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One





Carmelo looks at the gap his missing finger has left between his wrinkled wedding and index fingers. The finger has been missing since he was a very young man and its absence reminds him of his shame.


He holds the child tight and the baby nestles its warm head in the folds of Carmelo’s old neck, and he strokes the back of the child’s downy skull with his three fingers.


Carmelo has learned to live without the things he lacks, and in moments like these he thanks God for the life he has been gifted. He says ‘Sorry’ for his part in not being able to love his own son. He could have been around more, but those were the busiest years: London and Brighton, sometimes Sicily. In fact, when his only son Attilio was six months old, the same age as baby Gustav here, Carmelo left poor Attilio with his manservant, Jacobo, for three whole months. Jacobo suffered the infant screaming the night sky to shreds. The baby had killed his mother, as his first act in the world. Maybe that has something to do with it.


Baby Gustav coos and shifts himself deeper into Carmelo’s neck. Carmelo comes once a week and the baby’s mother, Vanya, always marvels at how Carmelo can lull the child into sleep. ‘You’re a marvel, Carmelo,’ says Vanya, coming across and passing her arm through his, wishing she had a father like Carmelo.


But all Carmelo can think is, ‘Today will be the day they come. This is the day when it is all reckoned. I have to act.’ He has felt this before, but never with such gravity. His breath shortens and he coughs, dry. He hands the baby to Vanya and coughs again and again into his handkerchief.


Vanya lays baby Gustav down in the cot Carmelo bought, in the corner of the three-room apartment that Carmelo pays for. And the husband, Bogdan, watches all this with a sour look on his face. He swallows the last morsel of his pride as he says nothing when Carmelo presses a roll of twenties into Vanya’s hand; nor as she kisses Carmelo and thanks him, saying shouldn’t he see a doctor?


Bogdan puts half the money in the jar for Poland. Later, he will sleep unsoundly and in the dead of night he will rise to work the night shift that Carmelo found for him. Carmelo says he knows what it is like for immigrants. He was one once.


Carmelo had seen Vanya cleaning in the casino of one of his friends when she was six months pregnant. He had slipped her a hundred and told her to go straight home and rest, and that he would call on her at home and fix up her husband with a decent job. A mother should be a mother, he had said.


A week after he first found her, Carmelo called on Vanya. She was coiled on the sofa, her tears all run dry. She had just been to the hospital for the final scan and her voice croaked as she told Carmelo that the doctor said the baby had a bad heart and he really needed ultrasound to have any chance of survival but they couldn’t have it on the National Health. The doctor said the baby’s heart weighed the same as a twenty-pound note, as opposed to hers which was the weight of a pound of pork. ‘A pound of anything,’ Carmelo had said, comforting her, saying he would make everything all right, sending the baby, inside its mother, to Milan, where they scanned him some more and opened his valves.


When baby Gustav was born, his heart worked just fine, and now it seems he will have a mainly healthy life. Carmelo knows the value of good medicine, and timely interventions.


He dons his hat and Vanya helps him on with his coat. Carmelo wears a winter Crombie all year long. He likes the weight of it, can’t bear to be cold. She pats his shoulders and straightens the sleeves as Carmelo and Bogdan exchange a look. Carmelo wishes Bogdan wouldn’t regard him so. He once told Bogdan, ‘It is a gift, to accept kindness without flinching.’ Bogdan had shrugged, said nothing, but wondered if one day or night he might have to do something for Carmelo: proof that these favours are not kindnesses, but prepayments.


Today, Bogdan rises from his chair and tells his wife he is going to get black bread and some stamps for Poland. He leaves the flat at the same time as Carmelo and as the old man gets his keys out for the Daimler, Bogdan says, ‘I just want to say thank you, Mister Trapani. Thank you for everything you do for my wife and the baby. I hope I can be more like you some day.’


‘You wouldn’t want that, my friend. You’re better the way you are.’


‘That’s easy for you to say.’


The men look at each other. Eventually, Carmelo says, ‘We’ll be even, when all is done. Have no doubt.’


‘Is there something I will have to do for you? If so, I would like to know. It makes me afraid.’


‘What makes you think like that?’ Carmelo bites his bottom lip, as if he was in pain. ‘Fear can be our friend. In Sicily, my grandfather was a fisherman and he used to tell me, “Carmelo, you must be afraid of the sea. It will kill you if you are not afraid.” But that sea gave my grandfather a livelihood. It brought him joy and food and friendships. Without the sea, he would have been dead.’


‘Did it kill him in the end?’


‘Oh no. He made an enemy. He was a proud man, my grandfather, and that killed him, not the simple matter of going to sea.’ Carmelo watches Bogdan put his helmet on, kick the moped off its stand. He says, ‘You must do whatever it takes to make your baby’s life complete, even if one day you will have to harm him.’


Bogdan sits astride his moped, puzzled. He watches Carmelo get into his Daimler, manoeuvring into the traffic on Cambridge Heath Road.


Carmelo sits at the lights and looks back at Bogdan, who raises a thumb at him, as if he might have got the point. The lights go green and Carmelo moves away, Bogdan still on his moped outside his flat. Carmelo likes to drive. He does it slowly and cautiously with Radio Three murmuring just above the sound of the engine, like sea and breeze.


Today – though there is nothing in his rear-view mirror or his side mirrors to prove it – Carmelo is sure he is being watched and as the traffic peters away on the short drive to his house, he constantly checks his mirrors. Eyes are on him, and his time is come. He wonders if there might possibly be no such thing as hell.


When he gets to the gates of his mansion, which he remodelled after the war, here in the loveliest secret corner of the City, Carmelo presses the button on his remote control. The gates glide inward, to his private world. He takes time to smile up at the CCTV camera then looks in his mirrors a last time, before going through. He can see nobody and he drives the car cautiously into the garage, belatedly pressing for the gates to close. Sometimes he forgets.


He lets himself in the front door and calls ‘Jacobo!’ but there is no reply, so he telephones Goldman himself. The preparations are complete. He is almost there. He breathes in as deep as he can, feels his heart flutter. He calls the policeman and waits, is told that the Chief Inspector is in an important meeting. ‘Do you want to leave a message?’ the man says.


‘No. This also is important. Of the very highest importance.’




*





Staffe heaves the parcel onto the scales and the anxious postmistress tells him it will be fifty-six pounds. She has big eyes and almost no lips at all. The way she looks at him, he thinks she can’t tell that he’s actually worth a few bob. ‘Is it of value?’ she says.


‘It cost less than the stamps!’ he laughs. ‘It’s only piccalilli I made myself. Is that allowed? To post abroad, I mean.’


‘You shouldn’t have said.’


‘My sister lives in the middle of nowhere. In the Spanish middle of nowhere. She misses home.’


‘Who taught you to make the piccalilli?’


Staffe feels sad for an instant, then glowingly happy. ‘My mother.’


‘And she didn’t teach your sister?’


‘We’re very different.’


‘You must love her very much.’


Staffe wonders whether the postmistress refers to his mother or his sister. He gives her three twenties and looks at his watch, sees he is already late and says, ‘Put the change in the charity box.’


He walks up the Caledonian Road, which disappears at the cusp of a small rise, just the blue of sky beyond, between the low rows of shops and flats and the occasional office block – and the prison, skulking like an angry Victorian giant.


Later, he will go into Leadengate, to trawl through all the interviews his sergeant, DS Pulford, ever conducted with any member of the e.gang, and to document all the calls his sergeant made, from home, mobile and the office, going back through all the months between when Staffe was shot and his shooter, Jadus Golding, was murdered. That was just three weeks ago and his sergeant is remanded on bail for it. Suspect number one.


A part of him wishes he could amble on, towards the sky at the end of the street, but he knows what he must do and he churns the questions he must ask Pulford. As he does it – as if he is being whispered to, from across a Spanish desert – he touches his chest, where his scars are almost healed.


The meat wagons queue outside the electronic gates of the jail, bringing fresh. Twenty yards away, the loved ones wait for their visits. The women are young, but their faces are already hard and their children cling on, perching on hips, or tugging at the shortest imaginable skirts. Staffe goes up to the window, past the queue and shows the officer his warrant card, telling him the purpose of his visit.


‘You’ve just walked past the queue, now get to the back,’ says the PO, smirking, swivelling on his seat and saying something to his colleague behind the grille that makes them both laugh – at Staffe’s expense.




*





DS Pulford is led into the visitor centre by a sneering PO who takes delight in confiscating the sergeant’s clutch of books and folders. ‘Bit fuckin’ old for school, aren’t you?’ he says.


Pulford puts a brave face on it, sits opposite Staffe and says, ‘I came straight from the library. I only get to go once a week. Today, they had what I was after, but the choice isn’t good.’


‘What are you up to, David?’ says Staffe.


‘I’m studying for an MA.’


‘I mean with these damned charges. There’s talk of this having to go to trial if we don’t come up with some evidence soon.’


‘I’ve got a supervisor at UCL – one of the most eminent criminologists—’


‘For God’s sake! You need to focus.’


‘That’s precisely what I’m doing.’


‘You didn’t kill Jadus Golding,’ says Staffe.


‘Is that a question?’ says Pulford.


‘It would be good to hear you say it.’


‘Do I need to?’


‘Unless we can come up with some evidence, you will have to say it to a jury.’


‘You’re not a jury.’


‘Say it.’


‘I didn’t do it.’ Pulford says it the way a teenage boy might goad a parent.


‘Christ, Pulford! This isn’t a game.’ Staffe sees that his sergeant’s mouth is weak. Pulford breathes deep, shakes his head as if he is shivering. ‘Are they looking after you?’


‘Some of the POs are all right, but I’m a copper.’ He nods at the PO who brought him in. ‘That’s Crawshaw. He’s a bit of a twat.’


‘Have they got you in isolation?’


‘When I first came in, but I don’t want that. It makes them think you’ve something to be afraid of.’


‘And have you? There’s two members of the e.gang in here. Did you know?’


Pulford gives Staffe a withering look. ‘I know all right.’ Jadus Golding, of whose murder the DS stands accused, was a member of the e.gang.


‘Christ, Pulford. Is there anything you’ve not told us?’


Pulford looks away.


‘There is! It could get you out of here.’


‘I’ve told you everything I can, sir. And that’s the truth.’


‘How can the truth hurt you – if you’re innocent?’


‘Sometimes, on the Force, you only see half the story. It’s the perspective we have. Do you see that?’


‘Tell me what you’re afraid of, Pulford.’


Pulford says nothing. His eyes say, ‘Plenty.’


‘There’s a number you kept calling from your mobile. It’s unidentifiable, but I called it the other day and we got a trig on it before they could turn it off. It was somewhere on the Attlee.’


‘Sylvie wrote to me.’


‘She always liked you.’


‘Is there a chance the two of you might . . . you know?’


‘We’re through,’ says Staffe, feeling peculiar at hearing Sylvie’s name. The first time in a long time. ‘Now, who were you phoning on the Attlee? These calls were all made at times you weren’t on duty.’


‘She wrote some kind things, but I think she found it upsetting. Maybe you could tell her not to write again.’


‘I told you, that’s all over. Stop changing the subject.’


‘Maybe you should call her.’


‘Just tell me who the fuck you were calling!’


‘If I could, I would.’


‘At least explain why you can’t tell me.’


‘There is something you can do.’


‘Tell me.’


Pulford hands him a piece of paper. ‘Can you download me this article? They don’t let us access the Internet.’


‘My God! How long are you planning on being in here?’
















Two





The knock at the door makes Carmelo’s withering heart judder. He has expected it but now it is come, he fears he might not be able to prevail. Just one final effort and he will be saved. One more day. Half a day, even.


From the shape of the man’s head and shoulders in the frosted pane to the large front door, he thinks it might not be quite who he was expecting. And he silently berates himself for not being prepared.


As he opens the door, he sees that he is right, but he opens the door nonetheless. It is too late and the future is too uncertain, the end far too nigh, to do anything else. The time is come and Carmelo is utterly fearful of all the things he has to do. He turns away from his visitor and out of habit, calls for Jacobo to make drinks. ‘Jacobo!’ he calls with a trembling voice that cracks. But perhaps Jacobo isn’t here. Carmelo had a nap after he telephoned Goldman and isn’t sure how long ago that was. He clears his throat and shouts again, this time at the top of his voice. ‘Jacobo! Come!’


Carmelo waits, listens, hears nothing and shuffles slowly across the marble floor in his carpet slippers, taking pause to look up at the ceiling. He commissioned it sixty years ago – and now, in this instant, it brings him rare pleasure. It is good to bring beauty into the world.


He listens for Jacobo coming, but the old house clicks with a frail silence. Jacobo is not coming, and he feels the breath of his visitor on his neck. Carmelo steps to one side and shows him into the drawing room.


Carmelo wishes he had cleaned his gun. He hasn’t used it in God knows how long. It is an ugly gun – a Beretta 34 – and it pulls heavy. He wonders if his finger will be up to it. He can see in his visitor’s eyes that he is intent, but Carmelo can’t allow himself to be taken yet. He has unfinished business of the very highest order. If only that damned policeman could have seen him today – now everything is in place. Just one more day is all Carmelo requires to prepare for eternity.


He offers his visitor a seat on the sofa by the french window that gives onto the formal, Italianate garden at the rear, and pulls the cord by the fireplace.


‘Perhaps you gave him the afternoon off,’ he says, smiling eagerly. ‘Too generous for your own good,’ he laughs. ‘Or maybe you forgot yourself.’


‘You know where the drinks are kept.’


The visitor looks at the cocktail cabinet. ‘The one they stripped from Mussolini’s palace in Firenze. How did you lay your hands on it, again? I’m sure you told me once, but I forgot.’


‘I never told you that. Did I?’ Carmelo is angry but he musters a smile. ‘Help yourself to some grappa while I’m gone. I’ll just be a minute or so.’


‘It’s not my cup of tea.’


‘It’s all I have. It’s how I lived so long.’


‘Then maybe I should try a little.’


Carmelo turns and excuses himself, muttering, ‘Where the hell is Jacobo?’‚ wondering if it is his afternoon off. Is it Wednesday? Maybe he took advantage – after all these years serving his master.


He takes the lift to his bedroom, a ridiculously large, baroque room which he made by knocking down a wall before the place was listed. It’s out of keeping with the house, which is gothic, but the grand proportions lift his heart. It reminds him of his uncle’s house in Palermo. Carmelo moves a little faster now he is on his own. It will pay to be one step ahead.


The dressing table is all the way across in the bay window, looking over the garden. The nearest neighbour is way beyond large trees that have always been here. He remembers ruminating, when he came into his first large pool of money, whether to venture to Hampstead, but he found this place – the real thing and right in the heart of his world. The branches of the old oaks and the whole of the newer cypresses sway gently. He opens the drawer, picks up the pistol from alongside his tortoiseshell brushes. It is heavy in his hands and he places it on the dressing table’s polished walnut.


Looking at it, he calls the chief inspector again, but this time he gets the answerphone and a series of options. ‘Damn you,’ he says. If only he could have moved the money earlier; faster. He looks at the gun again, prays it won’t come to this, but if it does his aim will be true enough to buy another day. After all these years, it comes to just one day.


Carmelo picks up the gun with his left hand because the middle finger of his right is absent. He thinks how much more Saint Peter might hold him to account, had life gone another way. He pushes out the release catch and pulls the magazine, discharging the bullets from their clip. He replaces the empty magazine and pulls on the trigger. The hammer clunks heavy in the lonely house. As he returns the bullets, he thanks God for the Italian marble that constitutes his floors. There will be blood, but Jacobo can mop up. Together, they will wipe clean this smear of new history.


His blood courses a little faster and to stiffen his ardour, he reaffirms that these days on earth are just a part of our scheme: a mere section for the body, before the soul.


When he sees the chief inspector, Carmelo will confess. He will confess his ancient crime. Nobody can silence him, not all these years on.


Carmelo walks quite briskly to the lift. The blood is really shifting now, across the fibres that line his arteries. The gun is heavy in one hand as Carmelo presses the G button in the lift with the index finger of his other, but steps quickly backwards out of the lift as the doors close on the empty chamber. Instead, he takes the broad, oak staircase, peeking to see if his visitor is waiting down below for the lift. But as Carmelo descends, coming level with the chandelier‚ he sees the whole of the hallway sprawl out below, empty. The door to the drawing room is still closed.


He opens the door slowly, the gun behind his back and his finger on the trigger. The man is standing by the french windows. He half-turns, sips from his grappa, saying, ‘I poured you one.’


Carmelo tightens the grip of his right hand on the pistol, wishes his house was not so grand, its rooms not so large. He doubts if he could even hit the french windows with his shot, let alone the man standing in front of them, so he walks to the cocktail cabinet – just five yards or so from the target. He reaches out with his left, picks up the grappa. Carmelo holds it with his thumb and three fingers, wants to be one pace closer, to make sure. He will try to hit him in the shoulder, then the leg.


He raises the glass, suddenly wanting a taste of the aquavit, its effect; the spirit burns his lips. It stings his mouth. It makes his eyes water. It burns his throat and his guest smiles. It is such a familiar smile and the man comes towards him, reaching out. Carmelo brings the pistol from behind his back and tries to lift it. He tries to point it at his quarry but his hand is suddenly loose. The grappa really burns him now and he hears the pistol crash onto the marble and his legs give way. When his head smashes on the marble, he thinks he might blemish it.


Carmelo brings his knees to his chest and he tries to make himself sick, but he can’t.


From above, he looks like a question mark on his fine marble floor. Today, there is a thin vein of red, where Carmelo’s blood makes its slow course.




*





Staffe sits alone, just the creaking joints of Leadengate’s ghosts and the low whirr of a computer somewhere. It seems years since he watched the sun set beyond Holborn Viaduct, the last tendrils of tail-lights reddening the City gloam. The coral dusks of Andalucía seem far away as he turns away from the window and returns to his whiteboard, makes a few adjustments. Presses ‘Print’.


In the fourteen days before Jadus Golding was shot dead by the very gun that discharged two bullets into Staffe’s own torso, DS David Pulford was sighted eight times on the Limekiln Estate, stalking Jadus’s lover, Jasmine Cash – the mother of Golding’s daughter, Millie. On each occasion, Pulford was off duty. On six occasions, within an hour of these sightings, sworn by affidavit, Pulford had called the mobile number they traced to the Attlee Estate, just a few hundred yards from the Limekiln.


According to the council list on his desk, and cross-referencing the latest aggregation of charge sheets for the e.gang, there are indeed just two known gang members living on the Attlee Estate.


Outside his office, the coffee machine begins to chunter. He takes the yellow highlighter pen and passes it along the names of the Limekiln’s e.gang residents, Brandon Latymer and Shawne Haddaway. He taps into his computer, entering the search data, and as he waits for the records of Messrs Latymer and Haddaway to print out, the coffee machine expectorates a second time. He spins slowly on his chair, feels his heart gladden as Josie appears in the doorway, holding two plastic cups of hot chocolate. He reaches into his drawer, pulls out the bottle of Havana Anejo rum.


They each slurp, to make more room, and Staffe glugs a helping of rum into each of the cups. They shared the drink on his roof in Andalucía, watching the sun go down.  


‘Remember Spain?’ she says. ‘You said you’d take it easy.’


He remembers Spain. He remembers that he was going to stay; remembers, too, how glad he was to see her walking across the square the day they dug up Astrid Cano. ‘Every day we don’t get closer to finding Jadus Golding’s killer, Pulford’s chances diminish. You know that. You can’t tell the case to take it easy. You can’t tell Golding’s killer to “take it easy”.’


‘You went to see him again today?’


‘Have you any idea what it is he’s not telling us?’


‘That’s why Pennington sent me to bring you back. Pulford wouldn’t say anything at all to us. What did he say to you?’


‘He told me he knows something. He said he couldn’t tell me.’


‘You mean he won’t.’


‘No.’ Staffe finishes his cocoa. It doesn’t taste the same without cicadas in the walnut tree, the heat of an African breeze coming up from the sea. ‘He can’t tell us.’


‘And what do you think it might be that he can’t tell us?’


‘I don’t know, but he’s afraid, Josie.’


‘Pulford’s not like that.’


‘That’s what I thought. So maybe we should assume he’s not afraid for himself.’ Staffe picks up the sheets for Haddaway and Latymer, places his hand on Josie’s elbow and steers her towards the door, turns off the light – and it is immediately apparent that the night has crept up, unannounced.
















Three





He blinks, bleary-eyed and bare-chested. ‘How long have you been here?’ Staffe rubs his face hard. ‘Did I hear the phone?’


‘It was me,’ she says. Josie can’t take her eyes off Staffe’s two scars, one between the left pectoral and the crease of his armpit; the other below the heart in the soft flesh above the waistband of his boxer shorts. The scars are bright pink, the rest of him still darkly tanned.


‘Why are you here?’ He squints at the clock. It says it is nine-twenty.


‘I was phoning you for ages. Too much cocoa, maybe. Or too much Havana Club. Since when did you sleep twelve hours a night?’ Josie’s eyes are plump, from lack of sleep. ‘I told Pennington to let you be, but he insisted I come round. I have a key, remember? I watered your plants while you were in Spain.’


‘What does Pennington want?’


‘I told him you were supposed to be taking it easy, sir.’ She bites her lip and for a long moment they exchange a look.


‘Never mind.’ He pulls on a blue checked shirt, frayed at the collar. ‘So what the hell is it?’


‘Someone called Carmelo. He said it’d ring a bell with you.’


‘Carmelo?’ Staffe’s eyes open wide and he steps into his trousers – a scrunched-up pair of Dockers. ‘Carmelo Trapani?’


‘That’s the one.’


Staffe rubs his face again, this time the way you would T-cut a car. ‘He must be getting on by now. What’s happened?’


‘We’re not sure. A neighbour called to say his gates were open and a couple of uniforms went round, found the garage open and blood on his floor, but no sign of anyone. Apparently, he’s worth millions. How do you know him?’


‘I don’t. Not really, but Jessop had a bit of an obsession. It goes back to Calvi.’


‘God’s banker?’ says Josie. ‘Hanged from Blackfriars Bridge?’


‘Yes, but Carmelo was clean as a whistle. You ask me, he’s a good man. A kind man.’ Staffe drifts away. Since he came back from Spain, he finds it difficult to maintain his concentration. He remembers that Carmelo Trapani was once kind to his friend Rosa. Carmelo had taken one of his associates to one side when he had wanted to stake a claim on her. Rosa, on the game and vulnerable to such affairs of the heart.


‘Pennington is worried, sir. He says this could flare up in our faces.’


‘We should be focusing on Pulford, not missing persons. We’ve got to find who killed Jadus Golding.’


‘We have no choice,’ says Josie.




*





Attilio Trapani cuts a fine figure. He is wearing a splendidly tailored shooting jacket and perfectly sculpted tweed breeches with a moleskin waistcoat to boot. He seems the archetype of an English country gentleman. But something is amiss. His nose is Roman and his skin the colour of walnut husks. His hair is waxed: combed back and blue-black. He is roasting his bespoke Latin backside in front of a seven-foot medieval fireplace of dressed stone in the hall of Ockingham Manor.


He stands at the centre of a coterie of large-jawed English playboys and an Arab gentleman in his thobe, lounging in club chairs in a shooting den. The heads of kills adorn the room, as does a sixty-inch plasma screen fed by the Racing Channel.


As Staffe and Josie are shown in by a straight-backed butler, the coterie breaks into a guffawing outburst of laughter. This, Staffe assumes, cannot be the man whose beloved father has just disappeared, leaving a trail of blood. This, Carmelo’s only son, seemingly preoccupied with a shooting party.


When the laughter subsides, Attilio says, ‘Ahaa. My visitors. You must excuse me a moment or two, gentlemen.’


To which the gathering solemnly nods, heads bowed, as if they might suspect something. Attilio leads Staffe and Josie through an ante-room into the original, Jacobean part of the manor. In a dark library, the curtains are half-drawn and a beautiful woman sits on a settle beneath a mullioned window. She is forty-something and dressed in low-waisted jeans and a tailored designer lumberjack blouse. Her mouth is grimly pursed and she has a handkerchief scrunched in a tight fist. Closer inspection shows that her dark eyes are red, her mascara in distress. Attilio says, ‘My wife, Helena,’ and he erupts into grief.


‘My God, Tilio!’ Helena stands quickly and rushes to him, loses herself in his big arms as his vast shoulders shake. Slowly, the two of them subside to their knees. Helena calls, ‘Help me! Please!’


Staffe and Josie rush towards them, reaching down under Attilio’s dead weight, trying to lift him off Helena. He has passed out but they manage to roll him onto his side.


Helena unbuttons her husband’s waistcoat and shirt, explaining to Staffe that she had wanted to cancel the shoot, but Attilio insisted it go ahead because these men are important connections and his father – God bless his soul – would turn in his . . .


Staffe puts a hand on her shoulder. ‘It’s OK, there’s nothing to say that he is dead.’


‘. . . he’d have turned in his grave. That’s what Attilio said. He had tears in his eyes when he said it. These bloody Trapanis. They’re impossible!’


‘Where were you when you heard?’


‘I was having breakfast when the Beauvoir gardener rang and told us Carmelo was gone. Poor Attilio, he was out on the shoot.’


Helena looks Staffe hard in the eye. Her features are pale and brittle. In her eyes she is hard and cold. She says, ‘Carmelo was the gentlest soul, the loveliest man.’


Staffe’s BlackBerry beeps. ‘I’m sure he still is. And perhaps he wouldn’t have wanted you to disappoint your connections.’ He glances at the message and Attilio begins to stir, sitting up, leaning forward and taking great mouthfuls of air. ‘But maybe not everyone thought Carmelo a lovely man.’


Helena watches her husband, a look of disappointment in her eyes, as if regarding a less favoured son.


‘We know your father had property interests,’ says Staffe. ‘But do you mind me asking, were you involved in the family business, Mister Trapani?’


Attilio says, ‘No. We breed. And train.’


‘He’s brilliant,’ says Helena, a brightness returning to her eyes. Her chin rises a couple of notches as she says it. ‘The training is quite new, but it’s all we’ve ever wanted. It’s how we met – through our horses.’


‘But you must help run your father’s portfolio,’ says Staffe. ‘I understand you’re his only son. His only child.’


‘Never touched it.’


‘You will,’ says Staffe. ‘If your father really is gone.’


‘We will have to do this later. I must get back to my guests. They will be leaving soon.’


Standing, Helena says, ‘You can wait, if you must. And in response to your insinuations, we were shooting all day and had a dinner until the early hours. There are eight in the shooting party and we have five staff. You can talk to the staff, of course – that will be alibi enough.’


‘Alibi?’ murmurs Attilio, quite incredulous. ‘You can’t talk to the guests. Not here; not now.’ He walks unsteadily to a large, intricately carved Jacobean chest and sits heavily on its lid, begins to whimper, his shoulders shaking. Helena stands over him, says, ‘What on earth is the matter with you, man?’




*





An hour later, when Staffe and Josie have taken preliminary statements from all the staff at Ockingham Manor – ascertaining that Attilio and Helena had indeed been entertaining all day and night, until one-thirty in the morning – they are shown out of the house to the rear courtyard and stables. The beaters stand in an open barn at the far end of the garage block, hanging the day’s kill. Attilio is in the latter stages of bidding his guests farewell. The English load their guns into the boots of Range Rovers. When they are all gone, just the Saudi gentleman remains. He hangs his head in sympathy as Attilio confides a little of his stiff-lipped suffering.


Staffe and Josie look on, not wanting to interrupt an intensely private moment. Helena comes round from the front, joins Attilio and the Saudi, who has dark, glinting eyes and a sculpted jaw.


As they wait, Staffe considers how London seems a whole world away from here. But in light traffic and with your foot down, you could make it from here to Beauvoir Place in just over an hour.


The Saudi gentleman raises a hand and a modest Land Rover trucks across the gravel, pulls alongside the three of them. He shakes Attilio’s hand, kisses Helena: striking, sultry Helena. Staffe says to Josie, ‘She’s not exactly what you expect of a dowager.’


‘A dowager?’


‘A wife who survives her husband – if he’s a duke.’


‘Ahaa. I’ve checked up on our Helena and she’d only been married to the last husband for five years. He was a mere lord, actually. Died in a riding accident.’


‘When was that?’


‘It was since the hunting ban. There was a bit of a cover-up over the circumstances, they reckon – an illegal hunt, you know.’ Josie refers to her notes. ‘Three years ago.’


‘Well, Attilio didn’t hang about. I wonder if he and the lovely Helena knew each other already?’


‘I suppose that’s just found its way into my inbox. But you know how well connected Lady Helena is. She’s well above the common business of kidnapping and murder.’


‘No, she’s not,’ says Staffe. ‘She’s a distant cousin of the heir to the throne. Perfectly equipped!’


They both stifle their laughter, caught watching by the Saudi as he drives off. It seems there is something different in his eyes now. Guilt, perhaps, and he looks quickly away.


Josie says, ‘But she was cast out years ago. Not quite cut out for royal life.’


As soon as the Land Rover disappears, Attilio’s face turns to thunder and Helena jabs a finger into his chest, begins to berate him. After a minute or so, she storms off around the front of the house, and Attilio is left looking at the gravel beneath his feet. He looks afraid and out of place. But mostly afraid.
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Staffe can remember when Beauvoir Place was a down-at-heel East End square, but now it’s the home to investment bankers and media hounds – just a hop, skip and a tango lunge to Hoxton’s fleshpots and artisan bakeries.


He parks up on the far side of the square, walks slowly round, taking in the gothic splendour, and pauses outside Carmelo’s house. The major part of him wants to hotfoot across to the Attlee Estate and chase down Latymer and Haddaway – to find the gun that killed Jadus Golding; the very same weapon that Jadus had used on him; the evidence that might free Pulford. But Pennington is insistent he finds Carmelo Trapani. He looks up at Carmelo’s place, thinks surely a ransom note will appear soon; or a body.


Walking up the path through the open, large electronic gates, Staffe is gratified to see the house seems in perfect keeping with the intentions of its architect with its Dutch gables, but when he looks carefully, Staffe spies the occasional Italianate detailing on the window masonry which would be more at home on the shores of Lake Como. By and large, though, it seems Carmelo Trapani was a man of both wealth and taste. Was? He still might be.


Staffe has read up all Carmelo’s files, smiling to himself at one point when he saw Jessop’s signature at the bottom of an interview in the wake of the Calvi hanging. There was no link between Calvi and Carmelo, but Staffe had enjoyed seeing the infantile scrawl of Jessop in those margins. Guilty Jessop, his first ever boss. On the run now, unlike innocent Pulford.


Carmelo stayed in Stepney throughout the war, one step ahead of the interners, and perhaps left alone because of his disability – or not. Later, he acquired a significant property empire in west London, renting out rooms to immigrants from Empire.


When Staffe reaches the front door, he sees a humble sign, carved crudely in wood and hanging unceremoniously on two lengths of chain. It says ‘Palazzo Adriano’. He takes the sign between thumb and finger, lets it swing. It is out of keeping.


SOCOs are hard at it in the hallway. The frescoed ceiling depicts Jesus rising up to heaven: Mary waiting with cherubim and angels – all rendered in a sickly palette borrowed from sweetshops. The ceiling is bordered with renditions of Italian hills.


Stepping into the drawing room, Staffe feels a glow in his belly, like the first open fire of winter. He sniffs. ‘Disinfectant.’ He sniffs again, deeper. ‘Did you get that?’ he says to the SOCO crouching by the french window, dusting away with a tiny brush.


DI Frank Rimmer sidles up to Staffe, light on his feet. He is a slight man, immaculately suited and with the weight of the world pressing down on his brow. He says, ‘We got it. The place has been wiped clean, Staffe.’


‘But they left the blood. Why clean the place and leave the blood?’ Both men look at the dried trail of blood on the marble floor.


Rimmer is the same rank as Staffe and in his father’s footsteps, but struggling to fill them; it strikes Staffe as odd that Pennington wants the two of them on this case.


‘Is there a housekeeper? Does the disinfectant match the ones in the house, or is it foreign?’


‘We haven’t tracked the housekeeper down yet.’


‘Well, get her! We need to know when she last cleaned the place and when she last saw Carmelo.’ Staffe turns his back on Rimmer, approaches the SOCO. ‘Is the disinfectant evenly distributed?’


‘It seems to be everywhere. We can’t tell if there is a greater concentration, but there is—’ He stands up, takes three paces and crouches again, just six feet from the cocktail cabinet. ‘—if you look closely, some slight degradation to the surface of the marble around the blood.’


‘So they cleaned around the blood.’ Staffe opens the cocktail cabinet. Inside, a row of four delicate, tulip-shaped shot glasses. He picks one up, inspects and replaces it. The glass is Murano, the dust is north London and he sees two circular feints in the light film of dust. ‘There would have been two more glasses. Like this.’ He holds up a glass.


‘Not here, sir.’


‘Any sign of broken glass?’


‘No.’


‘Dishwasher?’


‘Empty, sir.’


The first whiff of a ghost. And on the shelf below the glasses, a row of four Nardini bottles of grappa. One has its seal broken and is empty down to just below the neck. Maybe a couple of measures. He tells the SOCO to have the contents tested and goes across to the french windows.


The garden is perfectly manicured. ‘There’ll be a gardener. Find the gardener, and the bloody housekeeper.’


Rimmer leaves, saying nothing, and passes Josie on the way in, carrying a pile of papers. She wears disposable gloves and asks the SOCO if she can use the table. He nods and she sets out the papers in a line. ‘Carmelo employed three staff, sir. A cleaner and a gardener. He’s the one who phoned in.’


Staffe looks at an oil painting on the chimney breast. It has a beguiling, coral light, depicts down-at-heel folk fishing off a promenade. In the background, an exotic city. ‘Go on.’


‘And someone called Jacobo Sartori who gets paid the most. Four grand a month.’


‘That’s too much for a housekeeper; too much for any domestic servant, surely. Get hold of him.’


‘He’s not at home. His wife, Appolina, says he often stayed here – especially weekends. She’s worried, sir. In pieces, actually.’


‘Then you can chalk up Jacobo Sartori and put him down as a suspect.’


‘Alongside the son,’ says Rimmer. ‘I’ve spoken to the neighbours. Apparently, Carmelo and the son don’t get on.’


‘It wasn’t the son,’ says Staffe, catching himself unawares and not sure why he feels so strongly.
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Appolina Sartori is spaghetti thin and wears a cream trouser suit with a green tabard over it. She has a fine head of grey hair scraped into a bun and moves warily. Her voice is tender and breaks at the end of each short sentence.


Staffe sits opposite Appolina on an expensive and newly re-upholstered Georgian settee. He places his hands on his knees in deference to her years and to her anxiety. ‘You have heard about Signor Trapani?’


Appolina puts her hands together, in prayer. She closes her eyes and nods her head slowly. ‘Attilio told me what happened. They are beasts.’


‘Who are beasts?’


‘Whoever did it.’


The way Appolina said, ‘They are beasts’ implies particular beasts. ‘Who do you think did it?’


‘I barely saw Carmelo. It was Jacobo who spent the time.’


‘Jacobo will be very upset,’ says Staffe.


‘All his life he devoted.’


‘And have you heard from Jacobo since?’


‘No.’ She shakes her head solemnly. ‘He went there to prepare dinner. Carmelo adored Jacobo’s puttanesca. He took his suitcase with him.’


‘Would he normally take a suitcase to work?’


‘He has a room there. Carmelo kept asking Jacobo to go to Beauvoir Place. To live.’


‘You have a beautiful home here.’ Staffe looks around the sitting room of the double-fronted Victorian villa. They are in Cranley Gardens, briefly famous for Dennis Nilsen having killed three of his many just up the road at number twenty-three. Staffe resists the urge to ask Appolina if she was one of the neighbours who reported the smell to the police, or found body parts in her plumbing.


‘It is our home. Our life. Not Carmelo’s.’ Her eyes glisten and they each look at the photographs on top of her cocktail cabinet, which has cabriole legs – just like the one in Carmelo’s drawing room. The photographs chronicle Jacobo’s life, from young man in a baggy suit and fedora to an old man in baggy suit and fedora. He cuts a slight figure with soft eyes and a bobble on the end of his nose. Staffe picks up an early photo of Jacobo with an ice-cream, a sandstone cliff towering behind him. ‘He is a handsome man.’


‘It was taken in Cefalù.’


‘In Sicily?’


She nods, smiles briefly but it goes out, like a snuffed candle. ‘That was a long time ago but every year I love him more. When you get close, when there is less time to come, life is more precious. Some people say life is less when you are old, but it is more. So we must be together, you see. I can’t bear it – for Jacobo to leave me alone.’ She fixes her sights on Staffe, imploring. ‘You will find him?’


‘Of course. We need to ask to him about Carmelo.’ He picks up a photograph of Jacobo beside a bandstand with a pier and seams of pebble beach and milky sea in the background. He recognises it as Brighton. ‘Can I take this? I will get a copy made and return the original.’


‘If it helps,’ says Appolina, resigned.


Staffe knows Jacobo is Carmelo’s housekeeper. He knows Jacobo gets four thousand a month from Carmelo’s account, and he knows this is clearly too much. He knows, also, that Jacobo and Appolina’s house, were it to be sold tomorrow, would fetch well over a million. In crime, as in life, everything has to add up.


And he remembers what Jessop said – dear, deluded Jessop. ‘Follow the money, William. Follow the money and you’ll find the shit.’


He hates himself for saying it, but he asks Appolina nonetheless: ‘If Jacobo had to run, where would he run?’


A tear from each eye runs down her cheeks. Staffe goes to her, wrapping her in his big arms – careful not to crush the frail thing. Feeling the soft skin of her forehead cold against his neck and looking over her head, Staffe sees a little of Appolina on display. On shelves, there is Dante and Vasari’s Lives of the Artists, as well as Danielle Steel and Esther Samuels. And there are opera scores, too. On the sideboard, a copy of today’s La Stampa. ‘Jacobo knows something, doesn’t he? You must tell me, if you want us to save him.’


‘Save?’ she whispers, hardly daring to utter.


‘We must save him. What does he know?’


‘There was—’


‘Tell me,’ implores Staffe.


‘Nothing. I’m being silly.’


‘Tell me. His life could be in your hands, signora Sartori.’


Appolina shivers, as if she dislikes her own name. ‘It’s nothing.’


He un-holds Appolina, leans away and tries to fathom what it is that can keep a person – an intelligent, strong woman such as Appolina – so betrothed to a man so humble in aspiration. ‘You must tell me this thing that burdens you.’


‘I bear no burden. My life has been a gift.’


‘Where would he go? You must tell me.’


‘He was always with Carmelo, or here.’


Staffe thinks: That’s what he told you.


‘We always planned to live by the sea. One day, we will, is what I always thought, but now the one day is here, and maybe it is gone. How did we get to be so old, and still tied to Carmelo?’ Appolina doesn’t look at Staffe when she says this. She is addressing somebody not here.


‘You’re from Sicily, too?’


Appolina shakes her head. ‘I am a Roman. My mother warned me. Perhaps she was right.’


‘You met Jacobo over here? In England?’


She smiles. ‘Carmelo introduced us. I was one of his seamstresses on the Mile End Road. They were hard times. So hard, to survive then.’
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Pulford’s eyes are dark and he seems a little bloated in the face. There is something less alive about him.


Staffe hands him the book he requested, and the photocopied article by a chap called Hutchison. He had skimmed through and it looked interesting. He wishes he had more time to dwell on the wider world; the world gone by and all its stories.


‘You’ve got two minutes, that’s all. You want to see him, you should book a visit like everyone else.’ The PO looks at Pulford as if he is everyday scum. ‘He’s no special case.’


‘He is,’ says Staffe.


‘No, I’m not!’ says Pulford. He seems afraid.


Staffe watches the PO retreat to his position by the alarm bell. ‘Is that Crawshaw?’


Pulford looks at the article and his frown softens, becoming a smile as he turns the pages.


‘You’re enjoying your studies?’


‘It makes sense of what we do, sir.’


Staffe watches Pulford open a clear, plastic file. In the file is a printout of Google Earth, with the http: strapline at the top – clearly taken from the Internet. Pulford slides in the article. As he does, Staffe tries to see the subject of the Google Earth printout, but the Hutchison article covers it up.


Pulford holds up the book, wiggles it and says, ‘You know, there’s nothing new in any of what we do. Crime is repeating itself, the way it always did. It used to be Caribbeans and Italians, and even the Jewish communities, who formed alliances. Now, it’s Turks and Serbs, and the old Soviet nations who come here to ply their trades. We’ve always been a melting pot, here in London.’


‘A land of opportunity,’ says Staffe and they both laugh.


Crawshaw shoots a disapproving look and talks into his radio. Within a minute, a new PO appears in the visitor centre, to pat Pulford down and take him back to twenty-three-hour lockdown and the virtual world of learning; his only escape.


When Pulford is gone, Staffe says to Crawshaw, ‘They’re not allowed the Internet in here?’


‘No fuckin’ way. Information is our enemy. It’s a fuckin’ killer,’ he laughs.


At the gate, Staffe is processed back onto what Pulford is already calling ‘Road’. His mobile phone is returned and he thinks about how he should cherish every drop from every day. He makes himself call her.


On the Pentonville Road, he finds Sylvie in his menu and he listens to her voice apologising that she isn’t around but inviting him to leave a message. She enthuses that she will call back as soon as possible. But she could be talking to anybody, so he rings off without leaving a message, walking as fast as he can down the Caledonian Road to Clerkenwell and then Leadengate, happy to feel the earth under his feet.
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