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. . . e nonna nonna nonna nunnarella


‘O lupo s’ha magnata’a pecurella!


. . . e pecurella mia comme faciste


Quanne mmocc’a lu lupo te vediste?


. . . e pecurella mia comme farraie


Quanne mmocc’a lu lupo te vedarraie?


. . . and nanny nanny nunnarella


The wolf has eaten my sheep!


. . . and my little sheep what did you do


When you found yourself in the mouth of the wolf?


. . . and my little sheep what will you do


When you find yourself in the mouth of the wolf?


Neapolitan lullaby (traditional)










Chapter 1



Once they had realised why we were there, the brother and sister looked dismayed, and who could blame them? A stranger is about as welcome at the reading of a will as a former spouse at a wedding, perhaps less so – there is money involved.


The Comandante and I had received the call from the notary herself, but she could not provide us with any further details, ‘according to the law’. Only that the deceased – Giorgio Chiesa – had requested our firm’s presence as an ‘interested party’ at the reading at her office in Osteria Grande, which was on the Via Emilia between Bologna and Imola. We had checked our database, along with the memory of the Comandante, which often proved more reliable than the company’s pre-digital files, but Chiesa did not appear to have been a client of Faidate Investigations.


‘Maybe you once did him a favour and he never forgot,’ I said. ‘You’ll get a nice cheque, or inherit some property.’


The Comandante gave me a pitying look.


‘Favours are easily forgotten,’ he said. ‘It is grudges that persevere.’


Osteria Grande – the town’s name always made me smile. Literally, Big Pub, albeit that ‘osteria’ had long-since become synonymous with restaurant in Italy, at least at the reasonable end of the spectrum.


There were no large restaurants in Osteria Grande, let alone pubs, but there was a half-decent, medium-sized place along the main road where we lunched before walking the thirty or so metres to the notary’s office in a low-rise, salmon-coloured block.


Across the road, a field of wheat was stirred by the cleansing April breeze, while the few puffy clouds above moved hurriedly along as if they were expected elsewhere – England, perhaps. We were deep in the Pianura Padana – the granary of Italy – and the town had spent much of its history as a farming hamlet before expanding in the late twentieth century to accommodate overspill from Bologna. This may have explained the venue for the reading – houses were cheaper the further out you moved and so, presumably, were notaries.


Because of the Comandante’s hip (he was due for a partial replacement soon), we took the small lift up a single storey to the notary’s office. She answered the door herself. Her assistant could have been away, more likely she didn’t have one. The notary was a small, bone-thin woman in her mid-thirties whose lime-green framed glasses lent some levity to an otherwise dissatisfied mien, as if she had once come across a particularly egregious clause in a conveyancing contract and never quite gotten over it.


The family had yet to arrive, she explained, and asked us to wait in the hallway.


Despite the modern building with its low, fluorescent-lit panelled ceiling, tinted windows and cream marble floors, the buzz of the cars and lorries whizzing along Via Emilia, the notary’s entrance was as sombre as any venerable Bologna palazzo. Heavy, dark wood benches were set on both sides, while yellowed certificates and age-dimmed paintings lined the walls. An ancient grandfather clock ticked imperiously away. Behind the notaio’s closed ‘studio’ door, she might have been labouring beneath the scowls of frescoed deities.


The front door buzzed. The clack of the notary’s heels as she emerged from her sanctum and passed without acknowledging us. She opened the door and greeted the couple in low tones before ushering them through to her office. The man appeared to be in his thirties, the woman perhaps a decade older. It was clear they were siblings, albeit the man was puffy faced and unshaven in a dark blue V-necked tunic and matching, loose-fitting cotton trousers beneath a dark grey Ferrari-embossed fleece, while the woman was smartly dressed in a black suit with a white blouse. But they shared the stocky build of provincial Bolognese and a familial aquiline nose. The pair nodded cordially at us before the notary closed the door behind them. I exchanged a glance with the Comandante – I doubted they had as yet been told we would be joining them.


It didn’t take long – neither the thin walls or the rumble of trucks managed to muffle the booming lamentations of the man. It took his sister to finally shut him up with a shrill: ‘Basta, Francesco’ before we heard those heels again and the door swung open.


It was our turn to nod a greeting. The brother, Francesco, looked stonily ahead, his thick, hairy fists clamped atop the dark oak table. Veins bulged from his smooth skull. He might have seemed threatening if his flushed, over-fed face hadn’t given the impression he was on the verge of a stroke, while his sister sat beside him as white as a sheet. She crossed her arms and met my smile with an expression of unabashed anxiety.


Taking her chair at the head of the table, the notary opened the maroon folder. I was vaguely surprised to see it contained just two pages of double-spaced, typed text. I had never attended the reading of a will before – my late wife had not left one, and the subsequent legalities had been handled by her father, the Comandante, as neither my then linguistic or emotional state was up to it – but I had yet to see any official Italian document that could be described as brief or to the point, and certainly no public functionary who would miss an opportunity to cite lengthy legal statutes at even the most joyous occasion. I leaned a little to the side to check if the notary had perhaps a further, bulky file set on the floor beside her.


Apparently not.


She peered at the date. ‘Yes,’ she said as if in response to a question we had not been privy to. ‘This was filed just over four years ago.’ She pulled herself up straight and cleared her throat. ‘Before myself, Dottoressa Chiara Mignotti, Notary of Osteria Grande, and in the presence of witnesses: Giovanni Buonpresenza . . .’


‘Buonpresenza!’ said the brother. ‘That piece of shit, I’ll—’


‘Francesco.’


The notary read on: ‘Date of birth, third of September, 1947, resident in Bologna, Via Regnoli 17, and Vladimir . . .’


‘Of course, of course,’ Francesco muttered.


‘Bonnacini, date of birth seventh of March, 1952, resident in Via delle Pecore 38, Dozza, and in the presence of Giorgio Chiesa, date of birth, nineteenth of September, 1942, resident at Via Paolo Fabbri 4B.


‘The said signor, Giorgio Chiesa, whose identity has been confirmed by the notary, wishes upon the cessation of his life to have his testimony made public in the presence of his surviving children, and Comandante Giovanni Faidate and/or a representative of Faidate Investigations.’ She acknowledged me.


‘Signor Chiesa states: “The law requires me to leave two thirds of my estate, which consists of my house in Via Fabbri, to my surviving children, so I express my formal wish to do so in my testament to avoid any additional expenses, along with whatever meagre balance is contained in my bank account, and do so with pleasure – I am only sorry I cannot leave you the substantial inheritance you so richly deserve. I also leave you any heirlooms or furniture contained therein, to be divided between yourselves as you see fit.


‘However, I pray you will also understand why I want to commit the discretionary third of my estate that, in truth, I would have left to be divided between yourselves and your late brother, to Comandante Faidate, or his successors in the firm Faidate Investigations. Comandante – you don’t know me, but I know your reputation as an honest man. I therefore bequest the legacy that I legally control to you or your heirs in trust – I trust you to find whoever was responsible for the death of my youngest,’ Francesco hissed like a fast-puncturing tyre, ‘son, Fabrizio, drawing upon the equity as you see fit. Once you have fulfilled this commission to your satisfaction, I respectfully request that you reimburse the outstanding balance to my surviving children.”’


‘Signed, Giorgio Chiesa.’


‘I finally understand,’ Francesco said to his sister. ‘I wondered why he’d shut up about it.’


His sister shook her head. ‘He never “shut up” about it, Fran. He just knew better than to mention it in your presence on the few occasions you could be bothered to visit.’


 Francesco looked at the Comandante. ‘Did you know about this?’


‘As your father stated, Signor Chiesa, we were not acquainted. This comes as much as a surprise to us as it does to you.’


‘You’re private eyes, the signora says.’ His phone, which was set upon the table, began to buzz. ‘Excuse me.’ He picked it up. ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘Run her through the pre-op. The bloodwork was fine, but there’s a family history of malignant hyperthermia, and the anaesthetist has recommended a low dose of Propofol. Okay. Yes, that should be fine.’ He put the phone down, transformed in those blue coveralls from seemingly a manual worker, to some kind of surgeon. ‘There’s nothing in there that actually obliges you to take the job,’ he continued. ‘And who are you, anyway? Dad had clearly heard of you, but I’m afraid your fame has passed me by.’


I looked at the Comandante with curiosity. In all our years together, I had never witnessed him introduce himself further than a curt: Faidate.


Giovanni gave the son a fatherly – or perhaps, grandfatherly – smile.


‘Comandante Faidate,’ cut in the notary, ‘was head of the Carabinieri’s Special Operations Directorate in Bologna, dottore. His agency is the most respected in the city, if not the state.’


The doctor’s mouth drew appraisingly downwards. ‘In any case,’ he said, ‘the best connected, no doubt.’ He sat back, the status of a former chief of police apparently qualifying Giovanni Faidate for his attention.


The Comandante turned to the notary.


‘Dottoressa, did Signor Chiesa furnish any further information about the death of Fabrizio?’


‘I’m afraid not, Comandante.’


That equanimous smile again. ‘Signori?’


‘Fabri died in an accident seven years ago,’ said Dr Francesco Chiesa. ‘Dad never accepted it. The old man was convinced he had been murdered.’


‘Was it investigated by the authorities?’


‘Of course! They confirmed it was just a terrible accident, but he wouldn’t let it go.’


‘And the accident itself?’


He looked at us if it was obvious. ‘Car crash.’


‘Was anyone travelling in the car with him?’


He shook his head. ‘He was alone in the hills . . .’ He paused as his sister reached around the chair for her handbag. She pulled out a pack of tissues and blew her nose.


‘He had popped in to see me,’ she said. ‘He was going home.’ The brother placed a comforting arm around her shoulders.


‘But that’s not half of it,’ he said. ‘Not three quarters. Four fifths.’ He delved into the top of his tunic for an unselfconscious, grizzly-like scratch. ‘Look – our youngest brother, the apple of our father’s eye, was a racing driver. And not just any boy racer – a test driver for Molinari. He was being groomed for their F1 squad.


‘Our Fabri . . .’ His voice grew gruff. ‘Well, the boy was a wizard behind the wheel. Dad couldn’t accept he’d just driven off a cliff.’


A silence settled around the table. We might have been standing around the drop, looking respectfully down.


I asked finally: ‘And who did he suspect, your father?’ Francesco frowned.


‘You’re not Italian,’ he said.


‘English.’ He shrugged, apparently unsurprised.


‘Molinari. Of course.’


‘The company?’


He slapped the table. ‘The man! Fucking Massimiliano Molinari! The owner!’


The sister squeezed his hand and he withdrew like a stung bear. ‘Daddy blamed him for everything,’ she said. ‘Ever since he stole his fuel injection system – back when we were kids.’


‘Or so he claimed,’ mumbled Francesco. ‘We were raised on it like our mother’s milk, but he couldn’t prove a thing.’


‘He took him to court,’ said the sister. ‘Our childhood was dominated by cases. But it was just him against the might of Molinari Automobili SpA.’


The brother looked unconvinced. ‘In any case, Dad never got over it – from then on, everything was Molinari’s fault. If a bolt of lightning had struck the Holy Father himself, you could guarantee that bastard Massimiliano Molinari would have had something to do with it.’


‘And yet,’ I said. ‘His son went to work for him, or at least the company.’


Francesco smiled. ‘He did indeed, indeed he did, Englishman. Darling Fabrizio, Dad’s favourite, inculcated even more than the rest of us on the myth, ended up working for Dad’s nemesis – who took him on, incidentally, despite my father basically having stalked him for a quarter of a century.


‘So you see, signori, you’re on a fool’s errand – Giorgio Chiesa has managed to sustain his ruinous obsession beyond the grave, while our poor brother continues to have his rest disturbed.’


‘Thank you, dottore,’ said the Comandante. ‘This is all most helpful.’ He turned to the notary. ‘However, in the circumstances, I do feel obliged to follow Signor Chiesa’s instructions.’


‘We will look into the matter as requested,’ he turned back to the siblings, ‘with the hope of remitting as much of the legacy to your family as possible.’


Francesco raised his hands in mock surrender. ‘For myself,’ said the brother. ‘I couldn’t care less about a house in Cirenaica.’ He turned to his sister. ‘Although I guess you could do with the cash?’


‘It was what Dad wanted,’ she said glumly. ‘We should respect that.’


Francesco turned to us. ‘By all means, Comandante. Give Ingegnere Chiesa the respect he’s due. But let’s not exaggerate, eh?’


There were some further details to go through with the family, so the notary excused us. We walked back to the Comandante’s old but still immaculate black Lancia limo in the restaurant car park. I was about to set the navigator to home when Giovanni said: ‘Dozza, if you please, Daniel, Via delle Pecore, 38.’


‘Oh?’


‘The address of Vladimir Bonnacini,’ he said. ‘One of Signor Chiesa’s witnesses, who was a client of mine, in a manner of speaking.’


‘A manner of speaking?’


‘Yes,’ said the Comandante. ‘I arrested him.’










Chapter 2



They call Dozza ‘the City of Art’, and it is pretty enough, a walled town (it’s certainly no city) crowning a hill a little further along the Via Emilia, famous for the paintings that line its walls. It’s the sort of place you go for Sunday lunch when you fancy a change from Bologna and a short drive. Having said that, as we pulled into the visitor’s car park on the fringe of the town, I realised I hadn’t been here since Lucia had been alive and we had got up to those kind of family things, inevitably with my father-in-law in tow. Back then, in the absence of her friends, he had cheerfully filled the role of my daughter Rose’s chief playmate.


‘I can go alone,’ I said, eyeing the cobbled slope running up through the blue painted gatehouse.


‘I will grit my teeth,’ said the Comandante, opening the car door. I walked around to help him out.


‘You know, you probably shouldn’t aggravate it.’ I avoided mentioning the surgery, which I suspected he was dreading.


‘Better still, don’t aggravate me.’ He linked his arm in mine and, leaning surprisingly heavily against me, we made slow but steady progress up the slope.


It was a quiet Tuesday afternoon and Dozza was dozing. There were more cats in the street than people. It really was a pleasant place – venerable buildings clustered around a typical fifteenth-century rocca, or fortress, which remained largely intact. Had we been in Tuscany, it might have been thick with tourists and trinket stores, but it was far enough away from Bologna, which fell outside the main tourist circuit, to still have a pulse. Sure, there were a few wine shops (closed) but also the kind people needed to survive – a butcher, ironmonger, Co-op supermarket. When the burghers of Dozza began inviting artists to decorate their walls in the 1960s, it had been to beautify their living space rather than cash in, and out.


The auto repair shop was down a side street, beneath a wide, red brick archway which might once have been the entrance to a tannery or some other large-scale medieval enterprise. The presence of a garage in the heart of the walled city did seem rather anomalous, given that non-residents were banned from entering in their cars, but I didn’t let that trouble me – I had been in Italy long enough to know it rhymed, most of all, with anomaly.


The big old wooden doors into the courtyard were open, but a gate with prison-like bars blocked further progress. Above, I noted a CCTV camera and winking alarm box. For good measure, there was also a Beware of the Dog sign. I looked hopefully through the bars – I liked dogs.


The courtyard reminded me of our own – hadn’t the Faidate Residence once been its own hive of medieval activity? – but Carrozzeria Bonnacini was on an altogether larger and shabbier scale. While La Residenza had become precisely that – somewhere to reside – this place still had dirt beneath its fingernails.


The whiff of rubber and metallic paint. A pair of mechanics dressed in black shorts and T-shirts bent under a car on a ramp. The shapes of three more automobiles beneath black covers sheltered by a corrugated iron awning. A radio set to Nettuno Bologna Uno – some kind of interminable football chat.


‘His daughter,’ said the Comandante. A stringy blonde in her forties emerged from the office carrying a clipboard. She lolloped towards us in excessively high heels.


‘Can I help?’


‘Faidate, dear, for your father.’ She blinked, then took a pair of unsteady steps back.


‘I’m sorry?’


‘Faidate,’ he repeated. ‘He might know me as “the Comandante”.’


‘Then it is you.’ She pressed her clipboard to her chest. ‘He’s not done anything wrong.’


‘It has nothing to do with the law. It concerns another matter. He is probably expecting me.’


She stood staring at him. ‘You. You stole ten years of my life.’


‘Your father will be expecting me,’ he repeated gently but firmly.


‘You . . .’ Still clasping the clipboard to her chest, she swivelled around and wobbled back to the office.


‘It was six, actually,’ said the Comandante. ‘He was convicted for eight but released after six, although I suppose to a child it must have seemed like . . . a childhood. He was almost certainly involved in a couple of jobs after he got out – which is where I suppose this place comes from – but I couldn’t pin anything on him.’ The Comandante stroked his neatly clipped beard as if still contemplating those missing leads. ‘Ah, here he is.’ A man came towards us, stick thin like the woman, with a grey, closely cropped widow’s peak so severe it might have spelt V for Vladimir.


‘What was he?’ I asked.


‘Getaway driver.’


Vladimir Bonnacini, in black cargo shorts and a T-shirt like his mechanics, stood as his daughter had, two steps back from the bars.


‘Comandante,’ he said. ‘Not the first time we’ve met like this.’


‘But this time you have the key, Speedy.’


‘Or at least, the magic button.’ He raised his hand and pressed a fob. There was a mechanical whir as the bolts withdrew and the gates opened inwards.


‘An impressive set-up,’ said the Comandante.


‘Speedy’ grinned with teeth as yellow as his nicotinestained fingers. ‘We’re both independent businessmen now, Comandante. Like you, I’m putting my know-how to good use.’


‘If I’m not mistaken, isn’t that a Fiat 124 on the ramp?’


‘Bravo, Comandante! You’re not mistaken – a 124 Special, 1970.’


‘I had one myself, a wonderful vehicle.’


‘Franco,’ Speedy called to one of the mechanics. ‘Come here un attimo.’ Wiping his hands on his T-shirt, the younger of the two men approached. ‘This is an old friend of mine.’ The mechanic nodded respectfully. Speedy chuckled. ‘Oh yes, me and Comandante Faidate of Comando Speciale dei Carabinieri go way back.’ He relished the look on the young man’s face. ‘Don’t worry, he’s in the private sector now. Let’s show the Comandante what we’re hiding.’


We followed the two men to the awning. Together, they drew back the cover of the first car. It was a sleek, bronze two-seater Alfa Romeo sports car with a detachable tan roof. It was unarguably a thing of beauty.


‘Spider Junior,’ sniffed Speedy. ‘1981. One-point-six litre.’ He ran his hand lovingly along the curved ridge that ended with the missile-like headlights. ‘Pininfarina did the coachwork. We’re polishing the heads.’ He moved onto the next one.


They pulled back the covers to reveal some kind of silver sports car, not so different to the Alfa, only with a solid, bulbous roof and softer lines.


‘My goodness,’ said the Comandante. ‘A Zagato.’


‘Bravo, Comandante. Is there anything else you can tell us?’


‘A partnership between Abarth and Fiat in . . . fifty-seven? Fifty-eight?’


‘Fifty-six, although you’re right, it was re-launched in Paris in fifty-eight.’


‘Single cam,’ continued the Comandante. ‘Nicknamed “the double bubble” because of its distinctive, supposedly aerodynamic roof.’


‘That memory of yours, Comandante. Nothing wrong with the noggin, eh? A collector down Riccione way – likes to check it’s running, even though he never runs it.


‘And finally, we have this.’ With some difficulty, Speedy and the mechanic rolled back the cover from the wide, low-slung vehicle.


Its brooding dark green came close to black, and seemed to ripple beneath the shadow of the awning, its rear spoiler aloft, like a whale fin before it disappeared beneath the waves or, if you were on the autostrada, along the fast lane.


‘Molinari Tenebre,’ said the Comandante.


‘1991. Six litre, V8, 485 horsepower. Zero to hundred in four point two seconds.’


‘The first Molinari to break the two hundred miles per hour mark,’ the Comandante said to me. ‘For the American market.’


‘The Comandante here knows a bit about cars,’ said Speedy. ‘Had his unit set up a fake dealership to nab a gang going up and down the A14 knocking off showrooms.’


‘Oh?’


‘They would hit at night, break in through the roof, get the cars going, then use a truck to smash through the glass, or at least I heard it was something like that, right, Comandante?’


‘Yes,’ Giovanni said tartly. ‘Something like that.’


‘They’d speed off down the autostrada. The Comandante’s idea was to lure the crooks – mousetrap tactics. They called in a few favours, borrowed a lovely spread of local brands on the quiet – Maserati, Molinari, Lamborghini. Put in a state-of-the-art surveillance system and deactivated the cars so they couldn’t be started.


‘They didn’t have a full squad on the premises of course, we’re talking a stake-out of months, so they just had a couple of blokes stationed there overnight.


‘Apparently, one of the thieves slipped in during the day, removed the ceiling panels in the bathroom, and waited for the showroom to close. When the time came, he dropped down, crept into the back office and held the officers up. Then they switched off the alarm and got the cars.’


‘Didn’t you say they were deactivated?’ said the mechanic.


‘They’d disconnected the ignition fuse, CKP, removed the sparkplugs. Still, easily replaced – those cunning thieves simply wheeled the buggers out, and into the back of a lorry.’


‘And this,’ I said, ‘is how you ended up behind bars?’


‘Oh, no,’ said Speedy. ‘I didn’t have anything to do with that. First thing I knew was what the Comandante here shared with me when he called me in for a chat.’


‘You mean, arrested you.’


A jaundiced grin. ‘You never did manage to track those cars down, did you, Comandante?’


‘Sadly, no.’ The Comandante contemplated the skulking Molinari.


‘Of course, it’s all water under the bridge now,’ said Speedy.


‘The haul included a 1991 Tenebre,’ said the Comandante, ‘although it was red.’


Speedy shook his head. ‘Only two registered owners for this one – Count Isolani, who handed it down to his son. I’ve got all the documentation, naturally.’


‘Naturally.’


‘No, if I was you, I’d try looking further afield – the desert, perhaps. I hear those Arabs love racing them. They’re probably in some Gulf prince’s lock-up, in my opinion. Just an opinion, mind you.’


‘And now even the Italian aristocracy trust you with their automobiles, Speedy,’ the Comandante observed. ‘Quite the turnaround.’


‘I’ll take them up to 2000, but after that, honestly, I wouldn’t know where to begin, and wouldn’t want to, what with all these computers, electricity . . .’


‘He means electrification,’ said the mechanic.


‘The magic’s lost.’


‘Like the difference between a battery-powered and mechanical watch,’ I said.


‘Is it?’ Speedy himself was wearing a cheap G-Shock. ‘If you say so, young man.’


‘My son-in-law,’ said the Comandante. ‘Daniel.’


‘Daniel,’ he said solemnly. Of course – he knew about the Comandante’s late daughter. The story would have long circulated in the world we inhabited as a kind of coda to Giovanni Faidate’s legend. And as if it had reminded Speedy why we were here, he added: ‘So, poor Chiesa kicked the bucket.’


The Comandante nodded.


‘Come.’


I have yet to see a grease monkey’s office that isn’t a mess, and Carrozzeria Bonnacini was no different. Stacks of folders were piled atop grey carpet tiles filthy with the grime walked through by mechanics. More files were stacked on the two desks, at the furthest of which, Speedy’s daughter eyed us insolently through cigarette smoke. The walls were plastered with pages torn out of newspapers or magazines featuring classic cars, along with photos of Speedy beside similar models at shows, stood with elderly sports-car owners who were looking exceedingly pleased with themselves, and with a smattering of Bologna celebrities like singer Gianni Morandi and Bologna FC manager Siniša Mihajlović.


A brown-and-white speckled greyhound bitch looked dolefully up at us from a stretcher-bed set beside what I supposed constituted the reception area – a battered leather sofa and some rickety office chairs. A few tatty car magazines and copies of the Carlino were scattered on a coffee table. I took my seat and reached down to give the dog’s head a scratch. She closed her eyes appreciatively.


‘She’s very old,’ I said.


‘Like everything else here, eh, Comandante?’ replied Speedy. Seventy-eight-year old Giovanni Faidate shrugged – like many elderly Italian men, he plainly considered himself still in his prime. ‘Then there was one,’ added Speedy. ‘I heard the other witness, Buonpresenza, kicked the bucket last year . . . That’s him.’ Speedy got up and plucked a photo from the wall. ‘Chiesa, I mean.’


There were three of them around the table. I recognised the trattoria – Da Vito in Cirenaica – raising glasses in a toast.


Giorgio Chiesa was in his mid-sixties. Not looking as miserable as I somehow expected after everything we had heard. Nor did he carry the heft of his offspring, but he had bequeathed them that beaky nose, which elongated his face as if, like a sports car, it had been moulded for aerodynamics. He was wearing the tentative smile of someone taken by surprise.


‘Do you mind?’ I took a photo with my phone.


‘The meal was on me because I owed Giorgio for helping with a Berliner coupé,’ said Speedy. ‘He wouldn’t accept payment, never would, but no one knew Molinari like him.’


‘So we’ve heard,’ said the Comandante.


‘Oh, Molinari stole his design, don’t doubt it. They had an agreement, shook hands, there were witnesses! And the Cavaliere might have stuck to his word if it had just been a one off – given the scuderia that extra oomf on the track, even used the design in the production models, but the trouble came when its wider applications became apparent – when they patented a slightly modified version which went on to become the industry standard, and it only had one name on it – Massimiliano Molinari!


‘Almost every high-performance car – Italian, German, Japanese . . .’ his grey eyebrows steepled upwards, ‘British – uses a variation or adaption of the Molinari to this day.’


He nodded at his daughter. She flung a pack of cigarettes in his direction. He plucked it out of the air.


‘You still have the reflexes, Speedy,’ said the Comandante.


‘Reflexes were never my problem, Comandante.’ He offered the open packet to us. The Comandante took one. ‘Daniel doesn’t look like he approves.’


‘He thinks he’s my nurse.’


‘He’s got an operation in a couple of weeks,’ I said. ‘On his hip. I’m in no hurry to become his heir.’


Speedy chuckled. ‘I’m sure if the Comandante thinks you’re up to it. And an English detective – well, aren’t they the best?’


‘They’re not all Sherlock Holmes,’ said the Comandante.


‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘Well, we can’t all be Montalbano.’


‘Or Inspector Coliandro,’ said Speedy. ‘I like that series. Reminds me of the old days, cops and robbers.’


‘But I think I do all right.’


‘He’s a fast learner,’ the Comandante admitted. ‘So, Molinari allegedly stole this design from Ingegnere Chiesa, who strikes me as a rather trusting individual . . .’


‘A simple soul, an engineer down to his marrow. He couldn’t see further than the pistons on a V-12. The Cavaliere ran rings around him.’


‘He was an employee of Signor Molinari?’


‘We’re talking forty years ago, Comandante. Molinari had just broken from the big boys in Modena. It was still like a gang, or at least that’s how the Cavaliere, a proper furbacchione, liked to make it appear – all for one,’ he chuckled, ‘and, it turned out, that one was Massimiliano Molinari. I dipped in now and again.’


‘You, Speedy?’


‘You thought you knew everything about me, Comandante,’ he tapped beneath his eye, ‘but I tell you. If you thought the criminal world was bad, you’ve never had anything to do with car makers. They make us look like clergy.’


‘I’m not sure that’s such a great comparison,’ I said.


‘It was after they released me, while my appeal was pending between the courts of first and second degree – maybe Molinari had been reading about my case – anyway, he got in touch through my lawyers and had me testing his cars. Who better? I would have kept it up, too, if you hadn’t got me sent back on appeal.’


‘You would have done better pleading guilty straight away – you would have done less time.’


‘It’s all relative, Comandante – this way I got to spend a year in the middle with my girl.’ He shot her a fond look. She mumbled something bitter and turned to her computer screen. ‘Anyway, by the time I’d got out, that was all in the past – “Scuderia Molinari” had become a real player on the F1 circuit, his high-performance marque was becoming firmly established, and the “old gang” had either been taken on full time, or given the elbow. And of course, they had legit, professional drivers. They didn’t want to be associated with someone with my rep.’


‘And Signor Chiesa was one of those who had been let go,’ I said.


‘From what I can understand, Molinari offered to take him on and include some kind of “retrospective bonus” for his “contribution”. We’re talking six figures by today’s standards. But of course, Giorgio wouldn’t have it because it was never about the money – well, not only. Like all artists, it was about having his name on his creation. That was the thing that really hurt, and in truth, he never got over it. He wouldn’t even take the cash Molinari offered out of court – twice as much as that “bonus” – despite the Cavaliere knowing Giorgio hadn’t a hope: his papers had gone missing, Molinari had all the witnesses on the company payroll, and the best law firm in Bologna behind him.


‘Max just wanted to shut him up, I suppose, but if you ask me, it wasn’t only about that – I might have made Molinari sound like a monster, but he’s not entirely without a soul, in fact, he’s a sentimental guy – sure, there’s business, but he pays his debts, he always treated me fair and square, and he knew he owed Giorgio.’


‘Apparently not enough to share the patent with him.’


‘There’s a line, isn’t there, and that was Molinari’s – if he had to choose between his business and Chiesa, you can bet he was going to choose Molinari Automobile SpA every time. That had his name on, right?’


The Comandante said: ‘He took on Fabrizio Chiesa as one of his drivers.’


‘You see? No hard feelings. I think, at least at the beginning, the fact he was Giorgio’s son must have greased the wheels, so to speak – it was Molinari’s way of repaying his old man. I mean, Fabri wasn’t recruited immediately for the scuderia. He started doing my old job testing cars, but he had the background on the karts and Molinari was sufficiently impressed to back him on the lower formulas . . .’ He drew deeply on his cigarette, sat back in a cloud of smoke.


‘And then he had the accident,’ I said.


‘He was a great driver, Fabri. He had this . . . grace.’


‘Do you think it was an accident?’


Speedy’s bony shoulders jerked like pistons. ‘Accidents happen.’ He took a thoughtful puff. ‘Even to experts.’


‘Signor Chiesa apparently believed Massimiliano Molinari was behind it,’ said the Comandante.


‘He had a theory, certainly.’


‘Which was?’


Speedy sighed. ‘It’s ridiculous – that Molinari got rid of Fabri because he was showing up his son, who was also in the team.’


‘And you believed him?’


Those steeple eyebrows again. ‘Molinari took the boy on in the first place. Fabri had risen, along with Max’s son Niki, through the academy. The pair were firm friends! It’s true, Molinari is ruthless, but to the extent that winning is everything to him – everything – and I certainly can’t see him putting the fortunes of Niki ahead of the scuderia. If you want to know one thing about Massimiliano Molinari, know that.’ He took a final drag. ‘And frankly, why would he have Fabri killed if he could just have sacked him? I told Giorgio as much.’


‘And what did he say?’


‘He asked me to witness his will.’


‘And I presume it was you,’ said Giovanni, ‘who recommended me to him.’


‘Well, Comandante, the poor guy insisted, and who else would I suggest? I knew you were someone who wouldn’t exploit the situation, and after all, if there was any truth to it, well, you were the only one to nab me, to ever get close!’


The Comandante looked around. ‘Not always,’ he said. Behind her computer, the daughter let out a joyless laugh.










Chapter 3



‘I’ll get it out.’


‘How am I supposed to learn,’ said Rose, hands on hips, ‘if you do everything?’


‘The best way to walk,’ I slid between the sky blue Fiat Punto and my graphite grey Alfa SUV, ‘is one step at a time.’


My daughter let out an exasperated ‘che palle’ as I opened the Fiat’s door and eased myself in, careful not to mark the Alfa’s paintwork. Rose’s regression to Italian was not a good omen – our common language was English – but as I had already noted, one hand gripped around the grab handle, the other hovering above the handbrake, once she was behind the wheel, she was cento percento Italiana.


I backed the car into the courtyard and turned it around to face the oak gates. Behind me, the doors to the garage, which housed three of the six family vehicles (if we included my brother-in-law Jacopo’s Vespa) closed.


I had been the victor of the ‘battle of the bottegas’, which had resulted in the swelling number of cars crowding the courtyard of La Residenza Faidate being moved into the former workshops on the ground floor. Those stone-cool, whitewashed spaces, looked down upon by two storeys of ‘Romeo and Juliet’-style balconies, had variously been used for printing, book-binding and, even further back, to display the exotic goods the Faidate had imported along the Silk Road. More recently they had been piled with junk or used as rehearsal rooms for Jacopo’s friends’ bands, something the Comandante had not long tolerated. Jacopo’s cousin Alba had wanted to knock them through to create a sort of warehouse-style apartment, while I had proposed using the main workshops for cars and bikes while converting the one abutting her existing ground-floor ‘house’ (itself a former workshop situated just inside the Residence wall) to provide her with the space she and her new family required.


My plan had seemed like a perfect compromise, at least to me, but still took months of discussion, drama – Alba’s operatic range turned out to be truly impressive – and intrigue (Jacopo had been, unsurprisingly, the weak link), a further six months waiting upon permission from the sovrintendenza (naturally, the fifteenth-century Residenza was listed) plus twelve weeks of work with all the upheaval that implied, before Rose and I were finally able to roar slowly along the gravel drive towards the opening gates.


‘Ease up on the clutch.’ I could smell rubber. Rose ignored me, her profile pinched with concentration.


She swung the car through the gateway, gliding as close to the parked cars as a shark to a surfboard before we rumbled along narrow Via Mirasole.


Clunk, clunk. She changed to first as she rounded Via Paglietta – without looking right, I noted, a task apparently left to me – and, clunk, clunk, into second gear.


We headed up the slope to the ring road.


‘It would be easier . . .’ she said in English.


‘Please. Eyes on the road.’


‘. . . if you let me drive the big car.’


‘Because the Alfa’s automatic, you mean? Your test will be for a manual.’ Thank goodness – the thought of allowing her to drive my car brought me out in a cold sweat.


‘They’ll all be automatic soon,’ she said. We stopped by the Q8 garage. ‘Which way?’


‘What do you mean?’ I asked, alarmed. ‘It’s a one-way system, there’s only one way to go.’


She nodded towards the junction. ‘You might have wanted to head up Via San Mamolo.’


‘I . . .’ I leaned left. It was mid-afternoon and the Viale – Bologna’s inner ring road – was quiet. ‘All right.’


‘What?’


‘Do that – head for the hills.’


‘Bene.’ She shot across the two empty lanes and, before I could say, ‘check the other side’ had swung left at the green traffic lights, scything over the opposite carriageway and up San Mamolo.


I clung to that handle, my teeth clenched as firmly as the Comandante’s as we walked through Dozza, but I was resigned to the fact that driving in Italy – or with an Italian – is always partly an act of faith.


We whipped along San Mamolo, then Rose took the winding road uphill, the sign indicating the ancient hermitage of Ronzano, now part of a treatment centre for drug addicts. Also hidden here among the hedgerows were observatories, research centres, religious retreats and private villas; most of all the villas, modern houses sprawled behind iron gates with views across the city.


Soon even these were left behind.


The little Punto puttered across the rolling hills. It never failed to surprise me how swiftly you could move from the towers, porticoes and enveloping terracotta stucco of Bologna – a city still philosophically, if not actually, enclosed by walls – to what seemed like the heart of the countryside.


‘Slow now, slow . . .’ We glided around each bend, technically wide enough for two cars to pass, although thankfully this hadn’t been tested yet.


It was about to be.


Rose’s eyes widened as a white SUV came the other way. The seatbelt snapped across my chest and the hedgerow screeched along the passenger side as we lurched to a halt, and a panicking seventeen-year-old British girl materialised from behind that audacious Italian veneer.


‘Dad?’


I looked up at the SUV being driven by a curly haired middle-aged bloke who probably owned a place around here and doubtless regarded this as his private road. I beckoned him forward. He rolled closer. To be fair, he was probably as reluctant to share the old Punto’s paintwork with his car as I had been on mine.


‘Now,’ I said to Rose. ‘Put it gently into first and steer it a little further over to the side.’ Clunk. Roar. Rubber. We shifted a little further into the hedgerow and the car stalled.


‘Don’t worry about that,’ I said as the SUV eased past.


Rose tried to restart the Punto. It, perhaps understandably, resisted. She tried again. It coughed and died.


‘God!’


She was about to give it another go when I stopped her.


‘Wait a moment – you both need to relax.’


‘I’m never going to pass!’ She covered her face with her hands.


‘Take a couple of deep breaths and have another go.’


We waited. I checked the rear mirror but no one had yet materialised.


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Try again.’


This time it worked.


‘See? You’re fine. Although, it is true,’ I said sombrely, ‘we still haven’t practised the most important element of the Italian driving test.’


‘What’s that?’ she asked, startled.


I reached into my pocket and gave her my phone. ‘Press this to your ear with one hand and try to steer with the other.’


She laughed: ‘Dad!’


There was a blast behind us – another SUV.


‘Come on.’ I took the phone. ‘Avanti!’


I had had my doubts about the country roads but after a while began to relax – they might not be as straight and smooth as the city, but there was a hell of a lot less traffic. Rose simply needed to put in some time behind the wheel – she was reasonably competent for a novice, and certainly not discernibly worse than many seasoned drivers.


We were properly in the Apennines now, lurching down dips, skimming hills. This part of the countryside had a brutal beauty. While the valleys and plains offered some of the best farmland on the planet, the hills had a wild, unhusbanded feel. If Tuscany was Lady Chatterley, then Emilia was Mellors, its peculiar characteristic the clay-grey calanchi – eroded rock faces that loomed like slagheaps and often ran into streams glistening like mercury. It was no coincidence the translation of calanchi was Badlands. It was a place where unshaven men went shooting for wild boar in ragged woods, and truffles lurked beneath secret trees; where you would come across a trattoria down a minor road and eat the best meal of your life, never to find the place again.
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