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        “The devil is not as black as he is painted.”

        DANTE ALIGHIERI

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Forced inside by the weather, Nedda’s wooden clothes rack sat like an emaciated skeleton in front of the fire. The incessant rain lashing the tiled roof didn’t bother her, but the intermittent wailing of the dam’s sirens sent her clucking to her husband — that ugly great oaf Enzo, lounging in his armchair.

      ‘How many times has that sounded now? Shouldn’t you telephone to check if everything up at the dam is okay? Maybe if you showed some initiative, they would give you that promotion?’

      Enzo shrugged and Nedda imagined shoving her husband’s shaggy head into the fire — the fire she started, with wood she cut and lugged up the narrow staircase to their tiny apartment. The apartment Enzo promised was only temporary until his advancement to head engineer. That was over thirty years ago now, and she’d long given up waiting for his promised promotion from lowly dam worker to engineer.

      Nedda turned the radio off, just as the host announced that Frank Sinatra’s ‘Strangers in the Night’ was number one in the charts, for the seventh week in a row. She tilted her head, certain she’d heard something over the opening bars of Sinatra’s hit.

      ‘Was that a wolf?’ she asked, as she crossed herself. They rarely heard wolves anymore, but she’d always considered them an evil omen. Enzo didn’t answer. 

      The first raindrops hadn’t bothered Nedda, gathering in tiny pools, caressing wanton leaves and splashing stones. But the rain kept coming, chasing her inside, falling in unending rivers of wet, drenching the earth until it became like an overfull sponge, forcing the water elsewhere.

      The siren died away, and Nedda shook her head to clear an animalistic rumbling between her ears. She turned to prod Enzo’s prone figure, but he was at the window, his belly spilling over his trousers as he opened the shutters.

      ‘You’ll let the rain in,’ Nedda yelled, tugging the laden clothes rack away from the rain.

      Enzo didn’t answer, too busy leaning out into the void, his gut pressing against the ancient window frame, his attention drawn by something other than his wife.

      ‘What can you see?’ Nedda asked, raising her voice to compete against the roar forcing its way into their living room.

      ‘Water.’

      Living near to the dam never fazed Nedda. It was convenient for Enzo’s work, and for the husbands of her friends. But tonight the darkness disguised the torrents of water streaming from the crumbling dam, pounding against the stone foundations of every house in their street.

      The building shuddered, throwing Nedda against Enzo. She grabbed onto her husband. Any complaints about his snoring or lack of advancement swept away by the churning water.

      ‘What do we do?’

      ‘There’s nothing we can do,’ Enzo replied, holding her tighter.

      Nedda looked into her husband’s eyes, mirroring his actions as he crossed himself.

      ‘Mary protect us,’ she whispered, tucking her head into Enzo’s shoulder

      The building shuddered again, and a groan from the waterlogged foundations forced its way up through the elderly walls. The fire spluttered as the burning wood lurched from the hearth.

      Enzo stumbled as the floor tilted and Nedda cried out as her husband’s body crushed her against the wall, gravity holding them in place.

      Enzo’s grip tightened around Nedda’s own middle-aged waist.

      ‘Now we pray,’ he said.

      Their prayers followed them as the building collapsed, throwing them into the swirling maelstrom as their beloved home became nothing more than dangerous rubble, destined to fill the picturesque Arno.

      Nedda screamed for Enzo as the water engulfed her, filling her mouth, cutting short the prayers she’d known her entire life. They would not help her now.

      And up in the Valle dell’Inferno, the Valley of Hell, a lone wolf howled at the moon.
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      He’d never wanted to return to Florence. He’d been there once on an ill-fated college trip involving copious amounts of alcohol consumed by underage boys while the tutor slept. As a teen, Richard Carstone experienced Florence with the mother of all hangovers, and remembered nothing good about the place. Although the trip had been not long after the war, so he hadn’t seen Florence in its finest glory.

      But here he was, drinking as an adult after an eleven hour flight. He tried to avoid flying wherever possible because being inside a cylindrical tube, thousands of feet in the air, under the control of a potentially manic depressive pilot filled him with dread, hence the self medication administered before, during, and now after the flight. And that wasn’t the only reason he was drinking himself into another stupor.

      His meeting with Julia hadn’t gone to plan, which was why he was now sitting alone at the bar. He had her best interests at heart, and knew her better than anyone else, and marrying him was far preferable to marrying a foreigner, an Italian. He’d tried every argument under the sun, even pulling out the spectre of Scott, his brother, but she’d shot that down in flames.

      Nursing a drink and positioning his glass so it sat in the middle of the tatty coaster, Richard Carstone once again pondered how he came to be in a hotel in Florence, alone with a shot of whiskey, and a coffee served in the smallest doll-sized coffee cup he’d even seen. When it arrived he’d argued with the barman that no one served coffees that small, but the barman then forgot how to speak a word of English, taking himself off to serve someone else.

      Everything was Julia’s fault. She’d fallen in love with the Italian guy who’d agreed to marry her as long as they did the deed in Italy, satisfying his elderly mother and ancient grandmother that their marriage was genuine. Why Julia invited Richard wasn’t a mystery, until five years ago she’d been his sister-in-law — the type who hosts the family dinners because they have the biggest home, and she has all the time in the world. Her Christmas presents always wrapped with ribbons and sprigs of holly, not just held together with string. Easter was always a production, but not with those mass produced chocolates from the gas station. No, not Julia, she’d handmade her own chocolate eggs. Richard tried hating her, but Julia was the best thing to happen to their family since his pop returned home from the war. His big brother was the luckiest man on the planet, until Julia found him cooling on their manicured lawn next to a ladder, his body twisted in an improbable angle, and Richard had been the one she’d called first.

      Richard would never forget the memory of his brother’s broken body. His death killing their parents, carrying them off like a hawk with an injured rabbit. Scott had been their favourite, their golden child, the prodigal son, the heir, with Richard the spare. But, in the wake of Scott’s death, and after the death of his parents, Richard became Julia’s rock, which suited him.

      Until Julia hadn’t needed him anymore. The Italian swooping in, sweeping her off her feet with his European charm and his money and his connections to the art world Julia adored, a world closed to Richard. He just knew that he loved Julia. Had always loved her.

      Then out of the blue, an invitation to her Italian wedding. The last thing he’d expected, but an opportunity to win her back.

      Knocking back the dregs of his drink, he stumbled from the bar to his room, hopeful that the whiskey would do its job and that his dreams would be from happier times. Dreams of Julia, the woman he wanted as his wife.
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      As the uniformed Pan Am air hostess waved goodbye, and Rhonda Devlyn stepped off the DC-8 onto the tarmac at Peretola Airport in Florence, Italy, she stopped to smell the air, tasting the enigmatic scent of freedom, something she only had the ghost of a memory of. Terrified of losing her newfound liberty, Rhonda scuttled through Customs, fully expecting an official to tap her on the shoulder, to send her back to America.

      She’d never been to Italy, but Florence felt like an old friend, reminding her of a comfortable quilt stored in the cupboard waiting till winter hit.

      In the back of a taxi, she dared offering the driver a smile, exercising muscles in her cheeks long unused. Her sudden freedom so tangible it vibrated in every nerve of her battered body.

      The taxi hurtled through the morning traffic; the rain washing the streets clean. Although no different to rush hour in any other city, Rhonda smiled at the faces of the drivers. Their looks so quintessentially Italian. Their cars, their manners, the buildings they passed. Tiny Fiats slipped through miniature gaps between fresh-off-the-production-line Alfa Romeo’s and the world’s largest collection of Lancers.

      Judicious use of car horns appeared to be compulsory, with her driver adding to the cacophony, but even the horns sounded Italian.

      They pulled up outside the Palazzo della Gherardesca, the reward of decades of damaged dreams. Dreams about a place seeped in history and held together with the blood of the Medici family. Her own blood almost put an end to her dreams, but she’d left that behind her.

      A uniformed concierge appeared with a giant umbrella to escort her inside, and with her heart in her mouth, she approached the building wondering if she would find safety here. Would Florence deliver the peace and the security she deserved?

      Rhonda walked through the ornate archway, and Firenze appeared. Not Florence, but Firenze, that place of artists, intrigue, manipulation, love, design, disaster.

      The palazzo hummed with its own history, and its elegance spoke for itself, and the staff waited discreetly for Rhonda to pull herself back from the past and into the present day.

      Through several centuries of changes of ownership and rebirth, the hotel clung to its history the way a shipwrecked sailor clings to driftwood. The doors opened to a frescoed atrium featuring the last word in decadence, with ceilings adorned with cherubs worthy of the Sistine Chapel. And everywhere she looked, Rhonda’s eyes drank in the details. The magic the architects and designers had created was beyond compare, and this restoration was so true to the palazzo’s origins, that the hotel’s owners must have been Renaissance princes in a former life.

      It still surprised Rhonda that she’d made it here. The life she had endured made bearable by this heaven on earth.

      At first glance, her room appeared more opulent than any she’d ever stayed in before, but before enjoying the moment, she checked the door and engaged the privacy chain. Safety first.

      Satisfied she was alone, Rhonda sank into the enormous bed, gazing at hand drawn frescoes on the ceiling, wallowing in the impossible luxury of solitude.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STUDENT

          

        

      

    

    
      Helena Stolar stumbled through her order at the trattoria. After every visit to Italy, she left confident that her Italian had improved enough to make life easier, but she’d been back two days and her tongue still failed at the simplest of words. She’d resorted to repeating prego and grazie, ad infinitum using hand gestures more at home at a football game.

      Gazing around, she took in the contented faces of the locals. This trattoria wasn’t a tourist trap — charging extra for sitting outside and breathing the air, but a local haunt with a modest menu and a loyal clientele, and near her work. And if she didn’t have to eat, she’d already be there.

      Helena chose Florence for her work experience, to access the best tutors and base materials, but also to look for the art stolen from her family during the war. An impossible task. Experts she’d spoken with on behalf of her broken family called her labour a fool’s errand, warning her off the Herculean task of tracking her father’s art. The more time she spent in Italy, the more she realised that if the artworks still existed, they hid in European attics or scattered across the globe. But she never stopped looking.

      Known for its great museums and galleries, tiny museums filled Florence’s obscure alleyways, hidden well off the beaten track, available to a select few. Helena spent her spare time tracking these down, working through word of mouth, chasing recommendations from bakers and postage clerks, coffee bar waiters and taxi drivers.

      This morning she stood outside the Soldanieri Gallery, a private homage to Italian art. And although open to the public, it was almost unknown to the casual tourist, unless they were in the market to buy the art on display.

      After shaking the rain from her coat, she entered the Roman Renaissance style foyer, wandering through the elegant halls. With no interest in statues and sculptures, she made her way straight to the galleries. The Soldanieri was both a traditional museum and a gallery. The two sections operating in uncomfortable competition with each other. As everything inside was privately owned, the Italian government had no power to stop the wealthy owner selling any of his art to the highest bidder.

      She ignored the large biblical scenes with overblown colours and exquisite religious iconography; she concentrated on pieces similar to those which had formed her father’s collection — smaller pieces, with an obvious lean towards maritime themed pieces, running the gamut from three-masted sailing ships to smaller tenders.

      There was one piece she knew she’d be able to identify as soon as she saw it — a canvas no bigger than a magazine, oil on wood depicting a small tender wrecked on an outcrop of rocks in a storm with a man and woman huddled under the darkened clouds, their faces turned from the artist showing only a profile of fear. It wasn’t there. She never expected to recover the painting and wasn’t surprised when she couldn’t find it, making a short notation next to the museum’s name in her notebook.

      ‘Were you searching for something in particular?’ a voice asked.

      Helen spun around, dropping her notebook, the pencil skittering across the polished marble floors.

      As he bent to retrieve Helena’s belongings, a flash of gold winked from his cuffs, a golden eagle, an Aquila. 

      ‘I was hoping for The Wreck by Nicolae Vermont, my father was very fond of it.’ She’d learnt early on that to accuse a museum of holding pillaged artwork was a sure way to receive a swift escort out. Now she kept her enquiries benign.

      ‘And your father saw it here, in this gallery?’

      Helena detected something on his face. Recognition?

      ‘It’s what I’ve been told. Sadly, my father has passed, so I can’t ask him,’ she apologised.

      After handing Helena her pencil, the man steepled his fingers at his lips.

      ‘The example you are looking for, is it a couple shipwrecked on the rocks?’

      Helena’s pulse quickened.

      ‘Yes, have you seen it?’

      He nodded. ‘That picture was never here though, but nearby.’

      ‘Can I visit there? To see it?’ Helena asked, her pulse racing.

      The man swept the room with guarded eyes, before nodding.

      ‘Yes, I can take you tonight.’

      With arrangements made to meet after the museum closed for the afternoon, Helena all but skipped from the building.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alfonso Casadei, the owner of the Soldanieri, watched Helena leave. It suited him to let visitors confuse him for lowly museum staff. It was an excellent means to gauge feedback for the exhibitions, to identify future clients, and sometimes, to find a lover.

      Casadei tapped his fingers against his jutting collarbone, every line on his face detailing a life lived on the edge of civility. She was perfect for his collection...

      Somewhere outside a melodious bell tolled the hour and Casadei checked his watch. There was sufficient time to join his fiancée for pre-dinner drinks before his appointment tonight. He hadn’t predicted a marriage to an older widow, but she came with such a magnificent inheritance, that it would have been foolish to refuse. And it didn’t pay to keep her waiting.
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      Stefano Mazzi locked the door and dropped the heavy keyring into his pocket as he tried straightening his shoulders. The pain snaking across his hips worsened every day, but he refused to acknowledge it until he reached his home. The wet weather made it worse, and both Stefano and Florence were suffering from under two weeks of non-stop rain. He hated the November weather, when the respite of the summer months was so far away. Defying the agony, he lengthened his stride and lifted his chin. No one must see his pain.

      As he shuffled along the narrow cobbled streets, he avoided the tourists. Their eyes glazed over at the beauty surrounding them. He also ignored the lengthening shadows holding the history of the Medici’s within its confines, his sights firmly set on the well-trod path to his car he took every night, focussed on home.

      Tonight it seemed he’d parked closer to home than to work, but given the scarcity of car parking spaces in the city, he didn’t bother looking for a spot closer. He’d been parking here for longer than he cared to remember. Most days it suited him. Even on mist-soaked days, which left his hands invisible in front of his face, the lengthy walk cleared his mind of his troubles. It was the only time there was no call upon him. The drive home wasn’t calming; most Italians drove as if they were Mario Andretti, and Stefano’s car bore the evidence — with both wing mirrors held on with tape, and more scrapes down the side than a water buffalo in Africa.

      After braving the evening’s traffic and nudging his way into a parking space nearby, he limped home. Stefano selected a far smaller key than the one he’d used to lock up at the museum, but paused before using it. He stroked the third key on the keyring. It didn’t have the heft or the gravitas of the first one, nor was it as common as his house key. He didn’t need it today, but soon.

      He slipped the smallest key into the lock and opened the nondescript wooden door, worn and battered like him.

      ‘I’m home,’ he called out. No reply greeted him, and he shuffled in, sloughing off his shoes and bag. His leather satchel making as many trips as him, a trusty companion. It clunked against the stair rail as he hung it over the newel, silence swallowing the noise.

      Old world charm filled every corner of the house. Pedestrians outside would never have guessed the luxury behind Stefano’s plain front door. The shabbiness of the man a contrast to inside, where tendrils of hand-painted ivy curled up the walls, the valuable wooden furniture shone, with gold leaf adorning every ornate frame, and intricate mosaics dressed the floor he trod in his stockinged feet.

      As he made his way upstairs, his heart slowed as the peace of his home enveloped him. Muted tones, delicate antique furniture, and walls adorned with fine oil paintings by long dead Italian artists from the best of schools. As he climbed the stairs, the portraits looked upon him, judging his deeds, approving of his ways.

      ‘Ciao, amore mio,’ he said. I’m home, my love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE POLICEMAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Another day, another tourist, another missing wallet. Monkeys took more care of their belongings than the tourists he dealt with every day. Who travels to a foreign country and leaves their handbag hanging on the back of their chair? Those had been Antonio Pisani’s first three files this morning before a fourth tourist appeared at the front desk claiming his valuables were missing from his hotel safe. The next tourist had had his wallet plucked from his back pocket.

      Antonio Pisani patted the front of his trousers, still damp from the torrential rain outside, and felt the reassuring bulk of his wallet in his pocket. No decent Italian man kept his pocketbook in his back trouser pocket. You may as well hand it directly to the pickpockets. Every tourist guidebook he’d ever read gave the same advice, but every single day, tourists flooded into the police station, livid that someone had robbed them. It was enough to drive him to drink.

      ‘Pisani, have you got that file on the room safe theft?’ Rosa Fonti called out, her voice guttural, marking her as a northerner, not a local.

      ‘It’s here, Bella,’ he said, holding the file above his head.

      ‘Stop calling me Bella,’ Rosa said, snatching the folder from his hands.

      He could hear her muttering under her breath as she returned to her desk, but ignored it. Rosa was a peculiar specimen; a woman in a workplace not designed for her kind. Soon she would marry and spawn small sulky children, which meant she was just a passing phase in an otherwise unchanging workplace, so no point trying too hard to be friends. As long as she did her share of work, and made the coffee, he didn’t mind sharing the office with her.

      ‘Why do you want the file?’ he asked, recognising she’d asked for one of his allocated files.

      Rosa looked up. ‘There’s a report of another theft from the same hotel.’

      Pisani frowned. Pickpockets were one thing, par for the course in Florence, but thefts from hotel safes were rare, and the city council would come down upon them like the Ponte Vecchio in an earthquake if it hit them with any adverse publicity. Flailing around in his memory for the hotel’s name, he gave in, ‘What was the name of the hotel?’

      ‘The Altavilla on the Via dei Leoni,’ said Rosa Fonti.
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      With a hangover larger than the trash problem in Rome, Richard Carstone awoke to the noise of an army of delivery trucks trundling past his window. And somewhere down the hotel corridor it sounded like someone had set up a nursery and was encouraging their young attendees to cry as often as possible.

      Carstone winced as he sat up before lurching over to the grimy window. Housekeeping wasn’t a priority here. To be fair, he’d booked into one of the cheapest hotels within walking distance of the wedding venue. He didn’t crave taking his life into his hands by driving on roads crowded with mad Italians behind the wheels of dubious quality Fiats. As a starter, he’d lost his licence.

      The view from the window as dire as he expected in a city as old as Florence catering to an influx of tourists — an alleyway filled with overflowing bins leading onto the street, a family of rats ferreting through the waste in uninterrupted joy. And rain. It hadn’t stopped raining since he’d arrived.

      Turning his back on the view, he tried jollying the wall heater into life by hitting it. Nothing. A shower then, that would at least warm him.

      The two toilets in the bathroom confused him, and he chose the one with a seat. Sitting there he puzzled over the extra toilet and his mind strayed from Julia, to Scott, to Italy, to his problems, and back to the second toilet. He hoped the hotel had fired their plumber, or had at least got a refund for the redundant plumbing. Two toilets in one bathroom, the perfect illustration of why he preferred America.

      Carstone ignored the hair stuck to a cake of soap left by the last guest and waited for the scalding water. And waited and waited, his skin crawling as the filth became more noticeable the longer he stood there. He couldn’t bear it, and climbed under the icy water, which was as sobering as expected. With his eyes closed, Richard allowed the water to flow over his face, washing away the flight, the alcohol, and Julia’s rejection.

      ‘Ciao, servizio di pulizia,’ came a woman’s voice from his room.

      His eyes flew open, ‘Hello? I’m in the shower,’ Carstone called out. Who the hell was in there? He wrapped a short towel around his waist to investigate.

      A youthful woman in cotton trousers and a white shirt stood in the room. ‘Servizio di pulizia,’ she said, staring at him.

      ‘Sorry, but I’ve got no idea what you’re saying,’ Richard said, trying to tug his towel closed. Either his stomach was too big or it was designed for a child, because it barely met in the middle.

      ‘Housekeeping,’ she said with a heavy accent, turning to straighten his sheets.

      ‘Now’s not an agreeable time,’ he said, dripping on the carpet. She paid no attention, intent on her poor attempts at smoothing the covers he’d had a fight with during the night. If the soap was a sign as to the cleanliness of the linen, he didn’t want to think too deeply about it.

      Carstone repeated himself, gesturing one-handed to the open door.

      She shrugged, turned on her heels and left. Carstone peered out to check she’d gone, surprised at the lack of any housekeeping trolley in the narrow hallway, yet watched her let herself into another room, calling out, ‘Servizio di pulizia,’ as she entered the room.

      Curious, maybe she was just the bed-making girl? Now shivering in the doorway, Carstone returned to his room, drying himself off and rehanging the towel on the rail, making sure each end was the same length. He couldn’t ignore the ancient bar of soap any longer and tossed it in the trash. Laying his toiletries in a neat row on the edge of the basin, a balm to his interrupted ablutions, he forgot about the girl from housekeeping. He had a different girl on his mind.
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      Despite the enticing view outside of the rain-dappled private gardens of the palazzo, Rhonda didn’t want to leave her opulent room. She still felt the prickle of someone watching her, despite being five thousand miles away from her husband. Twice she’d tested the lock before running a bath.

      After bathing, she rubbed at her unease with a towel, scrubbing her body raw as she reassured herself that there was no way he’d find her.

      Rhonda stared out over gardens peppered with statues dotting the paths, waiting to hide lovers and sinners alike. Pressing her forehead to the glass, she reminded herself that this was what freedom felt like and admonished herself to stop fear from clouding this moment.

      Rummaging through her case, she pulled out a sundress bought on impulse at the airport. A blue majolica print dress with a simple neckline and fitted at the waist with a slight flare. One of the most expensive pieces of clothing she’d ever bought, with money she’d never had access to until now. But what little remained of her self confidence refused to allow her to dress the part of a frumpy housewife in Italy. The shop assistant had tried tempting her with those new miniskirts everyone was wearing now, and Rhonda remembered laughing at the poor thing. She didn’t have legs like Jean Shrimpton; she was a housewife. What would she do with a miniskirt in her wardrobe?

      The rain indicating it was not suitable weather for a sundress, and her husband would have called her stupid for wearing it, but he wasn’t here, and this was her life. So Rhonda slipped it on and checked the mirror. Perhaps it was the light, or the release from hell, but she looked different — younger, unburdened, alive. Fluffing her hair, she assessed her figure then turned away. It didn’t matter how she presented herself, no one would stare at her. That’s what she’d been told. No one wants to look at you.

      After covering the dress with a sensible jacket, and slipping on her shoes, Rhonda collected her handbag and hat and left her refuge, plastering a smile into place, something she’d had plenty of practice doing.

      The concierge greeted her as she appeared in the lobby.

      ‘Have you settled in, Signora Devlyn?’ he asked.

      ‘Yes, thank you,’ Rhonda answered, her eyes skittering over the other guests.

      ‘Is there a tour I may help organise?’ he asked.

      ‘No, I don’t think so. I will stroll the streets and find coffee, and then I will visit the Uffizi.’

      ‘I can arrange your ticket for the gallery?’ he offered.

      ‘No, sorry, I mean I am just going to sit outside and drink it in. That sounds strange, I know, but I need to savour the moment. I’m in no rush,’ she said, smiling.

      ‘Ah, perfetto, perfect,’ he said, handing her a map of the city and pencilling in the best route to the Uffizi Gallery. ‘Sadly, the forecast today is for more rain. We can only apologise.’

      Rhonda thanked the man and disappeared into the outside world.

      It wasn’t the concierge’s place to question Rhonda’s peculiar desires. She couldn’t have known it saddened him that most guests only experienced a minuscule fraction of the beauty of Firenze, that the city was much more than the Uffizi Gallery and the Ponte Vecchio. But she noticed him checking her fingers, which still bore both her wedding band and an engagement ring. Perhaps he expected her husband to join her, or maybe she was waiting for an il innamorato, a lover.

      Rhonda flushed with embarrassment at the perceived judgement as she hurried into the rain, slipping the stubborn rings from her finger and shoving them deep into the recesses of her leather handbag.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE STUDENT

          

        

      

    

    
      As part of the intern programme at the Manzoni Art Institute, Helena would spend the next three months learning advanced techniques for fresco painting and restoration. She’d chosen this speciality despite frescoes being in short supply at home in England. Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries had dealt with most of them, leaving only fragments for scholars to examine. Three months inhaling caustic fumes during restoration work was far more desirable than another Christmas at home with the ghosts of her family. 

      Florence in autumn was so much more bearable than the summer, when tourists clogged the streets and cafes, behaving with unbearable rudeness to the locals. She identified more local than tourist, given this was her third visit to Florence, each trip longer than the earlier one. Her trips to Florence buoyed her through the lonely grey rainy days in England, although it hadn’t stopped raining since she’d arrived in Italy, reminding her of the rain which caused the disaster in Aberfan in Wales just last month. And she uttered a muted prayer, grateful that she was in a cosmopolitan city and no where near a coal mine.

      After arriving at the studio, it surprised her to recognise students from last year working at their allocated tables. She hadn’t realised that they weren’t yet qualified conservators, thinking them well ahead of her in the programme.

      ‘Ciao, Helena!’ Benito enthused from the enormous drafting table, as he threw his arms around her.

      Dressed in white lab coats, the students resembled a room full of scientists, and in actuality, that’s what they were. They learnt and worked in an environment filled with ultraviolet lights, microscopes, a bulky microliter centrifuge, test tubes, scalpels and other diagnostic machines Helena still didn’t understand. She knew what they did, but not how they worked.

      ‘Hello, Benito,’ Helena replied, leaning in for the customary double kiss, flushing at her proximity to the attractive Italian. ‘Did you just get here?’ she asked, pointing to his pristine workspace

      ‘It was difficult getting out of bed this morning, until I smelt the coffee,’ he said, running a stained hand through his thick black hair, making it look like he’d styled it with electricity. Girls killed for hair as thick as his.

      ‘Hello again, Helena,’ said the other person at the table, lifting her blonde head a fraction.

      ‘Hello, Marisa,’ Helena said, swivelling back towards Benito, the social veneer straining under the mutual dislike. She would never forgive Marisa for what had happened last season. It was unforgivable. Girls don’t do that to their friends.

      ‘Are you here for the whole three months?’ she asked Benito.

      ‘I am and you?’

      ‘Same, but this term they’re paying me to be here, instead of making me use my leave.’

      ‘How wonderful!’ Benito enthused, oblivious to Marisa’s scowl. ‘That means it is your shout tonight. Where are we going? To the Rendezvous? You remember the basement bar near the Arno?’

      ‘You Italians are all the same. Drink, drink, drink! Yes, I remember, and I can’t believe that dive is still operating.’

      ‘Drinking isn’t all that’s on my mind,’ Benito replied, winking. Despite knowing that Benito DiMarco was an incurable flirt, Helena’s pulse quickened at his words. Maybe this time she’d be the lucky object of his attention. Her fantasies had carried her through the past year, and there were few nights she didn’t fall asleep dreaming of Benito and what might be...

      She stumbled over her answer, Benito’s appeal was overwhelming, but her appointment with the curator so unexpected that she’d be a fool not to meet him tonight.

      ‘I can’t tonight, but tomorrow, definitely. We’ll have a rendezvous at the Rendezvous. Now back to work,’ Helena joked, before moving off to her workstation. The outlook for her winter in Florence improved immeasurably now that Benito was there. It was a shame Marisa was back, but she’d deal with that problem if it raised its head again. She needed to remember not to trust Marisa, especially with men.

      From her cushioned stool, she greeted her table companions - Vitali, the small Russian man with an uncanny resemblance to Lenin but with less of a revolutionary bend, and Oona - a quiet Irish girl with an accent as broad as the Arno River. She seemed nice enough, but quiet. A fourth stool lay unclaimed.

      Today’s assignment was an unsigned portrait of a Renaissance noble. Their first task was to clean away decades of dirt clinging to the discoloured varnish, before they began any actual restoration work. The careful removal of the varnish was next, always tricky, but there were several patches of paint loss on the canvas, and any haste might lift more paint. An extra pair of hands would have been helpful, otherwise it could take them days to lift the varnish.

      As they worked, the pile of soiled materials next to them grew along with the stench of fumes. Helena’s mind wandered as she considered how best to handle tonight. Should she demand that they hand over her father’s artwork? Should she ask the police to go with her? Her hand slipped.

      ‘Merda!’

      Their tutor - Feodor Sim loomed above Helena, ripping her hand away from the canvas, his firm grip pinching the tender flesh of her wrist. His eyes narrowed to slits.

      ‘You’re ruining the canvas. Concentrate,’ he yelled, before releasing her and throwing his hands up in despair.

      Helena tugged her sleeves over her reddening wrist, the flush inching up her cheeks giving her gawping classmates even more to stare at.

      Feodor Sim, a renowned tutor, and artist in his own right, ruled with an iron rod and expected greatness from his students, and they rewarded him with such. When he wasn’t peering over their shoulders and tutting in their ears, he worked on private commissions — mixing ingredients to replicate the paint used by the original artist, mimicking recipes and techniques long since lost to the modern artist. But he was mercurial, prone to screaming at the slightest infractions, threatening to expel students who disappointed him more than once. Helena had never endured his anger until now.

      Helena stumbled over a heartfelt apology, holding back the reasons for her distraction. Should she tell him, ask for his help? She bit her lip, thinking she’d burnt that bridge now.

      ‘You will concentrate or you will leave,’ Sim said, with utter finality before retreating to his alcove — his private inner sanctum.

      Sim’s lab resembled an alchemist’s lair — stocked with vials of crushed gemstones, powdered beetle carcasses, and foreign seed pods. Like Ali Baba himself, Feodor Sim collected rare ingredients from around the world. After analysing paint samples from Byzantine, Renaissance, Elizabethan and Napoleonic art, he painstakingly collected samples of the authentic ingredients with the goal of recreating the paints applied by long dead artists, both famous and forgotten.

      It had fascinated Helena to watch Sim mix his concoctions, sampling them on tiny pieces of prepared canvas or board, depending on which artist he was mimicking. He would make a superb forger with the attention to detail he gave every sweep of the brush. But to be on the end of Sim’s anger… it wasn’t something she ever wanted to repeat. She couldn’t afford to upset him.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said to his retreating back. She had to focus and would worry about her appointment later.
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      Stefano kissed his wife on the forehead, but she didn’t move from staring out the bedroom window. Not a good day then, Stefano thought as he changed out of his overalls, folding them before laying them on the chair ready for tomorrow.

      He left his wife to her hidden dreams and made his way to the kitchen. Once his wife’s domain, he’d taken over but changed nothing. The basil still grew on the window ledge and ripe persimmons sat like sun-burnt buddhas in a bowl, threatening to explode. But in the corners, dust gathered, stray crumbs hid under benches, and desiccated carrots lay rotting at the bottom of the vegetable basket. But Stefano was oblivious to the surrounding decay.

      He pottered around the kitchen, pulling apart yesterday’s leftover ciabatta, roughly chopping radicchio leaves and prepping the artichokes for steaming. After dicing a small red onion from the bowl, he added it to the radicchio, and threw in a handful of capers. He sliced the still hot artichokes into thin slivers, adding them to the bowl, followed by a splash of vinegar, olive oil, and shredded basil. The herby scent perfuming his gnarled fingers.

      Stefano tossed the salad together, mixing in the stale ciabatta, and serving it onto two plates. He poured two glasses of red wine — a vino novello, and loaded everything onto a wooden tray before carrying it upstairs. If it was a good day, she’d eat and drink with him, bringing such joy, but those were rare.

      ‘I’m coming, my love,’ he called out.

      He placed the tray on a small table under the window. The mahogany and walnut table’s delicate surface still held the vestiges of inlaid flowers and leaves, hidden as soon as Stefano set his tray down, obscuring the centuries-old beauty.

      His wife refused to look at the food, her silent rebuke punishing him.

      He chose his words carefully.

      ‘Please, Carmela. Nonna made it, downstairs. She asked me to bring it up because she’s up to her arms in flour and didn’t want to trek powder up the stairs.’

      Despite Carmela’s grandmother having been dead for thirty-odd years, mentioning Nonna settled her. He’d resorted more and more to subterfuge and half truths to keep her happy. But tonight he would face another night of angry silence. Nothing he did drew her away from the window and the waiting.
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