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            The Protagonists
      

         

         Sister Isabella

         Sister Isabella is 35 years old, and her given name is Isabella Martini. She knew from a young age she wanted to become a nun, and so she joined a small convent in Calabria, in the south of Italy. After the convent was closed down, she moved to Santa Caterina, where she found her true calling: solving crimes. She opened herself up to the village and to worldly life—and started catching criminals.

          
      

         Matteo Silvestri

         Sister Isabella is helping the 29-year-old local Carabiniere with his investigations—or is it the other way around? Matteo hasn’t had much experience of police work yet, and Isabella has taken him under her wing.

          
      

         Abbess Filomena

         “The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away”—this is the motto by which 63-year-old Abbess Filomena lives. No one has ever seen her out her habit. She has lived her whole life as a nun in Santa Caterina, and she plans to end it here, too. She is sworn to protect the Abbey and ‘her’ nuns with her body and soul.

          
      

         Duccio Lenzi

         Duccio Lenzi is the mayor of the village and sees himself as the patron of Santa Caterina—generous, supportive, but also stubborn when something doesn’t seem right to him. He doesn’t see the point in washing dirty laundry in public—but Sister Isabella often sees things differently.
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         “And you think you’ll find what you’re looking for here?”

         “If not here, then where? But it really wasn’t necessary for you to accompany me, Sister Isabella.”

         Matteo gave her a quick sideways glance and wondered once again how the sister managed not to melt when wrapped in this heavy fabric. It was early afternoon, and the sun was beating down on them remorselessly. Matteo was just glad this was his day off and he didn’t have to squeeze into his Carabiniere uniform. In temperatures like these, well above thirty degrees, there was nothing like Bermuda shorts and the baggiest shirt in his wardrobe.

         He was already missing the air conditioning in his Lancia, but Isabella had insisted on walking the last part of the way. Their destination was close to the bank of the Serchio and offered magnificent views of the vast green fields that rose in rolling hills.

         As beautiful as the view was, the walk was exhausting. Matteo could imagine more pleasant things to be doing than hiking through the middle of nowhere in this kind of heat. Especially since the beauty wasn’t all around them, but still far off in the distance. But who was he to defy the will of a nun? The path to the junkyard led them over an unpaved road, from which loamy dust swirled at their every step. This area was a blot on the landscape outside the tranquil village of Santa Caterina, where a few construction companies had set up shop in the post-war period, half of which had already gone bust.

         “My God, I’m jittery as a child on Christmas Eve. If we really get that part there, I could put it in today.” He threw Isabella a bright smile, but it wasn’t returned. Instead, Isabella paused in her movement and stared ahead. Matteo followed her gaze and was given a start.

         He had been so lost in thought that he had missed someone crossing their path. This someone was a huge dog, bearing down on them.

         No! Matteo corrected himself. That’s more like a calf than a dog.

         The beast was charging at them.

         “Quick, Sister, get behind me. I’ll protect you!” Bravely, Matteo jumped in front of Isabella and stretched out his arms. “Off!” he shouted at the monster. “Down!” It was much bigger than a calf.

         “Matteo, really!” he heard Isabella’s tender voice at his back. She didn’t sound scared at all. On the contrary, rather amused. “Why, it’s Caesar.”

         When Matteo had got over his moment of shock, it was clear to him he wasn’t looking at an escaped demon. The beast, with its brown and white fur, which was now slobbering all over them, certainly was massive. It was a full-grown Saint Bernard with paws as big as children’s hands. Looking at this hound with its vast head and jaws, he couldn’t help but be reminded of the Stephen King film Cujo.The resemblance was there, only this dog was tame. Matteo knew that, because he had met Caesar many times before. All the same, he tensed his arms and avoided looking the dog directly in the eye as it sniffed him. The dog’s wet snout touched his bare calves, and he let out a little squeal.

         “Caesar! Here!” a deep voice called out. “Don’t worry, he won’t do anything, he just wants to play.”

         “I see.”

         Matteo saw the speaker appear from around the corner of a hedge with leisurely steps. He clapped his hands loudly. The dog obeyed at once and ran back to him.

         Matteo recognised the man immediately and couldn’t suppress a grin. Gaetano was unmistakeable—with the greying full beard, the frayed straw hat, and the faded red linen trousers that were too long and hung over his sandals.

         “What are you doing here? I didn’t even know you were back in the area.”

         He answered them with an open-hearted smile. “A man like me is always exactly where he wants to be.”

         When Gaetano stepped closer, Matteo saw he was again wearing his floral white linen shirt, unbuttoned and opened wide to reveal a greyish hairy chest. In the breast pocket, Matteo recognised a silver harmonica. He had never seen him in any other outfit, and the shirt was always as white as if it had just come out of the wash. Slung on his back. you could see the outline of a large duffel bag.

         Matteo liked this man, whose age it was impossible to tell. Definitely over fifty, but from the looks of it, he could well have been over sixty. Gaetano was a drifter, heart and soul. For years, he had been paying regular visits to Santa Caterina, staying for a few weeks and then moving on, God alone knew where to. He came and went like the seasons.

         “Ah, the Mr. Carabiniere,” he greeted Matteo with obvious good humour. “Hardly recognised you without your uniform.” He looked him up and down until his gaze met that of Matteo’s companion. “And Sister Isabella.” Gaetano lifted his straw hat, revealing a shiny half-bald head with a conspicuous burn mark down its left side.

         Matteo looked at the two of them, puzzled. “You know each other?”

         Isabella smiled. “Of course.”

         “From the market,” Gaetano enlightened the Carabiniere. “The sister always keeps a bowl of fresh water on hand for dogs. An offer Caesar’s only too happy to accept.” He winked conspiratorially at Isabella. “And for me, every now and then, a glass of that delicious convent grappa.”

         “Shh!” Isabella put her index finger to her lips. “That was supposed to be our secret. If the Abbess finds out, there’ll be hell to pay.” She said it in a playful tone, but Matteo suspected there was a grain of truth in it. He liked to hear the sister raising hell.

         “What are you doing down here by the river, Gaetano?” Isabella wanted to know.

         “This and that,” he replied with an evasive grin. “Set up camp near here.”

         Matteo noticed Gaetano was missing an upper incisor, which made his smile rather crooked. But that suited him well, too. He looked like one of those vagabonds from the classic Hollywood films. Gaetano was an imposing figure. Matteo liked him. Everyone in Santa Caterina liked the big vagabond with his big dog. He was kind and helpful and not a burden to anyone. He wouldn’t beg, but he delighted in anything he was freely given. Often he would just stand in the market and play Bob Dylan songs on his harmonica. He was a gifted busker, and so the hat spread out in front of him filled up with coins and notes as if by magic.

         “And what might a nun be doing in a place like this?” His gaze wandered.

         “We’re going to the junkyard,” Isabella said.

         Matteo nodded in agreement. “We’re looking for a replacement part. I got myself an ancient Vespa and I want to restore it.” He shrugged. “But I’m missing some important parts.”

         The vagabond looked at him in amazement. “I don’t mean to offend you, Sister Isabella, but why have you brought along a nun, of all people?”

         Matteo tilted his head and winked at him. “Between us, Gaetano, this woman here knows more about building a scooter than many men.”

         Isabella smiled pensively. “Well, when you have a petrol-head brother who spends every spare minute tinkering around with scooters in the garage, you’re bound to learn something. You just pick up a lot of this and that.”

         Matteo himself had also been stunned by her expertise when he had told Isabella about his internet bargain.

         He had managed to buy an original Piaggio 125 U from 1955 on an auction platform. The scooter wasn’t in the best condition, to put it mildly. But for Matteo, that was precisely the attraction. He could have easily put an immaculately refurbished Vespa in his yard. But he didn’t want that. He wanted to breathe new life into a disused vintage vehicle with love and painstaking detail work.

         Until now, he had thought of himself as a man who knew his way around scooters. After all, he had already owned a wide variety of models and had souped them up, repaired them and stripped them down. But his knowledge was nothing compared to what the sister could tell him about these machines.

         “Well, if you can find it anywhere, it’s going to be here. There’s scarcely a spare part in the world that can’t be got in Lorenzo Bonucci’s scrapyard. And if Lorenzo doesn’t have it in stock, he can always get hold of it.”

         “I hope so, because otherwise I’m pretty snookered.”

         The man lifted his hat once more and nodded to the two with a smile. “You guys have a good day. Come, Caesar! A bath in the river awaits you. You stink like a whole herd of yaks.”

         The two looked after the lopsided duo for a while before they, too, continued on their way.

         “A nice guy,” Matteo said.

         “Don’t you just love his dog?” Isabella enthused. “I always wanted one myself, but there was just no talking to my parents.” She smiled to herself, lost in thought, even as they approached the wide, open entrance gate of the scrapyard.

         Matteo heaved an exasperated sigh when he saw the chaos. The entire yard was packed. Countless rust-eaten cars were stacked on top of each other, forming a fence that encompassed the entire property. How could they ever find the parts he so badly needed amid all this clutter?

         No matter where he looked, there were battered wrecks everywhere, all waiting to be compressed into a suitcase-sized package in the scrap press. Matteo reckoned there must have been hundreds of cars slumbering peacefully here. He recognised a few real classics among them. Even a lime-green Fiat 126, like the one his father had driven. The smell of oil and rust was everywhere; it took him back to his childhood. Back then, they had often played after school in junkyards like this one. It had been exciting to climb into the old cars and play at driving, or to climb the high towers of compressed wrecked cars and enjoy the view of the village from there. But the games weren’t without danger. He remembered he had often received metal splinters and painful grazes.

         Suddenly he cursed himself for not having put on sturdier shoes. The rubber soles of his flip-flops couldn’t repel a rusty nail. He could already see himself spending the rest of the afternoon in Dr. Russo’s un-air-conditioned waiting room to get a tetanus jab.

         They followed the whine of an electric saw inside the courtyard. The path led them past a large barn where dozens of chickens scratched at the dusty ground with their sharp claws in search of food, pecking around with their pointed beaks.

         On the opposite side was a hall somewhat reminiscent of an aircraft hangar in terms of its shape, only much smaller. The gates were open, and scrap was just pouring out. Matteo couldn’t believe his eyes when he discovered the heart-shaped radiator grille of an old Alfa Romeo Giulia in the pile of scrap metal. The finest vintage car treasures must have been hidden in this yard. His confidence grew that they might find what they were looking for here.

         “Hello!” he shouted over the screeching noise, waving as he saw a man in green overalls with a saw in his hand cutting up pieces of sheet metal.

         When he saw the pair, he straightened up and finally switched off the saw. The sudden silence was pure relief to Matteo’s ears.

         “Buongiorno. Do you work here?” asked Matteo kindly.

         The man in the oil-smeared overalls looked at the tin saw in his hand, then turned his gaze to Matteo. “What gave me away?”

         Before Matteo could say anything back, the nun moved past him, grinning broadly. “I’m Isabella,” she introduced herself. “And this is Matteo Silvestri. We’re looking for a motor housing for a scooter.”

         “Ah,” the man went on. “I’m Lorenzo. Lorenzo Bonucci.” He wiped his right hand against his overalls and held it out first to the nun, then to Matteo. “The owner of the junkyard. Pleased to meet you.”

         Matteo tried not to pull a face as he went for a handshake. This Lorenzo squeezed like a hydraulic press. Visibly aware of his power, the scrap dealer grinned slyly at him. He had a high hairline with a distinct widow’s peak, in which fine drops of sweat shone in the sunlight. His belly, protruding from under his dungarees, gave him a rather jovial air. But the arms were those of a woodcutter.

         “There are many scooters.” Lorenzo Bonucci appraised the two.

         “An original Piaggio, of course.” A hint of pride resonated in Matteo’s voice.

         “A 125 U, built in 1955,” Sister Isabella said in a matter-of-fact tone.

         The scrap dealer pursed his lips. “Hmm, that sounds like a real cutie.”

         “It is,” Matteo affirmed. “However, it’d be even cuter if I could finally get it to work. But I’d need the right motor housing for that.”

         “For a 125 U?”

         Matteo and Isabella nodded. Isabella looked gleeful. Matteo felt hopeful. But his hopes were abruptly dashed by the scrap dealer.

         “Don’t have it!”

         Matteo looked at the man, stunned. “But you haven’t even looked.”

         “When I say I don’t have something like that, I don’t have it. I know my junkyard. Every rusty screw. After all, I grew up here. My father ran this place. Believe me, I know this yard like the back of my hand. I’ve lived here all my life.” He pointed in the direction of the bungalow at the edge of the grounds, where the car fence stopped.

         “Damn!” Matteo closed his eyes and saw his project fading away before it had even begun. Without the right motor housing, he was well and truly screwed.

         “Could you possibly get it?” asked Isabella.

         Lorenzo scratched the back of his head. He seemed to be thinking hard. “For any other model, no problem. But the U is a real rarity. They’re not that easy to find anymore. You could try your luck at other scrapyards. But I don’t think they’ll be any more promising. You’ll probably have more luck on internet forums. There are some real collectors who think of nothing else.”

         “That’s not necessarily the answer I wanted to hear,” Matteo admitted. He had come up with the idea of forums himself, but his first searches had been completely fruitless. He knew himself he was dealing with a real find. He had been thrilled to be able to pick up his dream Vespa so cheaply.

         The scrap dealer stared pensively at the ground, and it seemed to Matteo he was feeling something like compassion. When he raised his head, he gave Matteo a benevolent smile.

         “I’ll make you a proposition: in the next few days, I’ll see what spare parts I can find for this type of model in the warehouse. Although I can assure you a motor housing will not be included. Still, I’m sure I can rustle up a useful part or two.” The smile turned into a chuckle. “Because no way is this refit job going to stop at the engine housing. I’d bet the damper springs need to be replaced, too.”

         Isabella nodded.

         “And the exhaust certainly doesn’t get any tighter over the years either.”

         Matteo shook his head timidly. “Probably not, no.”

         Grinning broadly, Lorenzo raised a hand and counted off on his fingers. “Then there’s the clutch cable, the swingarm bearing, the shock absorber…”

         Matteo felt sick. What kind of madness had he got himself into?

         Lorenzo rubbed his forehead thoughtfully. “And what about the cylinder head?”

         Matteo gave Isabella a questioning look.

         “I reckon it wouldn’t hurt to get a new one” the sister replied confidently.

         Before the scrap dealer could continue with his list, Matteo raised his arms in surrender. “I’m grateful for anything you can rustle up for this model. But what I need most urgently is the engine casing.”

         “Like I said, it’s not here.”

         Matteo watched as the scrap dealer lifted the tin saw.

         “Come back again in a week. And then we’ll see what I could come up with.”

         That long?! Matteo cried out inwardly. He wanted to get tinkering with his Vespa today. Not a week from now.

         “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some more work to do here.”

         “Of course. Thank you very much for your time,” Matteo said.

         The scrap dealer nodded. “A pleasure. I’m sure we’ll meet again.” Suddenly he grinned cheekily. “I get the feeling you’ll soon be a regular customer. Once they start on a hobby, the junkyard becomes their new home.” He gave a raspy laugh, turned away and started his tin saw up again.

         Accompanied by the roar of the saw, they made their way back through the maze of gutted cars. Matteo felt drained and crestfallen.

         “Maybe I should have looked for a newer model to start with.”

         “None of that talk.” Isabella shook her head, unperturbed. “You grow with your tasks. Besides, tracking down the spare parts is part of the fun.”

         But Matteo still felt devastated. How could he have fallen at the first hurdle with a simple spare part?

         “Time will tell,” Isabella said, as if she had guessed Matteo’s thoughts. “There’s no rule that says you have to start with the engine housing. Let’s forget about that for now and concentrate on the other jobs.” She laughed gleefully. “And there are plenty of them.”

         Matteo laughed along half-heartedly. But the sister was right. Rome wasn’t built in a day. He felt a renewed sense of purpose bubble up within. There really were plenty of jobs for them to tackle. And he could hardly wait to return to his shady garage and get his hands on his new sweetheart.

         “Ow! Damn it!”

         “Are you alright?” Isabella looked at him in alarm.

         “I’m not bloody alright. I stepped on a rusty nail. And it hurts!”
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