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    Jimmy Costello, corrupt ex-copper and now fixer for the Catholic Church, always liked Paris, but never got the chance to spend time there.  Now his boss in Rome wants him to go back.  It’s a simple job: find the missing owner of a piece of valuable property.  But Jimmy’s not the only one looking. 




    What is he looking for and who else wants it so badly? No one seems to have the answers. This time Jimmy is on his own.
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    Chapter One




    ‘Good heavens, Mr Costello, there is absolutely nothing life-threatening about what I’m asking you to do.’




    Jimmy gave her what his mum would have called an “old-fashioned” look.




    ‘No, there never is, is there?’




    Professor McBride didn’t answer. Jimmy didn’t expect her to. On her last non-life-threatening outing he’d got a knife in his side. But his real reason for kicking was the way she had summoned him, like some bloody junior office clerk. ‘Come to my office’: no ‘please’, no explanation, just the command to be there.




    ‘You are, of course, at liberty to refuse, although I have to say …’




    ‘No you don’t. You don’t have to say anything.’




    They sat in silence. The office was at the top of a tall block in a modern business suburb and through the windows Jimmy could see the sun shining on the distant blue hills of Frascati. It was a lovely view made all the lovelier by the glory of the April day. After a moment Jimmy pulled his mind back from the glories of nature. Yes, he could refuse. But if he did, what else was there? This woman was all he had, without her his life had no point, made no sense. She had given him some sort of life back, so he put away his petulance and gave in.




    ‘What is it I’m supposed to do?’




    ‘Simply what I said. Find a missing person.’




    ‘What missing person?’




    ‘I don’t know.’




    He threw up a hand in frustration.




    ‘You see! There you go again. You give me a hurry-up call because you say there’s a job. I come running and you tell me that I’m to look for a missing person, but you don’t know who it is. What is it about you? Why can’t you be straight? Why can’t you just tell me …’




    Professor McBride’s voice was sharp. Jimmy almost expected her to lean forward and rap her knuckles on the desk.




    ‘Mr Costello, I’ve heard all that before. You don’t trust me, you think me, in your own words, a devious bastard. Very well, I agree you may have grounds for thinking as you do …’




    Jimmy sat in silence as she went on. It didn’t matter what she said. Whatever it was, she was right, she was always right, so he sat and listened and, when she was ready, she began to explain what it was he was going to do for her, the job that absolutely couldn’t be life-threatening.




    Next day, early, he packed a cheap black holdall with essentials and left his apartment. He lived in an ultra-respectable district not far from the Vatican, on the top floor of a four-storey building which looked just like all the other four-storey buildings that lined either side of the street except that beside his main entrance there was a small restaurant, the Café Mozart. He went in and bought his breakfast; a coffee. Then he walked to Lepanto where he caught the Metro. He was going to Fiumicino airport and a taxi was out of the question during the Roman rush-hour. It wouldn’t be quicker to walk, but it would be close. At the airport he boarded a scheduled flight to Paris and by lunch-time he was sitting in a bar overlooking the Seine.




    It was April in Paris. People wrote songs about it, got romantic about it, came here just to be part of it. Except that today the rain was running down the café window distorting the view so that the buildings on the far bank were almost indistinguishable from the dark sky above them. Outside the bar cars and pedestrians alike passed in little more than a blur. The wind strengthened and threw even more hard rain against the big window, and what little was visible momentarily dissolved. It was as if some sort of animal was trying to get in. It was Paris in the spring.




    Jimmy looked down at the cup of coffee on the table and thought about his meeting with Professor MacBride the previous day in Rome. Too bloody true he had grounds, she was a devious bastard, and the more she said nothing should go wrong the more he’d felt sure something not only could but would go wrong. But he’d still got on the plane. He picked up the cup but the coffee was almost cold, he’d nursed it for too long. He looked at his watch. There was still an hour to kill before the meeting she’d arranged. He looked at the window again. The view, what there was of it, had returned. It was no day to be out strolling on the boulevards. It was a day to stay inside where it was dry and warm, but inside a bar with the rain hammering at the windows wasn’t his idea of discovering Paris. He might be anywhere, Rome, Copenhagen, Lübeck, even London.




    Funny, he thought, when I’ve passed through Paris before, when there was no time to see the place, the sun always shone and it all looked terrific. I was sorry I couldn’t stay and look around. Now here I am and it’s no better than a wet Sunday in Kilburn. And he let his mind drift back to London, to Kilburn and his childhood. But his memory, as it does with everyone, played him false. It told him that when he was a child playing with his friends in the narrow terraced backstreets the sun had always shone and the days had always been warm and bright. There had been no cold, wet days, not until he’d grown up, when suddenly the warmth and sunshine somehow got switched off at the plug and a cold greyness had begun to seep inexorably into his soul.




    Shit. Forget it, what’s done is done, it can’t be mended or changed. It’s finished and gone. What was it Danny said? Let the dead past bury its dead. His mind went back to a dirty, side-street bar in Rome and a big West Indian who hated coffee, wouldn’t drink alcohol, and had a laugh like a bass drum.




    Jimmy smiled to himself. Good bloke, Danny, but too clever for his own good. Even so he wasn’t wrong, leave the dead alone and maybe they’ll leave you alone. He got up from his table, went to the bar, paid, and left the café.




    He pulled his collar up as far as it would go, pushed his hands deep into the pockets of his light raincoat, waited at the kerb then crossed the road and walked alongside the wall below which was the embankment and then the wide, muddy Seine. He was headed for the bridge which would take him over the river onto the Isle de la Cité. He didn’t want to be out in the rain so he was heading for somewhere inside that couldn’t be anywhere but Paris. He walked on quickly hunched up against the rain, a stocky, crumpled, middle-aged man with short, grizzled hair. He might not like the weather, but it fitted him. A cold, grey day for a cold, grey man.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Once over the bridge he kept going down a straight, tree-lined road. The small spring leaves seemed to be able to defy the gloom of the day and almost shine as their branches swayed, but maybe it was just the rain easing and the clouds lightening. After a short while the road opened out on the left side onto a big square. Jimmy turned. There were plenty of people here who had braved the weather because beyond the busy square rose up the massive, marvellous front of Notre Dame Cathedral, the place where Jimmy had been heading. Jimmy wasn’t surprised the square was so busy, after all, if you’ve travelled all the way from the US or China or Japan you didn’t let a little bit of rain stop you. He passed through the tourists who, under umbrellas, in waterproofs and hats, or just getting wet, were laughing, talking, looking, snapping themselves and each other on their cameras and smart phones. They were doing what all visitors did in Paris on wet days, ignoring the rain and enjoying themselves.




    Jimmy made his way towards the small entrance in one of the great doors at the foot of the cathedral’s glorious façade. He went in, dipped his finger into the holy water stoop, and blessed himself. The soaring space of the interior was filled with the busy hum of voices, lines of tourists were being led through the aisles and people stood in groups, or in twos and threes, or by themselves, gazing at the glory that surrounded them and flash lights gave sudden, brief bursts of bright light. Only a very thin scattering of people knelt in the pews and up the main aisle the great main altar stood aloof, silent and empty. To most of the visitors this wasn’t a church, a place of prayer and worship. It was high culture, serious history, a building of almost miraculous beauty the like of which, somehow, we couldn’t manage to make any more.




    Jimmy looked around and walked to a statue in a quiet corner. It was a woman, a nun. He didn’t know who she was nor did he particularly care. He needed someone to pass on a message. It didn’t matter who the messenger was so long as it was a saint, someone who was already on that other inside, the one he’d been told about as a child and now found it so hard to believe in. He slipped some coins into the black box below the tray of burning candles, picked up a new one, lit it, and placed it in a holder among the others. Then he took a step back and looked up at the statue.




    ‘Saint whoever you are, I want you to pray that …’ But the next bit was always difficult but finally he managed a few words. ‘… ask God not to let me slip away. Tell him I don’t want to just slip away. Ask him to keep me, keep me …’ But the words petered out. It never got any easier. He knew it never would. Maybe that was because he wanted to believe, wanted it so badly to be true, and wanting it so much he could never be sure that if he believed it would be no more than self-delusion. He shook his head. If that was how it was then he would never get there. How had Bernie managed it? How had her faith been so simple and so strong, even to the end?




    He crossed himself, turned and walked away from the plaster image. It wasn’t much of a message and he wasn’t sure it would get through, or that anyone was there if it did. But he still tried, tried to hold on for the sake of Bernie, because Bernie had stuck with him and looked after him while he … but again the words petered. Let the dead past bury its dead. It was over, gone, couldn’t be changed or mended, so let it go.




    Outside the rain had stopped. The umbrellas were coming down. The clouds had noticeably thinned, the gloom of the dark clouds had lifted, bringing a hope of the sun breaking through. Maybe the day wouldn’t be so bad after all.




    Jimmy turned down the collar of his coat and walked away, heading for the nearest Metro to go see and talk to another nun, a real one this time, not a plaster image.




    He was half way back along the tree-lined road when the clouds suddenly parted, the sun came out, and the dreary dampness of the streets changed magically. The drips on the leaves began to sparkle, the wet pavement glistened as the sun hit it, the dark roofs took on a wet brightness, and the window shutters and black ironwork balconies on the upper floors of the buildings on either side no longer looked grim, but now offered a happy and elaborate counterpoint to the light colouring of the Empire frontages so quintessentially Parisian. The red, wet pantiles of the roofs seemed to come to life and glow as the sun streamed into the streets. All around him the place seemed suddenly alive, full of light. What was it that name they used? La Ville Lumière. City of Light. Jimmy instinctively lost some of his crumpled look, straightened up, and walked on with a livelier step.




    The Seine flowed heavily under the bridge as he crossed but even the dirty water managed a few glistening twinkles up at him as the sun caught its ripples. The clouds were clearing fast and there was the promise of a fine afternoon to make up for the foul morning.




    Jimmy left the bridge and crossed the main road. The café was just down on his left. Maybe he’d come back later and sit outside in the sun, have a beer, and watch Paris go by. His whole mood lifted. He felt better. Perhaps this time it really would be something easy, something straightforward, just find a missing person. Nothing evil, nothing life threatening. Nothing that would get him or anyone else killed. He looked around and brightened. April in Paris, Paris in the spring, all as per the brochure. All very ooh, la, la. Oh yes, all very much ooh la bloody la.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    ‘There are only three of us here now and I am the youngest at seventy-eight. Sister Alphonse has to use a wheelchair if she leaves the convent,’ there was a pause, Jimmy waited, ‘which she never does these days so it doesn’t really matter. Sister Agatha can do nothing because of the arthritis in her joints although, with difficulty, she can still manage the rosary.’ The little nun sitting opposite Jimmy suddenly looked at him aggressively. ‘Of course there is no question of her kneeling, no one could expect that.’




    Jimmy felt as if he had just suggested that Sr Agatha should, at this very minute and despite her crippled joints, be on her knees somewhere, praying.




    ‘No. Of course not. No one could expect that.’ The little nun seemed grudgingly satisfied. Jimmy waited but she just sat. He decided to gently get things going again. ‘You speak good English.’




    ‘I was sent to Cameroon, the French-speaking part, but then I was moved and they all spoke English so I had to learn. I didn’t want to learn but in those days discipline was discipline. Today, of course, it is all different. If someone …’




    Having got her going again Jimmy tried, again gently, to steer her back to why he was there.




    ‘You must be sorry the convent is closing.’




    ‘Yes, the convent is closing. It has been difficult. There are only three of us and I am the youngest at seventy-eight. Sister Alphonse has to use a wheelchair if she leaves the convent.’ Jimmy worried for a second that she’d got stuck in some sort of loop and would keep going back to the beginning, but she carried on. ‘But I’m not complaining, you understand.’ Jimmy nodded trying to look as if he understood. ‘We are provided with help, a young woman comes each day to see to household matters, there is another woman who cooks, and a nurse who visits regularly each week.’ The nun looked at Jimmy who tried to smile encouragingly but the nun ignored him and carried on, talking, apparently to herself, or to nobody. ‘When I joined we young nuns looked after the old ones. We were a community in those days. Now there are no young ones so Sister Alphonse sits in her chair, Sister Agatha says the rosary when she can, and I have to deal with whatever needs to be dealt with. But at least I am mobile which is a blessing,’ she lapsed into a short silence, maybe saying a prayer of thanks for the blessing of being the one who had to deal with everything, ‘although I fully expect that I will find myself similarly placed as Sr Alphonse and Sr Agatha in the not-too-distant future,’ she paused, ‘if God spares me.’




    She said it as if sparing her was the sort of nasty trick she expected God to play on her. Jimmy could see why she would feel that way.




    She was small, even in the voluminous black habit and the long, black veil that covered her head and shoulders. She sat facing Jimmy with her hands in her lap. They were in a cold, bare room lit only by what daylight could force its way in through two grimy, lattice-leaded windows. The walls were covered with a dull paper with no discernable pattern except for three bright rectangular patches of pale green with small, faded yellow flowers where pictures had once hung. The carpet was badly worn and wouldn’t be going anywhere when the place closed except into a skip. An empty bulb socket hung from a flex in the centre of the ceiling.




    ‘How long before it closes?’




    ‘The house is already being emptied. Most of the rooms are finished. Soon we also will have gone. The Blessed Sacrament was removed from the chapel months ago. We were promised a priest would visit but …’




    Jimmy thought he detected a shrug of the shoulders but it was difficult to be sure. He waited for her to continue but her attention seemed to have wandered off. He tried to bring her back.




    ‘Professor McBride said you wanted someone found.’




    She looked at him with puzzled frown.




    ‘Professor McBride?’




    ‘In Rome, at the Collegio Principe. She sent me. You asked for someone to come.’




    This time there definitely was a shrug.




    ‘I know nothing of any Professor or any Collegio.’ She fell silent again. Jimmy felt that at any moment he would either scream or jump up, grab her, and shake her, but then she got going again. ‘Still, if you come from Rome …’ She suddenly looked at him, studying him for a second. ‘If you’re a priest you should dress like one. I don’t like all this modern nonsense of not wearing proper habits. If you’re a priest or a …’




    ‘I’m not a priest, I just help out when things need to be done.’




    ‘Not a priest?’




    ‘No.’




    She seemed to lose interest.




    ‘Oh, well, if you’re not a priest then I don’t suppose it matters how you dress.’




     Jimmy tried to get the meeting back on track.




    ‘I was told to come here because you wanted someone found.’




    ‘That is correct.’




    ‘Who? Who do you want found?’




    The old nun looked surprised at the question.




    ‘I have no idea.’




    ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake …’




    The words crashed, unspoken, against the back of Jimmy’s teeth. He told himself that he had to stay patient and gentle, that she was a confused old nun who was being kicked out of her convent, that it wasn’t her fault. He tried, but it wasn’t easy with such a rambling old stick in the mud.




    He gathered himself together and spoke slowly and clearly. She wasn’t deaf but he felt he had to do something.




    ‘I’m sorry, Sister, I don’t understand. I was told you would explain.’




    She gave him a withering look as if he was a particularly backward child who was making no effort with what little brains he had.




    ‘Oh I can explain. We want you to find the owner of this house.’




    He waited but nothing more came. She sat looking at him. That, apparently, was it, that was the explanation!




    ‘But the nuns own it, it’s a convent. Your order must own it if it’s a convent.’




    The old nun raised a tiny hand and waved away his words. She’d had enough.




    ‘All of that side of it you must get from the lawyers. We are leaving, the convent is closed, finished. Now the building must be returned. Wait.’ She rummaged about inside her habit and finally pulled out a letter. She handed it to him. ‘The address is the firm who are handling it. Inside is my letter giving you authority to act on our behalf. The lawyers will explain everything.’ She stood up. She was only slightly taller than when she was sitting. ‘Now I must go. There are still things to do. Good day.’




    The meeting was over, he’d been given his instructions and was now dismissed. Jimmy followed her back to the big main door which she pulled open. Jimmy stepped out into the bright sunlight, the door closed heavily behind him, and he heard a bolt being shot into place.




    He had never liked nuns, never since he was a child at school where the headmistress had been a nun. A cruel bitch, he remembered. But he felt some sympathy for the one who had just given him the letter. Seventy-eight and being turned out of what she obviously looked on as her home. No wonder she was a grumpy, rambling dodderer. Poor old sod. Still, it was none of his business. His business lay elsewhere, with the lawyers who would explain everything.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    Jimmy stood for a moment and enjoyed the warmth of the sun. It was pleasant after the cold interior of the big, empty convent. He looked at the letter which was still in his hand, then put it into his pocket. The letter could wait, whatever the batty old nun wanted could wait; it was time for lunch, somewhere with Parisian atmosphere. He looked up and down the street. It was a classy part of the city, old and elegant. True, the buildings directly opposite were all offices, but discreet offices with polished brass plates and elegant, restrained lettering in the street-level windows. The sort of offices that no one ever seems to go into or come out of but nonetheless smell of money, old money and plenty of it. He looked at the window straight opposite. Galvani et cie. Notaires Avocats. Odd, thought Jimmy, that in a place so French the name he picked out was Italian. He looked up and down the street, the whole place looked quietly wealthy. That was good, he shouldn’t have any trouble finding somewhere to eat that fitted what he wanted. Paris class and style, the works. Why not? He could go to the lawyer after lunch, there was no hurry, whatever it was didn’t seem urgent or important. He could take his time and enjoy himself.




    He went down the steps and joined the other sprinkling of pedestrians walking in the sunshine.




    The first restaurant he came to was about four hundred metres away from the convent. It was expensive-looking in the same reserved way as the offices and very much Jimmy’s idea of what it was he wanted. He looked in through the window. It wasn’t crowded but that didn’t mean anything, from what he’d heard nobody hurried their lunch in this city, so it could still be early. He went in.




     A young woman in crisp white blouse and black skirt was standing beside a tall stand on which rested the reservations book. She looked at him as he came in. Jimmy had seen that sort of look before. He guessed he wasn’t what they were used to or wanted, but it didn’t bother him. As a detective sergeant in London he’d turned up in lots of places where people thought he didn’t belong. Here, at least, they probably wouldn’t take him into the back alley and try to kick the shit out of him.




    ‘Oui, M’sieur.’




    ‘I’m sorry I don’t speak French. Do you speak English?’




    ‘Yes, sir.’




    ‘Good, a table for one.’ The hesitation was only momentary, but it was there and they both knew it. ‘Unless you’re fully booked.’ Jimmy looked around then back at the young woman. ‘But you don’t look fully booked, not at the moment.’




    ‘This way, sir.’




    Jimmy followed and one or two of the early diners looked up at him. They didn’t think he fitted either. The young woman came to a table at the back of the room, well away from the door and windows, and pulled out a chair.




    ‘May I take your raincoat?’




    Jimmy pulled it off and handed it over. She might be young but she knew her job well enough. The raincoat was crumpled and nondescript but the jacket, although it wasn’t Paris chic, was expensive and, she guessed, Italian, Rome or Milan. The rest of his ensemble hung badly but she could see that they had all started life in some shop that didn’t put the price-tags on their merchandise. English-speaking in good-quality Italian clothes who was comfortable in high-class places even if he didn’t look the part. It made a difference. As she put his raincoat carefully over her arm she gave him a big smile to make up for the doubtful start. Whatever he was he had the right clothes even if they did nothing for his appearance.




    Jimmy sat down.




    ‘Anything to drink, sir?’




    ‘A beer.’




    ‘Any particular brand?’




    ‘Just as it comes, and not chilled if you can.’




    ‘Certainly, sir.’




    She headed off with his raincoat and his order. A waiter arrived and placed a menu before him, removed the other setting at the table, and left. Jimmy picked up the menu. In Rome he ate very simply but this was his first proper visit to Paris and he wanted to do it right. The menu meant little to him except the figures in the right hand column. They, like the decoration of the place, impressed him. He decided he’d talk it over with whoever served him and put the menu down. The girl arrived with the beer and set the bottle and glass down on the table.




    ‘Leave it, I’ll pour when I’m ready.’ Jimmy pointed to the menu. ‘What would you recommend out of this lot?’ The girl seemed not to understand so Jimmy went on. ‘This is my first real visit to Paris and this is my first proper lunch here. I want it to be something, well, something really Parisian. What would you suggest?’




    The girl gave him a smile of understanding then picked up the menu and pointed to something. Jimmy looked at her choice and even with his limited knowledge of the language saw that what she was recommending was the dish of the day.




    ‘Wherever you eat in Paris I suggest you always look first at the plat du jour. It is always freshly cooked and is usually a speciality of the chef. It is only a suggestion, you understand, but it may help.’




    ‘Good thinking, Batwoman.’ She looked at him puzzled. ‘It’s a joke, a way of saying well done. Plat du jour, then.’




    ‘No starter?’




    ‘No.’




    ‘Wine?’




    Jimmy didn’t much care for wine. He drank it more often since he’d been living in Rome but he wasn’t so very keen on it. Still, if this was France.




    ‘You choose, a bottle of something good to go with the plat du jour. I’ll leave it to you.’




    She picked up the menu, smiled again, and left. Jimmy poured himself some beer. He liked the place, it was pricey but they were friendly, once they got to know you. He took a drink. It was OK, nothing special, but at least it wasn’t chilled. He made a silent toast to himself.




    To Paris in the spring.




    Then he sat back and got ready to enjoy his first real Parisian lunch. The job, whatever it was, could wait. This afternoon or, if the lunch was really good, tomorrow, he’d get in touch with the lawyers. Today he was busy being a tourist and he intended to enjoy it.


  




  

    Chapter Five




    ‘All I was told was to find someone, a missing person. I was given no identity, no name, no nothing. What I was given was your name and address on a letter of authorisation, so here I am. That’s it.’




    The lawyer sat back, put the tips of his fingers together, and looked over them through rimless glasses.




    ‘Hmm.’




    Jimmy waited. The lawyer seemed reluctant to get going.




    Maybe he’s had a better lunch than me, thought Jimmy, and doesn’t like someone popping up without an appointment so soon after he’s eaten.




    Jimmy’s lunch, though expensive, had been a disappointment. The wine had been OK but the actual meal had been sort of chicken casserole, not so very unlike something his mum might have knocked up back in Kilburn. He’d expected something, well, different, more French, more Parisian. Chicken stew with extra veg. on the side, that’s all it had been really. Christ, he might as well have ordered bacon and bloody cabbage.




    The lawyer surfaced again and sat forward.




    ‘Hmm. Yes.’




    He was elderly, thin, and bald, with suspicious eyes behind his glasses. He continued to look at Jimmy but said nothing. The lunch had left Jimmy feeling dissatisfied and vaguely angry and the lawyer’s manner wasn’t helping. His let his voice express his mood.




    ‘The person who sent me didn’t know who I would be looking for, neither did the nun who gave me the letter this morning. If I’m going to go on with this I hope you know who I’m supposed to find.’




    The lawyer slowly shook his head. His English was good, very good and very accurate, but accented, as if he was saying, ‘I speak your language as well as you, but I remain French and therefore not like you’.




    ‘No, Mr Costello, I’m afraid I cannot give you that information either. I have no idea who it is you will be looking for.’




    Jimmy decided he’d had enough.




     ‘Look, sunshine, I don’t like being pissed about, and I get the feeling I’m being well and truly pissed about so either tell me what this is all about or bloody well …’




    The lawyer took it very calmly.




    ‘No, not “pissed about” as you put it, Mr Costello, merely being answered accurately. I do not know who you will be looking for. Nobody does.’ And he raised a hand as Jimmy was about to speak. ‘Let me explain. The sisters have had their convent here in Paris for many years. You visited it this morning so you will know it is closing down. I was approached by a priest friend to assist them. You see they, or more accurately their order, do not own the convent, they rent it. The house was the property of a lady who left Paris at the end of the war and the house was given to the sisters at a peppercorn rent. When the lady died some years ago, in Switzerland, she left everything to her daughter. Unfortunately there was no trace of this daughter. The lady’s will made the sisters executors of her estate and allowed them to continue on in the house on condition that the daughter was found. Once found, the daughter would be free to decide what was to be done with her property. The sisters instituted enquiries through a firm of lawyers in Basel, also through a firm in Paris. No information on the daughter could be found. The matter, shall we say, lapsed – until now. Now the sisters are leaving, like many religious orders their numbers in Europe are diminished almost to the point of extinction, but in South America, apparently, they thrive. Their Paris convent will be closed, so the search for the missing daughter must resume and if no daughter can be found then we must look for the deceased lady’s nearest living relative. That is your missing person, Mr Costello, the rightful heir to Mme Colmar, our deceased lady from Switzerland.’




    Jimmy relaxed, he was off the hook. He could go back to being a tourist for a few days, see the sights, get some proper French cooking, and then go home.




    ‘It’s not a job for me, I’d be no good to you or the sisters. I wouldn’t know where to begin. It’s a legal thing.’




    ‘Would you say so?’




    Jimmy smiled, he felt better.




    ‘I just did, sunshine.’




    ‘You feel you must decline to assist?’




    Jimmy decided to get a little bit of his own back. He couldn’t do a French accent very well, but he did his best.




    ‘Yes, decline to assist. I feel I must.’ He reverted to his normal voice and was about to stand. ‘Now, sunshine, if there’s nothing else …’




     ‘Before you make a final decision, Mr Costello, may I urge you to check with Rome, with Professor McBride?’




    Jimmy sat back.




    ‘You knew she sent me?’




    ‘Of course. I was told to expect you. The letter you were given was a confirmation not an introduction. I am told Professor McBride most strongly recommended you.’




    ‘You spoke to her?’




    ‘No, to the superior of the sisters’ order. It was she who first raised the matter once the decision to close the convent was finalised. She was in Rome and was advised to talk to Professor McBride. Professor McBride recommended you and the superior contacted me to say that I should expect you to get in touch. That was about two weeks ago. I do not normally see visitors who arrive without an appointment but in your case I made an exception. That should indicate to you how seriously I regard this matter. I hope you will come to see it in the same light.’




    Jimmy thought about it. It all sounded right and the lawyer seemed straight enough even if he was a snotty bugger. But why had McBride got herself involved? It was just a missing heir, wasn’t it? Or was it? McBride might be a devious bastard but she never did anything without a reason. In fact she never did anything without several reasons, all very good ones. The problem was, you never knew which one was the real one.




    Jimmy stood up.




    ‘I’ll talk to her, but don’t get your hopes up.’




    There was almost a self-satisfied smirk around the lawyer’s mouth as if he had scored some sort of point.




    ‘Good day, Mr Costello. Thank you for coming.’




    The lawyer didn’t get up or offer to shake hands. He sat back and put his fingers together again and let the rimless glasses play over Jimmy.




    Jimmy looked down at him.




    ‘Hmm.’




    ‘I beg your pardon, Mr Costello. Did you say something?’




    Jimmy managed a smile. He thought it would annoy the lawyer. It did, so Jimmy kept it going.




    ‘I said, “hmm”.’




    ‘And that means?’




    ‘It means, hmm.’




    Jimmy turned and left. He didn’t bother to close the door.




    Outside the offices the sun was still shining and Jimmy tried to get back the feeling he’d had before lunch, of Paris in the spring. So what if the lunch had been nothing special? There was still the EiffelTower, the Louvre, and all the other stuff. Most of all there was Paris itself, just enjoying the place.




    He set off walking. Time enough to get in touch with McBride tomorrow. She’d probably planned it that he would have to call her, so she would be waiting. OK, let her wait. Tomorrow, or maybe even the next day. Right now he had more important things to do. He had to walk along the Seine, see some of the sights, visit Sacré Coeur. And he had to leave enough time to plan his dinner. He didn’t want to take pot luck again with any dish of the day. This time he wanted to get it right. He headed back the way he had come to the nearest Metro.




    In the office the lawyer was on the phone.




    ‘He was very much as described, Professor, not an easy man nor particularly pleasant. I told him to get in touch with you as I had been instructed. Very well, I will wait to hear from you.’




    The lawyer replaced the phone.




    He had not communicated directly with Professor McBride before, and, as he was a thorough and a careful man, as soon as he had been told about her involvement he had given her and the Collegio Principe some careful attention.




    The Collegio was an obscure college founded in the late sixteenth century from a bequest in the will of one of the minor Borgias. The income from several farms had been given over to its support. The Collegio was originally staffed by Dominican friars and its purpose, apart from praying for the soul of its founder, was to study the relationship between politics, power, and religion. Through the centuries the Collegio became a secular institution and its farmland became modern office blocks, the income from which meant that the small Collegio, unlike so many other bigger and better known academic institutions, never had any money worries. In fact it was wealthy.




    Apart from its history, the lawyer’s enquiries had indicated that the Collegio, in the person of a Professor McBride, seemed to have considerable political influence but in an ill-defined and even shadowy sort of way. In particular it had some sort of relationship with the Vatican, nothing official and nothing sufficiently concrete and demonstrable that any lawyer would consider it suitable for use as evidence into a court of law. Nonetheless the lawyer was convinced that a definite relationship existed.




     He looked down at the phone he had just replaced. The man who had left, this Englishman, was no ordinary private investigator. His manner was all wrong and his attitude abrasive. He was more like a policeman, a detective. Or perhaps a criminal. Both? The lawyer mused for a moment on Jimmy then decided that whatever he was, he was someone well used to trouble and trouble would undoubtedly attend whatever involved him. He then moved his mind to Professor McBride. Her accent was American. That had surprised him and, in his opinion, did not bode well. This Englishman Costello had unsettled him. Any connection with the Vatican, no matter how remote, unofficial, or unintended, unsettled him. And now an American. The Vatican was bad enough, but if the Americans were involved …




    He would have to tread very carefully in this matter for he seriously doubted if it was at all as straightforward as he had been led to believe. Yes, he doubted it very much indeed.




    He sat back and put the tips of his fingers together and uttered softly to himself.




    ‘Hmm.’


  




  

    Chapter Six




    Jimmy finally made his call to Rome the following night at eleven. Since his visit to the lawyer he’d been a tourist and he’d enjoyed it. But enough was enough. Paris might be another place, a new place, a different place, but he was still the same, he wasn’t any different just because he was in a different city. He’d had his break, now he had to get on.




    He was standing on the small balcony outside his room, recessed into the steeply sloping roof among the red pantiles on the top floor of his hotel. If Professor McBride resented the delay in his calling or the lateness of the hour there was no trace of it in her voice.




    ‘Yes, Mr Costello? All is going well in Paris I hope?’




    ‘All is going as you expected it would.’




    ‘Which means?’




    ‘Which means I’m calling you because the lawyer told me to. Don’t expect me to believe you two haven’t spoken since I visited him.’




    ‘He called me, yes, and he doesn’t seem to like you.’




    ‘That’s all right, I don’t like him. But that apart, what’s going on? Why am I here? And don’t screw me around with that missing person crap.’




    ‘No, Mr Costello, it is not, as you put it, crap. M. Joubert was quite accurate in what he told you. The sisters are leaving, the convent is being closed. They need to find the rightful owner, the heir to Mme Colmar. I was asked to help the sister superior and I sent you.’




    ‘And?’




    ‘What do you mean, and?’




    ‘And the rest? The bit that tells me why I’m here.’




    ‘The rest. There has to be the rest?’




    ‘Oh yes.’




    ‘Well then, the rest. Briefly, Mme Colmar was a well-known collaborator with the Germans and lived in that house as the mistress of a Waffen SS officer during the Occupation. Just before Paris was liberated she left and moved to Switzerland. She gave the house to the sisters at a nominal rent to use as a convent. It is generally believed that her motive was nothing to do with any goodness of heart or religious conviction but rather a way of ensuring her property was not confiscated and remained legally in her possession. All of that is in the public domain. What is not in the public domain is in a short dossier which I sent to M. Joubert. The dossier will provide you with information which will, having read it, help you to understand why you are there.’




    ‘Why couldn’t you just tell me before I came?’




    ‘Because I wanted you to behave naturally, to be yourself.’




    ‘You didn’t have to hide things. You could have trusted me.’




    ‘No I couldn’t. You behaved exactly as I wanted you to behave. I’m sure you were very convincing. The sister you spoke to will tell anyone who asks that you were exactly what you said you were, as indeed will M. Joubert. It sounds like you made exactly the right impression on him. All you have to do now is go back to M. Joubert’s office, pick up the dossier, read it, and get on with the job in hand.’




    ‘Which will be?’




    ‘Find an heir to Mme Colmar.’




    ‘Any particular one?’




    ‘No, it matters not at all who inherits her estate, so long as we are the ones who find whoever it is. Just do a thorough job, one that will stand up to close, legal inspection. Goodbye.’




    And she was gone.




    He slipped his phone into his pocket and looked down. Across the road from his hotel were the lights and bustle of the Gare de l’Est. The headlights of the traffic still flowed busily and the cafés and restaurants, of which there were many, poured light out onto the streets. This part of Paris looked nowhere near like going to sleep. He looked across at the dark roofs opposite. Beyond them, under the night sky, he could see the Paris landmarks which were lit up. Away to the left, high on its hill like a large, white, celebration cake, was Sacré Coeur. He hadn’t made a visit to it yet, he’d spent too long in other places. He looked across the dark city and decided that he liked Paris, it hadn’t disappointed, apart from that first lunch, and you can forgive any city one disappointing lunch.




    He went back into his room, closed the French windows, and began to get ready for bed. He’d had a good time over the past two days, he’d seen a lot, eaten well, now he was tired. Being a tourist was all very well but it wasn’t something he could do for long. He needed to get working, to be up and doing. Tomorrow he would get the dossier and he had no doubts that, having read it, he would understand why he was here and what it was he was supposed to do. If McBride said that’s how it would be, that was exactly how it would be. Although it probably wouldn’t be all that it would be.


  




  

    Chapter Seven
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