called it Alzheimer’s or something

         else – and apparently, Lucia Gentileschi had told him, in her dead husband’s case, it was something else. It had always been

         around – on the bus there was inevitably an old lady who would say every two minutes, Are you getting off here? Is this the station? But these days everyone knew someone who had it. Luisa’s mother had certainly had it, although there had been so many other

         things gone wrong with the poor creature that she hadn’t had it long.

      


      ‘It’s because people are getting older,’ Lucia Gentileschi had told him with sorrowful precision. ‘We are an ageing population.’


      The most recent memories crumbled first; you forgot setting a pan on to boil, or what you had gone to the refrigerator for,

         the names of recent acquaintances. Then you would confuse your children with your siblings, then with your own parents, then

         you would fail to recognize them at all. Sandro realized he had not asked Lucia about children. What stage had Claudio been

         at? The earliest, his widow had said, barely noticeable, unless you knew him inside out as she 

         did, unless you knew the quality of his mind and his meticulous attention to detail.

      


      ‘He stopped reading,’ she said, then halted again and folded those pale hands back up in her lap. And although Sandro had

         never been interested in reading more than the newspaper in that moment he could see the two of them reading together, scholarly,

         silent, companionable. And then one of them stopped reading and – did what, instead? Stared, vacantly? Panicked, silently?

      


      ‘I started to find little sticky notes he put around the place,’ she said with a tiny gasp. ‘Two or three times, saying Teeth. Things like that. Reminding himself to clean his teeth.’ And he saw her press her lips together.

      


      They did say that the earliest stages could be the worst, when there was still considerable lucidity and the implications

         of the memory loss could be understood by the sufferer. He had seen that terrified look in Luisa’s mother’s eyes for a brief

         few weeks, before other parts of her brain had shut down and shielded her, mercifully, from her loss.

      


      He called Pietro, with a heavy heart; he hadn’t anticipated how much he would hate this. The calling in of favours. He was

         out on a call; carefully Sandro left the message, that he wanted to talk to him about the death of Claudio Gentileschi, gave

         details of the date, age, address, everything he knew would speed things up. The desk officer – whose name he had avoided

         asking – took down all the information, his voice remote and uninterested as if Gentileschi had died a hundred years ago.

         Sandro hung up, his mind ticking through the whole hopeless business; what does a man do who sees the end of his life rushing

         towards him?

      


      By the time he stood, stiff in the failing light, and reached for his coat, although he had liked her perhaps more than anyone

         he had met in years, Sandro was dreading his next encounter with Lucia Gentileschi.

      


      Nothing had happened to Ma, though the moment Iris understood that fact she had to fight the urge to phone her mother, tell

         her she loved her, despite being a stroppy, censorious and ungrateful only child who’d never said it before.

      


      

         She couldn’t; she mustn’t. ‘Don’t worry about phoning,’ Ma had said, squeezing Iris’s hands in hers, roughened with turps.

         ‘Too expensive. Too distracting.’

      


      The look Antonella had given her as she’d come past on the gallery had only confused Iris further. Then Antonella had stepped

         out of her way and gone down the metal staircase to the dwindling group of her students.

      


      Once inside the office, Iris had seen it on the desk, laid out on the plastic ziplock bag the policeman had brought it up

         in, and Ma was out of the picture.

      


      ‘Iris,’ said Paolo Massi abruptly, ‘I’m sorry, please sit down.’ She looked from one face to another, and hesitated, her eyes

         fixed on the table. Massi pulled out a chair for her, then another for himself, and then, reluctantly, she sat. Awkwardly

         the policemen took off their shiny peaked caps and followed suit, as if only belatedly realizing that Iris might need putting

         at her ease.

      


      ‘Where did you get that?’ she asked, her throat dry as a bone. ‘That’s Ronnie’s.’


      It certainly looked like Ronnie’s bag. Iris had been with her when she bought it from one of the Nigerian street traders three

         weeks ago, and for a second, remembering the conversation they’d had about the fines they’d started making tourists pay for

         buying fake stuff on the street, the circumspection with which they’d checked out the Via Por Santa Maria for policemen before

         handing over the twenty euros, she thought they might have come after her to pay.

      


      Only a second, though, before she asked herself, well, if they wanted to fine someone, why wouldn’t they fine Ronnie herself?

         Because where the bag went, Ronnie went, arm clamped over it to ward off Vespa thieves. She loved that bag.

      


      Iris pulled her chair a foot closer to the table, staring. The bag was big, dark brown with buckles and cleats and a big brass

         padlock with the designer’s name on it; she remembered peering at the seams with Ronnie, deciding that it wasn’t real leather.

         Ronnie’d had her bag nicked, was that it? She put out a hand to touch it but the closest policeman, a short, solid man with

         shiny black hair, cleared his throat; it was a 

         warning sound, and she stopped. Iris could smell his aftershave, and she felt a kind of tension in her cheeks, as if she was

         about to be sick.

      


      ‘Is this Veronica’s bag?’ asked Paolo Massi.


      ‘I think so,’ she said, warily. The bag was empty; how could they have known whose it was or where to bring it? But as if

         she’d asked the question out loud the other policeman produced a smaller, transparent plastic bag from a nylon suitcase at

         his feet, and she knew. Ronnie’s grubby make-up bag; and her purse – still stuffed with old receipts, thought Iris, puzzled,

         wouldn’t a pickpocket just chuck all that stuff? – her keys on the designer keyfob some ex-boyfriend had given her. No phone.

      


      ‘I don’t understand,’ said Iris. ‘When – ? Ronnie hasn’t…’ She stopped then, feeling Massi’s eyes on her. She couldn’t tell

         them, could she, that Ronnie hadn’t been in the city for days. That she’d had no intention of doing any work this week, and

         that for four days Iris had lied for her.

      


      But how had Ronnie managed to get out to the country – and at that moment Iris wished she could remember the name of the town

         or the people she was staying with or anything but her mind was a complete blank – how had Ronnie got there, bought her train

         ticket, without her bag? It didn’t make sense. ‘Where did you find it?’

      


      And then as she stared at the plastic bag Iris became aware of a dusty scent, somewhere below the policeman’s aftershave,

         a smell at once familiar and incongruous. Out of place here inside, in the brightly lit office. The smell of what? Of the

         dry earth under trees, of hummus and pine needles and leaf mould. Against her better judgement Iris leaned to look closer

         and she saw the bag was scuffed and grubby, sifted with fine grey dirt inside. As though it had been rescued from a rabbit

         hole, like a terrier she’d seen hauled out of the ground with powdery grey eyelashes. As though it had been buried.

      


      Iris felt something rise inside her, huge and nameless. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said. ‘If she’d lost her bag, she’d have

         come back, she’d have – What’s happened to her? What’s happened to Ronnie?’ She struggled to hold it back. ‘Where is she?’

      


      Both policemen, perhaps at the panic in her voice, began talking at once, in Italian, and although her Italian had been improving,

         Iris 

         couldn’t understand. She looked from one of them to the other, and then Paolo Massi stood up, holding up a hand to the policemen.

         Taking control. He turned to Iris, and gratefully she found herself able to take a breath.

      


      ‘Iris,’ he said, and she could tell he was trying to keep his tone easy, ‘I’m sure Veronica is fine. They just need to know

         when, when did you last see her? See, ah, Ronnie?’

      


      And at the words Iris felt a strange humming in her ears, her line of vision narrowed until she could only see the bag, the

         brass padlock and the designer’s name, off centre, the hallmark of a fake, they’d agreed. Narrowed until all she could see

         was the grey dirt inside Ronnie’s bag.

      


      ‘I – ah – I – sorry –’ she stumbled, but Paolo had turned away to say something to the carabinieri; she focussed on the sound

         of his voice, and slowly the world reasserted itself. Stupid, she thought, what was that all about? She understood that he

         was asking if they’d like him to translate for the moment, and they talked together about how long it might take to arrange

         an official translator and then they agreed. If they spoke slowly, she wanted to say, she’d be able to follow, she wasn’t

         useless. But then she gave in. She needed to be sure of what was happening, didn’t she? This was important. There was some

         nodding and shrugging, then Massi turned back to Iris.

      


      ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘What did you say?’


      ‘I asked when you last saw Ronnie,’ he said. ‘Or when you last spoke to her.’


      Iris felt cold and sweaty at the same time.


      ‘I last saw her the morning after Halloween,’ she said slowly. ‘We had a Halloween thing at our flat. A party.’


      An absolutely rubbish, dismal party, she wanted to say, thinking of the American boy, and no one nice came.


      ‘On Monday, then,’ said Massi. ‘And you last saw her on Tuesday morning.’


      Iris nodded, staring at him, trying to think. ‘She was in bed,’ she said. ‘I came here. To the school. The morning we went

         to the pottery class.’

      


      ‘And you told Antonella she wasn’t well,’ said Massi flatly.


      

         Embarrassed at the lie, Iris shrugged uncomfortably. ‘She had a hangover,’ she said. ‘She really didn’t look that great.’

         Actually, she’d been fine. Sitting up in bed, looking excited.

      


      Massi turned and relayed the information succinctly to the tall carabiniere, who nodded. ‘You were here on Tuesday?’ she heard

         the policeman ask him. ‘In the school?’

      


      Massi looked at him curiously. ‘I was hanging an exhibition,’ he said. ‘In our gallery. All week, in fact.’


      Plenty of people weren’t in that day, thought Iris defensively; it was only a visit to a potter in Fiesole. Practically optional;

         Antonella had even left them to it and come back to the school.

      


      The policeman nodded. ‘So you didn’t know Miss Hutton was not attending her classes?’


      ‘Antonella might have mentioned it,’ said Massi, frowning. ‘Veronica would not have been the first student to play truant;

         obviously we do our best. We have excellent results.’ He sounded defensive.

      


      ‘But you yourself were not here. You were not teaching.’


      ‘No,’ said Massi, sounding angry.


      Uncomfortably Iris watched them. Sooner or later she’d just have to say. She took a deep breath.


      ‘I knew she wouldn’t be in this week,’ she said, looking down into her lap with shame. ‘Well, no, actually I thought it would

         be a couple of days, but you know…’ She’d been going to say, you know Ronnie, but for some reason the phrase raised panic in her. ‘She said she was going off to stay with some friends of her mother’s.’

         The name of the place came to her, and then the name of the friends. ‘The Hertfords,’ she said, almost triumphant until she

         checked herself. ‘In Greve.’

      


      Massi gave her a look, half-dubious, it seemed to Iris. ‘Ah, well,’ he said with false joviality, ‘there’s the answer.’ Did

         he still not believe her?

      


      ‘It seems she’s in Chianti,’ he said, turning to the policemen, explaining. They seemed to relax, almost grow impatient as

         they talked back to him. Massi turned again to Iris.

      


      ‘You’ve spoken to her since she got there? She didn’t mention her bag?’


      

         ‘I, um, I – well, no,’ said Iris slowly, feeling the panic rise in her again at the question.

      


      ‘That is, I called her a couple of times, but there wasn’t – it said the number wasn’t active. Or something. Sometimes – well,

         if there’s no signal?’

      


      They asked for Ronnie’s number, and the network she used, and then it dawned on Iris that the phone hadn’t been in her bag,

         had it? Which was odd because that was where she usually kept it, but perhaps she’d had it in a pocket, or perhaps the person

         who took her bag only wanted the phone. Iris felt her head hurt with the possibilities. Why take the phone and not the money?

         It occurred to Iris that the keys to the apartment weren’t in the bag, either.

      


      So Ronnie had her phone, and her keys. That was better.


      ‘We could try her again,’ she said, pulling out her phone and dialling before they could stop her. That would be the way to

         deal with this. Please, she repeated in her head as she waited, Just speak, Ronnie, just answer. Just let me hear your voice,

         one more time. And only later did she think that it was then, listening to the dead air before she heard the wooden Italian

         recorded message once again, that she knew something was wrong.

      


      ‘Would any wife believe it?’ asked Luisa, arms folded. ‘That her husband would commit suicide?’


      ‘Sit down,’ said Sandro impatiently, pulling her chair out. Between them on the kitchen table was a dish of pappardelle with

         hare sauce, his favourite, the pasta ribbons glossy with meat juices. The kitchen was warm, the overhead light low over the

         table which was laid as always, cloth, clean glasses, water jug, napkins. It had lifted him just to see it, but Luisa’s reaction

         could capsize the whole mood. ‘It’ll get cold,’ he said, mildly.

      


      Sandro had been looking forward to this, all the way back. As though by prior arrangement the rain had stopped briefly and

         he walked home by moonlight. Through the great emptiness of the Piazza del Carmine, its cobbles gleaming; when he reached

         the great dark palaces of the Via 

         Santo Spirito and saw silvery light shining down its majestic length, the Florence he recognized, then he began to return

         to himself. Halfway down a photographic hoarding was suspended from a facade; peering at it, Sandro saw that it showed an

         image of the great flood of 1966. November 1966: the photograph was of a pile of rubble up against a shopfront, and a car

         overturned in a tide of sludge. Sandro had been eighteen, and on military service; he had not yet met Luisa.

      


      Walking on, he could see them now, the waters that had risen, stealthily, unstoppably, four decades before, up to the piano nobile, washing through ancient cellars. Remembered the mud and filth it had left behind and the months of back-breaking work of

         hauling and sluicing and rebuilding, the trucks full of ruined worldly goods parked everywhere, and men crying in the streets.

         And briefly Sandro marvelled at how the city had survived. How he had survived, the eighteen-year-old Sandro full of frustration

         and temper and irresolution; he’d found himself a job, a life; he’d found Luisa, and held on to her. Like the cleanup of the

         city, it had turned out to be a matter of hard work all along.

      


      In the kitchen Luisa sighed, and sat. In silence she served them, then started, as Sandro lifted the fork to his lips. He

         heard her out, chewing thoughtfully.

      


      ‘However bad it got, how could you make yourself believe it? That the one you had lived with for all that time, the love of

         your life, would just, just – leave you? Abandon you?’

      


      Alarmed, Sandro nodded, trying to work out where this outburst had come from. He put his fork down carefully. ‘Eat,’ he said.

         ‘It’s so good. And you look worn out.’

      


      It was true; Luisa was pale, her eyelids were dark and heavy. She made a sound of frustration, but she began to eat. It was

         the best strategy against Luisa’s outrage, the threat of letting food spoil. She eyed him as she ate, but he saw her grow

         calmer. Then he understood; it seemed so long ago to him, but clearly not to Luisa.

      


      ‘Oh, that,’ he said impatiently. ‘I know. I was never going to do away with myself, you know that.’ Her eyes narrowed, dangerously.

         Carefully Sandro poured her half a glass of the very nice Brunello Pietro had given them. He had connections down in the Val

         D’Orcia; a nephew 

         drove for one of the winemakers, who’d lost his licence. Luisa exhaled, took a sip of the wine, softened.

      


      ‘You say that now, Sandro. I think you’ve forgotten.’


      Maybe it was true; maybe he had forgotten. He’d certainly been in a state two years ago when the body of the child’s killer

         was found, when questions started to get asked at Porta al Prato, and Sandro had decided to head off on his lone mission,

         like John Wayne. Knowing he would be out of the force when they found out what he’d done. When they caught up with him. Had

         he intended to do himself in? He’d be lying if he said it hadn’t gone through his mind, but that wasn’t the same thing. There

         was planning involved; you’d have to think of who found the body, how to manage it without too much mess. Or too much pain.

      


      As if she knew what he was thinking, Luisa said, ‘How would you have done it?’ Her voice was rough; she was still angry with

         him for putting her through those twenty-four hours of worry, just for that thought passing through his mind. ‘I wouldn’t

         have done it,’ he said quietly. ‘I would never have done it.’

      


      She said nothing. He shrugged, uncomfortable. ‘Not pills,’ he said uneasily. ‘Something very quick. Instantaneous.’ She knew

         they were both thinking about his gun, police issue. ‘But we’re not talking about me, Luisa. I would never do it.’ Her hand

         lay on the table, and for a moment he laid his hand on top of it.

      


      What he did not add was that he would not have taken pills, but neither would he have filled his pockets with stones and walked

         into the muddy Arno below the shacks and tipped rubbish of the Lungarno Santa Rosa. Down in the muck with river vermin swimming

         over you. He would never have done what Claudio Gentileschi had done.

      


      Pietro had called back, eventually.


      ‘The guy was a serious depressive,’ he’d said. ‘I’m sorry, Sandro, we talked to the doctor. He fought it all his life; he

         must have just got tired of fighting.’ Sandro heard him let out a heavy sigh. ‘You know – the camps. He was in the camps,

         that kind of thing – well. I don’t think they ever leave it behind.’

      


      Sandro knew Pietro was thinking of that writer, who’d been in the camps, written about the camps, then thrown himself down

         the stairs 

         in Turin forty years on. But Pietro’s assumption niggled at him; no two men are the same, not even if they’ve survived the

         same horrors. He said nothing.

      


      Pietro went on, earnest. ‘Maybe something happened, some little thing, the straw that breaks the camel’s back, who knows?

         Come on, Sandro; you know as well as I do. It happens all the time. Suicide.’

      


      There’d been a silence then. ‘First job, eh?’ Pietro said, trying to buck him up. ‘Nice one, Sandro, you’re back in the saddle,

         anyway.’

      


      They’d finished by making their usual arrangement to meet. Sandro knew Pietro was trying to convince him he’d got a future,

         but perversely it had the opposite effect; the kinder Pietro was, the more he remembered he could have lost his friend his

         job. For a whole day after Sandro had gone AWOL – with a loaded police gun – Pietro had scrambled to cover for him. Had lied

         for him; could still be disciplined for it, too, if anyone in the system took against him.

      


      ‘I’m not saying people don’t commit suicide,’ said Luisa, now standing to clear the plates. ‘I’m saying the ones they leave

         behind don’t want to believe it. I’m saying that it’s natural to deny it.’

      


      Sandro nodded, but he wasn’t sure if Luisa would say the same, had she met Lucia Gentileschi. They couldn’t have been less

         physically alike – he thought this observing Luisa at the sink, her hair as black and glossy as when he’d first met her, her

         shoulders plump, hips wide and strong – but Claudio Gentileschi’s widow was a woman in the same mould as Luisa herself.

      


      ‘They said he’d killed himself?’ he’d asked her as gently as he could, sitting there with her straight back in the room filled with

         pale November light. She seemed to be permanently bracing herself against something. ‘You don’t believe them?’

      


      She took a while before answering him. ‘I don’t know,’ she said at last. ‘I mean, no, I don’t, of course I don’t believe them,

         that is my first reaction. I knew him, you see…’ And at this her voice faltered, then recovered. ‘They – you – didn’t know

         Claudio.’ She nodded. ‘But I can see that perhaps, under the circumstances, I’m not thinking clearly.’ Sandro saw her eyes,

         fixed on some point through the window behind him, intent. ‘I have to be sure, you see,’ she went on. ‘I need to be convinced.

         Because I 

         cannot – I can’t…’ She gave a little gasp, drawing breath in. ‘I can’t really stand to think that he was in pain. Or that

         he was frightened.’

      


      ‘No,’ said Sandro, feeling a tightness in his own throat. ‘Of course not.’ He still didn’t know what she wanted of him. Lucia

         Gentileschi turned her head a little to transfer her gaze from the window at last to Sandro. He wanted to look away, as if

         from something very bright, but he did not.

      


      She went on, determined. ‘The police won’t tell me that, of course; it isn’t part of their job to find that out, I suppose

         they aren’t like doctors, or priests. Or perhaps they think it wouldn’t be good for me to know the truth.’

      


      Despite himself, Sandro nodded minutely; he knew well enough how much was never told to relatives. His heart sank at the thought

         that he was being offered an opportunity to make amends, to handle it right, this time; the problem was, he had no idea if

         he could manage it. What if the truth was intolerable? But Lucia Gentileschi – he couldn’t imagine ever being able to refer

         to her by her first name, or to use the informal, tu – was still looking at him, and now he could see that if anyone could handle it, she could.

      


      ‘You see,’ she said, ‘he was missing for a whole day. Eleven hours unaccounted for. The last time I saw him was at eight,

         when he left our apartment to buy the newspaper; they said he died at about seven in the evening.’ She paused; her eyelids

         fluttered. ‘They found his body the following morning.’ She took a sip of the water she still held in her hand, dutifully.

         All Sandro could think of was the night she must have spent without her husband; the first night alone in fifty years. How

         long it must have seemed.

      


      And now sitting in his own warm kitchen and going over it again he understood what Luisa was saying; the night he’d stayed

         out, and those hours she hadn’t known if he was alive or dead, would not be easily forgotten. He stood up and went to the

         sink and folded his arms around her from behind, warm and solid against his chest, and for a second he felt her lean back

         against him.

      


      ‘So what are you going to do?’ Luisa sounded distracted, as if the feel of his arms around her shoulders had reminded her

         of 

         something else entirely. He set his cheek against her hair, breathing in her smell.

      


      ‘I’m going to see her tomorrow,’ he said. ‘In her – their apartment.’ He sighed, thinking of all the things Claudio Gentileschi’s

         wife had told him, and the things he had deduced without being told. That he had been a proud man; an intellectual, an artist.

         A loving man, though not good at expressing himself. A man who’d had dark moods but had been good at controlling them. A man

         who’d known that he was losing his faculties. And then there were those missing hours, Gentileschi’s last hours on earth,

         the absence that his wife could not ignore. ‘I need more information,’ he said. ‘I need to find out about the husband, of

         course. And I need to find out about her.’

      


      And as he thought of Lucia Gentileschi and what she did and did not know about her husband, he became aware of Luisa’s hand

         on his, how cool it was in spite of the kitchen, and how she was not letting go as he would otherwise have expected.

      


      ‘Luisa?’ he asked.


      ‘Darling,’ she said, without turning her head to look at him, and he knew she was about to tell him something he didn’t want

         to hear. ‘I went to the doctor today.’

      


   

      Chapter Six


      

         WHEN IRIS WOKE THE next morning, nothing was familiar about the room in which she found herself. Another kind of dark, strange place: but this

         was definitely not the Piazza d’Azeglio. Even in the dark she knew that; the bed was low and hard, the thin light was more

         diffuse, the smell was different, a spicy, unfamiliar scent. And it was warm.

      


      Then she remembered.


      Hiroko’s flat had not after all turned out to be in the streets and streets of dull apartment buildings out past the station,

         but buried in a narrow alley beyond the big Victorian covered market. It had been a longish walk from the school, and it was

         dark by the time they got there.

      


      Paolo – they seemed to be on first-name terms now, that hour with the police, talking about where the bag had been found,

         that terror she’d felt and he’d seen had shifted things somehow – had offered to escort her back to the flat in the Piazza

         d’Azeglio to get some things. ‘I don’t know, toothbrush, nightclothes?’ he had said, seeming nervous, and she’d found herself

         feeling sorry for him. This kind of thing couldn’t be good for the school, and she wondered what he would find to say to Ronnie’s

         mum. She felt stunned, herself, unable to think.

      


      

         They’d found a number for the Hertford house in Greve very quickly; it had taken the taller carabiniere, who Iris thought

         was the senior officer, a couple of minutes on his mobile. On autopilot Iris had found herself wondering if all foreigners

         maybe had to register with the police, but then of course even if you looked in the phone book, there’d only be one Hertford

         in Chianti, wouldn’t there?

      


      It had been a moment’s relief, to see the policeman’s face when the number came through, a breakthrough. The carabinieri were

         both very dark-skinned, with stubbled chins and black eyes and thick southern accents. The tall one wrote the number on a

         piece of paper Massi pushed towards him, squinting down his long nose. ‘Artfoord,’ he pronounced triumphantly, ‘Ecco.’

      


      They existed, then, at least, these friends of Ronnie’s mother Serena in their castle. Iris wondered if it was a real castle

         or if it too had been built out of glass and rotting wood by an experimental architect. Probably the real deal, knowing Serena

         and her Georgian farmhouse surrounded by yew trees with the gallops running for miles; again Iris’s stomach churned, at the

         thought of Serena this time, and what she would say.

      


      They looked at her, then at Massi, then all three of them looked at Iris.


      ‘Should I do it?’ she said, nervous to the point of hysteria. ‘You want me to phone them?’ At least she’d be doing something.

         Massi pushed the phone across the table to her, and the carabiniere handed her the number.

      


      At least it rang; the long Italian tone that never sounded anything like a telephone’s ring to her. It rang a long time; Iris

         was about to put the phone down, feeling tears of frustration pricking at her eyes, when it was snatched up and someone shouted,

         ‘Pronto?’ Her heart sank, it was Italian, and a thickly accented, bad-tempered Italian at that. Female.

      


      But Iris hadn’t given up. ‘Potrei parlare con i signori Hertford per piacere?’ she got out, with some effort.

      


      ‘Eh?’ There was a cavernous, echoing sound to the voice; Iris, holding tight to the receiver, imagined a baronial hall. If this

         was a housekeeper she wasn’t very welcoming.

      


      

         ‘I signori Hertford?’

      


      Massi gestured to her for the phone, but she persevered. ‘E la casa degli signori Hertford?’

      


      Perhaps hearing the desperation in her voice, the housekeeper, or whatever she was, seemed to relent. ‘Si,’ she said. ‘Ma gli signori non ci sono. Sono in Inghilterra da un mese.’ And then Iris had given up, handing the phone dumbly to the long-nosed carabiniere.

      


      They weren’t there. The Hertfords existed, they had a house in Greve and therefore probably were Serena’s friends. But they

         hadn’t asked Ronnie out there for the week, nor even for a day, because they’d been in England for the previous month and

         were still there now.

      


      After talking to the housekeeper for another five minutes, the policeman had hung up. The place was shut up for the winter,

         he said. There’d been no one there, no teenagers, no house parties, not even unauthorized ones. No Ronnie.

      


      There was a silence, then Massi and the carabinieri talked among themselves about how to proceed. Massi seemed serious, but

         he didn’t betray any panic, for which Iris was grateful. Ronnie, she thought, where are you?

      


      As they talked, Iris listened but they talked quickly, and she found the accents hard. ‘What – what do they think has happened?’

         she asked quickly, at the first opportunity.

      


      ‘They’re not sure,’ said the director, carefully.


      ‘I know that,’ said Iris. ‘But what do they think?’


      ‘Iris,’ said Massi, and she had the impression of being deflected. ‘I think first we need to talk to Ronnie’s mother. Perhaps

         – well, it’s possible Ronnie may have phoned her. And then perhaps – well, other friends.’

      


      ‘Yes,’ said Iris, trying to stay calm, trying to be reasonable. ‘Of course.’ But the panic she’d felt at the sight of that

         fine dust in Ronnie’s bag was still there; it wouldn’t be held down. She forced herself to say it.

      


      ‘But do they – they’re worried, aren’t they?’


      And reluctantly Massi met her eye. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It’s four days. If Veronica’s mother has heard nothing, either – well.

         I think they have to take it seriously.’

      


      

         She was grateful for the way Paolo pretty much forbade her to go back to the flat on her own. ‘If necessary, you can sleep

         here,’ he said, and she could see he was worried, too. About her, as well as Ronnie. ‘There is a fold-out bed in the office.’

         But Hiroko inserted herself into the conversation at that point.

      


      ‘I have a bed in my apartment for visitors,’ she said in her polite, quiet way. ‘It’s no problem.’


      They had walked along the Arno in the dark, the lights coming on in the big, fabulous apartments overlooking the river. And

         then they’d turned north and dived into the maze of narrow streets and cold, dark facades heading off towards the station,

         with Hiroko leading the way as she took small determined steps, occasionally looking anxiously at Iris with her pale, closed

         face. The more she walked, the colder Iris felt, and she wondered if it was some kind of shock reaction. Florence had never

         seemed like a sinister place to her before, but now she was scared; every shuttered window, every heavy door, every overflowing

         dumpster looked frightening to her in the sparse streetlighting.

      


      Now in the soft, warm gloom of another unfamiliar apartment, Iris stared at the ceiling in the dark. It had been stupid of

         Ronnie to go away with that bar owner, hadn’t it? What had his name been? Josef. Ronnie’d hardly known him. But when she’d

         got back and gone over it all with Iris in the freezing kitchen with a cup of tea, Iris had to admit that some of what she’d

         felt had been jealousy. Because she didn’t know if she’d ever dare to do such a thing.

      


      The flat was quiet but not silent; as she lay still, not wanting the day to begin, Iris could hear small, measured kitchen

         sounds; things being put away, or set out, very carefully. She’d gone straight to bed the night before, apologizing, suddenly

         unable to keep her eyes open. Hiroko had pulled out the futon in her sitting room, showed her the tiny bathroom, and disappeared,

         and overwhelmed with voiceless gratitude Iris had fallen deeply and mercifully asleep.

      


      Now, though, she could feel the beat of her heart accelerate as the anxieties clamoured to be heard. The first problem was

         marshalling all the facts. Iris had always been good at that, good at homework and revision and sorting out the essential

         from the insignificant, but here 

         and now she felt as if her head was stuffed with cotton wool, her eyes swollen with crying. What else had the police said?

         They’d asked which other students on the course had known Ronnie. Traude and Hiroko had hardly even spoken to Ronnie since

         she’d been there; Sophia had twittered nervously to the policemen in her British Council Italian for twenty minutes.

      


      ‘What did you say?’ Iris had asked her.


      ‘Well, I told them she enjoyed going out, you know, she had hundreds of friends, but I hadn’t seen her with any – any special

         friend.’ Sophia pushed out her lower lip, like a baby. ‘Maybe I should have told them about Jackson? But they weren’t – you

         know.’ Her eyes opened wide. ‘You don’t think? Jackson?’

      


      ‘No,’ said Iris frowning ‘I don’t think so.’ She hesitated, unwilling to decipher why she was resistant to the idea. ‘Jackson

         was here yesterday, wasn’t he? But there must have been someone. She wouldn’t plan to disappear for days on her own.’

      


      ‘Do you think so?’ said Sophia. ‘But at the party – if she had a boyfriend you’d think she’d have invited him to the party.

         Gosh, I would.’ She looked pensive.

      


      Sophia was living with an Italian family; even Iris had scorned the protectiveness of Sophia’s mother, the curfew arrangements

         and Alice bands and pastel jumpers, the packages of food her Italian family sent her to school with. It looked only sensible

         now, she reflected, with a twinge of envy.

      


      ‘And she can’t have – been – well, abducted,’ Sophia had said, as if it had only just occurred to her. ‘Do they really think

         that? I mean that would be just – it would be – no! Don’t you think maybe she’s sitting in a swanky hotel with whoever he

         is and he’s bought her a new bag and a new phone and she’ll turn up tomorrow or something and she’ll wonder what all the fuss

         was about?’ Then she’d let out a hysterical sound, half giggle, half shriek.

      


      For a second, Iris had let herself believe it. Why not? She imagined this boyfriend, with unlimited money for honeymoon suites

         and new handbags. Why wouldn’t Ronnie have phoned, though? Maybe she wouldn’t have; not just to let them know she’d lost her

         bag.

      


      

         ‘Maybe,’ she’d said.

      


      Sophia had been at the Halloween party, hadn’t she? But she hadn’t stayed long; she’d been collected by the father of her

         Italian family, from the door, at ten. She’d been funny at the party, gazing round-eyed as Ronnie had strung some boy along;

         secretly, Iris knew, Sophia idolized her. ‘She’s so good at everything,’ Sophia had said, watching Ronnie blow smoke out of

         the side of her mouth. ‘Don’t you think they think she’s the best of us at drawing? I’m sure she’ll get more into the end-of-term

         show, more than any of us.’ And Iris had stared at her, wondering how anyone could be so deluded, even if Ronnie had developed

         a belated interest in doing well. Maybe it was because Sophia was so hopeless at it herself.

      


      As she lay in the dim grey light, just remembering the conversation made Iris blush. What a bitch I am, she thought. It doesn’t

         mean anything, just because Antonella put my drawing up on the wall. What makes me think I’m so great? Maybe Ronnie was good

         after all.

      


      She heard sounds elsewhere in the flat and Iris’s mind raced. She’d have to make that list. The name of the bar owner. She

         needed to talk to Jackson. To Sophia. To the police. Would she have to talk to the American boy who’d called her fat? And

         she needed to talk to Ronnie’s mum, before she left for the airport, before she got on the plane that would bring her here,

         hysterical, furious, terrified. Unable to deal with any of it, Iris threw off the duvet, and headed for the kitchen.

      


      Walking into the bright room, Iris realized she was wearing something of Hiroko’s, a long grey cotton nightdress. It felt

         warm; the flat was warm; the table was laid with small white cups, a board with slices of dense brown bread, a Japanese teapot.

         It was so perfectly welcoming and ordered that Iris wanted to cry suddenly. She sat down.

      


      ‘You sleep OK?’ said Hiroko, appearing behind her in the doorway with wet hair. She made a gesture inviting Iris to eat, twisted

         her hair up in a white towel and sat down. ‘The bed is hard,’ she said apologetically.

      


      ‘No,’ said Iris, ‘I slept amazingly.’ And she realized it was true, like a log. No dreams, just a heavy blissful dark sleep,

         like crawling into a soundproofed cave. Maybe it was because they were at the back of the 

         building, on the ground floor. She remembered Hiroko showing her a small courtyard garden through a long window when they

         arrived.

      


      They ate for a while in silence. The bread was quite hard, tasting of bitter grains Iris couldn’t identify, and the tea was

         yellow, with small flowers floating in it.

      


      ‘Is this tea Japanese?’ she asked. At home Iris drank her milky Indian tea by the bucketful, but she surprised herself by

         liking this; it was light and fragrant and somehow purifying.

      


      ‘Chinese,’ said Hiroko, smiling. ‘Sorry. I can’t find Japanese here.’


      Iris took another sip, and with the unfamiliar taste in the warm, quiet, bright room, she felt something shift in her head,

         a pressure easing, just enough.

      


      ‘What did the police say yesterday?’ said Hiroko. ‘What can they do? To find her?’


      Propping her elbows on the table, both hands warmed around the cup, Iris said, ‘They were going to check the hospitals, emergency

         admissions over this week.’ She spoke normally, but she didn’t feel normal. It was surreal. ‘But they didn’t call, did they?

         To say they’d found her?’

      


      Hiroko moved her head slightly. ‘No one called,’ she said.


      Iris nodded, feeling the tension build again.


      ‘Then they’ll try to trace the phone. If it’s still got power, you can do that, they said. You can find out where it was before

         it lost power, too.’ Had Ronnie even taken her charger? She’d been planning on being away a couple of days, hadn’t she? Or

         she wouldn’t have cooked up the trip to the countryside.

      


      She kept the implications at bay. Don’t think about that, she told herself, don’t think about whether Ronnie still has the

         phone but can’t answer it or recharge it. The thief – if there was a thief – took the phone; the phone won’t lead us to Ronnie.

         ‘And then they can check her bank account, to see if she took money out.’

      


      ‘Before the bag – before she lost the bag?’


      Of course, thought Iris, staring at Hiroko’s smooth, clever face, saw her thinking it through. The cards were all still in

         the bag, so they wouldn’t lead anyone to Ronnie either. ‘But it might give them a clue,’ she said. ‘To her movements.’

      


      

         Hiroko nodded.

      


      ‘And then there’s CCTV,’ Iris went on. ‘Cameras, in the streets.’


      Hiroko nodded again, a little sadly. ‘Not so many in Florence,’ she said. And then, delicately as though this was the question

         she thought might be the awful one, ‘And – where did they find the bag?’

      


      And only then did Iris think about it, think properly. At the time she had only been relieved when they’d said, because it

         had allowed her to stop thinking about rabbit holes and burials.

      


      ‘They found it in the Boboli,’ she said. ‘In the Boboli gardens.’


      And on the only visit she’d paid to the big park that covered a hillside behind the Pitti Palace – a Sunday walk with Ronnie

         when the sun had come out and Ronnie’s hangover had ebbed at the same time – Iris had seen that that soft grey-white dirt

         was everywhere. The dusty gravel paths left it on your shoes; it coated the hem of your coat, your skirt, your trousers. It

         had sifted down into Ronnie’s bag, like sand in a swimming bag after a day at the beach.

      


      ‘What are you thinking, Iris?’ said Hiroko quietly.


      And before she could find a way of stuffing it right down to the bottom of her bag of options and out of sight, Iris said,

         ‘I think something bad’s happened to her.’

      


      Luisa had made him get up in the end. Forty years of married life and he had always been the one to fetch her a glass of water

         in the morning when she was always parched and, besides, it was the secret of good skin.

      


      Sandro lay under the quilt, unable to face it.


      At eight she sat down on his feet, hard.


      ‘I’ve got to get going in half an hour,’ she said. ‘We’re dressing the windows today.’


      He stayed where he was, immobile, face in the pillow.


      ‘This was what I was worried about,’ she said. ‘Not the lump. Not the biopsy. Not the doctor. I was worried about you.’


      He struggled upright, his stomach clamped hard like iron; it seemed to him that for all a lifetime’s carrying a gun and arresting

         pimps and 

         wife-beaters and drug-addicted street thieves, he’d never really been frightened by anything in his life before this. Luisa

         looked into his face.

      


      ‘It’s very small,’ she said. ‘I’m not afraid of it.’


      There were so many things Sandro wanted to say, and he found he could not say any of them. I love you, would be a start. I

         can’t live without you, although that would probably be the wrong thing to say, under the circumstances.

      


      ‘OK,’ he said. ‘I’d better get going, too.’ It was Saturday, but there was no point just sitting here, on his own. ‘Can you

         do lunch? We could have a bite at the Cammillo.’

      


      ‘Sorry, caro,’ she said, sounding like she meant it, ‘the shop’s always so busy today.’

      


      At the door he found himself with his arms around her, his face pressed against hers, his eyes squeezed shut.


      ‘It’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘We’ll go together.’ She pulled back, gave him a wild-eyed look. ‘To the doctor’s,’ he said. ‘We’ll

         go to see the doctor together.’

      


      Lucia Gentileschi’s apartment was much closer to the house than Sandro’s office; the Via dei Pilastri was five minutes north

         of Santa Croce on foot. Her voice through the intercom was clear and steady and she buzzed him up with a firm hand.

      


      It was a nice building, four hundred years old perhaps; the hall and stairway well kept, with retouched decoration on the

         vaulted ceiling, pink and grey, and a smell of wax and cleaning fluid in the air. Lucia Gentileschi opened the door to him

         before he even had a chance to ring, and Sandro found himself briskly ushered into a light and spacious sitting room, almost

         completely bare of ornament except for a tall candle, burning on a table.

      


      Holding his coat in her arms, Lucia Gentileschi saw him looking at the candle flickering in the bright room. ‘We light a candle

         for the dead,’ she said. ‘In the time of mourning.’ She hung the coat up.

      


      For a second he didn’t understand at all. And then it dawned on him; the slight foreignness he’d detected in Lucia Gentileschi’s

         manner, a huge eight-armed candelabrum in the window of the dusty little shop 

         he’d passed, the street itself. The great green-domed synagogue, for God’s sake, just around the corner in the Via Farini,

         never mind Ruth’s Kosher Café; Sandro had lived in Florence for close to sixty years and had for all of those known that this

         was what you might call the Jewish quarter, if such things could still be said.

      


      ‘Yes,’ was all he said. ‘Of course.’


      Still on her feet, Lucia Gentileschi eyed him, small and fierce. You should meet my wife, he thought.


      ‘You didn’t know?’ she said, with the ghost of a smile. Sandro gave an apologetic shrug.


      ‘Good,’ she said. ‘I mean, it was one of the reasons the police made me angry. That they thought it was significant. Because

         Claudio was two years in a concentration camp, they thought it meant he was more likely to commit suicide.’ Her pale eyes

         gleamed.

      


      ‘Two years?’ he said. ‘How old was he?’


      ‘Aged seventeen to nineteen,’ she said, and Sandro bowed his head to hide his shame.


      ‘We weren’t religious,’ said Lucia. She looked at the candle. ‘At least, I thought we were not. There are some things that

         turn out to – to bring comfort even if you have spent your life finding rational ways to deny them.’

      


      ‘Would your husband have disapproved?’ asked Sandro, nodding towards the candle.


      She thought a moment. ‘Yes,’ she said, and smiled the smile again that had made her beautiful before. ‘But he didn’t like

         demonstrations of any kind, not saying…’ She hesitated. ‘Not saying one loved him, for example. Even if one did.’

      


      She gestured at the long, low sofa, upholstered in dark linen, and tentatively Sandro sat. It felt strange to be interviewing

         someone without the benefit of uniform. He took out his notebook.

      


      ‘Do you have the post-mortem report?’ he asked. She reached towards the low table where the candle was burning and he saw

         that she had set it out ready for him, in a pale brown folder. Sandro opened it and scanned it. The yellow water of the Arno

         had been found in Claudio Gentileschi’s lungs; some lesions seen in the brain consistent 

         with late-onset dementia although this would be confirmed by a neurologist at a later date. There was some bruising that would

         have occurred at or around the time of death, but it was not definitive; it did not unequivocally indicate violence. He had

         been alive when he had entered the water.

      


      There were photographs with the report, which was unusual. He took them out, looking up at Lucia Gentileschi. He found he

         didn’t want to look at the pictures; perhaps two years out of the force had changed him more than he’d thought.

      


      ‘I asked for copies,’ she said. ‘They were shocked, I think. But I insisted; I knew that I would need them if I were to –

         well. If I went to you. I had to pay for them.’

      


      ‘Yes,’ said Sandro, and he sighed. He looked again at the top of the post-mortem report, where the investigating police officer

         would be named. Gianluca Scappatoio; not a bad guy, but not a brain surgeon. I’ll talk to Pietro, thought Sandro.

      


      He looked at the pictures then, quickly. He had seen drowned bodies before; he expected the pallor, the swelling to the tissues.

         He could see that Gentileschi had not been in the water long because he still looked human. You could imagine him alive. A

         heavy, handsome man, short-cropped white hair and a strong Roman nose. There were photographs of bruising to one arm, and

         abrasions to the palms of the hands. He put them away.

      


      There were photographs of the contents of his pockets – a wallet, a handkerchief, a set of house keys. A separate photograph

         of tiny white pebbles.

      


      ‘Found in his shoes,’ said Lucia. ‘It’s crazy, isn’t it? Little stones. I don’t want to know, or about the kind of waterweed

         they found clinging to his trousers.’

      


      ‘No,’ agreed Sandro. ‘They must be thorough, though. Sometimes these things tell us something.’ He paused a moment. ‘No mobile

         phone?’

      


      ‘If he’d had a mobile, I might have called him,’ she said, her eyes faraway. ‘He didn’t like mobiles.’


      ‘Didn’t he?’ he said. ‘Tell me. Tell me about your husband.’


      

         The conversation went on for two hours, perhaps more, and by the time they had finished Sandro felt quite done in. He had

         filled half his notebook. He knew the daily routine – the route he took on his morning walk, the swim at the Bellariva twice

         a week, winter and summer. The career he’d had as an architect in Milan and Verona before coming back here and settling in

         Florence with his own small practice.

      


      ‘Government work,’ said Lucia. ‘Some restoration, some buildings for the comune. Nothing grand.’

      


      ‘Did he enjoy it?’


      ‘He didn’t mind, in the end,’ she said. ‘He always wanted to build something wonderful and new, but he got too old. He got

         tired.’ The lines in her face deepened, making her look old herself, and sad.

      


      ‘Are these his paintings?’ asked Sandro, pointing at one of the large canvases on the wall for something to say. They were

         abstract paintings, mysterious to Sandro. Large rectangular patches of mostly sombre colours – a dark purple like a bruise,

         rough, chalky white, the grey-green of church stone – that bled into each other.

      


      ‘Yes,’ said Lucia. ‘He was a wonderful painter. But he stopped, oh, maybe ten years ago. Started the swimming instead.’


      Sandro debated whether these were the actions of a man who took steps to keep his life on track; a man who modified his expectations.

         A man deserving of respect.

      


      ‘The last morning,’ he said gently, and she nodded obediently. ‘Was everything normal? Was there anything – anything at all

         out of the ordinary?’

      


      ‘No,’ she said. ‘Nothing. Absolutely nothing.’


      So, thought Sandro, if anything happened to his state of mind, it happened after he left home.


      ‘Do you have another photograph?’ he asked gently. ‘I think I’ll need one.’


      She stood up, crossed to a long, modern desk in the corner of the room; it had a scroll top and he watched as she sat at the

         chair, took out a key and opened it. He could see from the set of her shoulders that he had exhausted her. Inside the desk

         Sandro could see a neat stack of document folders and a box like the kind a shop would use for 

         petty cash. She took a small envelope from one corner and withdrew a passport-sized photograph; she looked at it for a tiny

         second before holding it out to Sandro.

      


      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘There are so many things – I didn’t know how much there would be to do. His desk. His papers. The

         bank account – I have to set everything in order. And people come round, to pay their respects, people one hardly knows…’

      


      ‘Yes,’ said Sandro, turning away from that thought in his head, the thought of the practicalities of restoring equilibrium,

         with half your life taken from you. ‘I should leave you in peace.’

      


      ‘Do you have any children?’ he asked, at the door. It was an impertinent question, which was why he saved it until last. Why

         should it make any difference to whether or not a man committed suicide? He himself had no children. But he wanted to know.

      


      ‘No,’ said Lucia Gentileschi, but her face was clear and serene as she said it, unclouded by grief or disappointment. ‘We

         couldn’t have them. It never mattered; we always said it ends with us.’

      


      And Sandro found himself thinking of Luisa, whose face would have told a different story if she had been asked the same question.


      ‘May I ask, Signora,’ he said, knowing that he had to say it, ‘why you are so sure that your husband did not take his own

         life?’

      


      It was as though her pale eyes were looking right through him, to something far away.


      ‘Because he would have taken me with him,’ she said simply. ‘He would never have left me behind.’


      On the pavement outside Sandro stood in the drizzle, suddenly unable to move for the sound of her words, beating like a pulse

         in his ears. Had he even thought of Luisa, when he’d made his own desperate bid to escape the mess he’d made? What was it

         that had saved him, then? Years of training, comradeship, duty, a certain doggedness, a lack of imagination? All and none;

         the truth was, he was afraid to remember that night. The precise quality of despair was a dangerous thing, and the instant

         at which there had been nothing and no one between him 

         and the final step was not one Sandro wanted to summon up. But if he wanted to help Lucia Gentileschi, it looked like he was

         going to have to.

      


      We are all afraid of being alone.


      It was a declaration of love, and Sandro must prove it justified. He had felt the white light of her gaze as she’d said it.

         ‘He would never have left me behind.’

      


   

      Chapter Seven


      

         FOR SOME REASON IT took the ringing of the phone in Hiroko’s apartment to remind Iris that of course there was no school, because it was Saturday.

      


      ‘Do you want me to come with you?’ Hiroko asked with concern, when she told her where she was going.


      Iris told her she’d be all right. It was a gloomy old place, true enough, and she’d been grateful not to have to go there

         last night, in the dark, but the truth was, she wanted some time to herself in the Piazza d’Azeglio before Paolo Massi got

         there with the carabinieri. She felt a need to pace the apartment, to look at things that they probably wouldn’t understand.

      


      It had rained in the night, and the air was fresh. The streets were gleaming with puddles and amazingly empty, because it

         was Saturday, Iris supposed, and still early. She felt warm and clean from the long shower she’d taken at Hiroko’s as she

         passed the red and grey ironwork of the big covered market where trucks were unloading; she saw a rack of meat carcases wheeled

         inside up a ramp, and a man obscured by cases of artichokes stacked up in his arms. Life went on; it still looked like an

         orderly universe – not one in which people could just disappear.

      


      

         It wasn’t that she minded being on her own. She had been used to spending at least part of every weekend alone anyway. Ronnie

         was often no more than a hump under the duvet sleeping off a heavy night, or had been invited somewhere, lunch parties, bowling,

         skating. She’d even been skiing, one Sunday, with a group of Italian boys she’d met at the Zoe; they collected her in a flash

         SUV and whisked her off somewhere in the white-topped hills to the west, bringing her back at nightfall. There were so many

         people; Ronnie’d known so many people. Were they all… suspects? Iris thought wryly that it would be an awful lot easier for

         the police if she’d gone missing instead of Ronnie.

      


      Was it unnatural, Iris wondered, the way she was feeling? It was as though somewhere in Hiroko’s dim, quiet, apartment her

         brain had found a way of dividing it up, separating the terror of what might have happened to Ronnie from the puzzle of it.

         She went over and over it, until her head began to hurt.

      


      Iris walked on, down a street lined with stalls being set up. Now the tourists were starting to drift in, clogging the road,

         and so she turned between two stalls to get to the pavement, a shaded, forgotten space where the shop-owners chatted on their

         doorsteps, as yet untroubled by customers.

      


      Something had happened to Ronnie; she knew it the moment she said the words to Hiroko. She was hurt; she’d lost her memory;

         she was lying in a ditch somewhere, beside a road, after being mugged or hit by a car. Or worse; of course, it could be worse.

         Iris thought of the look on the stocky policeman’s face; she didn’t know the statistics, but probably he did, and his expression

         had said it all.

      


      What had the story about going to the Hertfords’ been a cover for? That was the first thing. And how had her bag got into

         the Boboli gardens? Iris thought of the place, which she had visited only once but remembered vividly; the narrow dusty alleys

         between high hedges, the neglected patches of overgrown woodland where the sun hardly penetrated.

      


      A man, she thought; it had to be a man. Somewhere in the depths of her drawing satchel Iris’s mobile rang; finding herself

         beside a wide stone bench on the corner of the Via Cavour, she dumped the bag down and rooted through it, swearing. Serena,

         she thought; Ronnie’s mum, 

         it’d have to be. But it wasn’t.

      


      ‘Iris?’ The voice sounded panicked, and she didn’t recognize it straight away; withheld, her phone said. ‘It’s me.’


      Jackson. ‘Is it true?’ he said. ‘About Ronnie?’


      ‘She’s gone missing,’ said Iris bluntly. ‘How did you hear?’ The bench was damp and cold underneath her, and on the narrow

         pavement a family of Sri Lankans carrying checked nylon holdalls were trying to squeeze past between her and the row of parked

         motorini. She hauled the bag back on her shoulder and set off again, the phone to her ear.

      


      ‘Someone in a bar,’ he said, sounding evasive. ‘This morning. Look – do you have time for a coffee?’ Iris sighed, audibly,

         then she thought, Don’t be nasty. It’s not his fault. And then she thought, I need to talk to him.

      


      ‘Sure,’ she said. ‘Only – well – later. Give me an hour.’ She hesitated. ‘Jackson, do you have any idea about this? Where

         she is? Because if you do…’

      


      ‘I don’t know,’ said Jackson, but for a moment he sounded scared.


      ‘OK,’ said Iris. ‘Come to the apartment. You’ve been there before, right?’


      ‘Yeah,’ he said, then, quickly, ‘I brought her back one time, so, yeah.’


      ‘The police are coming there,’ said Iris. ‘So maybe give it an hour and a half?’


      ‘Police?’ said Jackson. ‘Jesus. OK.’


      There was a pause. ‘They’ll probably want to talk to you,’ Iris said. ‘You know that?’


      ‘Uh-huh,’ said Jackson, uneasily. ‘What do they think? Do they, like, have a theory?’


      ‘Not really,’ said Iris. ‘I suppose there might have been… developments. I’ll find out, won’t I?’


      ‘Look,’ said Jackson, ‘I – do you mind if we meet somewhere else? I don’t really want to – I mean, I want to talk to you first.

         Before I talk to them.’ There was a pause. ‘The police kind of freak me out.’

      


      Iris sighed; she didn’t blame him. They kind of freaked her out, too; they seemed so alien, so dumb and dangerous in their

         uniforms, with 

         their guns. ‘Sure,’ she said, ‘OK.’ She thought a moment, and something came to her.

      


      ‘Let’s meet at the Boboli,’ she said. Where they found her bag, though she didn’t say that to Jackson. ‘Two o’clock, at the

         Boboli. At the Annalena gate to the Boboli.’ The side gate; somehow she couldn’t face the great expanse of forecourt in front

         of the Pitti Palace. There was a silence.

      


      ‘OK,’ he said. ‘The Boboli.’ He didn’t ask why.


      The Via Cavour was a wide, busy road, buses whistling and thundering, mopeds whining, the heavy-fronted palaces black with

         exhaust; Iris walked up it in a daze, thinking about Jackson. He was rattled. In a way it was a credit to him. She’d only

         ever seen him cool, supercilious, unfazed, not even when Antonella Scarpa was tearing him off a strip for being lazy, not

         even when Paolo Massi talked to him in that quiet, dangerous voice after he’d been out drinking at lunch, not even after three

         hours of vodka and red wine on the town with Ronnie and answering her phone for her at midnight, when Iris called to find

         out where she was.

      


      She’d learned her lesson after that, never ask Ronnie where she is or when she’s coming back.


      ‘Jesus,’ she’d hissed, stumbling through the door an hour later and waking Iris up. Sitting on her bed, ‘Jesus, that was embarrassing.

         What am I, your kid?’ And she’d started to laugh.

      


      Down the narrow Via degli Alfani, left into the wide, quiet, lovely Piazza Annunziata, across the empty flagstones and right

         into the Via della Colonna where a gang of tall, noisy high-school kids were smoking among the bicycles, waiting resentfully

         to go into the big Scuola Superiore for Saturday morning classes. Iris came around them, musing. It couldn’t just be some

         guy, she thought; she’s never bothered with a cover story before.

      


      Is she dead? Iris stopped as the thought popped into her head, and a high-school girl in a violet cashmere sweater blew smoke

         in her face without even looking.

      


      No, thought Iris, moving off, glaring at the smoking girl, who ignored her. Assume she’s not dead. Assume there’s a point

         in all this. 

         It began to rain.

      


      And soon Serena would call; soon Iris would have to talk to her.


      She let herself back in, through the big wrought-iron gate, into the cavernous lobby, around the jungle-green courtyard with

         its palm trees, into the rickety lift. As it drew her upstairs, she felt her stomach lurch. It had never bothered her before,

         coming back here alone, but today she was on edge, as if she didn’t know what she would find.

      


      This was no good, thought Sandro, trudging down the length of the Via dei Pilastri with leaden limbs. He felt as though Lucia

         Gentileschi’s grief – so pure, so palpable – had taken him over entirely, and he couldn’t let it immobilize him. In an attempt

         to reassert normality he took refuge in the first bar he saw. It was a deep, narrow place, dark and warm, smelling of sweet

         dough; Sandro picked up a paper abandoned on a table just inside the door and went to the bar. He asked the fat barman if

         he knew Claudio Gentileschi; the man shrugged. Showed him the little photograph, and the man shrugged again.

      


      ‘Seen him walk past,’ he said, a little sourly. ‘Maybe every day for the past twenty years. Doesn’t come in, though.’ He nodded

         towards the Duomo. ‘He doesn’t take his coffee around here.’

      


      Strange, thought Sandro. That Claudio Gentileschi took his coffee elsewhere. Even if this wasn’t the most salubrious bar in

         the city, the coffee was excellent, it was local and it was cheap. Strange, but, he supposed, not unknown. Perhaps he took

         his coffee at the Bellariva; Lucia Gentileschi had said that he used to leave for the swimming baths every morning at nine,

         sharp. Sandro frowned.

      


      ‘Which way was he going?’ he asked. The barman pulled his head back, perplexed. ‘Every day when he walked past,’ Sandro explained,

         patiently. ‘Which direction?’

      


      Again the barman nodded towards the hospital of Santa Maria Nuova, and beyond it the Duomo. The Bellariva, by any map, would

         have been the other way.

      


      ‘See him coming back at all? Later in the day?’ The barman shook his head, his expression darkening perceptibly, perhaps at

         the waste of 

         his time although there were no other customers in the place.

      


      Taking the hint, Sandro took his caffe lungo to the back of the bar. Before he got to a seat, his phone rang. It was Pietro,

         and his heart jumped at the familiar voice; the signal was uneven, buried away as he was in the back of the bar, tons of stone

         around him, and he moved back towards the light.

      


      ‘OK,’ said Pietro, and Sandro knew that if there had even been a hint of reticence or embarrassment in his former partner’s

         voice, he would have given up then and there. But it was the same old Pietro.

      


      ‘I can tell you what I could tell her, the widow,’ he said. ‘There was a full investigation, that is, Gianluca Scappatoio

         asked around, no one saw anything.’ There was a pause, as if Pietro was looking down at some notes. ‘They set up a sign asking

         for information, anyone who’d been along there, but there wasn’t much of a response. The fisherman who found the body had

         only just arrived there and set up his gear when he saw it floating, by which time Gentileschi had been dead a couple of hours.’

      


      He heard Pietro blow out through his nostrils, his way of expressing disappointment. ‘Sorry, brother,’ he said.


      ‘Ah, never mind,’ said Sandro, but he didn’t hang up. It was like they were back in the car together, each thinking it through,

         each working through the evidence. Scappatoio, huh.

      


      He could hear Pietro thinking on the other end, then heard that click of the tongue that signalled a conclusion reached. ‘It’s

         a funny old bit of town,’ he said, thoughtfully. ‘The Lungarno Santa Rosa. It’s kind of… dead. A backwater; maybe he picked

         it for that very reason, so no one would see him, no one would try to stop him.’

      


      ‘Maybe,’ said Sandro, feeling defensive. ‘Or maybe someone else picked it for him.’


      To his surprise, Pietro didn’t start to argue him out of that one.


      ‘Listen,’ was all he said. ‘I’ve got to get going. Let me know if – well, if I can help any more, OK?’


      ‘Well,’ said Sandro, and Pietro was gone.


      Feeling the chill of being alone again, Sandro got another coffee, sat down, opened the paper. La Nazione. ‘Girl Raped in the Uffizi’, was 

         the headline. Holy Mother of God, he thought, scanning the story. A cleaner, from Eastern Europe, raped by a builder from

         Naples working on the extension. Madonna. Outraged, he turned the page. Flood defences threatened, more rain forecast. But he wasn’t looking because there were no

         good-news stories, were there? He closed the paper again, on a photograph of a girl, and absently stowed it away, although

         for a second the after-image of the girl’s face – dark-haired, smiling – persisted as some part of his brain carried out a

         processing function. He needed to get his blood pressure checked, if things were going to go on this way. He paid for his

         coffee and set off to the east, and the Bellariva swimming pool.

      


      It was a long walk, and he wasn’t an eighty-one-year-old; Gentileschi must have been pretty fit, reflected Sandro ruefully,

         his own body creaking like an old house, a painful reminder of two years’ idleness. Down the gloomy, high-sided canyon of

         the Borgo Allegri, along the Via dei Malcontenti to the river where the viale hit it, cars roaring around the ring road, day and night. Not a picturesque walk, even if it was home turf to Sandro; not

         a walk to lift the spirits. Not the glorious red dome, not the golden cloisters of San Lorenzo, not the pale arcades of the

         Innocenti; this was another Florence. Following the footsteps of a melancholy sort twenty years older than himself, it was

         purgatorial.

      


      The Bellariva was pretty quiet in November; Sandro himself could barely swim, and certainly would not have been seen dead

         at a public swimming bath. He liked the seaside, for a month once a year, liked a green-shaded sunlounger at one of the nicer

         bathing stations in Versilia, liked to stand with his feet in lukewarm seawater and watch the old men with their grandchildren

         in the waves. The Bellariva’s ugly grey reception desk was another thing entirely, its discordant soundtrack of splashing

         and shouting, the dismal acoustics and the awful smell of bleach and stagnant water and old socks. Gloomily Sandro reflected

         that it would take a better man than him to endure this at nine o’clock every morning for the sake of his health. Only to

         develop Alzheimer’s.

      


      Sandro looked around himself incredulously, to try to understand; a woman of roughly Sandro’s own age with improbably coloured

         hair, gold 

         trainers and a duffle bag walked inside and past, flashing her membership card. Ah, the membership card: the tessera, that would be the key. He should have asked Lucia Gentileschi for it. The woman behind the reception desk – dead-eyed, with

         hair hidden by a kind of plastic bath-cap – looked at him with suspicion. He stepped up to the counter.

      


      ‘I’m making enquiries,’ he began, suppressing the failure of nerve he felt start up at the lack of his uniform, his ID, a

         warrant. ‘Following the death of one of your members…’

      


      The woman stiffened visibly at this, and oddly it was only at that moment that Sandro thought how strange that a man who came

         swimming every day of his old age should choose to drown himself.

      


      ‘No, no,’ he hastened to reassure her. ‘Nothing to do with the club, simply… I am working on behalf of his widow, to trace

         – well…’ Running out of options, Sandro took the photograph from his pocket. ‘His name was Claudio Gentileschi; a member for

         many years.’

      


      She frowned down at the picture. ‘No,’ she said.


      ‘Excuse me,’ said Sandro patiently, ‘perhaps someone else – are you here every day? In the morning?’


      The woman’s mouth pursed; this was going against him, already. ‘Five mornings a week,’ she said. ‘Since 1987.’


      ‘And you don’t recognize him?’ said Sandro incredulously. Was she just being perverse? Five mornings a week in this place

         for twenty years, maybe she’d turned permanently nasty.

      


      The woman – Eva it said, on her lapel – set both hands on the counter. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said with heavy finality, ‘I don’t

         recognize this man. What did you say his name was?’

      


      He waited while she typed on a keyboard behind the counter, frowning at the computer. Tap. He saw the screen reflected in

         her eyes, data scrolling down. Tap.

      


      Eventually Eva said, ‘Via dei Pilastri?’


      ‘That’s him,’ said Sandro; at least there was a single concrete fact between them.


      She raised her eyes to his, curious at last. ‘Well, he was a member. Was. He took out membership…’ She leaned down to the

         screen, then back up. ‘In 1997.’

      


      

         ‘Right,’ said Sandro, energized, ‘so –’

      


      She interrupted him. ‘For one year only. It lapsed a year later. It doesn’t look as though he used it much.’


      ‘How much?’ said Sandro.


      ‘He came twice,’ said Eva. Her eyes shifted to look over his shoulder.


      Someone was behind him, a tall man with stringy hair and a beard waiting with his tessera held out for inspection. Sandro left.

      


      Outside on the lungarno the traffic roared and screeched; Sandro crossed the road to enter the dingy grey park that ran along the river for a bit

         of space to think. There was a mist of fine rain in the air; more rain. He walked through the park, around the empty children’s

         playground, to the parapet along the river, where he stopped. He leaned on the stone, looked up at the great hills of the

         Casentino for a glimpse of something other than grey and far off he saw it, a little cap of snow above the cloud.

      


      All right, he thought, so he didn’t go swimming every day at nine o’clock. Ten years ago or so, he took out membership, maybe intending

         to distract himself, do something useful, but he changed his mind.

      


      According to the barman on the Via dei Pilastri, he didn’t even come this way, and Sandro felt strangely reassured by this

         turn of events. He had hated the Bellariva and, besides, this wasn’t the part of town he’d have put a man like Claudio Gentileschi,

         the modern apartment blocks, the smoked-glass penthouses along the river rooftops, the grey park, the traffic. He looked the

         other way, towards the city; he couldn’t see the Duomo from here, but he could see the arches of the Ponte Vecchio, the cupola

         of Santo Spirito, the Cestello. That way, out of sight at the far end of the city and the far side of the river, was the Lungarno

         Santa Rosa, where Claudio Gentileschi had drowned three days earlier, the only other fixed point in his missing day.

      


      If he didn’t go swimming every day at nine o’clock, where did he go? What had happened, ten years ago, so that he needed to

         tell this lie, and where had he been going every morning since?

      


      Giving in to his aching knees after the discovery that the eighty-one-year-old Claudio Gentileschi had not, after all, spent

         every morning swimming for the sake of his health, Sandro took the bus. He crossed 

         the river to the Piazza Ferrucci and the stop, which he knew because it was outside the best rosticceria in the city, of the little electric bus that would take him meandering all the way to the Lungarno Santa Rosa.

      


      Odd, thought Iris as she let herself in, how the place felt completely different. Twenty-four hours, and everything had changed.

         It even smelt different; she tried to catch Ronnie’s scent in some superstitious attempt to summon her up, but it was almost

         gone, overlaid by the smell of musty curtains, old wood and – what was it? Dead leaves, a smell come in from outside. She

         must have left a window open. She stood in the hall, feeling the draught; dropped her bag to the floor in the half-dark.

      


      ‘Hello?’ she said, feeling stupid even as she said it. ‘Anybody there?’


   

      Chapter Eight


      

         THE JAUNTY ORANGE BUS hummed and whined along the Lungarno Serristori, jolting through potholes, the rain off the river whipping at the windows.

         November rain, thought Sandro gloomily as he stared through the bleared glass, a whole five months of winter; something squeezed

         in his chest at the thought of the future. What will they say, he found himself thinking, caught somehow off balance, what

         will they say at the hospital? He closed his eyes briefly as too much detail flooded his mind – the consulting room, the bed,

         the monitors and drips and anxious faces. The doctor in green scrubs talking seriously as he and Luisa sat and listened.

      


      The bus stopped by the bridge where the jewellers’ windows were bright in the grey morning, a couple with umbrellas looking

         in. An elderly woman got on with difficulty, hauling a shopping trolley after her. Sandro got up to help her in, showed her

         to his seat. The buses were so tiny they were full after one stop; the woman shuffled past him and sat down, muttering something

         to herself. Another crazy one.

      


      Luisa’s mother had had breast cancer, but she had been old. Did that make any difference? And in addition it had not actually

         killed her, he remembered the doctor saying that to Luisa; it had been a sizeable tumour that she had never said anything

         about to anyone, as 

         far as they could determine, but it had not spread. She must have been able to see it, the doctor had said gravely after her

         death from heart failure, kidney failure, everything failure, when had it been, ten years ago? Luisa’s mother had been eighty-three,

         which had been a good age for a lonely old woman who had struggled to live on for fifteen years after her husband without

         really wanting to. But there are two of us, he wanted to say; we aren’t lonely. What had Lucia Gentileschi said? It ends with

         us.

      


      The bus turned away from the river, into the maze of the Oltrarno’s streets that remained obstinately foreign to Sandro, the

         damp alleys with their smell of overflowing drains, the workshops, the dusty bars. It buzzed across the front of the Palazzo

         Pitti, which stood bleak and grey in the rain, the big sloping forecourt empty of tourists. It turned down the Via Mazzetta

         and across the Piazza Santo Spirito where the junkies huddled on the stone bench around the base of the Biblioteca Machiavelli.

         It juddered to a halt at the end of a ramshackle line of traffic, a rubbish truck, a delivery van, the furgoni from the market reversing out with their loads of cheap clothes and trestle tables.

      


      The pavement was so narrow and the bus was canted so steeply into a pothole, he could have leaned out of the window to touch

         them, the junkies. They were pressed back, grubby hooded sweatshirts up against the rain, to get some shelter from the big

         eaves overhead. Grey-skinned, shivering, like rats forced up from underground; Sandro was glad he didn’t have to deal with

         them any more. The one on the end looked like Giulietta Sarto had looked, before she cleaned up. So thin you could see every

         bone in her face, and the eyes yellow with alcohol and sunken. Ahead the lights changed, the traffic shifted; he thought maybe

         he’d ask Giulietta if she fancied a bit of lunch when this was done.

      


      Sandro thought of Luisa’s mother not telling anyone about the tumour, because she didn’t want to be alone any more. She’d

         wanted to die. He thought of Lucia Gentileschi; would that happen to her? Was hiring him a delaying tactic, some kind of denial?

         Maybe it was, but he had the strong feeling Lucia Gentileschi would not be good at telling herself lies. And clearly there

         was an investigation to be carried out: Claudio Gentileschi’s life had not been what it seemed.

      


      

         The bus skirted the front of Santa Maria del Carmine, right into the Viale Ariosto and along the old wall. He got out at the

         Porta San Frediano and within two minutes could feel the drenching rain soaking his shoulders. Against his better instincts

         he bought an umbrella from a Nigerian in a baseball cap at the traffic lights, wondering as he handed over his five euros

         what kind of trade the poor guy thought he’d find out this way, miles from the centre. Soaked through, too, with the thin

         jacket he was wearing. But he was cursing the Nigerian soon enough, as the umbrella’s spokes buckled before he’d even got

         it up.

      


      The wind blew straight down from the river; walking towards it, Sandro could make out nothing but grey, the rain slanting

         horizontally towards him so he could hardly see across the bridge. There was another of those hoardings, commemorating the

         flood: this one showed the Uffizi’s long courtyard, drowned and empty and silent. November, 1966. There was more rain forecast

         for the next five days. Sandro peered over gingerly, looking down at the water, yellow with mud and swirling.

      


      The parapet along the river here was waist height, and Sandro walked along slowly, looking along towards the Lungarno Santa

         Rosa, looking down. On the far side the church of the Ognissanti shone white in the rain among the big hotels with their shutters

         closed, low season, and a little further on, the black, leafless trees of the Cascine. The police station was out there; it

         wouldn’t have taken them long to get down here and pull Claudio Gentileschi out of the water.

      


      They’d found him in the evening, and he’d been in the water a couple of hours. A fisherman setting up at dusk had seen his

         back, half-submerged. Sandro could picture it as Lucia Gentileschi told him, sounded almost wistful, like a seal, she said,

         his big back in the waterweed, rolling over in the dusk.

      


      Sandro wondered why he hadn’t been seen earlier. It had been a bright day on Tuesday, people might have been out walking in

         the afternoon sunlight. He thought back to Tuesday morning, when he’d been standing idly in his office – office! That was

         a joke. Looking out of the window, at girls. Claudio Gentileschi had been somewhere between there and here, somewhere between

         the Via dei Pilastri – the 

         synagogue, the shop with its dusty menorah in the window and notice offering a Sabbath meal to Jewish visitors – and the quiet,

         anonymous streets of the Oltrarno.

      


      There had been stones in his shoes, Lucia Gentileschi had said, and she had produced a handful of gravel from a little lacquer

         box; I asked for it, she’d added with a puzzled look on her face as if she didn’t know why she’d asked, or indeed why her request had been granted.

         Just a handful; there’d been more. What had that idiot Scappatoio been thinking of, giving it to her? But Sandro realized

         that he might not have been able to say no either.

      


      White gravel, in a black lacquer box like a holy relic or a talisman. Not enough to keep a body down, though. Neither here

         nor there.

      


      Sandro walked along the parapet, looking for a way down. He came to the old wall; this was where they drew the line in the

         property freesheets, ‘San Frediano, Fuori Muro’ – inside or outside the wall. Outside was beyond the pale. Nestling under

         the mediaeval stone were the remnants of a church, a glassed-in shrine and part of an arch; jammed up next to it were the

         pergola and Portakabins of the Circolo Rondinella, a social club. A tattered, handwritten poster on a wire fence advertised

         a ballroom dancing evening.

      


      Pausing, Sandro looked through the link fence at the garden – more a yard than a garden – dripping plastic tables, the bare

         wire of the pergola; not enough room to swing a cat. He tried to imagine the couples turning slowly in here, the women in

         high-heeled dancing shoes. There was a meal and a drink included in the price, twelve euros; he caught himself wondering if

         Luisa would be up for it, and almost laughed. In the Portakabins behind the yard something moved, and then moved away.

      


      Sandro stepped back, looked up at the wall; Claudio Gentileschi had been found the other side; the Lungarno Santa Rosa was

         Fuori Muro. Wrong side of the tracks. He walked away from the little social club and the shrine with its plastic flowers, feeling an

         odd kind of reluctance. His old partner Pietro said – and he had never given it much credence before – that San Frediano was

         the real deal, the survival of everything that was ancient and original in the city, never mind that it contained 

         no palazzi, a bare handful of notable churches. So what if it had the Circolo Rondinella?

      


      On the other side of the wall was a fenced stretch of sickly grass and stunted trees, then a children’s playground. Gingerly

         – because there was always something suspect about a grown man entering a playground on his own, but it was the only way he

         could see of approaching the river – he came through the gate. Was this where Claudio Gentileschi had come?

      


      It seemed monstrously unlikely; indeed it was laughable that Sandro had thought twice about coming in here himself. The whole

         place was surely so disgusting that no children would be tempted by it. The grass was scabby, no more than occasionally tufted

         mud, and it was marked by regular mounds of dogshit in various stages of decomposition; the slide was emblazoned with garish

         graffiti, the swings were broken. The weird rubber asphalt that surrounded each piece of play equipment was crumbling and

         eroded like an ancient carpet. Sandro crossed to the parapet; you couldn’t get down here, either, in theory; the low wall

         was surmounted by another stretch of chain-link fence. He walked along it, eyes flicking to the ground so as not to tread

         in anything, then down to the river. Maybe it was not so surprising after all that no one saw Gentileschi until later; who

         would come walking here? Even on a sunny winter afternoon.

      


      Behind him, back towards the wall where all he had seen had been the fenced-in trees, a ramshackle assortment of huts and

         sheds and sawn-off bits of old rusting containers clung to the slope, against gravity. They might have belonged to the social

         club; huts used by the fishermen to store their tackle, in theory, though God knew what else, maybe weedkiller and demijohns

         of cheap wine and tools and junk. It was pricey to own or rent a fondo – a garage or cellar – in Florence, so the city was full of these little accretions, like antheaps, testaments to man’s inability

         to get rid of his rubbish.

      


      Sandro looked back, down river to the traffic over the Ponte alla Vittoria, ceaselessly moving in the rain. The panorama took

         in the black trees of the Cascine and the distant misted flatlands out towards the Viadotto dell’Indiano. The city’s hidden

         hinterland, a place of drainage 

         ditches and shanty towns where illegals scavenged along the riverbanks and contadini scratched a living from a handful of olive trees and sheep that grazed between the airport runway and the superstrada. Not a pretty view.

      


      At the far side of the playground there was a small square of dark red asphalt with four benches and a good-sized holm oak.

         As he approached, Sandro saw three men sitting on the bench under the tree; although it was still in leaf, it did not seem

         to be providing them with much shelter. The youngest of the men – under thirty, anyway – was reading a comic book, holding

         the pages up close to his face, the drawstring around his hood pulled tight. He kept breaking off to look at his watch, as

         though someone was waiting for him somewhere. The other two had the darkened skin of rough sleepers, and through the thin

         plastic of a bag on the ground between them Sandro could see three one-litre cartons of red wine.

      


      You would come here to kill yourself, if it was out of shame, thought Sandro with dread; if you thought you deserved less

         than nothing.

      


      With reluctance Sandro approached the men. He began to speak, standing in front of them. He asked if they came here every

         day, if they had been here, for example, on Tuesday. If they knew this man. They gazed up at him with faces completely blank,

         though whether from drink or idiocy or something more like alienation, he could not have said. He held out the photograph

         of Claudio Gentileschi and the two drunks turned away quickly, mumbling insensibly, as if he were a mendicant himself, a beggar

         holding out one of those handwritten cards telling them he had no work and children to support.

      


      The man with the comic book – or boy, it seemed from this close, although that might be the result of retardation; it could

         leave a grown man’s features looking smoothed out like this – peered at the photograph, peered at his watch. He moved his

         head with a bobbing motion, then jerked it back and raised the soggy pages of his book even closer to his face, to blot Sandro

         out.

      


      Sandro gave it ten minutes, standing there in the rain, talking at first but then just waiting. They ignored him stolidly

         and eventually he didn’t know what else to do but turn away. He turned back. He fished 

         a card out of his pocket and with a sense of futility held it out to the young man, the only one of the three offering him

         any hope as a witness. Without looking him in the eye, the boy snatched the card and carefully inserted it into an already

         stuffed wallet; as he did so, Sandro glimpsed perhaps thirty business cards: a pizza delivery service, a leather-goods shop,

         an optician’s. And his own; Sandro Cellini, Investigations.

      


      He walked on until he came to an opening where the wire had been torn back, and put his head through. Below the parapet was

         an uneven scramble down to a wide path that ran by the water’s edge. Claudio Gentileschi had been eighty-one, even if he’d

         been fit for his age; might he have fallen, might he have gone in? After the filth of the children’s playground the bank looked

         almost inviting; it was green with a mixture of grass and the invasive, alien plants that had colonized the edge of the water

         in the city, bamboo thickets and horsetail. Claudio Gentileschi could have fallen, Sandro supposed, but he would have had

         to roll a long way to end up in the water and the bank looked soft, with waterlogged red earth showing through the grass.

         It had happened here.

      


      He turned to look along the embankment at the windows; who else might have seen? In the city, there’s always someone who knows,

         who sees you.

      


      The other side of the playground there was a run-down ambulatorio, some dull modern apartment buildings with balconies, then a row of older houses overlooking the river; none of their occupants

         would have seen down to the bank. The housing was all low-rise, anonymous and modest; on the other side of the river, the

         grand baroque facades seemed to stare it down with contempt.

      


      It was the wrong time of year, anyway, for hanging out of your window and having a look at anything; certainly a good half

         of the shutters were closed today, close to lunchtime, as if it was just too grey, and the view of the river filling up with

         rain was just too dismal. Pietro had been right; this was a dead place.

      


      There was a bar, though, set among the older houses; there was always a bar. The Cestello, named after the church. It looked

         like it did some business, too; Sandro turned to inspect it from a distance, his back against the parapet. The two big windows

         were misted with 

         activity, a couple of dozen heads inside at least. Out on the pavement was a planking deck for summer drinking, empty of chairs

         now and the wood slick with rain. The scalloped edge of the awning, rolled in against the facade, flapped forlornly.

      


      For a second Sandro felt again that shiver of reluctance at the thought of stepping up to the place and asking questions without

         the talisman of his badge to hold up ahead of him. It was at that moment that the rain, temporarily forgotten, chose to make

         its presence felt again; a gust blew the umbrella up and inside out, and it collapsed messily and irrevocably, a tangle of

         cheap metal and dripping fabric in his face.

      


      ‘Merda,’ muttered Sandro, because suddenly everything was wet, his shoulders, his thighs, even up his sleeve. With disgust he strode

         across the street, dumped the malign object in an already full litter bin and pushed open the door of the Caffe Il Cestello.

      


      It was so warm and marvellously stuffy inside that Sandro managed immediately to forget that he was here to ask questions;

         his nostrils filled with the mingling odours of warm pastries and coffee and lunch. He made his way to the bar, where a glass

         cabinet contained sandwiches, cold plates of ham and mozzarella and some long roasting tins heaped up with prepared pasta,

         all’amatriciana; with spinach; with capers and tuna. This was where he should have been coming to get his lunch; Sandro calculated

         the distance between the river and his office and decided it was just right for a midday constitutional. On a dry day.

      


      Clearly it was too busy to ask questions; the proprietor was running from one end of the long zinc bar to the other, arms

         raised to point at heads, to take the next order. Sandro waited his turn, ordered a plate of penne all’arrabbiata, and took

         it to a small table by the door that was miraculously empty. He looked around for a paper but there were none; only when he

         sat down did Sandro realize that he’d managed to abscond with the copy of La Nazione he’d started to look at in the bar in the Via dei Pilastri. Stuffed in his pocket, and damp but not actually disintegrating;

         things were looking up. With care he extracted the soggy newspaper from his jacket and unfolded it on the table.

      


      

         The penne were delicious, hot with just the right amount of chilli and garlic, a good, oily long-cooked tomato sauce, plenty

         of parsley chopped nice and fine and fresh. Sandro savoured the dish, turning the pages, passing the report of the Uffizi

         rape. They had the man, still working bold as brass, as if he hadn’t even thought he’d done anything wrong. Thought, maybe,

         that an immigrant girl, a Romanian or Latvian or whatever she was, would be too cowed to make a complaint. Hardly even thought

         of her as human, perhaps; that was common enough among psychopaths.

      


      As he chewed, the burn of the chilli in his mouth joining forces with a simmering outrage, Sandro reflected that people thought

         of psychopaths as big characters, Hannibal Lecter types, evil geniuses, but Sandro had seen enough of them to know different.

         They could be smart, but some could be very stupid indeed; they were characterized by a lack, by something missing in the

         whirring, complicated brain, a cog gone, a reservoir emptied. Disinhibition, lack of conscience, amorality, there were names

         for it. Sandro thought of the autopsia on Gentileschi. The lesions on the brain in that big domed head.

      


      He turned the page again, mechanically, and the picture jumped out at him, just like that. The girl.


      Mesmerized, Sandro stared; how could he be sure, people might say, but he was. She stared out at him from the page in some

         photo-booth picture, long dark hair parted in the middle and streaked blonde down one side, pale northern skin bleached paler

         by the flash. There was the ghost of an insolent smile on her face as she stared back at whatever authorities had required

         her to take the picture.

      


      He scanned the story, the headline, the secondary photograph of some personal effects, laid out on an evidence table, handbag,

         wallet, women’s stuff. Girl student missing since – Tuesday. A student of the Scuola Massi in San Niccolò; at the school’s name something chimed, far off, in Sandro’s policeman’s

         memory, but was silenced by a more immediate piece of information he had on the girl in this picture.

      


      Because this was the girl he’d seen walking down the Via del Leone on Tuesday morning, which in turn was the same Tuesday

         that was the last day of Claudio Gentileschi’s life.

      


      

         Around him the bar seemed to have emptied suddenly.

      


      Gently Sandro laid the newspaper down and stared without seeing at the rain-spattered glass. Why should there be a link? There

         was no connection between Claudio Gentileschi and this girl, this Veronica Hutton. No connection. He turned the paper over,

         her face down.

      


      Of course there was no one there. Of course not.


      Iris dumped her bag in the dark, chilly hall and walked from room to room, turning on lights.


      The apartment’s lighting had always been as frustratingly unusable as the furniture; ancient standard lamps with frayed cloth-covered

         wire; huge, dusty chandeliers, half of them non-functioning, the other half fitted with low-wattage, energy-saving bulbs that

         barely illuminated anything. But as she moved through the place in that unnerving draught, this morning Iris found the dimness

         more than just annoying; it made her uneasy. Actually, it frightened her.

      


      As the clutter of the long salotto emerged in the half-light thrown by the only two functioning candle-bulbs on the chandelier – the prickly sofa with wooden

         arms, the console tables topped with black marble, the huge gilded mirror – Iris found where the draught was coming from.

         She must have left one of the long windows ajar; she opened it fully, pushed back the shutters to let more light in, then

         yanked the window tight closed on the inside. She stood there a moment, looking out, trying to work out what was different.

         Same synagogue, same black ivy, same statues. But something was different.

      


      Slowly Iris turned away from the view, trying to resist the creeping claustrophobia of the room, damask curtains and the heavy

         furniture around her. The flocked walls and the heavy-framed portrait that hung over the red marble fireplace, a jarringly

         modern – well, 1950s – study of their landlady. Iris felt a moment of panic, because how on earth could she go on living here

         without Ronnie? Even supposing – and she stopped right there. Even supposing they find her? Even supposing she’s OK?

      


      

         Iris stood very still, waiting for the panic to pass. Why had she wanted to come back here? She had wanted to look around,

         in peace. She waited, listening; she could hear the roar of the traffic around the Piazza d’Azeglio, and the conversations

         of birds in the garden, but the flat was silent, just as it had been yesterday morning. She was alone.

      


      Iris knew she should look in Ronnie’s room but somehow she didn’t feel quite ready for it. A cup of tea, she thought, procrastinating.


      In the kitchen she set the kettle on the elderly cast-iron cooker, checked the milk in the fridge. She even stood there a

         minute or two, looking at the fridge’s contents for hidden significance; Ronnie’s yoghurts, a piece of waxy-looking pecorino

         half out of its paper, three bottles of prosecco, an open bottle of champagne with a teaspoon in the neck. How long had that

         been there? She closed the fridge slowly, thoughtfully, set her back against the door, looking at the long stone drainer.

         Two shallow champagne glasses etched with a Greek key design from the cabinet in the salotto stood there upside down, dry inside.

      


      It was doing something to her head, all this. Iris really couldn’t remember if the glasses had been there on Tuesday morning,

         there was a kind of buzz between her ears, as of static, that stopped her thinking straight; panic, it’d be panic. She breathed

         carefully, in and out, and her head cleared, just a bit. Yes; she’d washed them up herself, on Tuesday evening. She remembered

         because she’d thought they’d found everything on Monday night, clearing up after the party. Ronnie’d been in a good mood at

         the end of it, a bit pissed, singing, wearing her little mask as she carried glasses in ten at a time while Iris washed.

      


      They’d talked; what had they talked about? The boy who’d called her fat.


      ‘You heard what he said, didn’t you?’ Ronnie had said, rough but anxious. ‘Don’t worry about it. He’s just a pig.’ She set

         down another load of glasses, extracting her long fingers. ‘So many boys are.’

      


      And then on Tuesday night Iris had found the two champagne glasses in the sink and had wondered how she’d missed them.


      

         The party had been a disaster, hadn’t it? The Halloween party. A random bunch of people, hangers-on, liggers, half of them

         hardly knew Ronnie at all, yet she’d still spent fifty euros on wine and crisps. But she’d been perfectly cheerful; she’d

         been happy, bringing in the glasses. She hadn’t spent all evening buried in some guy’s neck on the sofa, but she hadn’t drunk

         herself stupid out of disappointment as a result, as she would have done at school. Had she grown up since then? No; Iris

         would have said definitely, not a lot. Why had she been so serene, singing to herself as she brought the glasses in to the

         kitchen?

      


      Behind Iris the kettle whistled; tea bag, milk, chipped cup – all the grand crockery seemed chipped – and before she could

         find another reason not to, Iris walked out of the kitchen and through the dark red and black hall to Ronnie’s room. She stood

         in the doorway, hands warming around the tea, looking. Not wanting to walk in and change things, as if it was the crime scene,

         right here. Because something was different and she was going to stand here until she worked out what it was.

      


      It was like that game, Pelmanism, or whatever, remembering objects on a tray. Eye mask, Tampax, a book with its spine cracked

         on the floor, bed unmade. Knickers, two pairs.

      


      The shutters were folded back; she couldn’t remember doing it, but maybe she had. The room must have been light, because she’d

         looked around, so maybe she had. A stack of school materials on the desk, leaflets for the studio, the school, the gallery

         where eventually their work might go on show, if it could be sold. Iris felt like crying at the thought of that, Ronnie’s

         little drawings, her sketchbooks. She picked one up and went through it; to her surprise it was full of drawings, and so was

         the one below it; Ronnie’d been working, after all. Pages and pages of architectural detail, railings, stone lintels, escutcheons,

         eaves; another with anatomical sections, stuffed birds. Homework.

      


      Next to the pile was the computer; Iris blinked. Ronnie’s laptop was turned off.


      Iris felt the tea going cold in her hands, and she set the mug down 

         on the floor, at her feet. Tentatively she stepped into the room, trying not to disturb anything. She stared at the laptop,

         its little row of lights all extinct; the battery was dead, which meant… She leaned around the back, trying not to touch it,

         and saw that the mains cable was not plugged in. She frowned. She didn’t know how long a battery lasted but she’d be willing

         to bet it didn’t last four days, so the thing must have been plugged in yesterday morning.

      


      Iris thought of Ronnie’s MySpace, the messages she’d scrolled down to find; had there been a message from someone who meant

         her harm? Tart, someone had called her; Iris had assumed it was a joke. Had there been any clue to where she planned to go,

         and who with? Because there would be a someone; Ronnie didn’t like to be on her own, everyone knew that, there was always

         a gang, or a man, or at a pinch there was Iris. Not this time. She rubbed her eyes.

      


      It could have just – come dislodged, somehow. Iris thought of the face that had half filled the screen, Ronnie’s face, upside

         down with striped hair hanging across her cheek. Why would anyone pull the plug?

      


      A bell rang, a strident, old-fashioned sound. The doorbell? It rang again, and again; it was the ancient telephone and Iris

         stumbled after the sound, suddenly wanting to be out of the room, kicking over the cup of cold tea, not stopping to mop up

         the mess.

      


      ‘Pronto?’ she said, then, too frazzled to contemplate a conversation in Italian, ‘Hello?’

      


      ‘Iris?’


      For a moment, for a tiny joyful second as she heard the voice, terse, irritated, absolutely English, she thought, Ronnie,

         and everything fell away, all the panic, all the nightmarish, unreal world of clues and break-ins and Ronnie’s bag with that

         dust in it. But it wasn’t Ronnie, it was Ronnie’s mother; it was Serena. The voice she had not been longing to hear but dreading.

      


      ‘What on earth is going on?’ said Serena. ‘What is the bloody girl up to?’ And all the nightmare came rushing back.


      She was in Dubai, selling a horse. She kept telling Iris how long this deal had been in the making, and Iris kept trying to

         explain what had 

         happened, everything that had happened so far, but either Serena wasn’t listening or she didn’t seem to be able to process

         the information. She just kept saying impatiently, ‘For heaven’s sake!’ Iris found she couldn’t go further, she couldn’t actually

         say, look, this is serious. Because Serena was the grown-up.

      


      ‘Well,’ said Serena finally, her voice distant. ‘Look, I’ll get someone on to it. And I’ll try to be there by Monday. She’ll

         have turned up by then, safe and sound, you can bet your life on it.’ There was a pause. ‘Has anyone spoken to her father?’

         Iris didn’t know; Ronnie’s father lived in Scotland, as far as she knew. As far away from Serena – and by extension, Ronnie

         – as he could manage without going abroad, Ronnie said once, because he couldn’t stand abroad. ‘I’ll speak to her father,’

         said Serena, and hung up.

      


      Iris set the phone back down and sat there a moment. She stared out of the window, and then, because she was not thinking

         about it, she understood. The window she had had to close this morning – this window – was not the one she’d looked out of

         the morning before. The huge cedar had not blocked her view of the synagogue yesterday, because she’d been looking out of

         a different window; she couldn’t have left this one open.

      


      The cleaner? The cleaner came on Monday mornings and, besides, nothing had been cleaned.


      It must have been open all along, and she hadn’t noticed; it had turned colder, or windier, and that was why she’d noticed

         the draught. She stared at the huge window panes, each one two feet wide by four high, the window itself taller than a man.

         Outside the rain was coming down in sheets, drenching the glass.

      


      Maybe it would clear up before she met Jackson. She had an umbrella; at least the Boboli would be empty.


      Who hadn’t been there, at the party? Who had Ronnie been talking to, hanging out of the window and murmuring into her phone,

         while the American boy who’d called her fat got drunk and stared at her, and the streaked-blonde twins whose names Ronnie

         couldn’t even remember threw up in unison in the bathroom?

      


      Jackson hadn’t been there, had he? Ronnie’d just shrugged his 

         absence off, as if it wasn’t a problem; he’s waiting in for a call from his parents, she said, time difference or something.

         And he wouldn’t want them to hear the kind of background noise generated at a Halloween party full of freeloaders.

      


      The doorbell rang, a long, insistent buzz, and Iris went to let the carabinieri in.


   

      Chapter Nine


      

         IT TURNED OUT TO be so simple.

      


      The Caffe Il Cestello was almost empty when Sandro finally got to his feet, stiff with the damp and the walking he’d done

         but mostly with age, and crossed to the bar. He asked for a coffee with a splash of Vecchia Romagna in it, and noted approvingly

         that the barman made it a generous one. He was a weary-looking man of about Sandro’s age, with thinning, reddish hair.

      


      ‘You’ve got a question for me,’ he said, and Sandro laughed abruptly, embarrassed.


      ‘Am I that obvious?’ he said. ‘I think I’m in the wrong business. You, too, for that matter.’


      ‘I get a lot of practice, looking at people,’ said the barman. He held out a hand across the counter. ‘Luigi,’ he said. ‘I

         appreciate you waiting till we were quiet, that’s all. You’re a cop, right?’

      


      ‘Not everyone bothers to look,’ said Sandro, not denying it, extracting the photograph of Claudio Gentileschi from his pocket.

         ‘I’m Sandro Cellini. Do you know this guy?’

      


      ‘Yup,’ said the barman without even seeming to look. ‘That’s Claudio. He’s in here for an aperitivo most days. He lives around the corner somewhere.’ He pursed his lips, frowning. ‘Come to think of it, 

         he hasn’t been in for a day or two.’

      


      Sandro kept his face still. Scappatoio should be shot; he hadn’t even been in here to ask if anyone knew Gentileschi.


      It was bizarre. Claudio Gentileschi came all the way over here every day for an aperitivo? Lives around the corner? The Via dei Pilastri was two kilometres away at least.

      


      ‘Did – do you know anything about him?’


      The barman shrugged. ‘He’s a private kind of guy.’ Thoughtfully he passed his cloth over the metal counter in long swipes,

         straightened the long spoons in the sugar dispensers, ripped a stray paper napkin from the holder. ‘I think he’s some kind

         of artist. Painter?’ And he shrugged; painters were ten a penny in this city.

      


      ‘Yes?’ said Sandro. Not an architect but a painter. Who’d given up painting ten years earlier, according to his wife.


      ‘He hasn’t ever said, exactly; doesn’t give much away, Claudio. How do I know?’ The man mused, arms folded over his apron.

         ‘Something about the look of him, you know, he has that artistic style, keeps his hair quite long. The way he stares off into

         the distance, watching things.’

      


      He turned away, scooped coffee into a filter, cranked it tight under the wide, gleaming Gaggia’s row of spouts, set a cup

         below it. What would life be without that little routine? thought Sandro. Imagine living in a country where there was no barman,

         no Gaggia, no espresso cup? And for a moment Sandro saw the littleness of the world he inhabited, the props he leaned on daily

         for support; he felt his limitations like a room contracting around him.

      


      Over his shoulder the barman said, ‘Definitely a painter, actually. I heard him talking about it the other day, explaining

         some technique or other. Painting faces in a crowd, he was telling this kid, one of those student types.’ He downed his scalding

         coffee with his back still to Sandro, then turned around again. ‘Funny, actually, him coming in with the kid, ’cause he was

         always alone, Claudio.’

      


      ‘Right,’ said Sandro, jolted out of reverie and thinking furiously. Kid? What kid? ‘And when – ah, when was the last time

         you saw him?’ He saw the man’s expression harden, turn wary and he knew he was going to have to tell him, Claudio’s dead.

         Just not yet.

      


      

         In his pocket his mobile shrilled; he picked it out and saw it was Luisa. He clicked it to voicemail as something went leaden

         in his gut. He took a sip of the caffe corretto, so far untouched, and it burned through his system. Not helping.

      


      ‘Funny you should ask,’ said the barman, nodding. ‘I know exactly when it was. Tuesday.’ He nodded, then something halted

         him. ‘Hold on a minute,’ he said. ‘Something’s happened to him, hasn’t it? What’s happened?’

      


      ‘I’m afraid so,’ said Sandro. ‘But tell me, just think first. Was there anything about him that day? Tuesday?’


      The barman frowned, sighed. ‘Well, he was half an hour late for starters, maybe even forty minutes. And he was wearing a jacket

         under his coat; usually, he wears a sweater. Casual, you know. Bohemian.’ He looked expectantly at Sandro, who let him go

         on. ‘Claudio was regular as clockwork as a rule, came in at 12.30, had a whisky sour – like I say, he’s never been much of

         a talker but he did tell me how to make them; said he learned in New York. Some bar in New York.’ He paused, shrugged. ‘Can’t

         remember the name. Anyway. Lemon juice, bourbon, sugar syrup, ice. By 12.45 he’d be gone, had to get home for his lunch, he

         said. Only on Tuesday it was after one when he turned up. He asked me to set up two drinks, didn’t want to wait. Drank them

         both, then looked at the clock, and asked for another one. By then it was almost two.’

      


      ‘He was on his own?’ said Sandro.


      ‘In here?’ said the barman. ‘Yes. He was always on his own.’


      ‘Except – you heard him talking to someone? About painting?’


      ‘That’s right,’ said the barman slowly, ‘you’re right, he was in here with someone, that time.’ He scratched his head. ‘He’d…

         loosened up, lately. Started talking.’

      


      By this time Sandro could not disguise his eagerness. ‘Who?’ he asked. ‘Man or woman? When was this?’


      ‘Just a kid,’ said the barman, ‘they all look the same to me, the students, a kid. American boy.’ Then, looking him in the

         eye, he said, ‘He’s dead, isn’t he? Claudio.’ And Sandro felt himself subside, ashamed. Because this guy had liked Claudio

         Gentileschi.

      


      

         ‘He drowned,’ said Sandro. ‘I’m sorry. It looks like he took his own life.’

      


      ‘Merda,’ said the barman with feeling. ‘Not the floater? Not Claudio?’

      


      ‘Sorry,’ said Sandro. ‘I’m sorry.’


      The man was suddenly grey with shock. ‘They wouldn’t tell us, someone went down when they fished the body out and asked but

         they wouldn’t say anything. Had to be official identification first.’ He shook his head, over and over. ‘Poor old bastard.’

      


      ‘And they never came to tell you? To ask?’ Sandro spoke with disgust.


      ‘Not until you,’ said the barman. He looked over his shoulder for someone else to tell but the bar was empty except for the

         two of them. ‘They put out a sign, asking if anyone had seen anything, but…’ he shrugged unhappily ‘… I didn’t know it was

         old Claudio.’ He was still shaking his head. ‘What a way to go.’

      


      ‘Are you – sorry, but are you surprised?’ Sandro asked gently.


      The barman, dazed, refocussed on him. ‘Am I – ?’ He seemed lost for words, puffed his cheeks, let the breath out. ‘You know,

         you wonder, how well you know people. No, I don’t think I’m blown away, no. He looked like he carried a burden, d’you know

         what I mean? But, but –’ and Sandro could see him scrabble to understand why he didn’t see this coming. Rocking back on his

         heels.

      


      ‘But he had a wife, didn’t he? He had a wife? He wore a wedding ring and it had to be a wife he had to be home for.’ And then

         the triumph turned to incomprehension as he gazed at Sandro, his faded eyes bloodshot with tiredness.

      


      ‘Yes,’ said Sandro. ‘He did. He had a wife.’ He wouldn’t have left her behind.


      The moment Sandro stepped outside the phone rang, and for a second he imagined that someone had been watching him, waiting

         for him to reappear. He stood under what shelter the awning provided and tried to make out what the voice was saying.

      


      He didn’t recognize the speaker, and in fact it was a strange, almost mechanical voice, speaking quickly, without the usual

         intonation. ‘Cellini Sandro?’ It was hurried. ‘I thought he was going for a swim,’ the voice 

         said, over and over, ‘I thought he was going for a swim, aquatherapy they call it, in the hospital.’

      


      It was crazy. ‘Claudio,’ Sandro said. ‘You saw Claudio going in the water?’


      ‘I thought he was going for a swim,’ the voice said again. ‘Only he was wearing all his clothes. Cellini Sandro, that’s your

         name, isn’t it?’ And the penny dropped. Sandro looked across at the playground and there he saw the boy-man on the swing,

         looking across at him.

      


      ‘Can dogs swim?’ said the boy. Oh, God, thought Sandro, this is going to be tricky. Dogs?


      ‘Did Claudio have a dog?’ he asked helplessly.


      ‘I didn’t think he had one,’ said the boy, sounding confused; this is getting us nowhere, thought Sandro.


      ‘Can I come and talk to you?’ he said.


      ‘You are talking to me,’ said the voice. ‘This is talking, isn’t it?’


      Sandro wondered what was the matter with the boy – autism? Probably; he’d had dealings with it once or twice over the years.

         There’d been that boy who lived at home with his mother and occasionally escaped to ride the buses on his own and had to be

         brought home, twenty-five years old. Hated to be touched, couldn’t look you in the eye.

      


      ‘OK,’ said Sandro. ‘I want you to think very carefully. Was he alone? When he went into the water? Did anyone go down there

         with him? Did anyone – push him?’

      


      ‘No one pushed him,’ said the boy, laughing as if it was funny. ‘There wasn’t anyone. He was on his own. He came out of the

         bar and went to the river, all on his own. I thought he would take his clothes off, but he didn’t. I thought they told him

         at the ambulatorio to do the therapy.’

      


      Sandro heard him make a slightly panicked sound, a kind of grunt, and wondered if the boy might just hang up on him and run.

         He tried to think; he knew there was a physio department at the little ambulatorio because they’d treated Luisa for a broken ankle, years back. Whether it was still running he didn’t know; there’d been cutbacks.

      


      ‘Do you do the therapy?’ asked Sandro quickly, to keep the boy 

         talking. ‘Do you go to the ambulatorio here?’ It might be why the boy hung out down here; he couldn’t think of any other reason anyone would come to the Lungarno

         Santa Rosa.

      


      ‘They’ve finished with me,’ said the boy, and he sounded angry. ‘They said I couldn’t come back. It wasn’t the same nurse.’


      ‘What do you mean,’ said Sandro, ‘not the same nurse?’


      ‘The one talked to Claudio, after he came out of the bar, after his drink. She was telling him off. Not the same nurse. Not

         my nurse.’

      


      ‘A nurse talked to him?’ He looked across at the ambulatorio; he could see a tall nurse in green scrubs right now, smoking a cigarette.

      


      ‘She put out her hand and he gave her something,’ said the boy. ‘Maybe he didn’t want it to get wet. He dropped it in her

         hand.’

      


      ‘Did they say anything?’ asked Sandro. ‘Did you hear what they said?’


      ‘I saw their mouths move,’ said the boy. ‘Don’t you remember?’


      ‘I wasn’t there,’ said Sandro, close to despair, trying to be patient. ‘How could I remember?’


      ‘That’s what she said,’ the boy went on in his monotone. ‘Don’t you remember – that’s what she said.’


      She must have tried to help, thought Sandro. What would he have given her? His ID? A letter? Surely she’d have come forward?


      ‘What did she look like?’ He realized there was almost no point in asking an autistic person such a question. ‘Is that her

         now?’ he said. There was a pause. ‘On the steps of the hospital?’ he prompted. Craning his neck, he saw the overgrown boy

         get to his feet.

      


      ‘No,’ said the boy, ‘wrong colour. That one’s the wrong colour. I have to go now. I have to go now.’


      ‘No,’ said Sandro urgently and he pushed away from the wall. ‘Come back – don’t – please –’ He ran to the kerb but had to

         pull back because a truck thundered by and when it had passed all he could see through the rain was a grey, huddled shape

         flying along the embankment away from him, too far to see, too far to catch, flying like the devil was after him. Poor kid.
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