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            Monasteries, Murder and the Dolce Vita – The Series
      

         

         Benvenuto a Santa Caterina! This picturesque village in the heart of Tuscany is where Sister Isabella lives and works. But out of the blue, she suddenly finds herself investigating a murder case! From then on, this curious nun makes it her life's work to solve the crimes, large and small, that are committed in the village. Carabiniere Matteo is grateful for this heavenly help, because after all, as Santa Caterina's only policeman, he has his hands full…

      

   


   
      
         
            About this episode
      

         

         There is a new face in Santa Caterina: Sister Donna moves into the convent, but all is not well with her. She is extremely jumpy and seems to suffer from paranoia. Sister Isabella begins to doubt that this new sister is really interested in convent life.

         But she has other fish to fry. Renovation works are taking place in the convent and Isabella has to supervise them. And as if that wasn’t enough, there is a guest in the convent: Gina Bellucci, who clearly could not be less interested in rest and contemplation. Something is definitely not right here – but before Isabella can get to the bottom of it, a murder takes place!

      

   


   
      
         
            The Protagonists
      

         

         Sister Isabella

         Sister Isabella is 35 years old and her given name is Isabella Martini. She knew from a young age that she wanted to become a nun, and so she joined a small convent in Calabria, in the south of Italy. After that convent 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 helps the 29-year-old local Carabiniere with his investigations – or is it the other way around? Matteo hasn't yet had much experience of police work, and Isabella has taken him under her wing.

          
      

         Abbess Filomena

         “The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away” – the motto by which 63-year-old Abbess Filomena lives. No one has ever seen her out of 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.

      

   


   
      
         
            About the author
      

         

         Valentina Morelli has been writing novels for many years. With

         “Monasteries, Murder and the Dolce Vita”, she has paid homage to her spiritual homeland, and captured the unique feel of life in Tuscany. For her, murder mysteries are a way of telling human stories.

      

   


   
      
         
            Kapitel

1
      

         

         “This place looks like a pigsty! You know, Isabella, when I give you responsibility for something, I expect you to take it seriously.” Abbess Filomena was beside herself. Her hands planted on her hips, she stood before Sister Isabella, grimacing in anger and freely venting her frustration.

         It was hardly Isabella's fault that the stone floor of the cloister looked as if a pack of wild boars had run over it.

         “You… can't make an omelette without breaking eggs?” Isabella attempted a winning smile, but it had no effect on the Abbess.

         It was a real mess. The entire floor was stained with muddy footprints. And not just the floor, she realised suddenly. She hastily leaned against the stone balustrade to cover the handprints on the previously ivory-white handrail, as the Abbess eyed everything with suspicion. She sighed inwardly. How could two craftsmen make such a mess? She summoned up a smile. “I will get some rags, and Donna and I will scrub everything down.”

         The Abbess humphed softly. “Please! After all, what must our guest think of us?”

         Guiltily, Isabella lowered her eyes. With her mention of the guest, the Abbess had hit a sore spot. The Convento di Nostra Regina della Pace was a Benedictine convent, and they were, after all, known throughout the world for affording a warm welcome to all comers. But this convent rarely saw any guests, not so much because the sisters were poor hosts, but rather because visitors much preferred to visit the more sumptuous abbeys around nearby Pisa, Lucca and Florence. The Convento di Nostra Regina was pretty but unadorned. And it was certainly unpretentious.

         Having a guest in the convent again made a pleasant change. Isabella was very happy about it, but this guest was anything but outgoing and sociable. For a good week a woman from Milan in her mid-thirties had been staying with them, but she had kept to herself for most of the time. The other sisters did not comment on this, but Isabella found it most annoying. In her old convent in Calabria, they had often had guests. Without exception, they had taken part in the life of the convent and asked her lots of questions. The Milanese woman, on the other hand, was conspicuous by her absence. Isabella would have loved to know where she was spending all her time.

         “And that dog,” the Abbess shot, through pursed lips.

         Isabella raised her head. “What about Caesar?”

         Filomena reached into her robe and brought out a plastic bag in which was a large bone. It was gnawed to a stump, but in some places Isabella could still see shreds of flesh. And it was soiled all over with earth. The Abbess raised her bushy eyebrows and looked at the nun. “He destroyed the vegetable patch to bury this bone. All the tomatoes are gone.”

         Isabella stared at the bone guiltily. “I'm… sorry about that. I’ll make up for the damage, of course.” But then she paused thoughtfully. “Where is Caesar anyway? I haven't seen him at all since breakfast.”

         Filomena wrinkled her nose. “Probably in the pantry, gorging himself on communion wafers.”

         Isabella shook her head. “Caesar would never do that. Well… not since I told him not to.”

         Caesar's gluttony was indeed a problem and unfortunately not the only one affecting the giant dog. He had been badly brought up: he simply could not conceive of listening to anyone but Sister Isabella. He had a stubborn mind of his own and just didn't like to be told what to do.

         “He just needs time to get settled with us.” Isabella felt obliged to protect him from the Abbess.

         After all, Caesar was the newest member of their community and he would take some time to get used to it. The stray St. Bernard had bounded into Isabella's life while she was out jogging through the vineyards and had chosen her, of all people, as his new mistress. Caesar had previously belonged to the tramp Gaetano. The latter had fallen victim to a terrible crime, and the homeless dog had become an orphan.

         In a unique display of democracy, the entire Order had voted, against the will of the Abbess, to keep the dog in the convent.

         This was a clear victory for Isabella, who had proposed the vote to keep him. But the Abbess could harbour a grudge, and since then she had been giving the unfortunate sister grief at every opportunity. Filomena was only too happy to give Isabella unpleasant tasks that no one else wanted to do. Thus, in addition to her tri-weekly market service, Isabella had been given the additional task of looking after the oblate who had lived in the convent for the past few weeks. That was fine: she liked Donna and felt this task was meaningful and served the convent.

         But supervising the plumbers’ work was a bridge too far. Some time ago, the convent's aged heating system had given up the ghost. Its passing was only noticed when one day there was no more hot water. This painful circumstance had persisted for some time. Isabella couldn’t even remember her last hot shower. It was just as well that they had noticed the damage in the summer and not in the cold, wet months of winter.

         In their weekly meeting in the sacristy, the Abbess had remarked that Isabella was surely divinely ordained for this project, as she was the only one of them with any degree of technical knowledge. Filomena had come to this assumption because she had spotted Isabella working with the village Carabiniere, Matteo Silvestri, on his Vespa, tinkering around with the engine. So it was up to her to hire craftsmen to take care of the ailing heating system. It quickly became clear that this would prove a hopeless undertaking.

         The heating installation people from Santa Caterina and the surrounding area who had been invited to the Abbey had all thrown up their arms in despair when they had seen the pre-war pipes. They had all been of the opinion that the convent needed a brand new heating system. But the sisters couldn’t afford a complete replacement.

         So Isabella had had to keep looking, and had finally resorted to posting notices in all the shops in the area.

         Urgently sought: Plumber for heating repair in the Abbey.

         Nothing had happened for a few days, but then finally two workmen had come forward who claimed to know about this particular type of heating system. An outright lie, as Isabella had learned to her cost. For, ever since the two self-proclaimed heating professionals had got to work, large parts of the convent had resembled a construction site. Since the cloister was the shortest route to anywhere else, it was now being used as the workmen’s main thoroughfare. Unfortunately, it had rained torrentially all night long, and the two craftsmen were quite unconcerned about the havoc they were wreaking with their muddy shoes.

         Still holding the bag with the bone in it, Filomena looked around with narrowed eyes. “When will this chaos end?” she demanded of Isabella. “They’ve been at it for two weeks.”

         “Well, it seems to be more complicated than we thought,” Isabella said, echoing what the pair had told her that morning in response to the same question. “The heating system is old, spare parts are hard to find, and…”

         The Abbess silenced her with a brusque wave of her hand. Isabella heard that disgruntled hum again as Filomena turned on her heels and stomped away.

         Isabella sighed bitterly as she looked at the utterly begrimed floor. It would take hours to get it clean again.

         “Oh, there's the boss!” someone called behind her, good-humouredly.

         She turned around and saw two men in grey overalls coming towards her. It was Carlo and Silvano, the two craftsmen. The Duo Infernale. The two professionals without a plan. She immediately glanced down at their shoes, which were caked almost to the ankles with both fresh and dried mud.

         Isabella liked them, but thought they could stand to clean up their act a bit. Their trail of filth led right through the entire abbey, and she, the person responsible for the project, had to answer for it.

         “Crappy night, wasn't it?” Carlo ran his hand over his greying stubble and grinned at her in a friendly way. His brown hair, streaked with grey, was cut short as a brush. His generous belly completely filled out his overalls.

         Silvano was just as tall as Carlo, but far slimmer – indeed, downright gangly. His outsized overalls flapped emptily around him, like the rags on a scarecrow.

         “Yes, indeed,” Isabella replied obligingly. “A shocking night.” But the storm had been lovely. In the middle of the night she had been awoken by the heavy downpour beating furiously down on the corrugated iron roof of the goat shed. With the cool wind brought by the rain, her duvet at last had a use again. And so, snuggled tightly in her bedding, she had fallen back asleep to the soothing sound of the storm. What was less beautiful was that the violent downpours had turned the dry earth around the convent into a swamp. It was so bad, in fact, that Isabella had skipped her morning run so as not to get her trainers soaked. But the two workmen didn't seem to be at all worried about their work shoes.

         The stronger of the two, Carlo, gripped a heavy toolbox in one hand while Silvano carried a folding ladder under his arm. With his bull’s neck, Carlo was a truly imposing figure. His broad nose was slightly bent at the bridge, which Isabella thought might indicate that it had once been broken and had not healed correctly. No, Carlo was not a man you wanted to meet in a dark alley. But once you started talking to him, he didn't seem threatening at all, but really sweet. He had the look of a prize-fighter but the disposition of a friendly child. Silvano, on the other hand, was awkward in his manner, almost as if he didn't know what to do with those long limbs. But in his bony face, alert eyes rested beneath his distinctly receding hairline.

         “How are you getting on?”

         “Not quickly,” Carlo confessed.

         “More bad than good,” Silvano added.

         Carlo nodded. “That’s it: more bad than good. When we have finished up at one site, another one opens up.” He grinned cheekily, which made his nose look even wider.

         “Yes, yes,” Silvano murmured. He ran his hand through his light hair. “This is an old wall. And the heating system is just as old, and it hasn’t been maintained too well in recent years.”

         Isabella knew nothing about this. She had only been at the Convento di Nostra Regina della Pace for a few months. But she took their word for it. The Abbess had not given the impression of being very invested in the upkeep of things like the hot water pipes.

         “We discovered another dripping pipe in the transept. We want to swap that out now.” He raised the hand holding the toolbox.

         Isabella raised her eyebrows hopefully. “And after that, everything will be okay again?”

         The two exchanged a meaningful look and laughed raucously.

         Isabella mentally waved goodbye to her summer break.

         Carlo adjusted the cap on his curly head. “It's not just the heating system…”

         “… it's also the pipes,” Silvano continued.

         “They are old,” Carlo continued. “Very old. And some of them so ramshackle that you only have to give them a nasty look and they crumble.” He snorted grimly and Silvano joined in with a chuckle. “We probably won't be able to avoid installing a completely new system.”

         Isabella shook her head vehemently. “This is absolutely out of the question, gentlemen. We cannot afford that. A thorough repair will have to do for now.” She tilted her head and looked at them both in turn. “You can manage that, can't you?”

         Carlo grinned arrogantly. “We'll get it all sorted out, boss.”

         “But it takes time,” Silvano pointed out. “It's usually more time-consuming to troubleshoot and fix everything than to just tear everything out and completely rebuild the system.”

         “But we can't afford that,” Isabella clarified once again.

         Carlo patted his colleague on the shoulder. “Of course, we’ll do our best to keep the costs as low as possible for you.”

         “Fine.” Isabella nodded with satisfaction. “And please, gentlemen, if you could somehow manage not to leave too much dirt…”

         “You got it, boss.”

         She took a deep breath and let them continue on their way. Despite the trouble the two of them were causing her, she had to smile. She liked the fact that they only ever addressed her as ‘boss’.

         Her spirits raised, she made her way to the laundry room in search of Donna so that they could tackle the cleaning of the cloister together. The oblate would certainly not be thrilled about this, especially as she had been put on laundry duty by herself all morning. But that was part of one’s duties in a religious community. When she entered the hallway, a pitiful whimper reached her ear, which seemed to come from one of the two storerooms on her right. Isabella paused and listened. Had she imagined the noise? But there it was again. A muffled whimper and a gruff scratching – as if claws were scraping against the wood of a door…

         “Caesar!”

         She pulled open the door of the first small storage room and the furry beast came leaping towards her with such power that it almost knocked her over.

         “What are you doing in there?” Over the heavy head of the panting dog, she glanced into the dark chamber. “You poor thing.”

         She wondered if someone had locked him in there accidentally. No! She shook her head. This was no accident. Immediately she suspected the Abbess. Filomena was the only one in the whole convent who didn’t like Caesar. She wouldn’t have hesitated to do something like this. She had probably thrown a treat into the chamber, waited for Caesar to come panting after it, and then closed the door again.

         “Come with me, sweet boy. Everything’s all right now. We’re going to find Donna.”

         The dog barked and wagged his tail joyfully. All the way to the laundry room he frolicked and jumped happily at her side. Caesar's very presence was enough to brighten Isabella's already good mood even more. Maybe the rest of the day would be quite passable after all.

         “Donna?”

         The door to the laundry room was open a crack. When she opened it further and poked her head through, she felt a damp warmth that made it difficult to breathe.

         She was about to enter when Caesar beat her through the doorway. Isabella couldn't pull the door closed faster than he could scurry through a gap.

         She heard a shrill exclamation. “You stupid dog, do you have to scare me like that?!”

         Grinning, Isabella approached the young oblate. “Sorry, we didn't mean to scare you.” It was a sincere apology. Isabella knew how jumpy Donna could be. The sisters often joked that it would probably be best if they all hung bells around their necks to spare Donna's nerves.

         Isabella glanced at the pile of laundry Donna was sitting in front of. In her hands she held her smartphone.

         Isabella frowned reproachfully. She could not forbid the oblate from using it, but the sisters had agreed to keep the use of modern media to a minimum so as not to be distracted from their tasks and their closeness to God. Donna didn't seem remotely bothered by any of that.

         “How far have you got with the laundry?” she asked, although she could see the answer for herself. She gave Donna a warning glance.

         “Be right with you.”

         Considering the mountain of laundry, this claim was clearly an outright lie.

         “I will help you.” Isabella gathered up the sleeves of her robe and stepped towards the laundry.

         “There is really no need for that, Sister Isabella.”

         “It seems there is.” She didn't mean to sound annoyed, but she couldn’t suppress the reproach in her tone.

         The oblate lowered her head. “I've let you down, haven't I?”

         Isabella paused in her movement and looked shrewdly at the young girl. The blue eyes looked back at her with soft apology.

         Isabella sighed. “Donna,” she said. “I don't know, but…” She paused for a moment, trying to choose her words carefully, not wanting to hurt the younger woman. “But… do you really think that convent life is the right path for you?”

         The answer came very quickly: “Yes!”

         Isabella smiled mildly and sat down next to her. “I've been watching you,” she began hesitantly. Donna looked at her, those blue eyes wide open. “You are still too much a part of the world, and not in the here and now.” She nodded towards the mobile phone in the oblate's hand. “With us.”

         “But…”

         Isabella shook her head. “I've been watching you,” she said again. “When you pretend to pray, you fall asleep.”

         Donna swallowed dryly, so much that her larynx bounced. “That might have happened once”.

         But Isabella continued to silently admonish her with her eyes.

         “Well, maybe twice. Three times at the most.” She smiled awkwardly. “Since these two workmen have been drilling and hammering around all day, I don't get to relax at all. Not even the midday break is sacred to them.” Her expression was defiant. “Moreover, your prayer times are inhumane”.

         “This is our way of being close to God,” Isabella replied simply. She raised her hands. “Maybe you have noticed by now that we reject everything that distracts us too much from God.”

         Donna's expression remained fixed.

         Isabella continued to speak: “You have to find your own way to God. That is the task of every sister.”

         “I'm just tired all the time,” Donna pointed out.

         “Then maybe you should drink less wine during the day.” That was another thing that had made Isabella uncomfortable. The young oblate was helping herself to the convent wine like others helped themselves to water. And well before lunchtime. On top of that, she preferred a wine that all the other sisters gave a wide berth. She would only drink the Abbey's own Vin Santo, the sweetest wine in the cellar.

         Donna shrugged her delicate shoulders. “You're right. But… it calms my nerves,” she confessed. “Besides, it just tastes so good. The wines here should win awards.”

         Isabella smiled and rose. “Come with me, there is work waiting for us. We can still do the laundry together afterwards.”

         When she stood, Caesar also came to life. His head jerked up as if he had heard something, and then he shot out of the laundry room.

         “I really do want to become one of you,” the oblate declared on her way out.

         Isabella nodded in empathy, but her doubts remained.

         “But it's all still so new to me and unfamiliar.”

         “That will change. If you really want it, then before long it will seem as if you never had another life before.”

         Donna groaned softly. “I wish.”

         When they stepped into the hallway, there was no sign of Caesar. Isabella called after him, and a moment later she heard the quick patter of paws on the tiled floor.

         “Go to the kitchen and bring a bucket and mop with you to the cloister.”

         “Very well, Sister.”

         Isabella watched the oblate turn to her left and walk away. She shook her head in resignation.

         “Donna?”

         The oblate wheeled around. “Yes, Sister Isabella?”

         “The kitchen is that way.”

         “Oh!” The oblate's eyes grew wide. “I’m sorry! I can never remember – it all looks the same to me.”

         With some difficulty, Isabella mustered a smile. “Well,” she said quietly to herself. “At least you know the way to the wine cellar in your sleep.” A dull feeling told her that she would still have a lot of work to do with the oblate.

         “Caesar! Caesar, where are you?”

         As she turned the corner, she saw the dog sitting on its hind legs and panting at her expectantly.

         “There's my boy.” She bent down to scratch his head, and he showed his appreciation by trying to lick her face all over. But Isabella had learned the dog's habits and pulled her head back just in time. But as she did so, she noticed a suspicious smell coming from his mouth.

         “Stop! Caesar, breathe on me!”

         The dog, of course, understood nothing at all and continued to pant blithely.

          
      

         Isabella approached his muzzle and sniffed. The smell was unmistakable.

         She rose and looked around. Indeed. Not far from the dog, something shiny was lying on the ground. The golden wrapped of a truffle praline. Isabella picked it up and looked at it. She did not like these tartufos herself. And besides Caesar, there was only one person here who would eat this kind of chocolate. She had to confront them. Things simply could not go on like this.
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