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To Shirley Lodge, and those summer outings 
in her Morris Minor. Onwards! 
To spiky grass and rain-swept seafronts, 
Roman ruins, fish and chips.
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‘My brother masons swear by blood that they are ready to sacrifice everything for their neighbour, but they do not give a rouble each to the collection for the poor . . .’


War and Peace, Leo Tolstoy


‘It’s an improbable city, Bologna – like one you might walk through after you have died’


The Red Tenda of Bologna, John Berger
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It was the evening before the end, and our usual Sunday night at the Circolo San Mamolo, a social centre just outside the walls.


During the day, you would find the old people of the quarter playing Scopa or Briscola or sharing newspapers and complaining about the ruling Partito Democratico, which everyone agreed was a pale reflection of the communists who used to run Bologna. There was a bar, and a kitchen that served the local staples like tagliatelle al ragù and tortelloni, plus, on nights like this in the depths of winter, tortellini in brodo.


Many evenings the dance floor would fill to liscio Romagnolo, a local mash-up of polka and the waltz, which certainly kept the old folk in shape, along with line dancing. Reflected in the snow-darkened windows, the pensioners turned with the precision of starlings at the appropriate beat, performing impressive hand and footwork to contemporary Italian pop, although anyone familiar with the San Remo-infused genre would appreciate there was very little contemporaneous about the music to trouble them.


And at weekends, the families of members were welcome to join their nonni and take advantage of the cheap food and excellent Sangiovese or Pignoletto served in litre jugs.


‘What’s up?’ my wife asked in English.


‘I’m just distracted.’ We watched our daughter on the dance floor with her grandfather, the old boy nimbly walking our ten-year-old through the dance steps.


Lucia gave me a sympathetic look. ‘Our eccentric Signor Lambertini?’


‘It’s got its hooks in me,’ I admitted.


‘It was certainly an adventure.’ Her dark eyebrows arched. ‘But, hell, that’s Italy. What’s that expression of yours? Out of the saucepan . . . ?’


‘The frying pan.’


‘Into the fire.’


‘What have you gotten me into?’ I asked.


She prodded me teasingly: ‘As usual, amore, you got yourself into it. Even in Italy, you can’t seem to keep out of trouble.’


The song had finished and they were returning to the table, Rose brimming with excitement, while Giovanni Faidate, or ‘the Comandante’ as everyone, including his family, called him, chuckled along. I bet the old boy couldn’t believe his luck – he had been facing a widower’s life banging about the Residence, as his old palazzo-cum-stronghold down the road was called. Now here was his daughter, his granddaughter, oh, and that awkward English husband in tow.


‘Come on.’ Lucia grabbed my hand.


‘I’ve told you . . .’


‘You have to learn!’


She dragged me to the dance floor where we joined the back row. In front of us were multiple generations who knew all the moves. Lucia imitated them with aplomb, me, more like a plum. Let’s just say I was glad when it was over.


My wife assessed me, hands on hips: ‘Hopeless!’


‘I tried to tell you.’


She pulled me close, gave me an interrogatory look. ‘You know, we always can go back.’


I appreciated the sentiment, but neither of us could have thought it would be that simple.


‘Actually,’ I said. ‘I’m beginning to think it was what I needed all along.’


‘You’re saying you’re really okay in this damn country?’


I nodded. She glanced over my shoulder at Giovanni and Rose, then kissed me fiercely. ‘I’m so happy,’ she whispered.


I hope you were, Lucia. I truly hope you were.
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The heat-scoured expanse of Piazza Verdi. It is mid-morning and the air has already swollen to stifle sound itself. Only the cicadas performing their castanet symphony from nearby Giardino del Guasto cut through, and soon even they will be silenced. It beats down from above, it radiates from the old stone palazzi, exuding the rusty whiff of the medieval kiln. The florid perfumes of June and July have burnt off. It is August in Bologna and we remaining locals usually emerge only at dusk, like vampires.


Hence, I keep to the shade. I had actually been surprised to discover Freud’s bar open, but I suppose like everywhere else it is seeking to exploit the burgeoning tourist trade, although the only other people sat outside – a German couple, blinking nervously – have plainly understood that this time of year Bologna is more like a trap and are consulting their guidebook as if discussing routes of escape.


I know how they feel – with the exception of my partner, Dolores, the rest of Faidate Investigations has already fled: the Comandante and his niece Alba and her daughter to the beach house in Cesenatico. His son Jacopo and fiancée Celeste south to her home in Naples, and thence, apparently, Capri. Eighteen-year-old Rose, who is not strictly-speaking an employee but certainly a beneficiary of the company’s largesse, to her boyfriend’s family’s place in the Dolomites. So it is just me and Dolores holding the fort, and she’s due off soon – to London, of all places. ‘Home of Punk!’ she exclaimed. ‘You’ll be lucky,’ I replied.


But misery doesn’t go on vacation, and that is our business.


The opera house is closed for the season, yet a woman emerges from the side biglietteria door. Even from across the square, it is plain she is a lady of quality. While I am in my regulation polo shirt and chinos, which are already beginning to cling, and the Germans in short shorts and baggy T-shirts, the stout, late-middle-aged woman is wearing a colourful Dolce & Gabbana dress and smart white shoes. An expensively curated silver-blonde bob floats above her pale, not unattractive oval face, while a cream handbag hangs from a gold chain over her shoulder. I’m surprised she’s on foot – she’s not the sort of person one ordinarily sees anywhere outside frescoed receptions and gallery openings. There should have been a black limo sat outside, a suited driver ready to jump out and open the door. Instead, she puts on a pair of Jackie-O sunglasses, and heads directly towards me.


I am not overly concerned. Signora Bonelli can’t have any idea I’m on her case, although I do wonder as she approaches whether she is about to ask me directions – the only other half-respectable-looking person in the piazza. Instead, she passes by and, to the evident surprise of a pair of drug dealers stationed on the corner, heads purposefully up Via Petroni.


The pushers brazenly size me up as I go after her, clearly presuming I am some kind of bodyguard instructed to keep a distance. They give me a wary nod as if to indicate that they’re in on it, which I guess in a way they now are. I wonder – is this signora Nancy Bonelli’s dirty secret? She’s a drug fiend?


I had been given the assignment the previous week by a similarly-outfitted lady at one of our regular lunches, although this time the Contessa di Castiglione had suggested we meet at Lemongrass, an upmarket Thai restaurant which was currently all the rage, but certainly not one of our usuals – Ginevra habitually loathed anything rage-worthy and, despite being rake thin, always ordered the local, a meat-heavy pasta primo, a secondo, and more often than not, a dolce. ‘My secret,’ she liked to say, ‘is only eating out.’ Our relationship, although officially professional, was mostly social. She had had our company on a retainer more or less since its foundation, and we had looked into a thing or two for her – the background of her daughters’ fiancés (now spouses), sniffing out a couple of paintings that had ‘wandered out’ of her Venice residence (without involving the police), and setting up a state-of-the-art security system at her country villa – but, as she liked to point out, the relationship between the Castiglione and Faidate went back centuries, and she had taken a particular interest in my well-being when I had lost my wife, as she had lost her husband, young (he had a weak heart) and only the widowed truly understood the burden of dolore d’amore or ‘love-grief’ (which may or may not have been true).


‘Chopsticks,’ she said sourly.


‘What did you expect?’


‘I know how to use them, of course.’ She expertly raised them between her long, manicured fingers. ‘But it’s the rice that’s so . . . inelegant.’ She set them down and looked around. ‘Well, this is different.’


‘It is. I didn’t realise you liked Thai.’ She laughed with straight, capped white teeth. She was in her mid-sixties but, like the lady I would later be following, had avoided over-exposure to the sun and obvious plastic surgery to age as gracefully as top-class beauty treatment and solid genes would permit.


‘Didn’t someone say that one should try everything once? How silly. There are plenty of things I wouldn’t ever want to try. Honestly, I think curiosity is over-rated.’


‘You’re not alone – many Italians feel the same.’


‘But I was curious about this place. Virginia kept going on about it.’


‘Your daughter has no end of enthusiasms.’


‘Is she still banging her yoga teacher?’


‘I couldn’t say she’s not. You only asked us to confirm that she was.’


‘As long as she doesn’t give too much money away. Do you know how much setting him up in that studio cost?’


‘Several hundred thousand, I would imagine. But I believe she hung on to the lease?’


‘I should certainly hope so – my daughter may like her exercise, but I wouldn’t want to think I had raised a fool.’


The waiter came to take our orders. I had a chicken curry and salad. The Contessa, who hadn’t examined her menu, had ‘what he’s having’.


‘Were you genuinely interested in this restaurant, Ginevra, or did you choose it because you wanted to meet somewhere out of the way?’


‘What do you think?’


‘That you don’t like spilling rice.’


‘You mean, I prefer to “speel the bins”?’ She said the last part in English.


‘Very good. Is there an equivalent in Italian?’


‘Many. So,’ she lowered her voice, ‘there’s a certain signora in whom I have taken an interest.’ She picked up her phone, pursing her lips as she scrolled. She apparently found what she was looking for and mine buzzed. She had sent me a WhatsApp containing a photograph.


‘Problem?’


‘I’m having trouble opening the photo.’


‘Probably my fault, my phone’s, I mean. My daughter was telling me my settings were too high or something, too many pixies, apparently.’


I laughed. ‘Pixels. Damn pixies, they get into everything. Oh, here we go.’ A photo appeared of Nancy Bonelli stood in a group in a frescoed ballroom.


‘From an IWF trip,’ said the Contessa. ‘That’s the International Women’s Forum. I took a photo of the photo, if you know what I mean.’


‘And what do you want to know?’


She frowned. ‘It’s sensitive.’


‘Naturally.’


‘Well, it’s actually on behalf of a friend. I mean, she doesn’t know we’re meeting, but, in short, she believes this woman is having an affair with her husband, and I would like you to monitor her.’


‘And who’s the husband?’


‘You know I trust you, Daniel,’ she rested a hand on mine, ‘but I would prefer not to say.’


‘I only ask,’ I said, ‘because in these situations, it is usually the man that takes the initiative, books the hotel and so on.’


‘Be that as it may,’ she smiled sadly, ‘I would prefer we did it this way.’


‘Very well.’ Had the Contessa not been widowed, I would have presumed the gentleman in question was her spouse. Instead, I wondered if he was her lover.


She arranged her chopsticks in a pyramid to face me. ‘I would like a report on her activities.’


‘You will have one.’


The waiter reappeared with some pickles. The Contessa scooped up her sticks. ‘I’m not really sure what I’m still doing here, I’m usually in the mountains.’ She plucked up a pickle and popped it in her mouth. ‘They’re hot!’ The Contessa clacked her sticks at me. ‘Try one.’


Signora Nancy Bonelli continued along the low-beamed portico of Via Petroni past its kebab stores and grocers, the only establishments not shuttered.


Bologna becomes a city of dark-skinned migrants and pale-skinned tourists this time of year and we weave between them, both exceptions in our own ways. But signora Bonelli doesn’t enter through one of those graffiti-riddled, syrup-brown doors, or dip down a dingy corridor. She continues on to the corner of Via San Vitale, where the height of the portico rises along with the calibre of establishment.


She lingers beneath a green pharmacy sign, the thermometer reading 39ºC, waiting for the lights to change. Across the road, Piazza Aldrovandi opens like a lung among the ribs of porticoes. Through the polarised lenses of my sunglasses the sky broods opal.


I hang back, pretending to examine the pages of the communist-supporting Il Manifesto on a noticeboard while, despite the absence of traffic, the signora continues to wait. Bourgeois Bolognese are as punctilious as Germans, even in this heat.


She finally crosses San Vitale, passing the crowded tables outside a bar before ducking back beneath the portico running south up to Strada Maggiore. The eateries are setting up for lunch, while almost everything else – from the Italian-run grocers and bakers to the posh furniture stores and interior decorators – is closed.


The signora arrives at Maggiore, or ‘main street’, turning the corner where a pair of massive, weary-looking mountain nymphs support the entrance of Palazzo Bargellini. Opposite, ancient porticoes wrap around the Basilica di Santa Maria dei Servi. Within five minutes, we have gone from the rookeries of Petroni to the palazzi of Maggiore. Bologna remains a medieval city to her core.


I follow the signora past the palazzo and along the portico running parallel to dei Servi, mostly antiquarian stores and palazzi parcelled into offices and apartments. She presses a buzzer and waits for a huge set of oak doors to open. Once she has gone inside, I hurry up to slip through before they close. There is another pair of spiked iron gates beyond, but these are even slower to shut behind the signora, who is already halfway along the road that runs beside a garden square.


She steps into a side entrance and I follow closely behind.


I am at the base of an elegant, curved stairwell in time to hear the signora being greeted by another woman on the floor above. By the time the door closes, I’ve climbed high enough to see which one.


I step softly on to a landing.


Fresh pink carnations are set in a blue-and-white-painted porcelain vase in the centre of an alcove seat beneath the open window – a decoration, and a disincentive to loiter. On one side, the smart oak door of a lawyer’s office. Opposite, outside the apartment signora Bonelli entered, the discreet bronze plaque:


Associazione Studi Culturali Mazzini


Association for Cultural Studies Mazzini. I take a photograph and make my way back down the stairs.


On the surface, a wealthy lady’s trip from the opera house to a cultural club would hardly set alarm bells ringing, but Nancy Bonelli’s seemingly innocuous destination has given me pause for thought. I will need to talk with the Comandante over the phone this evening.


I walk back up the road, keeping to the shade of the building, and press the brass button marked Tiro set in the wall. While the gates and doors open, I put my sunglasses back on.


I leave the palazzo and turn down Maggiore, heading for home.


I stop dead.


I remove my sunglasses. Despite the heat, a chill runs through me. Sweat drips down my flanks. I feel my shirt flat against my back and chest.


My heart is beating fast.


I turn, and walk slowly back to the palazzo.


Beneath the arch of the portico, opposite the door and chained to a pole beside the road, is a bicycle. It is bottle green with racing handlebars, old-fashioned, as well it should be – it was second-hand when we bought it in London, its distinctive gold Raleigh heron quite a novelty in Bologna.


It is definitely hers – Lucia’s. The bike she was riding on the day she died. The bike that only days or weeks – or was it months? – later I, we, one of the family, realised we had never seen again. She had been sent flying as she jumped some lights, according to the reports, and we had presumed it had been taken in evidence, but when we had contacted the police, they had no record of it. It had just disappeared.


Yet here it is, chained to this pole.


I try the chain. It is firmly locked. I look around. The portico is deserted.


I run my fingertips over the saddle, the handlebars. Clasp them as Lucia must have done, as if to absorb some kinetic memory. I let out a noise, which may be a whimper, and squat by the machine. An onlooker might presume there is a problem with the chain or wheel, but I am simply clinging to this relic of her.


Perspiration splashes off me, darkens the pavement like rain, or blood. But I cannot leave it. I cannot leave her. I will buy the bike – or take it – from whomever has left it here, whatever the price.


It must be over forty degrees by now, but the shade isn’t making it easier – the heat collects beneath the portico like poison gas. I can feel it in my pores, the back of my throat. I need to do something.


I can start by sitting down.


I cross the road and lower myself upon the wall that separates the portico of the basilica from the street. The age-pitted marble slab, smoothed by centuries of wear, is comfortable enough.


I still can’t quite believe the bike is Lucia’s, but there’s no doubt about it. It had been mine before we moved to Bologna and hers was stolen soon after. I’d said we should get another, but, as I was walking to work, she said she would use the Raleigh, despite the crossbar. She lowered the seat and her toes just about managed to touch the floor. Now, I note, the seat has been raised. A bloke, then, most likely. That makes it easier – a woman might not want to part with it, whatever I offered, and then what could I do? A guy, if he turned down the money, I’d just grab it from him and to hell with the consequences.


I lean back against the Romanesque column and, after it becomes clear no one is coming straight away, lift my feet up and stretch my legs along the slab.


There was a time when it would have been completely deserted in this part of the city, but these days there’s enough money flushing about to maintain a low buzz of traffic, both on foot and behind the wheel. Along the portico, pedestrians plod past, while on the other side, cars and trolley-buses rumble by.


Was the bike already there when I followed the signora in? I was focusing on Nancy, the opening and closing doors. I probably wouldn’t have noticed it, although my inner inquisitor is already demanding how that could be possible, to miss something so iconic?


Look – I saw it in the end, didn’t I? My unconscious registered the thing even while my conscious was looking forward to getting back to some air-conditioning. And there it now stands, as if it was waiting for me all along, as if it had been waiting for me ever since the accident; roaming these streets in search of its owner like a dog separated from its master.


Speaking of which – there is a cold nose against the back of my hand. I look down, into the all-too-human eyes of my Lagotto Romagnolo, Rufus, his woolly chocolate-brown fur freshly shorn for summer.


‘What are you doing here?’ I ask him. ‘Shouldn’t you be at the beach with the Comandante?’ He gazes back up at me, panting. I reach out to tickle beneath his muzzle but, curiously, feel nothing. He has disappeared.


A bus trundles past.


I rouse, blinking.


Sit up, refocus on the doorway. But there’s something missing.


The bike is missing.


I jump to my feet. Look wildly up and down the road. Nothing. I begin to walk towards the doorway. The blare of a horn. I stumble back and let the SUV pass.


Then I notice movement beneath the portico.


I make it across. A guy is wrapping the chain around the seat post. He looks at me, and I at him. He is, to my eyes, a strange confection – moustachioed with a curly mullet dyed lime green and wearing a tight pink woman’s T-shirt, artistically slashed, and short shorts that show off a pert bottom and smooth legs.


‘Hey,’ I say, coming toward him. ‘Excuse me, but—’ He jumps on the bike. ‘Look, I only want—’ He begins to move off along the portico, raised above the saddle to achieve maximum propulsion. ‘Hey!’ I call. He glances over his shoulder. ‘Stop!’ He puts more into it.


He’s speeding up, he’s getting away.


I begin to run.
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Despite being an immigrant, I initially treated Italy like a tourist, as a sort of theme park of the senses. The food, architecture, countryside, weather. I had certainly never let my lack of Italian bother me before, be it accompanying Lucia on visits from London or ping-ponging between work in the UK and nappies in Italy after she had given birth to Rose at Bologna’s Ospedale Maggiore. If I had considered the language at all, I may have presumed I would somehow acquire it by osmosis.


Even when Lucia’s supposedly temporary stay to help care for her ailing mother dragged on, the Italian primer remained a permanent fixture at the bottom of my travel bag. It was only when she was offered the job at the housing charity in Bologna and that temporary move became permanent that I began seriously thinking about it, but armed with a modest advance to pen a paperback on London’s criminal underworld, I was not overly concerned about my subsequent failure to acquire more than a handful of phrases. After publishing my bestseller, I told myself, I would surely be contracted to write another ‘true crime’, so I would only need enough Italian to get by, especially as I would have Lucia or Rose by my side.


Not precisely a tourist, then, but arguably more ‘expat’ than immigrant.


However, as the advance dwindled and I discovered that writing a hundred-thousand-word book was nowhere near as easy as knocking out a thousand-word article, I began to notice the concessions the English-speaking side of my family had made for me had begun to melt away, and I was passing my days in a linguistic bubble, or babble.


I dug out my old travel bag and there it still was – the depressingly pristine-looking language course.


I managed to master enough basic vocabulary and grammar to navigate most simple tasks, from buying a bus ticket to ordering at a restaurant, but soon came to appreciate that this was far removed from being able to understand, let alone participate in, the ebb and flow of conversation. Like many non-linguists, I had assumed that if a book said ‘learn Italian in three months’, it meant just that. In reality, for all my memorisation and practice, I remained essentially deaf and dumb.


I enrolled at a language school, and although my grasp of Italian marginally improved (I could chat lucidly with Turkish and German teenagers about the best way to get to the swimming pool) as soon as I stepped on to the street and had to ask a local something, I was stumped.


But if I couldn’t grasp Italian, and couldn’t finish the book, what could I do? I would sit in my ‘office’ – in fact a space with a desk along the corridor – once they had left for the day, endlessly scrolling the forty-thousand words or so of the book I had completed, my mind, like the following page, a blank.


Then one evening, the Comandante announced they needed someone at a canteen for down-and-outs and he had ‘taken the liberty’ of putting my name forward. At first, I was vaguely offended – it was far removed from the café lifestyle I’d envisaged, although I suppose it did involve table service – but I could see his point: it would place me in an Italian-speaking environment and, providing I made an effort, I might actually learn something. I could ‘absorb’ Italian in the mornings and write in the afternoons. It seemed like the perfect compromise.


At least that was what I kept telling myself.


The entrance to the canteen was in the courtyard of a former monastery.


The snow was falling hard that morning, settling upon the iron cover of the ancient well like icing sugar. Porticoes lined the cloister, sheltering the mostly hooded crowd huddled before me, but these weren’t holy men.


I scanned the mob, my mood not helped by a hangover. Things hadn’t exactly gone to plan, writing-wise, at least. The ‘true crime’ book I had managed to eventually squeeze out, under word count and overdue, had been rejected by my publisher as ‘in no way resembling your outline and utterly failing to meet our expectations. In short, we’re really disappointed, Dan.’ They had been kind enough to ‘invite’ me ‘to resubmit when/if you feel you have fulfilled the obligations of your advance’, which I think may have been a polite way to ask for it back – thank God for British publishers! – but I had yet to do so, as I didn’t believe I was ready to fulfil those obligations. In fact, I hadn’t yet felt ready to even try. Perhaps, I had decided, fiction would provide the inspiration I required – I had begun three or four crime novels which had kicked-off promisingly enough with a murder, explosion or missing person, but had failed to progress beyond the third chapter. I had hopefully sent off the outlines of a couple of TV scripts to production companies, with predictable results.


And somewhere along the line, I had taken to imbibing ‘a wee dram’, as I’d jokily put it to Lucia, of an evening to help me sleep, although truth was I’d been downing rather more than a wee one once she and Rose had preceded me to bed.


‘You.’ I pulled in a tiny guy up from the south who had spent the night sleeping at the bus station. ‘You.’ A small-time drug dealer I owed for helping me disarm a guy with a shank. ‘And . . .’ I scanned the faces of the crowd with the neutral half-gaze I had perfected. By now most of them – the poor, the drunks, the illegals – I had become familiar with, but there were only so many free spaces and just one more would be eating today.


‘Daniel,’ said a shivering Nigerian. What was his name? I remember he had been relieved to find someone who could speak English. He didn’t stand a chance in this country, but here he still was, turned clay-grey. Flu? Pneumonia? I looked at the others – who wasn’t sick? Still, I’d buy him one more day.


I reached through the bodies and pulled him inside.


‘Sorry, that’s it,’ I filled the doorway, ‘no more places.’


A general sigh went up.


‘What do you mean no more places?’


‘Why are you choosing these foreigners? What about the Italians?’


‘I’ve been waiting longer than him.’


‘I’m sorry,’ I knew not to argue, ‘stand back please.’ I stepped forward.


The unlucky ones gathered in front of the rust-spotted sign that read MEALS FOR THE POOR miraculously, as ever, made way.


I reached behind the metal door and unhooked it from the wall. The crowd looked resentfully on as I closed up for another day.


I shepherded the three down the steps and into the canteen where lunch was already well underway, the windows closed because of the cold and opaque with the condensation of damp clothes. A ripe funk filled the air.


The canteen sat eighty. Most places were occupied by card-holders already registered with the welfare office. The crowd outside had consisted of the cardless, for whatever reason – you were on the waiting list; passing through or paperless; wished to stay off the radar of the authorities (we were required to send all the details to the Questura, the police HQ); or just too mentally ill or drink-addled to have got around to it.


I steered the lucky three to their places, and Luca, who ran the shelter, served them food from the trolley. I stood behind the low wall that separated the corridor from the canteen, casting an eye across the room. Although it was true that the utenti, or ‘users’, as we called them, were mostly placid, the drunks would sometimes cause problems and I’d find myself having to get between them like a referee (basta was one of the first new Italian words I had learned) or remind a junkie that this was not a shooting gallery.


‘I swear,’ Alfonso said in English as he filled his pipe, ‘they eat better than I do.’ He had materialised that morning, unremarked upon by Luca or the other staff, almost like an apparition from another century: a tubby fellow in a grass-green cape and deerstalker that he removed to reveal tweeds and a curly frizz of grey-speckled hair to go with his neat, cavalier-style beard. He might have been a character Samuel Pickwick encountered had he embarked upon his own Travels in Italy.


I couldn’t help glancing at the girth straining beneath his buttoned, tartan waistcoat.


‘Quality, not quantity.’ He cheerfully patted his belly. ‘I wanted to check,’ he said, ‘that the ingredients are of the finest quality, which is more than I can say for some of the dinners I am obliged to attend.’ He placed the pipe, unlit – he respected the rules – in the corner of his mouth and, being on the short side, squinted up at me.


‘You’re not happy,’ he said diagnostically.


I raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s not a comedy club.’


‘What I mean is – you’re not happy here, in Italy.’


I felt affronted, and possibly slightly alarmed. ‘Your glasses,’ I said. ‘Maybe you can’t see so well – I’m actually grinning.’


‘Ah, my glasses. They cloudy.’


‘Steam up,’ I corrected him.


‘Ah, “steam”. Like steam engine, vero?’


‘That’s it.’


‘You can help me improve my English.’


‘I’m actually here to improve my Italian.’


‘I know,’ he waved the stem of his pipe at me.


‘How do you know?’


‘Because it was me who got you the job.’


It had always struck me as a little odd that the Comandante had been able to pull Luca’s particular string – as a committed leftist, complete with a ‘Che’ beard, he seemed a strange contact for a former Comandante of the Carabinieri, although he had accepted me with the same equanimity he did the rest of Bologna’s waifs and strays. Now Alfonso explained he had been only too happy to put in a word for me after ‘all the help the Comandante gave to us’.


‘The shelter, you mean?’ Alfonso frowned.


‘He didn’t mention it, then?’


‘Mention what?’


Signor Lambertini, it transpired, was an enthusiastic freemason. ‘Signor Monza is aware, naturally,’ he said, meaning Luca, ‘but he’s too discreet to mention it. He would actually make a rather good member himself, were he not a communist.’


‘You were saying that your . . . lodge supplies all the food for the kitchen?’


‘That’s right – I mean, we pay for it. That’s why I’m here – quality control.’


‘And the comune knows?’ The shelter was actually council-run.


‘Yes, and no. They do and do not. Our legal identity is Circolo sociale di Bologna Centro, Garibaldi – Social Circle Central Bologna, Garibaldi – from whom they are happy to receive a generous contribution. But if anyone were to ask, I would be happy to inform them that we are the Mixed Lodge of Italy’s Right and Acknowledged Masons, Bologna branch.


‘Garibaldi himself was a freemason,’ he continued. ‘As were many of the founders of Italy – Cavour, Carducci, Mazzini – and in America, Franklin, Washington, Hancock, then there is your own Kipling, Churchill, Prince Philip . . .’


‘So why the artifice?’


Alfonso gave me a quizzical look, then patted me on the shoulder: ‘You have a great deal to learn, young man.’


‘You never mentioned anything about masons,’ I said at dinner that evening. ‘I feel as if I’m in The Da Vinci Code.’


Myself, the Comandante and Rose were sat at our kitchen table, while Lucia was helping Alba at the stove.


‘According to me,’ the Comandante translated the Italian literally into English, ‘they are more like that novel by Eco, Il Pendolo di Foucault.’


‘Foucault’s Pendulum,’ said Rose, without looking up from her plate of gnocchi. As a child, she had a head start on the rest of us, being served a pasta primo, but would also join in for the forthcoming lamb and baked potatoes. The Comandante continued in Italian, and Rose automatically translated: ‘Folk who replace religion with esoterica. What’s esoterica, Dad?’


‘Obscure . . . lore.’


‘Law?’


‘Weird stuff, like magic.’


‘Magic!’


‘The boring bits. For a secret society,’ I observed, ‘it’s not very secret.’


‘Secret societies are illegal under the constitution,’ called out Lucia.


‘Tecnicamente, no secret,’ said the Comandante in English. ‘They’re . . . how you say? Discrete.’


‘Discreet,’ said Rose.


‘You meet Signor Lambertini, I am guessing.’


‘You’re not one, then,’ I said. Giovanni looked scornfully back at me. ‘So how come you have links with them?’


‘Is my business. Like is my business,’ he held his wrists out as if they were bound, and said something in Italian. His hands broke symbolically free as a plate was laid before him. Rose, uncannily imitating her grandfather’s voice and demeanour, said: ‘to remain free.’ The Comandante smiled appreciatively and the pair – granddaughter and grandfather – exchanged a collaborative nod. Not for the first time, I felt as if I could be easily dispensed with.


‘He said you had given them help . . .’


‘Not so much,’ he said in English. ‘Maybe little. Long time ago.’


‘Didn’t you help them during P2?’ said Lucia as she came to sit down.


‘P2?’ I asked.


She began to dole the best cuts of lamb on to Rose’s plate like a blackbird with its hatchling. ‘It was a big scandal in the eighties. The police were arresting lots of masons up and down the country and publishing their membership lists. People were losing their jobs, being abused in the street and so on, but Papa refused to release the names to the media. Even after they accused him of being one, too.’


‘Why was that?’


‘Why must I?’ he asked. Now he spoke quickly in Italian.


‘I arrested the guilty,’ translated Lucia, ‘but I was not going to persecute the innocent. I don’t participate in witch hunts.’


‘Even when they claimed you were a mason?’ The Comandante mumbled something.


‘Papá,’ said Lucia. Rose giggled.


Lucia began to place the second-best cuts on my plate. Speaking of blackbirds, there was a definite pecking order at our table, with Granddad coming next and Mum receiving the final scraps, although if I wasn’t quick enough, she would help herself to mine. Lucia seemed so at home in this old apartment in this old city, it seemed almost impossible to picture her anywhere else now, and even when I had first set eyes on her stood behind the London coffee shop counter wearing an amused smile as I arrived for my first day of work, I immediately thought: Italian, irrepressibly Italian. Only later would I come to appreciate it was her irrepressibility that amplified her identity, rather than the other way around.


Lucia’s short, wild black hair nested at the top of her pale neck with the fringe cut high across her forehead as if to impose order upon a natural recalcitrance that was otherwise impervious to styling. It was perhaps this that added to the impression that she had thrown on the first thing that had come to hand that morning, yet still somehow managed to look fantastic. An occasional dash of bold blue eye shadow and absinthe-green nail varnish were her sole concessions to cosmetics. In the UK, I had sometimes caught English women checking her out as if to intuit her secret, but it was all in the genes: she might have modelled for the statue of the female partisan at Porta Lame stood in baggy fatigues and big boots with an ammunition belt flung across her shoulder, or in waterproofs and a lifejacket fishing migrants from the sea in the video her pal had shown me of her spell with SOS Mediterraneo.


Since she had become a mum, she had removed the nose ring and refrained from adding to the dove tattoo on her shoulder blade, but otherwise remained capable of stepping from the shower into a Decathalon tracksuit or designer dress and making it out of the door in equal time.


She passed me my plate. ‘We were thinking, you could help us.’


‘Oh? I didn’t realise Bologna dei Popoli was looking for a bouncer.’


‘Silly. As an investigator – it’s what you do, no?’ It was as much of a challenge as a question. Although she had long-since stopped asking about my literary endeavours, she had changed tack and kept coming up with ideas about what I could do ‘once you’ve properly learned the language’. True: within a year of working at that coffee place she had been sufficiently adept to begin an MSc (in urban planning – a choice that had perplexed me until she had landed the job at Bologna dei Popoli, or Bologna for the People, which campaigned for a ‘liveable’ city) but she had studied English from childhood and was good at that kind of thing.


‘So,’ she continued, ‘a resident’s association from San Donato has approached us – they live in a newly built condominium, well, it was put up about a dozen years back, on ex-military land. In fact, it had been used to store munitions. Now they’re claiming a lot of them are getting sick – there have been cancers, immune-deficiency illnesses, children born,’ she shuddered, glancing at Rose, ‘with defects.’


‘And they believe this is something to do with the land?’ I asked. ‘Chemicals, and so on?’


‘That’s it. Through the comune we were able to access the records of the survey. Soil samples were taken at the time, and they were fine.’


‘The residents know their homes were built on potentially dangerous land?’ She nodded. ‘If people get ill,’ I said, ‘there may be a tendency to blame it on that. Statistically, however, the incidents may not be abnormal. I would begin by speaking to a health statistician.’


‘Hold on.’ She went over to the counter and grabbed a pad and pencil.


‘Who carried out the sample analysis? The company?’


 She shook her head. ‘Surveyors for the comune.’


‘Could someone have corrupted an official?’


‘It wouldn’t be the first time.’


‘It’s not normal, though, is it? I thought that was more the kind of thing that happened south of Rome. You always talk about Bologna, the north, as being relatively clean.’


‘In the past,’ the Comandante pitched in, ‘the communists were, how you say?’ He glanced at his daughter. ‘Incorruttibili.’


‘Incorruptible,’ she said.


‘They believed. Today,’ he waggled a hand, ‘niente.’


‘I thought you hated the communists, Giovanni,’ I said. I preferred to call him by his forename back then – calling him the Comandante struck me as somewhat absurd, and using ‘Giovanni’ also seemed to wind him up.


Now he spoke quickly in Italian. Lucia said: ‘He respected them. There’s a difference.’


‘Well,’ I said to Lucia, ‘before you begin making accusations, or asking your dad to begin digging into people’s financial affairs, it might be easier to commission a soil sample yourself. Is there available ground?’


‘Yes, there’s a park right in the middle of the development. In fact, they don’t let their kids play out there any more because they’re afraid.’


‘Isteria di massa,’ said the Comandante without looking up from his plate.


‘Mass hysteria,’ translated Rose. ‘Dad?’


‘It means a sort of fear that is infectious.’


‘You mean you can catch it, like a cold?’


‘Precisely that. Well,’ I turned to my wife, ‘your father has supplied us with what you can expect to be the official line.’


‘It is certainly how the comune has responded so far,’ she agreed.


‘My daughter always begin by think the state is wrong,’ said the Comandante. ‘I don’t know why.’ He gave her a thin smile.


‘Why?’ Rose asked her mother.


‘Your nonno as usual thinks it’s all about him – L’État, c’est moi.’


‘What?’


‘Something General de Gaulle said – “I am the state” – although he was President of France at the time.’ Rose shrugged, plainly never having heard of de Gaulle.


‘Actually,’ said the Comandante with a smirk. ‘It was Louis XIV.’


‘But we are really not so different,’ she continued. ‘We both like to battle, even if it does mean challenging authority.’ She gave him an affectionate look. The Comandante harrumphed. Giovanni had been obliged to resign from the Carabinieri having exposed a conspiracy which not only brought the perpetrators to justice, but also made it impossible for him to remain unless he wanted to sit out the rest of his career behind a desk in a one-horse town in Calabria. ‘Anyway,’ Lucia continued, ‘thanks, amore, that makes sense. You see,’ she added to her father, ‘Daniel knows his stuff – you should take him on.’


‘He must be fluent,’ replied the Comandante. ‘Maybe then – we’ll see.’


I looked between them. Apparently, I didn’t have a say.










IV
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I’m not as young as I used to be. Once I would have probably caught the little bastard, but by the time I’d reached the end of Maggiore, where the old stone gate stands limbless on the corner of the ring road, I’m gasping. Granted, the swollen air can’t help, or running in sweat-leaden street clothes, but this is no time for excuses – he’s across the Viale and got up a good speed while I’m bent double watching him go and passers-by are slowing, ready to call 118 in case I keel over.


Then I spot the rank of bikes for hire. I lumber over and pull out my phone. I’ve never actually used the app, but Rose set it up for me. Fortunately, she had me fill in all my credit card details, ‘because I know if I don’t make you now, you never will,’ and unlocking the bike is only a click away.


Magically, it works.


I roll the bike back and climb on. It certainly feels heavier than any I’ve ridden before, but as I cross the junction during a break in the traffic, I realise it is propelled by some kind of electric motor and I’m soon belting along the Roman-straight road with the minimum of effort. In the distance, I spot the guy’s lime mullet. He has to believe he’s got away by now, and seems to be taking it easy. Even youth must be feeling this heat.


We’re outside the old city walls, but Maggiore’s portico continues on my right while the left is a hotchpotch of terracotta and yolk-yellow apartment buildings, broken by the odd Lib-erty palazzo and gated park. It’s an upmarket area, the tree-lined streets off the main drag consisting of the tranquil, gardened properties of the middle classes. The hairdressers, gelaterias and restaurants I zip past reflect the quality of their clientele.


But the lad doesn’t turn off here. As he continues along the road, swerving precariously around parked and parking cars, the road finally shrugs off its portico and becomes an ever-more mundane strip of low-rise office and apartment blocks, petrol stations, furniture stores, pizza restaurants, kebab shops, and supermarkets. We are deep in the suburbs now, and only the fact that he finally turns in to Viale Ilic Uljanov Lenin indicates we are still in Bologna.


It’s an ordinary residential area, largely free of graffiti. He takes another turn, then another. Say what you like about the old communists, they cared about urban planning, and the modest four- or five-storey salmon-coloured apartment blocks are set among ample gardens. Cicadas are sawing deafeningly in the trees, providing a kind of aural cover.
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