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For Laura, with love


THE POWDERY RESIDUE DUSTED Nieddu’s hair white: it sat in his eyebrows and on his lashes, but even beneath it the stonemason was ghost-pale. He pushed his way out through the PVC sheets they’d hung to protect the rest of the Palazzo from the excavation’s fallout. The other man – no more than grunt labour, a Romanian on day rates – followed him anxiously until they reached the long doors that opened into the imposing building’s garden. Pulling roughly at his mask on the threshold, the mason gulped the damp, cool air as if he’d been underwater.

Below them three men were talking under umbrellas on the terrace, and beyond them the great city spread out in the drizzle. The boss in his tight-buttoned coat turned to look up at the workers and, seeing something, held up a hand to stay his interlocutors.

It was the boss and the architect out there in the rain; the third man was a prospective client. The boss had introduced the client to Nieddu, when they’d passed through the cellar excavations, as a man of science: a bit of showmanship that was really a warning to be on best behaviour. The hand the man had held out to him had trembled and stalled in mid-air, and the mason had felt something in the atmosphere then, a vibration. Afterwards it seemed to him the client’s reluctance foreshadowed what was to come.

Nieddu had not long worked out there was something back there: the little rivulet of crumbling plaster at the first probing was the telltale sign of a long-gone rush job. It hadn’t been the time to mention it. They’d waited until the men were out of earshot before starting in with the Kango and the big sledge-hammer. It had taken no more than fifteen minutes to get through, then another five for the dust to settle.

A man of science. The stonemason was a practical type himself but even he knew science didn’t explain everything. It didn’t explain what they had found.

‘There’s a whole other room down there,’ he said to the Romanian, his breathing still irregular. ‘It must have been bricked up.’

‘Bricked up?’ The labourer repeated the words in his thick accent, still struggling to understand Nieddu’s pallor, the haste with which he’d backed out of the excavation site. The two men hardly knew each other, but the air between them had turned nasty. Something had seeped out from the place they had disturbed.

‘Years ago. Decades. Maybe centuries, I don’t know.’ Nieddu shook his head and the dust shifted. There were spots of colour now in his cheeks, streaked with dirt. ‘The boss needs to know about it.’

Bottai was walking up towards them. The architect stared after him uncertainly: he would do what he was told, anyway. The smile the stonemason had seen fixed on the boss’s face from day one, for the benefit of the prospective clients, had been replaced with a look of grim determination.

‘I don’t like it,’ said Nieddu, to himself. ‘It’s more than bad luck.’


Chapter One

THE SUIT HUNG ON the heavy-fronted wardrobe, souring the evening before it had begun. It had been put there by Luisa who, by the time Sandro saw it, was in the bathroom applying her make-up.

‘Just put it on,’ she said, without looking round.

Standing next to her now, at sunset on the steep cant of the Costa San Giorgio, Sandro surreptitiously worked a thumb into his waistband. The woman ahead of them in the line to get in – a Marchesa di Something or Other, Luisa whispered – had already given him a look of disdain.

‘You could get it let out,’ Luisa had said dubiously in the bedroom, walking round him, tugging here and there. Loosening something off. The suit had been made by a tailor in Prato more than twenty years earlier and Sandro had remembered the man saying through the pins in his mouth, It’ll see you out. Room for another five kilos.

Which, to the tailor – a wiry little smoker of cheroots, an unmarried man who sat under fluorescent light at his cutting table in a grimy Prato backstreet until late into the night – must have represented a wild over-estimate of what a man of stature could expect to gain in his middle years.

He couldn’t remember why he’d had it made. It seemed a ridiculous extravagance from this end of a life, though much had been made at the time of the bargain he was getting. A wedding? A funeral was more likely, even then, even when he’d been little more than forty. In their prime, policemen attended funerals like most people went to christenings.

‘Why are we even going?’ he’d said grumpily, gingerly pulling the sides of the jacket together. ‘Why were we even invited.’ It was more a lament than a question.

‘She’s an important customer.’

‘Who is?’

‘She’s called Alessandra Cornell.’

And now Alessandra Cornell was standing just inside the carriage entrance to a palazzo on the steep southern bank of the Arno, a slender blonde in a nicely cut cocktail dress Sandro assumed Luisa had sold her. A barrel-chested man Sandro distantly recognised stood beside her, leaning down to clasp the hand of the Marchesa.

Alessandra Cornell had a name badge. ‘Welcome to the Palazzo San Giorgio,’ she said, fixing him with her attention. She spoke in English to him too, as though by passing through the flawlessly restored doorway of the palace they had left Italy behind them.

‘She’s . . . what is she?’ Luisa had said from behind his back in their bedroom, uncharacteristically vague. ‘She spends plenty in the shop. I think her card says “attaché”, or something. She’s basically going to be running the place.’

‘The place’ being the newly consecrated Palazzo San Giorgio, a luxury residence overlooking the glittering expanse of Florence from the privileged slopes of the Oltrarno. Sandro had looked at the brochure Luisa had brought home a week or so back. A new concept in leisure, a revolution in lifestyle choices. He had no idea what that meant. As far as he knew, it was serviced apartments. And attaché? For the love of God.

Four storeys high and five vast windows across, the wide, handsome frontage of the palace was visible from Fiesole, on a clear day. For decades it had stood decaying and unrestored while its multiple owners haggled with sitting tenants, bickered with their children and their cousins and their wives over whether it should be sold and for how much, and then over how the spoils should be divided.

‘Ah,’ said Alessandra Cornell, holding on to Sandro’s hand a fraction longer than he would have liked and looking, not at Luisa, which would, given their connection, have been both the polite and the natural thing to do, but at Sandro, and too intently at that. ‘So this is the famous Sandro.’

Sandro flinched, but did not turn accusingly, as he would have liked to have done, on Luisa.

‘Am I?’ he said weakly.

Cornell frowned a little and turned to the man at her side. ‘This is our Director,’ she said. ‘I’m sure you already know of him. Gastone Bottai.’

Looking over Sandro’s shoulder, the man offered him a limp hand. No warm clasping for Sandro.

‘Yes,’ said Sandro. ‘Of course.’

A pampered son, a PR man. Bottai’s gaze rested on him, supremely indifferent. They might have been introduced half a dozen times, but it wouldn’t be worth his while remembering a policeman. Ex-policeman. He supposed the title Director must mean Bottai was the boss. In which case, God help them.

And abruptly he found himself moved on, past Bottai and Cornell and into the high vaulted space of the entrance where a waiter stood, already glazed with boredom, holding out a tray. ‘Luisa,’ he heard Cornell say behind him, airily familiar, ‘I’ll catch up with you later. Enjoy.’

Enjoy. Sandro reached for a glass of champagne. It was going to be one of those evenings. He remembered that thought, later.

‘Behave yourself,’ said Luisa, into his ear. They followed the couple in front of them around a corner and found themselves in the garden.

There were candles everywhere, gleaming in the clipped hedges, in deep glass jars standing on the low walls, flickering on small tables. Sandro didn’t understand candles outside a church – secular, domestic candles, scented candles, candles in the bathroom, nightlights in special holders. The young woman in the building opposite them in Santa Croce burned tealights every evening, a little votive row along her windowsill.

Below them on the garden terraces people moved in the flickering light, the night filled with murmuring voices. A good turn-out: between them Cornell and Bottai must have used the big guns. Why Sandro had been invited remained an uneasy mystery to him.

A tall, fair man with a high forehead stood immediately in front of them, talking to a younger, stockier one with a chiselled jaw. Just to the side, a very handsome woman with auburn hair and a lot of gold at her neck was looking bored. The younger man appeared to be listening earnestly: the tall one was stooping slightly and talking, as far as Sandro could tell, about seaweed. ‘The figures are what are interesting,’ he was saying. ‘Costs barely anything to generate. Of course there are environmental concerns—’

‘Darling,’ said the handsome woman, interrupting, her eyes sliding over the young man, pausing, moving on. Sandro made a guess at her age: forties. Strong. After fifty that tends to go. ‘I’m sure I can see the Flemings.’ Now she was looking at Luisa, pondering.

Luisa nodded just barely. The woman nodded back and turned away.

‘Who was that?’ said Sandro, his interest piqued despite himself.

‘Customer. One of their . . . residents. Scardino. He’s English, but Italian some way back, a professor of something. She’s the wife. Polish.’ Luisa wore an expression he knew of old: concentrated dignity, which she assumed when confronted with bad-mannered foreigners. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the back of the woman’s neck, the glint of gold, the shining hair. He heard her laugh, low. Luisa smiled just faintly. ‘Third wife.’

‘And not the last?’

Her smile warmed, rewarding him. I love my wife, he thought.

‘You should mix,’ she said, giving him a little push at the elbow. ‘It’s what we’re here for.’

Sandro stood his ground, and she looked at him. ‘Don’t you understand,’ she said, ‘this is what you have to do. It’s called networking.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Cornell’s got clout. She might not know it yet, but she needs someone like you.’ And then she was waving. ‘Signora Artusi,’ she called, and she turned her back on him, the woman she’d hailed already swivelling round to size her up with narrowed eyes. ‘Marina!’

It was all right for Luisa, she knew what these occasions were for, she just got down to work. He’d been cut loose.

*

Marina Artusi was a prize bitch – mostly on the subject of her only son and his foreign fiancée – but unlike most of the Florentine nobility at least she was entertaining. She didn’t waste any time on the usual insincere praise, and within five minutes Luisa had heard her scathing opinion of her future daughter-in-law’s fashion sense, fat English legs and performance in bed. ‘I can hear them at it!’ Marina said, outraged. ‘She spends all the time bossing him about.’

Guiltily Luisa tried and failed not to be amused, looking around to make sure that Sandro was not in earshot. This kind of conversation would have him squirming in shame.

To her mixed feelings he seemed to have disappeared. When she turned back, Marina Artusi was practically on tiptoe as she strained to get sight of something. Catching Luisa’s surprise, she drew herself back down.

‘Looking for someone?’ said Luisa, and an expression she hardly recognised appeared on Marina’s face: a soft, flushed look. Luisa glanced from the glass in the woman’s hand – still full – across to the heads where her gaze had been directed.

‘Oh, someone I knew years ago,’ Artusi said, as if trying to catch her breath and affect composure at the same time. ‘You know we were in Damascus? Carlo and I. Oh, twenty-five years back at least.’

‘Yes?’ said Luisa, who had not known that. She was trying to find a face worthy of Marina’s besotted expression. All she could see was a sea of middle age, but then twenty-five years was a long time.

‘I heard he’d signed up for this place,’ said Marina. Then, carelessly, ‘With his wife, of course. I knew her too.’ Her aristocratic nose wrinkled.

Luisa looked up at the façade: they’d done a good job, no expense spared. For as long as she could remember, the palace had sat there crumbling away above the city, a blighted place. And – oddly, because Luisa wasn’t one prone to shivery intimations – she felt the creep of fine hairs rising at the nape of her neck, as though a draught had escaped from the building’s cellars and found its way to her.

‘There! There he is!’ Marina’s hand was on her arm, the other one pointing.

The man Luisa saw – stocky, square-shouldered, sixtyish – looked completely unexceptional to her. But he did have a full head of hair at least, even if it was grey, and she grudgingly admitted that most men looked good in a dinner suit. The James Bond effect. He leaned down a little to listen to something someone concealed from view on his other side was saying.

Marina Artusi let out a little sigh. ‘Martin,’ she said. ‘Martin Fleming. I believe he has one of those British honours now.’ She spoke lightly, but Luisa wasn’t fooled. Marina had obviously been stalking the man. ‘A cavaliere? Sir Martin. He was something at the British Embassy. I never found out what he actually did, but we went to an awful lot of cocktail parties there. That English restraint.’ Her eyelids quivered. ‘Carlo couldn’t stand him, of course.’

Of course. Marina’s husband Carlo had been a stranger to restraint: he had died of a heart attack in the arms of another woman ten years earlier. As they looked, a woman stepped out from behind Sir Martin, a small person with chopped-off grey hair and a sallow complexion – and Luisa saw that he was holding her hand. The snort of impatience that escaped Marina Artusi then was much more characteristic of her.

‘He got away then?’ said Luisa, before she could check herself.

Marina Artusi turned, a look of narrowed derision on her face. ‘They were childhood sweethearts,’ she pronounced, contemptuous. Then, with satisfaction tinged with shock, ‘My God, she’s aged.’

At that moment, almost as though despite the hubbub he might have heard the exchange, the man glanced in their direction. To Luisa’s dismay, Artusi immediately raised a hand. At her age, thought Luisa (meaning, our age). No, no.

But immediately the man – this Martin Fleming – smiled back. He even took a step towards them. Marina Artusi took several steps in his direction, tugging Luisa behind her, and they were brought up close.

‘Marina,’ he said. ‘After all this time.’ And, addressing his wife, ‘You remember Marina, darling?’

What struck Luisa first was that after twenty-five years he had remembered Marina’s name without hesitation. But then he turned to Luisa and, seeing his smile, his crinkled eyes close to and focused on her, she couldn’t help but smile back, and she abruptly understood exactly what Marina Artusi meant. Charm, or something. Luisa turned hastily away and found herself looking instead at Martin Fleming’s wife, the small greyhaired woman whose hand he still held. She seemed distinctly amused.

Beside Luisa, Marina Artusi cleared her throat in annoyance.

*

Out of sight of Luisa and feeling quite adrift, Sandro turned with a start when a hand fell on his shoulder. The young man with the big jaw who’d been listening to the Professor was now flashing a broad smile that did not quite distract Sandro from the bulge of trapezoid muscle pushing the line of his expensive suit out of shape at the shoulder.

‘Sandro Cellini?’ said the young man, the smile earnest and widening. ‘The Sandro Cellini?’

Sandro laughed with disbelief. ‘I don’t know about that,’ he said warily. ‘It’s my name.’

‘How modest,’ said the man – not much more than a boy, he seemed to Sandro, for all his muscle. There was an eagerness about him, like a well-trained schoolboy. ‘You tracked down that English girl, a couple of years back. And wasn’t there a fraud case? The murdered bank manager? Not to mention that political sabotage business.’ He held out his hand. ‘Giancarlo Vito.’

‘You’re well informed,’ said Sandro. ‘It’s not always so eventful.’ The days spent staring out of the window, or recording a young wife’s visits to the hairdresser, for her paranoid husband.

‘I know,’ said Vito, clasping his hands behind his back, standing to attention like a cadet. The stance made his shoulders look impossibly broad, and made Sandro feel like his grandfather. He straightened. ‘I’m in the same business,’ said Vito. ‘So it’s kind of a professional interest, you might say. Not that I’m my own boss, like you.’ He almost bowed. ‘I work for the Stella d’Argento.’

The investigations agency whose emblem was a sheriff’s badge, advertised on billboards out towards the airport and in all the professional circulars.

‘Mostly cybercrime, the bread and butter stuff,’ he went on apologetically. ‘I’m sat behind a computer. Not very exciting.’ Vito looked around with a young man’s hunger, the glitter of the evening reflected in his eyes.

Sandro opened his mouth to ask what he was doing there, then closed it again. One superannuated old-school detective with rounded shoulders, one handsome young cyber-expert standing to attention.

‘And you’ve got an elegant wife, so I hear,’ said Vito, turning back to Sandro politely. ‘You see, you’re ahead of me there, too.’

All this self-deprecation was beginning to niggle. What was he after? Sandro was aware of the charm, the open smile, throwing up a smokescreen, but it worked all the same. The boy got away with it.

‘Yes,’ said Sandro, looking around for her. ‘I’m a lucky man. Five years married by the time I was your age. At least.’ But turning back he caught the first sign on Giancarlo Vito’s face of something underneath the charm: a fleeting sly look of pleasure and calculation, of the anticipation of conquests.

On the terrace below them someone was tapping on a microphone, ascending a podium. A crowd was gathering. Without looking, Sandro knew that the speaker would be Bottai.

‘Better get down and show willing,’ said Vito, patting Sandro on the shoulder. ‘Catch you later, perhaps? I’d love to hear your stories.’ And he and his smile were gone, leaving behind them the whiff of doubt, and Sandro’s mood sinking like a pricked balloon.

His stories, indeed. What had that been about? Sandro shifted on his feet, the warm champagne glass in his hand. With the boy’s disappearance the evening felt like a net drawing tighter around him in the dark, all these wealthy people in their satin-lapelled dinner suits and their jewels nothing more than shiny fish. That draught from the cellars had been the start.

It came back to him that the builders had found something during the works on this place, a piece of gossip that had dissipated almost as soon as it appeared. Bones? Sandro doubted it. Human remains weren’t easily hushed up. Something archaeological, maybe. You couldn’t put a spade in the ground here without turning up a Roman brothel.

Turning away, Sandro saw a bar which had been set up under some bougainvillea beneath the illuminated façade, and headed straight for it. Feeling the champagne sour his stomach, he asked for a beer. A big dishevelled man, so ungroomed he might have been a gatecrasher, stood at the other end of the long zinc counter. He was talking to a young woman Sandro recognised as part of the well-bred rent-a-crowd. The man’s big paw came to rest on her slender knee; she looked down at it, debating her next move. Before she could make it, Sandro reached between them, setting his glass down on the bar. They looked at him, united in affront.

‘Sorry,’ said Sandro. The girl adopted the faintly bored expression she probably reserved for the bumbling elderly. Sandro turned to the big scruffy man. ‘Sandro Cellini,’ he said, holding out his hand. ‘I’m so sorry. I’m not used to these occasions. Formal occasions.’ He grimaced apologetically. At his shoulder the girl evaporated.

‘Thanks for that,’ said the man, offering neither his hand nor his name as he watched her go.

‘I’m so sorry,’ said Sandro, affecting innocence. ‘I’m sure she’ll be back.’

The bearded man grunted sourly. ‘There’ll be another one,’ he said, then groaned. ‘Christ, here they come,’ he muttered, and, sliding heavily off his stool, gestured to the barman, who handed him a beer without a word.

He must belong here, then. Sandro looked to see who had ousted him. A middle-aged couple, certainly foreign, were making their way up the steep path that led up the side of the garden from the lower levels. The man, climbing doggedly in the candlelight, was wiry, with the lined skin of an Anglo-Saxon who has spent too much of his life in the sun. The woman was pale and unmade-up: she had a country look about her, standing there awkwardly brushing at her silk dress as if she’d just taken off an apron. Sandro turned to look back after the big man, glimpsed him lumbering down through the garden. Maybe it’s me, thought Sandro, with dour pleasure.

‘I’m damned if I’ll listen to that PR rubbish,’ the new arrival was saying tersely, oblivious to Sandro, though it seemed to him the wife, if wife she was, was trying to catch his eye. ‘He’s got my money, hasn’t he?’ The man was talking in English, with an accent. American? No, thought Sandro, Australian. Paid-up residents. ‘I’m not boring myself to tears into the bargain, I’ve listened to enough bullshit in my time. They’re not our sort.’ The woman murmured, distressed, but the husband just turned his back on her and called the barman impatiently.

These people were so wealthy: why were they so discontented? Only a young man like Vito would hanker after what they had.

Down below them on the terraces the booming voice had stopped. Sandro peered down. From the far side of the stage a camera flashed, and Sandro blinked. He hoped there wouldn’t be a picture of him in La Nazione tomorrow. He rubbed his eyes. He saw the usual faces, the Florentine nobles and freeloaders, and distinct from them the incomers, the foreigners. Prospective residents of the Palazzo San Giorgio. A big woman, very old but still imposing, with cropped fine white hair and a strong profile; and a handful of couples. Average age early sixties: on the cusp of retirement, he supposed, although he knew the wealthy often got there early.

Sandro watched as the Professor ducked his high forehead to dodge the trailing jasmine above him on the pergola and raised a hand. Had they opened the floor for questions already? Maybe the end was in sight.

‘What kind of get-out clauses are you offering, Gastone?’ The Professor spoke drily, familiarly. At his elbow his wife smiled a little, provocative. Her hair, Sandro thought, momentarily fascinated, was extraordinary, dark red-gold. There’d been something in the way she’d looked at that young man with the broad shoulders. Vito. She put a hand to her hair as if she knew Sandro was watching. A titter ran along the back

‘It’s all in the literature, Professor Scardino,’ Bottai said smoothly. ‘Why? Has your lovely wife already spent it all in the Via Tornabuoni?’ The titter faded, then resurfaced, and Sandro looked for the woman. Her head was thrown back, her mouth open in a full-throated laugh. Men were staring at her.

Behind Sandro at the bar the Australian wife’s sniffling became audible and he turned. Feeling the husband’s pale eyes settle on him, Sandro held out his hand. ‘Welcome to Florence,’ he said in English. ‘Sandro Cellini. I’m a . . . I’m here with my wife.’ As if that explained everything. He tilted his head, looking at the woman. ‘Are you . . . is everything all right?’ He felt the husband looking at him with flat hostility.

‘Marjorie Cameron,’ she said, holding out a limp hand. ‘From Melbourne. We’re here for a year. My husband – this is my husband, Ian – he’ll be retiring soon, and we thought it would be a nice base for me. He works all over the world, you see, an engineer. Something in my eye.’

The non-sequitur took Sandro aback until he realised she was explaining her pink-eyed look. ‘There’s a lot of pollen, too,’ he said and gratefully she began to talk about allergies. She’d been pretty once, he registered as she brightened.

‘I would never have chosen Italy,’ said the engineer, interrupting her. Looking at his tough, lined face, his gingery eyebrows, Sandro reflected reluctantly that the Anglo-Saxons often seemed rude to start with. You couldn’t condemn them straight off. ‘But the ladies like it.’

Sandro was about to consider that statement when a noise started up somewhere far down the garden, a shrill yelping overlaid with a woman’s cries of distress: a sound of panic and fear. It reverberated through the evening; heads turned, the tenor of the conversation changed. And then a man’s voice, raised and blustering. Sandro took advantage of the diversion to edge away from the Camerons and head downhill, following the sound.

At the lower edge of the terrace a young woman – blackhaired and pale with shock, but beautiful – was holding up a small, soaking-wet dog under her chin, murmuring to it. Gastone Bottai was trying to soothe her while the other man – her husband, Sandro would have said, from the body language – blond and brick-faced, was shouting, in American-accented English. ‘For Christ’s sake,’ he was saying. ‘A well? What kind of a Third World outfit is this, Bottai? Why didn’t it have a – a – some kind of a cover on it? I mean, Jesus, Therese might have gone down after him.’

The woman’s head was lowered, her white cheek pressed against the shivering dog. The fine fabric of her evening gown was soaked where she held the animal against her. Therese.

Bottai was murmuring, all apologies and disclaimers, evading responsibility already. Sandro could hear him. And then another man was there among them, his hand on the woman’s shoulder. Therese, thought Sandro again, mesmerised by her welling blue eyes. Then he saw that the third man, his broad hand so familiarly placed on the beautiful woman’s back, was Giancarlo Vito.

Experiencing an odd kind of shock at the sight, Sandro sidestepped, moving on, down to where they’d come from, an instinct propelling him into the dark below. And if it hadn’t been for the presence of another man already there, he might have walked into the well himself.

‘Jesus,’ he exclaimed, teetering on the edge of a circular void, perhaps a metre in diameter. He was grateful for the stranger’s arm holding him back.

‘Right,’ said the man, in accented Italian. ‘Lethal, huh?’ Another American: tallish, dark, lean.

Sandro stepped back; the American let him go, and they both looked down. You couldn’t see the water but you could smell it, cold and mineral and mossy.

‘There must be a cover,’ said Sandro, kneeling. The American turned, bent down and tugged at something. It grated and Sandro leaned across to help. It was heavy; it took the two of them to shift it.

‘Negligent, at the least, wouldn’t you say?’ The American’s voice was light. ‘It’s not like they were showing the thing off, it’s not illuminated. This isn’t any wishing well.’ The man sat back on his heels.

‘I don’t know,’ said Sandro, warily.

The American held out a hand. It was his night for formal introductions, thought Sandro, looking around as his eyes adjusted to the light. Why had the well been uncovered?

‘John Carlsson,’ said the man, the hand still proffered.

Sandro took it. ‘Cellini,’ he said, hoping for anonymity.

‘The detective,’ said Carlsson. ‘Sandro Cellini, right? Business or pleasure?’

Sandro’s shoulders dropped. ‘It’s certainly not pleasure,’ he said. ‘I don’t know what I’m doing here, to tell the truth.’ Rising to his feet, he tugged at his collar, stifled, and feeling his balance go in the dark, took a step back.

The American stood too, and looked up towards the candlelit façade. ‘I’m supposed to be writing the evening up,’ he said. ‘Our Miss Cornell will be sweet-talking me before you know it, not to mention this little incident.’ Sandro looked at him blankly. ‘I’m a journalist,’ said Carlsson. ‘This was only meant to be a nice puff piece.’

‘And now you’re going to write about a dog falling in the well?’

The man gave him a sardonic look. ‘And the rest,’ he said. ‘If I was of a mind to cause her trouble.’

‘Such as?’ Despite himself, Sandro was caught.

‘Like that room they found, digging out their gym, or whatever.’ Sandro drew himself up, attentive, but the man had moved on. ‘And as for this lot. You go along thinking, well, free champagne, all these charming wealthy people.’ He clapped Sandro on the shoulder. ‘Only, when you look closely at them, some of them turn out to be not so charming after all; they’ve made their money in pretty unglamorous places, or doing rather ugly things. And they buy themselves a nice cover story and an attaché and private security.’

Sandro wondered what his game was, all these hints, nothing concrete. ‘Room?’ he said, dogged. Too old to follow hares, whoever set them running. ‘What room did they find?’

Carlsson snorted. ‘You’re very thorough, aren’t you, Sandro Cellini? The room’s not really my point.’

‘All the same,’ said Sandro. ‘Humour me.’

‘It had been bricked up in the foundations. A – a chamber.’ The journalist was looking up the hill. ‘You’ve seen the exhibition, Mediaeval Instruments of Torture? It’s very popular with the tourists: the Virgin of Nuremberg, all that. The chamber was empty when they found it, more or less, and it’s God knows how old, centuries, though no doubt down the generations it found its uses.’

The cold metallic smell of the water from down in the earth was still in the air, and Sandro felt queasy, his stomach still sour. He took a step back. ‘So are you going to do something about it?’ he asked. ‘All these dubious characters. Are you that kind of journalist?’

In the dark beside him Carlsson’s teeth flashed in a broad grin. ‘We all start out wanting to be that kind of journalist,’ he said. ‘We grow up, we take the money instead. That’s the theory anyway.’

And then he heard Luisa’s voice, calling him. Turning to look up, he saw her, stepping daintily down the path in her party shoes, his saviour.

‘Where on earth did you get to?’ she said, coming breathlessly to a halt. ‘We’ve been looking for you.’

‘Can we go now?’ Sandro said, more loudly than he intended. Luisa groaned. ‘What?’ he said.

‘I do hope we’re not keeping you,’ said Alessandra Cornell, emerging into view from behind Luisa.

Sandro turned to look for John Carlsson, but he had disappeared.


Chapter Two

IT HAD TAKEN LUISA a good twenty-four hours to forgive him. With not a single client since February, Sandro needed all the contacts he could get; he could live without managing to antagonise the rich and well connected.

The morning after, Luisa hadn’t been surprised, and she told him as much. ‘I don’t know why I bother,’ she said. ‘Why couldn’t you have just been civil? If you accept someone’s hospitality,’ and he’d grunted at that, because they both knew he’d like to have been given the opportunity not to accept any such thing, ‘you should be gracious about it. Just because they’re wealthy doesn’t make them bad people.’

And before he’d had a chance to wonder at her vehemence, she’d gone to work without her coffee.

So the wealthy residents of the Palazzo San Giorgio had settled discreetly into their first few weeks of cocooned luxury. John Carlsson had written his puff piece for a foreign newspaper – Sandro knew that because Luisa had brought it home from work. Scanning the article, he found it only anodyne, so he assumed the hunt must have gone elsewhere. Once or twice Sandro did think of Giancarlo Vito too, with his charming smile and his cybercrime expertise, and he wondered. But the last thing Sandro needed was a reminder that he was down to his own last coffee-spoonful of testosterone and more ignorant of hard drives than the average eight-year-old, so he pushed the thought away. And by the time they heard from Alessandra Cornell again it was halfway through a scorching May, and the evening had turned into the fading memory of one more social occasion on which Sandro had shown his wife up and sabotaged his own professional chances.

So there was something shamefaced as well as gleeful about the way Luisa marched in to the kitchen, dropped her handbag on the table and announced, more than a month after what they both viewed as a debacle, ‘Guess who dropped by the shop this evening, asking for you?’

Sandro knew better than to say anything. He smiled warily.

‘Alessandra Cornell.’ She sat down, and Sandro could see the glow of the day’s heat in her cheeks. ‘The woman from the Palazzo San Giorgio.’

‘The attaché,’ said Sandro. ‘Asking for me? I have an office, don’t I?’

Luisa gave him a sidelong look. ‘And you were there all day, were you?’

Sandro shifted uneasily, then stood up to go and stir the sauce he was making: tuna and olives. He’d never been known to even reheat a pizza, but after a month of idleness at the office, of watching Luisa coming home from work, the sole breadwinner, and straight away putting on her apron, he’d decided that perhaps he’d better get his act together. Luisa had needed to bite her tongue a couple of times when he’d got it wrong, but she had surrendered the ground once or twice a week.

He switched off the gas and went back to the table. ‘I might have nipped out for a coffee. To the market.’ He gave in. ‘She came to the office?’

Luisa smiled; she was good at regaining the high ground. She shook her head. ‘Phoned. I said you’d have been out on a job and would have the mobile off.’

So Alessandra Cornell had been looking for him. He thought of her expensive vanilla-pale hair, and her condescension, and had to admit to being gratified.

‘You’re going to see her at ten tomorrow morning,’ said Luisa, which wiped the smile off his face.


Chapter Three

THE MAN WAS NAKED. He was kneeling like one of the very devout or a beggar, his face between his knees, his great shoulders humped and his arms out. His head was down between his knees, his hands were palms uppermost and he was dead. Twelve hours, or thereabouts: there was mottling and discolouration where the fluids had collected, and in the late-spring heat the tissues had begun minutely to bloat and swell. Where his face was pressed sideways against the rug, it was stained darkish.

‘It’s all mine,’ she said from the doorway, arms folded, her mouth turned down in disgust. The carabiniere lifted his head from his examination of a lividity at the back of the man’s neck to look at her, a woman old enough to be his grandmother. You wouldn’t want a grandmother like this one. ‘The rug,’ she said. ‘He took it fully furnished. Who’ll pay for the damages? God knows what he’s done to my bathroom. I can hear everything that goes on, you know.’

‘And what did you hear?’

She peered down unashamed at the pale soles of the man’s feet, the shadow of his genitals between them.

‘I thought he’d gone away on holiday,’ she said. ‘I saw him go yesterday afternoon. He must have come back.’

‘You didn’t see him last night? Hear him?’

‘I was out,’ she said. ‘I went to see my sister.’ Outraged at the missed opportunity: spying on her tenant better than the telly, no doubt.

But thinking him away, she’d let herself in to snoop this morning, early.

The dead man would have been roughly the carabiniere’s own age, late twenties, a good fifteen kilos heavier but all of it muscle, stiffened now into dead meat. There was a stink in the room, pungent, unmistakable, of a body in extremis. The young carabiniere sat back on his heels a moment, waiting for his stomach to settle. He didn’t want to throw up in front of the old woman. He looked at the bookshelf – a couple of fat dog-eared paperbacks on it and a cheap-looking trophy on its side – registered the dusty blinds, the stale smell from the kitchen. She probably charged through the nose for this dump.

There was a crosstrainer in the corner of the room, Lycra training gear over the back of the dingy armchair. If he’d walked past this man in the street, would he have felt a twinge of envy at the outline of perfectly worked muscle? He could hear his partner downstairs, on the radio talking to forensics. They’d been and gone, would be coming back again. The bathroom needed a closer look.

The dead man’s landlady was waiting.

‘You’ll have taken a deposit?’ he said, and her mouth set in a line.

‘Not enough,’ she said. ‘If I’d known what – what kind he was, I’d have taken double.’

‘We don’t know what he was,’ said the carabiniere. They both looked down at the traces of powder scattered on the rug; there was other stuff in the bathroom. Steroids, as far as he could tell, and a modest few grams of coke. She’d been in with her passkey, and had a good sniff around. Not for a second did she seem to register that the stiffened thing on the rug had once been human.

‘I’m sorry,’ he said gently. ‘We’re going to have to ask you to stay out of the apartment until we’re done.’ Shutting the stable door, but still. ‘And of course we’ll need your prints.’

‘This is my house,’ she spat.

‘Yes,’ said the carabiniere, quite calm. ‘And this is a crime scene.’

After a long moment, she turned away. Before she’d got to the bottom of the stairs, he had his head in the scale-encrusted toilet bowl and was silently throwing up his coffee.

*

The bastard.

It was bad enough, Elena thought, having to remember him before she opened her eyes, having to groan at the memory of the messages – four, five? – she’d sent before she’d finally come to her senses. Loving, then anxious, then angry, then desperate, then . . . drop it. Never send a message to ask if the first message arrived, because it always has. He’s not answering because it’s over. How many times had she been through it? Move on.

Bad enough, without this. Beyond the window a large vehicle was making a lot of noise, again. There’d been comings and goings all night, it felt like. Yet another delivery to the splendid new development that was the Palazzo San Giorgio.

Elena Giovese wasn’t the only one who objected. Residents up and down the steep street, even those with charmed family lives and stable careers, had put in official complaints about deliveries at all hours of the day and night. What might it be this time? She could hear the cranking of some kind of hydraulic lift: it would be a bath carved from a single piece of crystal, perhaps, or a gold-plated statue, or four tonnes of polished Carrara marble.

She opened her eyes and saw his CDs by the door and groaned, audibly.

The persistent complainers, Elena was sure, the ones who threatened legal action and letters to the comune, had got paid off. She hadn’t been down that route herself. She wanted a quiet life, in all senses of the word. She wanted to get up at nine, go downstairs and unlock the workshop; she wanted to make a cup of coffee for her uncle when he turned up and she wanted to settle down peacefully to a specific task. Sanding a piece of two-hundred-year-old wood, regilding a cornice, scraping off damaged paintwork.

Only her uncle was in the hospital: a heart attack a week ago. He’s doing well, they said, cautiously. But he was still in intensive care at Santa Maria Nuova. Three days with tubes in him and at last he was sitting up, talking, even if he did look like a ghost. They said the first week was crucial.

Elena looked down from the bedroom window at the building opposite and something horrible rose inside her. He used to stand right here, having climbed naked out of her bed, and look down. She felt a tightening, like fear, in her chest, and she didn’t know why.

Standing still a moment as her heart raced, Elena told herself she might as well take advantage of having been woken at six. She dropped John’s CDs into the waste bin on her way out of the door to the hospital. It was a start.


Chapter Four

SANDRO WAS AT THE Palazzo San Giorgio at a quarter to ten. He was wearing his suit, and he hadn’t had any breakfast. A mistake – two mistakes, connected by a tight waistband – because it was never a good idea to attend an interview with discomfort and hungry bad temper seething just under the skin.

The beautiful doorway beneath which they’d lined up for the party, with its high wide arch through which carriages would once have rolled, was open – but blocked. A truck bearing a huge padded packing case (Sandro found himself thinking, the Trojan Horse?) had somehow got wedged while attempting to reverse through the gates. It seemed to have been there some time. As Sandro skirted it there was an alarming hiss and bounce as it tried to move, then stopped again. There was no room to fit past it. A man in a hard hat leaning on the bumper talked lazily into a walkie-talkie; Sandro tried to catch his eye but he turned his back. He looked around, trying to work out which was the Palazzo’s official entry point, and eventually the man in the hat directed him further up the hill.

Waiting to be admitted, Sandro watched as a girl walked doggedly up towards him, her small strong body leaning in to the angle of the hill. A tangled knot of black hair was twisted up on her head. She turned and let herself in to a workshop opposite the truck. He just caught her look of weary exasperation directed at the truck as she pushed through the door.

The Palazzo’s regular entrance was a smaller arched doorway. A doorman of late middle age wearing a striped waistcoat and tails stood guard over its plate-glass inner doors and hushed foyer. He led Sandro down a softly lit, pale corridor in ostentatious silence. Observing the man from behind, Sandro saw that he had a bald patch and his uniform was too big for him on the shoulders.

The carpeted corridor was very quiet, as if soundproofed, and they saw no one until they walked past the open door of a vast room with book-filled alcoves, round tables and a bar at one end. The waistcoated barman – small, dark, alert – raised his head as they passed the doorway. Sandro glimpsed a couple drinking coffee from a silver pot at one table. Therese – no Alzheimer’s yet, he thought, as the name jumped into his head – Therese with the dog, and her sandy-haired husband.

A figure was coming towards them down the corridor now, moving slowly. Sandro had plenty of time to observe her. The white-haired woman with that high forehead and warrior’s nose, statuesque even in motion, leaning heavily on a cane, her very pale, very intelligent blue eyes raised to his. She paused, and out of deference Sandro couldn’t help doing the same.

‘Who’s this, Lino?’ she said, in ringing, English-accented Italian, with the fearlessness of the very old.

The doorman gaped. ‘I . . . this is—’

‘Sandro Cellini,’ Sandro said, holding out his hand.

‘I saw you at the launch,’ she said, letting her own largeboned hand rest in his. Her hair was so fine and so white it was almost transparent, but the effect was oddly beautiful. ‘With a handsome woman. Was that your wife? You talked to the Camerons.’ Her eyes narrowed. ‘I thought you looked like an off-duty policeman.’

Startled, Sandro let out a laugh. ‘Once upon a time,’ he said, ‘you would have been right, Signora . . . ah . . .’

The doorman Lino shifted on his feet, but Sandro could not have got past the old woman without pressing himself against the wall, and he wasn’t prepared to do that.

‘Athene Morris,’ she said, and let his hand drop at last. ‘You’ve come to see our Mr Bottai? She tilted her head. ‘No. You’ve come to see Alessandra. Would you like me to tell you why?’

‘Signora Morris,’ said Sandro, ‘I don’t know myself yet. You have a gift, clearly.’ He saw pleasure light her pale eyes.

‘I’m just nosy,’ she said, leaning on her stick. ‘Not many vices left, at my age.’ And she smiled conspiratorially. ‘I happen to know there’s a vacancy.’

Lino cleared his throat, and with a tiny creak of discomfort Athene Morris stepped back, just enough to allow them past. ‘I expect I will see you later, Mr Cellini,’ she said.

As she answered the door, at first sight Alessandra Cornell looked as impeccable as she had on the evening of the palace’s launch; pale, blonde, flawless. Stepping inside, Sandro reminded himself that he was not the petitioner here: she had come to him.

The attaché’s office was on what was nominally the palace’s ground floor, although with the steep slope of the gardens falling away it felt as grand and light as a piano nobile. After the dim padded corridors Sandro was momentarily dazzled. There was a big rosewood desk, a bookshelf, low modern white armchairs; the vaulted ceiling was decorated with a very freshly – and pinkly – restored fresco of garlands and babies. Clearly a very great deal of money had been spent here.

Sandro felt Cornell watching for his reaction, and he was careful not to show it. ‘It’s beautiful,’ he said, trying for humility and awe. He wondered if she might have to surrender it to one of the fractional owners, for the right price.

She inclined her head, and indicated that he should sit down. He lowered himself gingerly into an armchair.

There was a silver-framed photograph on the desk, of a man’s face, and Sandro only had time to register the corporate dullness of the smile, the bland neatness of the shirt and tie that made it hardly worth putting in a frame, before Cornell turned it away.

It was safe to say they hadn’t hit it off at the launch. In the candlelight, with Sandro irritable from the champagne, she’d quizzed him sharply about his work, his clients, the reasons for his departure from the police, and, resentful at being subjected, without warning or explanation, to what seemed to be an interview, he’d answered her curtly. Rudely, Luisa had said. If there’d been a job going, it had gone to some one else.

‘Thank you for coming.’ She sounded weary, suddenly. The pallor lost its lustre. She leaned back against her desk.

‘Of course, it is a pleasure,’ said Sandro, with stiff pity. ‘I had the impression I had failed the first interview. If it was an interview.’

‘Ah,’ she said. ‘Well. Perhaps the conditions weren’t ideal.’ Sandro waited, and Alessandra Cornell sighed. ‘It’s a delicate matter,’ she continued, slowly. ‘At least, now it is.’

The door opened abruptly and a voice said, ‘I understand you’ve spoken to the lawyers? Was that strictly necessary? There are ways of getting rid—’ Gastone Bottai had not bothered to look into the room he was entering until it was too late. Seeing Sandro, he stopped, put out.

‘Gastone!’ There was panic, thought Sandro, as well as exasperation in Alessandra Cornell’s voice. ‘Do you never listen to anything I say?’

Bottai looked at her, something childishly discontented in his expression, and Sandro pondered the hierarchy. He’s her boss, but she’s smarter than him. He liked her fractionally better.

‘This is Sandro Cellini,’ she went on, her voice levelling as she held Bottai’s gaze. ‘We were to talk, do you remember?’

‘I know who he is,’ said Bottai, huffily, put out at having to make the acknowledgement. ‘As long as it is merely preliminary. Clearly I am also involved in any recruitment decisions.’

She inclined her head, effectively dismissing him.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Alessandra Cornell, her unease still apparent even after Bottai had closed the door behind him.

The words preliminary and recruitment were not cheering Sandro; the only thing keeping him in his seat, little did Cornell know it, was his curiosity about Bottai’s indiscretion. Lawyers?

She put her hands on the table. ‘At the launch I wasn’t sure we even needed a full-time security consultant here,’ she said. ‘It was still at the early stages.’ Was she pleading?

‘That’s the thing,’ Sandro said, sitting back in his chair. ‘I mean, what is that – in a place like this? Security consultant. Did you want him to talk closed-circuit monitoring, set up proximity technology?’ He was aware of being bullish, but what did he have to lose? ‘Or is it more like nursemaiding? Keeping the guests happy? My guess is, a bit of both.’

She looked startled. ‘We got input from clients, from management,’ she said, faltering. ‘And we found a man we thought was suitable for the position.’

Smoke-filled rooms then: the usual bartering. Sandro could imagine his CV being pushed to one side. Too old, too bad-tempered. But it was back on the table now. He leaned forward.

‘Because I have to say, Miss Cornell.’ He was in earnest now. ‘I can keep an eye on a security camera with the best of them, but I’m not an expert on technology, nor am I much of a nursemaid.’ He held her gaze. ‘Too rough round the edges. So if that’s the brief—’

‘It didn’t work out,’ said Cornell, blunt at last, looking down. ‘Two days ago I had to let him go. I’m eager to replace him straight away, so as to reassure the clients.’

He looked at her, taking his time, making sure he remembered the name right. ‘It was Giancarlo Vito, wasn’t it,’ he said, and her eyes widened. ‘I expect he looked like just the man for the job. But you fired him. What did he do, exactly, that was so . . . indelicate?’

Two spots of colour appeared on Alessandra Cornell’s cheeks, and she compressed her lips.

‘He wasn’t up to it,’ she said, and at last he heard frankness, saw the poise broken down. ‘He allowed things to happen. It got beyond his control.’

He looked into her eyes and he saw something else. Alessandra Cornell was frightened.

‘I need someone I can trust.’


Chapter Five

‘JUST SAY YES.’

Giulietta Sarto sighed into her mobile. She was supposed to be at work in half an hour. Say yes? There was something about Luisa Cellini that made it hard to say anything else.

‘It’s not forever,’ Luisa said. ‘Just to tide him over. So he feels he’s not abandoning the business.’

Eyes closed, Giulietta shook her head, just slightly.

‘It’s just absolutely not the right time,’ she said, steeling herself. ‘Things are shaky enough at the Women’s Centre. They only took me on as a paid employee last year, and now they’re laying people off. If I ask to cut back the hours – or take a leave of absence – I mean, it’s probably just the excuse they need.’ She inhaled. ‘And it’s not like the private detective business is booming.’

There was a silence, that lengthened.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘All right, when he asks me, I’ll say yes.’

She heard Luisa breathe out: it sounded like genuine relief. A pause. ‘Did you say you had news?’

Giuli had forgotten her news. Was that a bad sign? ‘Oh, yes,’ she said reluctantly. ‘Enzo and I have set a date.’

‘A date?’

‘To get married.’

They’d been engaged close to two years, so it shouldn’t have come as a surprise to anyone. Daft though it might seem, Giuli had barely given a thought to it. She hadn’t had the kind of history that ended in marriage, as a rule. Her mother had worked as a prostitute in the southern suburbs of Florence before overdosing; abused, anorexic and drug-addicted Giuli had ended up in prison for killing her abuser, and until Luisa and Sandro had come into her life, she’d assumed she was several times more likely to be dead by the age of fifty than married.

She was forty-four this year. What should a forty-four-year-old woman be? She had no clue.

‘Oh, Giuli,’ said Luisa.

Hearing the catch in her throat, and knowing Luisa was as a rule not one to give in to emotion, Giuli said gruffly, ‘Don’t. And don’t start on the wedding dress.’ Little did Luisa know.

‘All right,’ said Luisa, recovering herself. ‘All right. I just wanted . . . well, anyway. I’ve just come off the phone with him. With Sandro. I wanted to get to you first.’

Hanging up, Giuli stared at the row of chiffon and lace in front of her, and broke out into a sweat. Mistake. Huge mistake. She backed towards the door; the saleswoman, who’d been standing looking at her with undisguised impatience even before she answered her mobile, didn’t move to detain her.

On the street, Giuli looked back at the shop window. A dummy gazed out at some point above her head, an expression of idiot bridal rapture on its face, not at all what Giuli would have considered appropriate for a woman who’d been trussed up in twenty metres of pearl-studded satin – namely something closer to outrage.

Mistake. And if she were to let Luisa loose on it – those high standards, after thirty years in the business of dressing women, that infallible taste, the pursed lip, not to mention the unmanageable emotion this particular wedding was going to dredge up – the mistake would turn tsunami.

Giuli stared down at the phone in her hand. She thought maybe she should call Sandro. Luisa had forgotten to ask her the actual date, after all that, which was just as well as it was only two weeks away. Cue all-out wedding-dress campaign, no thank you.

And on top of all that, Sandro was going to ask her to go full-time manning the office for him. Because something had come up.

‘It’s such an opportunity for him,’ said Luisa. ‘They’ve already had a bad experience, I gather. The first guy didn’t work out. But the money’s good, and it’s regular. It’ll start on a trial basis, I imagine, but . . . it’s a real job.’

Giuli tapped her teeth with the phone. What if Sandro didn’t work out either? And what if she burned her boats with the Women’s Centre? She’d come to love the place. It might be contraception advice and battered wives and grubby feral kids, it might harbour one too many reminders of her old life, but it was home.

Then again, working for Sandro did something for her nothing else did, and it gave her a pang to hear Luisa say, of this fancy house-detective deal, a real job. Like their little office wasn’t, with its battered computer and filing cabinet with the drawer that stuck, and her three mornings spent exchanging gossip with Sandro and listening to him moan about the modern world while weeding out his inbox. People were beginning to hear about them, too, not just Sandro but her as well. And what about the old ladies who wanted them to find a long-lost grandson, last heard of washing up in Treviso, or catch their neighbour putting down poison for the cat?
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