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Chapter 1


The finale, the final twist: the private snoop keeps pace with Ursula through the red city while fresh-faced company clerk Maurizio fusses over the lunch table set for two.


The camera tracks Ursula along the portico, that pulsing synthesiser accompaniment and her blond feathered hair very much dating the film to the mid-1980s.


A BACK SHOT down the seemingly endless portico of Bologna’s Via Saragozza, stretching ahead like a target. FRONT SHOT: in her low-cut blue dress and white heels, Ursula is swallowed by the shadows, bleached by shards of light.


CLOSE UP of the chopping knife Maurizio is using to slice the tomatoes.


It is the denouement of wrought (some critics say over-wrought) giallo-cum-melodrama Amore su una lama di rasoio, literally, Love on a Razorblade, which would be retitled Bad Blood for its English language release: austere, widowed factory boss Vittorio, played by American star Ron Manchester, dubbed in Italian, goes to pieces over his sexually voracious new wife, who in his jealousy he pushes into the arms of another man. But which man?


Maurizio starts at the sound of the buzzer, slicing his finger. As he goes to the door, the shot lingers on the track of blood along the knife edge.


Sucking his injured digit, the young man awkwardly opens the door with his left hand, and in steps …


Deborah, the boss’s young secretary.


‘What happened?’ She takes his hand away from his mouth.


‘Accident.’ Deborah, who until now has been depicted as a paragon of virtue and Catholic morality, takes Maurizio’s finger and – CLOSE UP – slides it into her mouth.


CUT to a shadow falling across an editing block. Franco, played by smouldering George Malouf, also dubbed in Italian, looks up, a strip of film in one hand, razorblade in the other. Ursula, Italian actress Vanessa Tramonte, begins to say something but Franco already has hold of her, is pressing his mouth against hers. He pushes her backwards, grips hold of her thighs, pulls her dress up to expose her lime panties, props her against the edge of a desk and wrenches her bare thighs apart.


Ursula shoves him away. He stumbles back, a hand – nice detail this, considering this is one of the twentieth-century’s great heartthrobs we’re talking about – still inside his unbuttoned flies.


‘It’s over,’ she says.


‘What are you talking about?’


‘That’s why I came – to tell you.’


‘Are you crazy?’


‘Yes, I’m crazy – and that’s why it has to end.’


‘You know you want me,’ says Franco. ‘You know this will never end.’


‘I mean it.’ But this time she doesn’t resist. Does she want him too much? Or is she thinking: one last time, then I’ll go. What hasn’t been explicit until this moment is what her unspoken interactions with her husband in the last third of the movie have amounted to: that even as Vittorio’s obsessive jealousy has secretly grown – to the extent that he has put a tail on his wife – Ursula has come to appreciate how much she loves him following an attempt on his life by communist terrorists. She has finally decided to commit herself to her husband.


Only her husband is standing at the open editing room door.


It is a powerful and excruciatingly uncomfortable scene because it does not end there. The lovers continue to make love. Ursula gasps, wrapping her arms, her long legs around Franco’s back.


WIDE SHOT framing a tableau of three, the camera moving leisurely forward across the gloomy editing suite with its pools of artificial light, passing the rutting couple, until it finally ZOOMS IN on Vittorio’s – Ron Manchester’s – weathered face, those bloodshot eyes. EXTREME CLOSE UP. The reflection of the couple, an ingenious effect, captured in his pupils.


The couple climax. Are frozen in their embrace in those black orbs.


The shot begins to withdraw as they do. Vittorio remains the motionless spectator while Ursula lowers her legs, releases Franco’s neck from her grasp. They begin to rearrange themselves, and only then do they see him, and see the revolver in Vittorio’s hand. And now Franco says it, the word that makes this betrayal far, far worse than with any vigorous office clerk:


‘Brother.’









Chapter 2


It smelled of olden times, of past places and things – of those celluloid spools hung along metal racks, loose film curling downwards like monkey tails.


It was the dusty, vinegary odour of dangerous, potentially flammable substances that evoked memories of a pre-digital age when everyone smoked and had plenty of excuses for not knowing better. I felt nostalgic for about as long as it took it to trouble my sinuses, then I wanted out.


‘Can you show us precisely where the film should have been?’ I tried to keep the irritation from my voice, but Italians would insist on their lengthy preambles. I usually went along with them, but I usually wasn’t cooped up in an airless anteroom. Through a Perspex window running the length of the wall, I could guess where the next door led: a bright, sterile contrast with this gloomy past – a properly airtight lab peopled by workers kitted out in hooded white boiler suits as they painstakingly restored frame after precious movie frame on high-tech machines.


‘I was explaining how the Moviola machine worked …’ The chief archivist stood before a green metal beast with four legs, pedals, and between a pair of chunky, shoulder-like canisters, a viewfinder sprouting toward us.


I turned to Dolores: ‘I think we’ve got it, haven’t we?’


‘I was interested in what the signora was saying about sound. I’ve always wondered why our old movies appeared dubbed even when all the actors were Italian, and they were clearly speaking Italian …’


‘But I don’t see how that relates to the missing negatives,’ I said testily. ‘Unless you have any suggestions, signora?’


‘I couldn’t say – I mean, you’re the detectives.’ She fingered the chunky wooden beads of her necklace like a rosary. It had probably been picked up on holiday in Africa or South America with the kind of tour group that specialised in detail-hungry teacher and librarian types on a modest budget. She was wearing a similarly bazaar-bought, densely patterned silk shawl above a loose-fitting, dark cotton dress, along with sandals made out of recycled materials. Her grey hair was tied back with a burnt orange elephant-print band.


‘It’s the atmosphere in here,’ I said. ‘Would you mind if we stepped outside?’


‘That would be the cellulose nitrate,’ she said loftily. She nodded to her assistant, a skinny young woman dressed head to foot in black with matching oversize glasses. ‘We’re currently restoring a print of Buster Keaton’s The Electric House, a full length feature from 1923. We were sent it by Yale Film Labs …’


We followed the assistant through a side exit onto a platform overlooking a brick walled former factory space, now the CineBo library, Signora Varese rattling on about the technical challenges that had defeated even the Americans.


CineBo was the pre-eminent film lab in Italy and one of the best in the world, holding tens of thousands of films in its archive in a former tobacco factory situated only five minutes across the road from our office in Via Marconi. It was a huge presence in Bologna – a ‘film city’ inside the walls, comprising not only of the archive and restoration wing but also, across the scrappy Parco Settembre 11, a cinema complex on the site of a former slaughterhouse, plus a giant screen every summer in the main square, Piazza Maggiore, which featured a range of films, from recent restorations to popular movies and classics, often accompanied by a live orchestra, free to the public. Projected against the backdrop of those Renaissance arcades and the looming, copper green dome of Santa Maria della Vita, it was Cinema Paradiso on steroids.


So in a sense, and certainly in a very Italian sense where municipal trumped national pride, we all had a stake in keeping news about the missing movie quiet, especially with the pending arrival of legendary American director Indigo Adler to film a remake of Amore su una lama di rasoio – which he had decided to re-christen Love on a Razorblade – and the much heralded screening of a fresh print of the original at CineBo, which was scheduled to be introduced by the renowned director.


Only when the time had come to book the negatives out, they were nowhere to be found.


In contrast to the library, where through the arched windows the spring sky was painted an unmistakably Italian azure, the windowless archive could have been anywhere in the world. This was where those thousands of films were stored, neatly stacked in flat grey boxes on metal racks, their titles written in thick black felt-tip.


The entire history of Italian cinema was represented, beginning at the 1890s and encompassing early talkies, Fascist propaganda, prints by neorealist greats like De Sica and Rossellini, plus a comprehensive range of gialli – exploitation thrillers – and westerns, alongside additional bequests from non-Italian cinema greats like David Lean, Charlie Chaplin and Buster Keaton.


It was air-conditioning cool, presumably to preserve the film stock, and although a stale, dusty smell dominated, there remained that tang of acetate.


A crashing sound came from the far end, followed by the timpani of colliding metal canisters. They settled with a shiver upon the concrete floor.


We followed Signora Varese’s rapid progress along the outer lane, clearly about to give some benighted fool a bollocking, only to find CineBo’s director, dottore Rocco Domori, sitting with a curly haired young woman, the pair of them surrounded by open boxes. Seemingly random spools of film topped precarious-looking towers of metal canisters.


‘Dottore.’


The director held up his hands. ‘Forgive me, Donatella, but, well, you see, I had this idea … I couldn’t resist …’


‘I told you, dottore, I went through the entire rack personally, very thoroughly. Very thoroughly, indeed.’


‘I know, it was just …’ The director pulled himself up by one of the shelves. I noticed the chief archivist wince. ‘I didn’t think it would do any harm.’


‘Director,’ she said, ‘I don’t know how they did things in London, but here we have different standards. The spools! They shouldn’t be exposed like this. Gloria,’ she meant her assistant, ‘help Valeria sort this out.’


The director, now on his feet, could clearly see this was not a battle worth fighting. He turned to us.


Despite having been sitting cross-legged on the floor, dottore Rocco Domori was dapper in a natty navy-blue suit with a silver silk tie. With his square-cut grey goatee and what was left of matching hair shorn neatly around the sides, he looked as if he only lacked a carnation for his wedding. I was pleased I’d made the effort to wear a suit, and asked Dolores to dress accordingly, albeit she had gone with her habitual ‘vintage’ look: in this case a black seventies trouser suit, although beneath those bell bottoms I knew lurked a pair of trainers.


‘Daniel? A pleasure to finally meet you.’ He held out a manicured hand. A few years ago I might have taken umbrage at being addressed in English – as a sign, perhaps, that I hadn’t yet mastered Italian – but now I took it for what it usually was, an opportunity for my interlocutor to practise, or show off, their language skills. ‘The Comandante mentioned you at one of our burraco evenings: Bologna’s very own English detective! It sounds like the plot to a film – you haven’t thought of writing a script, I presume?’


‘I haven’t had the time.’


‘I expect Giovanni keeps you busy!’


I found it hard to imagine my father-in-law, and boss, the Comandante, chatting airily about me at his weekly card sessions, but then I found it equally difficult to picture the slick direttore here, participating in them.


Rocco Domori had been an assistant director at the British Film Institute, and previously at Munich’s cinema museum before being recruited to head up CineBo. I had always considered those weekly burraco nights held at the exclusive members-only club Cisalpina exclusively for old folk, but apparently they were a hot ticket.


‘I guess you’re now satisfied these negatives aren’t where they’re supposed to be,’ I said in Italian. I took in the vastness of the room. ‘And you say you’ve checked the rest of the archive?’


‘Thoroughly,’ said the chief archivist. She glanced at her new boss. ‘We have an extremely strict policy in place, maintained by our qualified professionals, to ensure this kind of thing does not happen. This is not a public lending library.’ Signora Varese seemed part offended, part relieved by our presence – only something that merited the involvement of private investigators could begin to explain this phenomenon.


‘And who has access?’


‘Exclusively members of the archive department.’


‘You. Gloria, here,’ I looked at the woman on the floor. ‘Valeria, I think you said?’


‘Oh no, Valeria is the director’s secretary.’


‘I have the access code,’ said the director. ‘I asked Valeria to help me.’


‘But obviously you, direttore …’


‘Please, Daniel – Rocco.’


‘Rocco. But you’ve never actually put anything here.’


‘Oh no.’ Another gesture of surrender to Signora Varese.


‘And the film was donated by … ?’


‘The estate of Toni Fausto,’ said the director. ‘It had been held in a vault together with his papers. The masters to Amore su una lama di rasoio were bequeathed to us, but we had to bid for the papers, a joint bid, in fact, along with the National Museum of Cinema in Turin. However, these were purchased by signor Adler.’


‘The American director,’ I said. ‘He must be a real fan.’


‘You could say that,’ he nodded. ‘Look,’ he took me aside. ‘The Comandante said you might be able to … turbo charge our investigation here because, well, time is pressing, and the reputational damage of this loss being discovered …’


Behind him, I noticed Valeria pass some kind of over-sized video cassette to Gloria but in doing so brush against one of those stacks. It began to sway as if in slow motion. Gloria yelped and Valeria turned to grab it, but too late: it exploded, scattering another stack of films across the floor.


In the accompanying hullabaloo, Dolores and I took the opportunity to take our leave.


‘What are you thinking, Dan?’ she asked as we headed back up the outer lane.


‘Whatever the chief archivist might say about her highly trained professionals, it’s possible someone simply screwed up. Maybe one of the young ones lent them out and forgot to book it into the system and now it’s set off this shit show they’re too terrified to fess up. See if you can get pally with the assistant archivist, maybe she’ll let her guard down.’


We walked the lanes, Dolores starting at one end, me the other. I crouched, peering beneath the shelves for a tell-tale sliver of film, but apart from dust, a ballpoint pen and some loose change, found nothing.


I met Dolores mid-way. ‘Anything?’


She shook her head. ‘Well …’


‘What?’


Between the tips of her fingers she produced an empty condom wrapper. ‘It was underneath.’


‘And what does that tell us?’ She looked at me like I was mad.


‘That people are having sex?’


‘Somewhere they’re not meant to. Unless Signora Varese is more liberal than we thought.’


‘No CCTV in here,’ said Dolores.


‘A condom – young folk.’


‘Why do you say that?’


‘They’re more careful, and more reckless. In here? Either they can’t keep their hands off each other or they live with their parents. And I can’t exactly see Donatella at it with Rocco.’ Dolores pulled a face.


‘It also tells us that the chief’s rules exist solely for her,’ I continued. ‘Her staff definitely break them. Shame the used condom’s not inside, we could have run a DNA check.’ Dolores’s look of disgust became total. ‘But I guess there’s CCTV on the outside … and only one way in and one way out …’


‘There’s an emergency exit at the far end of “XYZ”,’ said Dolores. ‘But it’s alarmed.’


We went to take a look. The standard double doors with a pair of push bars, above them – lurid yellow warnings that the exit was, indeed, alarmed.


‘Judging by where it’s situated,’ I said, ‘I’d guess this leads onto the park.’


‘We could check outside.’


‘Or we could …’ I placed my hands on the bars.


‘Dan!’


I pushed, readying myself for bells or sirens. Nothing.


‘Maybe it’s a silent alarm?’ said Dolores.


We stepped onto a concrete stoop which sloped onto one of the sandy paths cutting through Parco Settembre 11. I looked up. There was no CCTV above the exit. No CCTV back here at all.


‘There’s that, though.’ Dolores pointed to the set of cameras crowning a lamppost by the children’s play area.


Beyond them, the flat park ended at another set of old industrial buildings constituting more of CineBo, plus a university hall of residence and the communications faculty.


‘I can’t hear the fire brigade, yet,’ I said.


‘Perhaps they’ve got silent sirens,’ said Dolores.


We stepped back inside. ‘Is the alarm broken, switched off, or simply a fake? Check that.’


I began to close the doors, but noticed a sliver of card wedged just beneath a bottom hinge. I pulled it out: a torn piece of a CineBo programme. Shaped like a ragged archipelago it fit into the palm of my hand. Still, I could clearly make out part of what appeared to be a name in capitals AWA, a slippered foot, and few words like an especially obscure haiku.
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‘You picked up a programme earlier, didn’t you?’ I said. Dolores pulled it out.


‘Look for Kurosawa’s The Seven Samurai.’


‘How do you know that?’


‘Isn’t it obvious, dottoressa “I studied Latin and Ancient Greek”? Remember when you took the mickey out of my degree “watching films all day”?’


Dolores opened the programme but couldn’t find anything that resembled our piece of card. ‘All right,’ I said. ‘Let’s find out when they last screened The Seven Samurai, and if we can match the entry to a specific programme. That should enable us to date it back to when the door was opened – and kept ajar. What?’


‘You look like the cat that got the cream,’ said Dolores.


‘I admit,’ I smiled, ‘I never considered it a particularly practical degree, but neither was your Latin and Greek, and that’s not done us any harm.’


‘Eia igitur, age, et portas clauderent.’


‘Oh, and what peculiar morsel of Roman wisdom is that?’


‘Close the doors and get a move on – it’s lunchtime.’









Chapter 3


CLOSE UP of the revolver, the length of its barrel, the lead-grey domes of the bullets in the chamber.


CLOSE UP of Franco’s face, George Malouf looking at once defiant and resigned. It is a quarter of a century since the Franco-Lebanese actor made his Hollywood debut, but the actor still brims with the sensual power that his ‘brother’ Vittorio, the then seventy-four-year-old Ron Manchester playing a man perhaps ten years younger, plainly lacks. But what Vittorio misses in potency, he makes up for with power, and isn’t this the theme of the film? The tension between the powerful and powerless, young and old – in this case during ‘boom years’ Italy, whether it is the communist students attempting to assassinate stolid factory owner Vittorio, or his little brother sleeping with his wife. In this context Ursula might be seen to represent Italy herself, given what transpires next.


With a shouted ‘No!’ she steps in front of Franco to shield him from her husband at the very moment Vittorio pulls the trigger.


The bullet hits her square in the chest, the violence of the act portrayed with brutal realism, the force slamming her against her lover, who stumbles back, reaching out to grab hold of her but failing as she falls through his arms.


He looks down, horrified.


The closing shot from above as bright red blood spills from the corner of Ursula’s mouth.


CREDITS.


‘So, what do you think?’


‘It’s fun watching films at work,’ said Jacopo. ‘Even old ones. I can see why you did it for your degree.’


‘I always hated that ending,’ said Dolores. ‘Such an Italian cliché. The men do the dirty and the woman pays the price.’


‘Well,’ I said. ‘It was of its time and, as I was explaining, it’s symbolic.’


‘If you believe any of that,’ said the Comandante.


‘Et tu, Giovanni? Cut me some slack.’ The Comandante, who was two years older than Ron Manchester when he shot Amore su una lama di rasoio, shrugged.


We were in the boardroom of Faidate Investigations: myself and Dolores, who had recently been promoted from trainee to fully-fledged ‘Investigator’, Jacopo – Giovanni’s son and our tech guy – the Comandante himself, fresh from his weekly trip to the barber’s to have his grey beard trimmed, a manicure and a few air snips around his thinning hair, and Alba, his niece and our company administrator, who was heavily pregnant and perfectly asleep, sitting at the far end of the polished oak table, snoring lightly.


I had enjoyed learning more about director Toni Fausto, who began his career in neorealist cinema before helming innumerable gialli – basically garish crime dramas – and westerns, while outside the studio becoming a high-profile champion of the radical left, including paramilitary factions like Lotta Continua which had, presumably, sealed his fate: gunned down by fascist terrorists on the set of Love on a Razorblade before its completion in a grim parallel with the shooting of Ursula.


It was this, I think, that provided Fausto with the aura that had fascinated generations of film buffs, American celebrity director Indigo Adler among them. His ‘manifesto to produce cinema for the masses’ had given lovers of trashy films the kind of intellectual cover it provided the director himself for what remained an extremely lucrative enterprise, his subsequent on-set martyrdom cementing his place in the nerd pantheon of fallen film greats.


‘I guess his assassin is out of gaol now,’ I said.


‘Assassin.’ The Comandante half pulled out a cigarette but, stilled by Dolores’s scowl directing him towards Alba, slid it back in. ‘A number of people were implicated in the crime and convicted of being accessories to his murder, along with an equally large number of other, related offences, but no single individual was ever convicted for pulling the trigger, as such.’ The Comandante, who back then had belonged to the Carabinieri’s Special Operations Group, would know.


‘But despite the … vagaries of the justice system,’ I said, ‘you must have had a pretty good idea who actually did it.’


‘On this occasion, no. It could have been any number of individuals, or none of them. Certainly, we found no forensic or material evidence pointing to a single individual. It could just as likely have been someone from outside brought in. In fact, that was the theory – a gunman from Rome, possibly. Or sub-contracted to organised crime. We were lucky to get the convictions we did, although naturally as a result, the Left claimed we were in cahoots with the killers.’ Another shrug, the cigarette pulled half out, pushed back in again.


I looked at Jacopo. ‘Perhaps now it’s time to …’


‘Oh, right.’ He nudged Alba, who woke with a start. There was an attimo – less than a second, more than a moment – when I considered teasing her, but decided against it. Although it was all family here – well, Dolores excepted – Alba wasn’t having the easiest pregnancy, yet had insisted on coming in.


‘We’ve been so busy following up leads,’ I said. ‘I thought it might be a good idea to actually watch the film. You never know – the answer might be staring us in the face.’


I was greeted by my team staring me in the face – blankly. I pressed on: ‘Why this film? Why these negatives? Was there anything you saw that sparked any ideas? How about the cast?’


‘I don’t believe Mr Manchester and Mr Malouf are any longer available for comment,’ the Comandante said dryly.


‘But the younger actors probably still are,’ said Alba. ‘We could ask them.’


‘This Pierluigi Affronto,’ Dolores looked up from her phone. ‘Who wrote the soundtrack. Isn’t he quite famous now?’


‘A good point,’ I said. ‘We can check the other credits.’


‘Surely, Daniel,’ said the Comandante, ‘we have higher priorities.’ He pulled the cigarette full out of the pack and began tapping the tip against the table.


I had hoped that showing the film might prompt that most Anglo-Saxon phenomenon – a brainstorm – but thinking out of the box was anathema to the Comandante’s generation of Italians. To them, boxes generally served one purpose – to put things in.


All right, I would have another go when he was out of the way because, two days on from our visit to CineBo, while we were apparently edging closer to understanding what had happened to the negatives of Love on a Razorblade, we were still some way off from understanding why.


Alba had managed to wangle access to the CCTV in the playground. Although the camera did not point directly to the exit of the archive, it did reach up to the part of the path that ended at the concrete stoop. As for the alarm system – it turned out it should have been working but wasn’t. After they had got the contractors down it was discovered a fuse had blown. How long it had been that way was anyone’s guess.


We had dated the torn CineBo programme to the previous year which had given Jacopo a starting point with the CCTV, and after a couple of days squinting at grainy footage, he seemed to have come up with something pretty strong:


‘You see this guy.’ He paused the bleached image. ‘I’ve tried to blow it up, used all kinds of software to enhance it, but the cameras are focused on the play area, so everything beyond is unfocused, fuzzy.’


‘Jeans, jacket, baseball cap,’ said Dolores. ‘Well, it looks like a male, but it could be a woman.’


‘Walks more like a man,’ I said.


‘And how does a man walk?’ said Dolores.


‘Well, less like a woman … you know, wiggly.’


‘Do I walk “wiggly”?’


‘No, Dolores, you do not walk wiggly.’


‘Well then.’


‘Can we have a consensus around the table – male or female?’ The consensus among the men was male.


‘It’s obviously a bloke,’ said Alba. ‘He walks like Dolores.’ She seemed to find this hilarious.


Jacopo pressed Play again. The video had been taken at three o’clock in the morning. Beyond the swings, a man, and let’s call him a man, walked along the path toward the rear of CineBo, disappearing in and out of the lamplight glare.


He slowed as he neared the section where the path forked around the park toward the exit of CineBo. Stopped, took a careful look around, before striding forwards, and out of shot.


‘He’s gone for four minutes, thirty seconds.’ Jacopo fast-forwarded four minutes. The film began running again. Thirty seconds later he was walking quickly back in the direction he had come, this time carrying a large, CONAD-branded re-usable shopping bag, bulked out.


Jacopo paused again, magnified the image. The shapes inside the bag were indistinct but certainly could have been the material in question.


‘There would be sixteen reels in total,’ I said. ‘Eight film, eight sound.’ Alba gave me a questioning look:


‘But I thought …’


‘When we were talking about “a film”, we meant one big canister?’ I shook my head. ‘In the old days, which would be,’ I said for the sake of the millennials, ‘before around 1990, a movie would be mixed down onto a print from separate film and sound reels, known as negatives. A “director’s cut” or “restored” version of a movie ideally begins with them, and they’re what’s missing.’


‘So you were paying attention to the signora’s lecture,’ said Dolores.


‘Did you ever doubt me? Anyway,’ I turned back to Jacopo. ‘You were talking about our guy …’


‘Well, we can follow him across the park,’ he said. ‘After that …’


‘You’ve checked other CCTV?’


‘The only one was outside a pizzeria a few streets along. I asked them for a look but there was nothing.’


‘It’s enough. More than enough, I would say, to re-interview the archivists, apply some pressure. One of them must have wedged the door ajar so it could have been opened during the night …’


‘Or perhaps it occurred when they were undertaking work, Daniel,’ said the Comandante. ‘Transporting something inside from the rear.’


‘We’ve checked. There wasn’t anything going on, and because of the temperature controls they are under strict instructions to keep the doors closed.’


‘Still, a cleaner …’


‘Cleaners are only permitted under supervision, although I take your point – there’s always a random possibility. But what that doesn’t do is explain what this guy – if he is a guy – was doing there at three in the morning. You know what I’m wondering? If the missing Toni Fausto negatives aren’t just the tip of the iceberg.’ I turned to Dolores. ‘Best case scenario, kids are borrowing CineBo films by the back door, and simply forgot to put this one back.


‘Worst case, this chap in the baseball cap isn’t a film buff, but a thief, and they’re quietly emptying the archive.’


‘Films to order?’ said Dolores. ‘Are you going to tell Signora Varese or shall I?’


‘You can tell her – I’ll watch from a distance.’


The Comandante’s phone pinged a message. Those freshly curated eyebrows arched.


‘News?’


‘It’s from Alberto Fausto.’ He nodded. ‘The late director’s older brother. It appears we are paired against him at this evening’s burraco game.’


‘We? What happened to your regular partner?’


‘I’m sure Don Filippo will be content to sit this one out. You know how to play burraco, don’t you, Daniel?’


‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Although I suspect that’s not the only game we’ll be playing.’









Chapter 4


We locked up the office at seven thirty and, after supper at Da Luigi, one of the ‘old men’ trattorie the Comandante had on constant rotation, we headed along Via Ugo Bassi in the direction of the two towers. The pair – Asinelli as tall as a modern highrise but topped by Roman bricks, Garisenda leaning into her like a child around its mother’s skirts – had marked the city centre, and provided its distant landmarks, for almost a thousand years. Backlit by the rose dusk, they saw everything and nothing, as was their custom.


The whole city seemed to be out – it was that ponte of perfect May weather. The tsunami of summer heat was yet to hit, the August escape still seemed distant.


We crossed Piazza Maggiore. The sheer vibrancy of a city energised by the thousands of students pulsing through its open spaces and arteries. People might complain about their high jinks; the noise and chaos, trail of graffiti from the innovative to idiotic, but we all fed off of it.


We plunged into Il Quadrilatero, the food market, past the crowded tables of the pricey salumeria; Osteria della Luna, my usual, unashamedly shabby watering hole; we continued further down, between the greengrocers’ and fishmongers’, until we arrived at the beginnings of Via Castiglione.


The Comandante spoke into the intercom and the spiked iron gate buzzed open. We walked along a gloomy internal portico, up a set of marble steps, and arrived at the entrance to Club Cisalpina.


If Bologna derived its potency from the young, then it was places like Cisalpina where its heart ticked over, beat by antediluvian beat.


There was certainly no shortage of members clubs ‘inside the walls’ (and, really, where else would they be?) to service the old – and new – wealth of the city, but Cisalpina had managed to maintain a certain edginess despite having recently celebrated its bicentenary.


Established in an expropriated bishop’s palace during the height of Napoleon’s rule by a group of profiteers who had embraced ‘the Corsican’s’ iconoclastic tendencies, Cisalpina had become Bologna’s deal-making centre as the decades, then centuries, had worn on. For a family whose fortunes were built on connections like the Faidate, it was a forum that could not be ignored, and what might have seemed like a rash decision by an ancestor to purchase membership ‘in perpetuity’ had gone on to enrich future generations.


The club’s entrance may have lacked the grandeur of aristocratic establishments like Paradise over on the other side of Maggiore, but it made up for it in scale – room after modestly-sized room set up for eating, drinking, smoking, billiards and card playing. Yellowed flock wallpaper lined the walls while, above, frescoed ceilings depicted scenes from the ancient Greek republics that would have symbolised humanistic, anti-clerical modernity to Cisalpina’s original ‘Jacobin’ patrons while scandalising visitors still loyal to the church (even today, only supposedly ‘liberal’ priests like the Comandante’s friend Don Filippo dared enter). The gold-coloured bricks of its age-smoothed Veneziana-style floor, meanwhile, suggested the decadent fin de siècle background of Klimt.


The ‘Card Room’ did what it said on the bronze plaque – there were a dozen or so green baize tables with accompanying cane-backed chairs. An art deco mahogany bar stood at the far end, where a black-bow-tied cameriere was setting out drinks.


Half the tables were already occupied. At the far end, a man raised his arm in greeting. He was about the same age as the Comandante, and dressed equally formally – in this case a brown double-breasted suit that could only have been tailored, with a crimson silk tie upon a white shirt. With his pomaded bouffant of silver hair and lantern jaw, he might have been cast as a mafia consigliere in an American movie, but here he was more likely to be a powerful politician or banker or, as I presumed, industrialist – Alberto Fausto.


As he stood to greet us, I couldn’t help but notice he was with a young woman.


‘Giovanni,’ he said. ‘May I present my granddaughter, Elettra.’ She rose, tall like her grandfather, taller than the Comandante, almost as tall as me, and politely shook our hands. Apart from her height, she was fortunate not to have inherited any of her nonno’s other features: she was a classic Italian beauty with sharp, dark good looks that seemed oddly, almost unsettlingly, familiar.


‘Yes, it’s me,’ she said.


‘I’m sorry?’


Her grandfather, Alberto, chuckled. He explained to the Comandante: ‘He’s wondering where he’s seen her.’


‘You do seem familiar …’


‘Bewitching.’ She pronounced it in American-accented English. ‘No?’ She continued in perfect English: ‘It’s big on Netflix both sides of the Atlantic, although admittedly you’re not exactly the typical audience. And they dub me for the Italian version, obviously. Ridiculously, really, if you think about it. I mean, I could dub myself.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘You’re her.’


She gave a little bow. ‘Cassandra Sinistra.’


‘My daughter and her friends are huge fans.’


‘Admittedly, I’m the villain, not the blonde goody – they gave that to an American, of course.’


‘You seem pretty American to me.’


‘You know what I mean. How old is your daughter?’


‘Sixteen.’


‘Come.’ She beckoned me to stand beside her. ‘You’ve got your phone? Go on then.’ She placed an arm around me and struck a suitably devilish pose. I took a couple of selfies. ‘You might not think to ask, but she’d be pretty annoyed if she found out you’d met me and hadn’t.’


‘Thanks.’


‘You’re welcome.’ Elettra Fausto might not have formally been American but we could have been standing in a Californian coffee shop.


Alberto had called over the cameriere. ‘I’ll have a Crodino,’ he said.


‘Aperol Spritz for me,’ said Elettra.


I requested a Montenegro, with ice.


Alberto and the Comandante cut the pack. Alberto won and was about to deal when he looked at me gravely: ‘Italian rules.’


‘Of course,’ I said. ‘What else?’ He gave me a thin smile, and we began.


Actually, only the Italians had formally codified burraco, thereby setting the official tournament standard, although it had its origins in Argentina and was played widely throughout the world. Less pompous than bridge, simpler than canasta, deceptively simple to the novice, who was likely to swiftly find themself tumbling down the ‘hole’, or burraco, the game had grown popular in Italy during the 1980s – many-time prime minister Giulio Andreotti and opera icon Luciano Pavarotti were both burrachisti.


‘So.’ Alberto began to deal. ‘I hear our film has gone missing.’


‘I’d like to know who you heard that from,’ I said with a forced smile.


‘Oh, well, I’ll tell you – certainly not this director. What’s his name?’


‘That idiot Domori,’ said Elettra, her eyes on the cards. ‘Cassandra Sinistra’ appeared to have joined the game.


‘When I heard,’ continued Alberto, ‘I called him up, you know – just to enquire how the restoration process was going, and he didn’t say a word about it. Everything was fine, apparently!’


I inspected my hand, glancing again at my ‘partner’ opposite. Giovanni Faidate wasn’t giving anything away.


‘You know,’ said Alberto, ‘I actually organised club membership for him, seeing as he was new to the city. We’ve played with him and his wife at this very table.’


‘The Comandante was saying you’re Toni Fausto’s …’


‘Brother. Elettra, here, is his …’


‘Niece,’ she said.


‘As I understand it,’ I said, ‘the film had not been completed when your brother was …’


‘That’s right,’ said Alberto. ‘Most of the movie had been shot, but it had yet to be edited, pulled together, so to speak.’


‘So what happened?’


‘We did it,’ said Alberto. ‘Well, not Elettra here, obviously – she would have been a mere seed in her mother’s womb – but the rest of the family. I took the lead. Worked with the director of photography, editor, actors …’


‘Including Ron Manchester, George Malouf?’


‘That’s right. To complete the movie. We thought,’ he shrugged, ‘we did well enough.’


‘It won the Special Jury Prize at Venice.’


Alberto smiled laconically. ‘In the circumstances …’


‘You didn’t think it was good enough?’


‘It’s not for me to say. I am a mere businessman, an engineer. But following the shock of Toni’s murder, well …’


‘Indigo loves it,’ said Elettra. ‘I mean, otherwise he wouldn’t be remaking it.’


‘You speak as if you know him personally,’ I said. ‘Although I suppose Hollywood is a small town.’


‘Ha!’ She held out her left hand, waved her ring finger. ‘Indigo Adler is my husband.’


***


We took a break. Elettra went to the bathroom while Alberto rose to chat with another industrialist-looking fellow by the bar. The Comandante and I faced each other across the wreckage of hands that had conspicuously failed to ‘meld’ – our apparent lack of teamwork thrown into sharp contrast by the intuitive gameplay of the opposing side. It was fortunate the Faustos were not actual clients, otherwise they might have been wondering if they had selected the right company.


‘So,’ I said. ‘Director Domori’s attempt at hushing this up has plainly failed.’


‘Hardly surprising,’ said the Comandante.


‘I’m still not clear what they actually want from us.’


‘To know what we know. And for us to know that they know.’


‘That was one twist I hadn’t expected – Indigo Adler being married to Elettra Fausto.’


‘She has a role in the remake, herself,’ said the Comandante. ‘A minor part, I believe.’ Fausto nonno and nipote were closing in from opposite directions. ‘We were wondering,’ the Comandante smiled as they took their seats, ‘if there was any specific reason someone might have selected this particular film. There was nothing about the circumstances in which it was produced – no commercial disputes, nothing like that?’


Alberto shook his head with the same grave manner he had introduced ‘Italian rules’. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Nothing at all springs to mind.’ He looked at his granddaughter. ‘What does Indigo say? He’s the expert, after all.’


‘So, Mr Adler also knows …’ Even as I muttered this, I realised it was a stupid thing to say – of course he did.


‘Indigo hasn’t mentioned anything,’ said Elettra, ‘except he’s furious. He says he should have been permitted to buy it.’ She scowled at me as if I was a stand-in for Director Domori. ‘That it would have been safe.’


Now Alberto looked at me. ‘And tell us – how is the investigation progressing?’


Burraco.


‘Well enough,’ I said uncomfortably. They may have known about the missing film, but they weren’t actually our clients. ‘We appear to be getting closer to finding out what happened and, hopefully, recovering the negatives.’


‘So what was it?’ said Elettra. ‘Do you know who has them?’


While these might be Italian rules, I decided I wasn’t Italian just yet: ‘Comandante?’


The Comandante, looking like he would prefer the cover of cigarette smoke, cleared his throat. ‘We can’t go into too many details, dear, but I can confirm we believe we have ascertained how they were stolen.’


Alberto chuckled, Elettra scowled: ‘It was my uncle’s film. We have a right to know what’s going on.’


‘He who pays the piper calls the tune,’ I said.


‘If there’s one thing I can assure you, young man,’ said Alberto as he began to shuffle the pack, ‘sooner or later, we will be writing a cheque.’
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