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Chapter 1



There was no hint of murder that morning; on the contrary, it was bright after a weekend of rain. Autumn had arrived late – floods had hit Spain and a string of Italian cities on the west coast, but Bologna had endured the bad weather with her usual equanimity. This was the city of porticoes after all, and built to withstand extremes.


My daughter Rose had already left for school, so I locked up. From our balcony, an undulating wave of terracotta rooftops swept down towards the centre, russet-damp tiles glowing beneath a sheen of steam and throwing the courtyard, indeed the rest of the city below the roofline, into dark contrast.


But like so much else in Italy, there was always sun if you knew where to look. I walked along our little Via Mirasole, then on to d’Azeglio, crossing the cobbled road and stepping up to the old orphanage – the Bastardini – where warm light flooded between the tall red-brick columns. I slowed along with the other pedestrians to savour every last lick of summer. The church bells, which seemed to keep their own hours, began to peal.


We had arrived at what I liked to think of as our ‘English summer’, when the relentless Italian heat had tapered off and the city became habitable again. Rose might mourn the end of weekends at the beach, but I felt like I could finally breathe again, and while for my fellow Bolognese it was a minor tragedy they marked by switching to dark colours, today I stuck to the cream linen jacket of British Summer Time. On the whole, I didn’t like to play the Englishman abroad, but it only felt fair to show my appreciation.


Even the broken lift at our office on Marconi did little to affect my mood, and after climbing four floors, I pushed through the varnished double doors, smiling at Alba, who rose from behind her desk. Her look of discomfiture alerted me to the couple waiting beneath the large abstract painting that dominated the reception.


‘Daniel. Here is the family Lee. They are American.’ She sat down, clearly relieved at having delivered a coherent sentence in English.


I knew instantly this would be about their child – the couple looked at me the way all parents did, as if I was a rescue vessel upon the horizon. But it was hope married with intense anxiety. Would they be able to attract my attention?


‘The consulate in Florence sent us.’ Mr Lee grabbed my hand. ‘They said you were the best English detective in Bologna.’ I nodded, although I would have taken it as more of a compliment if I hadn’t been the only English detective in Bologna.


The Lees were of East Asian origin. Korean, I guessed from the surname, although they were certainly outfitted in the uniform of middle-class America abroad – chinos and Ralph Lauren polo shirts, blue for him, pink for her. Given my current get-up, however, I was hardly one to talk.


‘Tell me,’ I said. ‘How can I help?’


‘It’s our son, Ryan,’ said Mr Lee. ‘He’s disappeared.’


That English sun was slicing through the blinds into the Lees’ eyes, so I pulled them closed. I kept the window behind open: the Comandante’s office had had the weekend to rid itself of the old man’s cigarette smoke, but I knew that even though he would refrain from lighting up in deference to the Lees, the legacy of his packet-a-day would reassert itself soon enough if I didn’t keep the air circulating.


The pair were sitting on the bottle-green chesterfield sofa. I took a matching armchair opposite alongside the Comandante. Between us and our would-be clients was a glass-topped art deco coffee table, upon it a clean crystal ashtray, a pair of rarely opened hardback books on Bolognese architecture and, within a rather beautiful amber-stained Lucite box, fresh tissues. It could have been a gentleman’s club or a therapist’s. It sometimes felt like both.


‘Ryan,’ said Mr Lee, ‘our boy, he’s a supertaster.’ He looked at me as if this explained everything. I looked at the Comandante, who clearly had no clue either. ‘It’s like perfect pitch,’ said Mr Lee, ‘only for taste. It means you’ve got more, literally more taste buds, but also … what are they? Smell? Smell buds? Anyway, cells or whatever’s in your nose, and they combine, and, well, you can taste things other people, no matter how well trained – and actually, he was really well trained – can. No computer can do that stuff. That’s what I said, wasn’t it, Mary? No computer’s going to be able to do that stuff, so Ryan, our Ryan’s going to be just fine.’ His voice broke. His wife took his hand and placed it on her lap. She began to explain.


While regular food tasters would sample food to assure its taste, smell, appearance and so on, supertasters, with their rarefied senses, were an elite breed and Ryan was flown in by clients around the world to check the quality of their wares.


The plan had been to meet them at the airport. He was often in Italy for work and they had always wanted to visit. This time they thought it would be great to meet up in Bologna, and maybe, if Ryan had the time, he could join them on trips to Florence and Venice.


Only he hadn’t been there when they arrived. They had waited, called his cell but it had gone straight to voicemail. They had sent messages, but he hadn’t replied – or even opened them, said Mr Lee – they had emailed from their hotel. That was two days ago, and there was still no trace.


‘This isn’t the same hotel Ryan’s staying at?’ I said.


Mrs Lee shook her head. ‘Well, it could have been, but we booked it online, it was an offer. We asked the desk if he was there,’ she added. ‘Just in case.’


‘So you don’t know where he is staying?’


They looked at each other. ‘I know this must seem terrible,’ said Mr Lee. Mrs Lee squeezed his hand. ‘But we didn’t think to ask. I mean, we just expected him to be at the airport, or to get in touch. Ryan travels a lot. He’s a freelance, has lots of clients. Always on the move … Italy, the South of France. His speciality is truffles.’


‘Then his client here …’


‘Like I said …’ Mr Lee managed to look both desperate and ashamed.


‘So we don’t know his client.’ They shook their heads. ‘Never mind. Has this kind of thing happened before? I mean, a sudden loss of contact, disappearance, that sort of thing?’


‘Never,’ said Mrs Lee. ‘He usually checks in every day. Calls, or at least sends me a message or email when he’s in New York. That’s his home; we live in the greater Vegas area, where he grew up …’ She glanced at her husband. ‘Even when he did the Appalachian Trail he called every few days and we were able to follow him on Facebook.’


‘And there’s been no activity there either?’ I asked. ‘Or on any other social media you’re aware of him using?’


‘Not since a couple of days before we set off,’ said Mr Lee.


‘And that was?’


‘A photo of a store window,’ he said. ‘Full of truffles, cheese. Those hanging sausages …’


‘Salami,’ said Mrs Lee.


‘Did it say where?’


‘Hold on.’ Mr Lee checked his phone, showed me the post. ‘Boscuri.’


I took a note. ‘We would like to have access to your social media, if we may. To see if we can find anything.’


‘Of course,’ said Mr Lee.


‘And you’ve contacted friends, family …?’


‘Nothing,’ said Mrs Lee.


‘In your regular calls, he didn’t mention anything about the hotel?’


‘Only that it was nice, central.’


‘Did he say he was having any difficulties, problems?’ They shook their heads once more.


‘He never said much about his life,’ said Mrs Lee. ‘He was always asking us about ours.’


‘Ryan’s an only child?’


‘How did you know?’


Daily phone calls. Dutiful son. The sense that they had cast all their hopes and dreams into the sole life raft that was Ryan Lee. I shrugged. ‘You haven’t mentioned any other siblings. Well, our experts can check online, and in the meantime we will also contact the police – the hotel should have registered him when he arrived. You haven’t spoken to the authorities yet, I presume?’


‘The consulate said to get in touch with you first,’ Mrs Lee said.


The US consulate was as useless as the UK’s, I noted. But their laziness was our gain. ‘We’ll need his details, photograph, hobbies … I take it he isn’t married?’


Mrs Lee’s eyes widened. ‘I think we’d know.’


‘Girlfriend, then?’ I said. ‘Boyfriend?’ Now it was Mr Lee’s turn to look surprised.


‘He had a girlfriend at university,’ said Mrs Lee quickly. ‘But since he moved to New York …’ She shrugged. ‘So you’re saying you can help us?’


I glanced at the Comandante, who gave an almost imperceptible nod. ‘We’ll get straight on it.’


Relief swept their faces, if only because something was finally being done, I supposed; they no longer felt alone.


‘I’m sure everything will be fine,’ I added, but I was already thinking about hospitals for Alba to ring around.


As I led the Lees out, I pictured Ryan in a coma somewhere. Secure mental facilities? He was in his late twenties – the classic age for males to experience their first psychotic episodes. I added homeless shelters to the list. He could simply be sitting babbling and shoeless in a corner somewhere. Or worse. The morgue. She should try morgues first, I decided, if only to rule them out. We were by the lift. I shook their hands.


‘Really,’ I said, ‘try not to worry. I’m sure it’s just a mix-up.’


It seemed to help, Mr Lee in particular. I was ‘the best English detective in Bologna’, after all.


And kind words cost nothing.










Chapter 2



The Comandante’s English language comprehension was excellent, but he had kept silent throughout most of the meeting. This was likely not due to his lack of language skills – I had heard him speak impeccable French – but to the importance of bella figura: literally cutting a ‘beautiful figure’. The Comandante’s English might be good, but it wasn’t good enough in his opinion, and the importance of making an impression was hard-wired into his generation, even if the young, like his son, my brother-in-law Jacopo, seemed to harbour few reservations about ejaculating English as if it consisted wholly of half-heard pop lyrics.


But the Comandante had certainly understood the Lees well enough and was now surveying me curiously across the table at Epulum, a classic ‘old man’s’ trattoria hidden behind a dark door beneath a narrow portico with grimy frosted glass shielding the clientele from curious passers-by. Beside the entrance was a yellowed menu barely legible behind a foggy plastic cover listing the classic Bolognese dishes: primi like tortellini in brodo and tagliatelle al ragù; secondi such as bollito al carrello – a boiled meat only true Bolognese could stomach – and braciola di maiale; and for the finale, a binary choice between zuppa Inglese – a Bolognese chef’s rather game punt at Victorian trifle – and ‘meringue’. The original prices in lire were scribbled out and replaced in biro with figures in euros slightly above the going rate.


The hunched padrone, almost certainly an octogenarian, appeared at our table, notebook at the ready.


‘I’ll take the cotoletta,’ said the Comandante. ‘With truffles, the white.’ The padrone nodded approvingly. ‘And he will take – pasta, right?’ I nodded. ‘The tagliolini with porcini mushrooms, and black.’


Without asking, the padrone poured a ruby-red Otello Lambrusco into the Comandante’s glass. I declined.


‘I’ve work,’ I said. ‘And you know, Giovanni, I’m old enough to order my own food, thanks.’


An amused smile fluttered behind the curtain of the Comandante’s neat grey beard. ‘But you like truffles? The white have just come in season, you know.’


‘So why, then, did you order me the cheaper black?’


‘Well, Alba’s always telling us we should make economies.’


‘And you thought the white would be wasted on the Englishman. I think that’s a little unfair.’


‘Can you taste the difference between black and white, then?’


‘Probably not,’ I admitted. ‘Can you?’ He frowned: how could I even doubt it? ‘If you ask me,’ I said, ‘it’s just marketing.’


The Comandante prodded a grissini breadstick toward me. ‘And that’s precisely why you got black.’


I poured myself a glass of sparkling water. ‘So tell me,’ I said. ‘To what do I owe this honour?’ If he wasn’t lunching somewhere like this with one of his old cronies from the Carabinieri, Giovanni usually liked nothing better than to eat alone, accompanied by the latest lengthy comment piece by Ernesto Galli della Loggia in the Corriere della Sera.


‘I’m concerned about this young man, Signor Ryan,’ he said.


I nodded. ‘It doesn’t look good.’


‘Well, perhaps Alba and Jacopo will turn something up.’


‘Even Dolores,’ I said. ‘I remain to be convinced.’ ‘I know.’ And I also knew he wasn’t talking about the search for Signor Ryan. ‘Although you could greet her a little less like you want to haul her in for questioning every time you see her.’


‘Perhaps I will,’ he said, ‘when she does something about her ridiculous hair and clothing.’


‘The fact that she doesn’t look like a private investigator is the point,’ I said. ‘Anyway – Jacopo hardly dresses like Sam Spade.’


‘Jacopo is my son. And he works on …’ he made a vague gesture, ‘computers. Dolores Pugliese is your, our, employee. And she is, now what is it they say? Client-facing.’


You’ve been gossiping with Alba, I thought, who was also no fan. ‘Jacopo is an employee too,’ I said brusquely. ‘And I employed Dolores because she’s bright, energetic, and clearly has an aptitude for our business, as she demonstrated on the Solitudine case.’ I sat back as the cameriere laid down our meals. ‘And anyway, we owed her.’


‘We paid her back generously, in my opinion,’ said the Comandante. ‘By securing her release from gaol.’


‘She’s a good kid,’ I said. ‘Your real problem is that she’s not a blood relative like Jacopo or Alba.’


The Comandante was leaning over his cotoletta Bolognese – breaded veal covered with prosciutto and smothered in melted Parmesan. He drew in the apparently refined aroma of additional white truffle, then looked up at me. ‘Neither are you,’ he said, although not unkindly, and the whole history of our relationship was conveyed within those steady grey eyes.


I certainly couldn’t have got away with addressing any other Italian boss of his age and stature with quite the same licence had he not been my father-in-law, but then, were he not my father-in-law, I wouldn’t have been sitting there in the first place.


When I had arrived in Bologna with my late wife Lucia more than a dozen years earlier, I had soon found myself helping out with the family business, first the security side – basically as a bouncer at a homeless shelter – then playing a more active role in Faidate Investigations, especially after Lucia’s death, when it had been touch and go whether Rose and I would stay. But the Comandante couldn’t bear to lose his granddaughter as well as his daughter, having only a few years previously also lost a wife, so we remained. In that sense – the work, I mean – I was one of the few lucky ones. The chances for foreigners of finding employment in Italy outside teaching English or some highly specialised discipline were approximately zero. The phrase muro di gomma – rubber wall – didn’t just apply to Italian officialdom’s notorious impenetrability, but also to the labour market. Only that weekend I’d read an item lamenting an expat survey voting the country one of the West’s worst places to live, despite remaining one of its favourite holiday destinations.


Was that it? Had Ryan Lee confused the two? Behaved like a cosseted tourist in Italy when he had crossed the threshold into the tenebrous ecology of Italia? This was apparently Giovanni’s fear.


‘Supertaster,’ he said. ‘A sort of food detective, specialising in truffles, that most expensive fungi. I wonder if the consul would have been quite so relaxed if an American private investigator looking into the diamond trade had gone missing.’


‘You noticed that too,’ I said. ‘Still, I’ve heard of “blood diamonds”, but “blood truffles”?’


‘You smile, my boy, yet it is a largely unregulated business, notoriously beyond the purview of the taxman. And once you step outside the law … well, you are always likely to come across unscrupulous individuals. It is not unknown for truffle hunters to take pot shots at each other, indeed for them to enter the woods and never return. Let us hope this is not one of those occasions.


‘Signor Ryan arrived just as white truffles have come into season. For a specialist, that doesn’t seem like a coincidence. A few shavings, barely a powdering on my cotoletta here, has almost doubled the price.’ He picked up a pane comune – an unsalted bread shaped like a clam that fitted in the palm of his hand. ‘Do you have any idea what a white this size would reach? Around two thousand euros.’


I looked at the bun as if it really were that precious.


‘And they’re currently digging them up in the hills around here,’ he said. ‘If they’re lucky. A really big one could reach ten times that price, or more. Perhaps Ryan had been called to verify a find.’ He shrugged. ‘One hypothesis.’


‘And something went wrong. He discovered something he shouldn’t have.’


‘Although experienced, he may have got out of his depth. The weak point of the young,’ said the Comandante, ‘especially, I imagine, individuals of the calibre of Signor Ryan, is confidence. Overconfidence.’ He waggled his grissini at me again. ‘That may be where the danger lies.’


‘Why are you looking at me like that?’ I said. ‘I’m hardly a young man any more, Giovanni.’


‘Ah, but if there is one thing we can be sure about,’ his eyes twinkled, ‘it is that you will always remain considerably younger than me.’


We went to the counter to pay.


‘Mr Lee must have been visiting Boscuri for the truffles,’ said the Comandante.


‘Nothing like the Boscuri white,’ said the padrone. He gave the Comandante a knowing wink.


‘How is the market this year?’


The padrone made a satisfied smack of his lips. ‘Can’t complain.’


Giovanni chuckled. ‘I bet you can’t, you old dog.’ He checked his watch. ‘As Signor Ryan’s photo indicated, they also have some excellent local cheeses. If you leave now, Daniel, you might pick us up a nice piece of truffle-infused pecorino for this evening.’


‘Good job I didn’t have any wine, then.’ I was thinking about the tiring drive across the hills.


‘Well,’ said the Comandante. ‘You did say you had work to do.’


Propped in front of the till there was a delicate model of a pig, apparently crafted out of a single piece of chocolate-brown paper, but without the rigid, automaton-like folds of traditional origami. This may have been down to the delicate paper, a kind of crêpe that creased like tissue, and in consequence the animal appeared much more lifelike. It was quite the work of art.


‘Clever,’ I said.


The padrone shrugged. ‘Customer left it.’










Chapter 3



Bologna sits on the edge of the Po Plain, at the foot of the Apennine mountain range which runs along the spine of Italy. In fact the city was constructed upon the skirts of its foothills so the gradient slopes progressively upwards as you head south from the railway station, through the historic centre, until you emerge at Porta San Mamolo.


Cross the Viale, the ring road marking the border of the old city, and within minutes you have exchanged the press of palazzi, churches and towers sprung from the city’s dark porticoes for jade-green slopes, precariously winding roads, and glimpses of ragged mountain peaks; Liberty villas, spa hotels, private hospitals, and, crowning the crest of almost every hill, monasteries. In a place where the mercury bounces around forty each summer, property prices rise with the gradient, and in the old days the Church had been careful to claim first dibs on the coolest climes. Those monks were no fools.


I had asked Dolores to accompany me to the countryside. She sat back in the passenger seat of the Fiat with her knees up against the dashboard like my fourteen-year-old daughter, although she was actually my twenty-three-year-old trainee investigator, a job title I had invented solely for her in the hope that it might remind her of her place. Some hope.


‘You’re kidding!’


‘Well,’ I steered the wheel fully one way, then the other, as we took the torturous route towards Boscuri, ‘I’m not going to force you. But I can see what the Comandante was talking about. Don’t get me wrong, I like the fact that you fit in with all the other … street people. The punkabbestie, spacciatori


…’ I meant beggars and drug dealers. ‘It’s one of the reasons we hired you, but it’s not just about them.


‘Look, Dolores, far be it from me to advise a lady on her … appearance, but you could consider a more … universal look.’ Her hair was shaved on both sides and blue on top. She had also recently acquired a silver septum ring, and every time I glimpsed it hanging between her nostrils I had to remind myself it was not a sinew of snot.


‘It’s him.’ She meant the Comandante. ‘Once a pig—’


‘Dolores,’ I said. ‘It cuts both ways. How can you expect him to treat you with respect if you speak about him like that?’ I shook my head. ‘I won’t have you talk about him, about any of your colleagues, that way. If it’s really so terrible, then you can always quit.’


She looked uncharacteristically humbled. ‘Sorry, Dan,’ she said. Muro di gomma didn’t just apply to foreigners, and she knew I’d given her a break. But I also knew I was partly to blame – I’d taken a shine to her when she had helped us gain entry into the world of the squatting movement, and I’d hoped to harness the same energy and street smarts to solve future cases. But I’d neglected to take the ‘trainee’ part of her job any more seriously than she had. I would need to direct that energy if I didn’t want to really lose her.


‘It’s just …’ she said. ‘He looks at me with such … contempt. I can’t help reacting to it.’ I couldn’t wholly disagree, but there was a lot of stuff to unpack here, from the Comandante’s own history battling would-be anarchists not unlike Dolores as an undercover carabiniere during the 1970s, to his not unreasonable expectation to be treated with the deference due to his status as the founder, and owner, of the business. They simply rubbed each other up the wrong way, but there could only be one victor in this battle of wills.


‘Don’t be fooled,’ I said. ‘In fact, I think he rather likes you.’


‘Likes me? Come on!’


‘Or rather, disapproves of you to such an extent that he thinks you’ll prove his point for him – to me, the naïve Englishman. I may not listen to him, but maybe you’ll teach me a lesson – why I was wrong to give you a chance, hire outside the family. Not him, but you, Dolores Pugliese, will show me how things really work in Italy.’


Dolores seemed about to respond, but thought better of it. She ran her hands through what was left of her hair and began to fiddle with the radio.


The road plateaued through a valley dense with grape vines, only a roofless tumbledown church interrupting regiments of yellow and ochre leaves, before we began to climb another ragged hill, sounding the horn as we turned 180-degree corners and intermittently pulling over when a car came in the opposite direction, or to allow an irritated tailgating local to pass.


Finally, there it was, across an iron bridge straddling a dried-out river bedded with chalk-white stones: Brigadoon – or rather, Boscuri. The Colli Bolognesi hid many such small towns, small worlds, really, given how inaccessible they must have once been. Even today you could still find old people speaking the local dialect, which sounded like a kind of Catalan; places that seemed, despite their bucolic setting, today’s blue sky, to exist under a shadow, as if they had never fully recovered from the atrocities meted out by the Germans during the war – the area had been a centre of partisan activity – and now wanted only to be left alone.


But Boscuri, although it had had its fair share of partisans, had been spared a visit by the SS, and was one of the few settlements to actively court the tourist trade. In a few weeks, as it had done annually for almost forty years, it would host a truffle festival attracting vendors, experts, enthusiasts and tourists from across the globe. Sure, the most famous truffles might come from Piedmont or Umbria, but that didn’t stop little Boscuri (population: 2,000) taking on the big boys. Throughout October, stalls would line the main street and the modest Piazza Cavour, displaying black and white truffles often laid out in jewel-like display cases, alongside freshly cured hams, local cheeses, and of course the wines of the Colli Bolognesi.


For now, however, the town lay dormant. My ageing Fiat Punto rattled along the cobbled street as shopkeepers, yawning and rubbing their eyes after their post-lunch nap, began to raise their shutters; school kids, having completed their homework, were released by mothers or grandmothers to hit the park opposite the heroically named Grand Hotel – a three-storey ivy-draped edifice from the nineteenth century that sat alongside the town hall, both, it had to be said, as immaculately kept as the rest of the town. Even though it was ostensibly a rural community out here in the sticks, every pore of Boscuri reeked of truffle money.


We parked in the hotel car park among Porsche and BMW SUVs, some bearing British, French and German number plates, and walked back down the main street with the intention of popping into any likely-looking stores or restaurants and showing Ryan’s photo, a selfie he had taken in New York’s Central Park and sent to his parents: a handsome young man with a buzz cut, wearing a soft black leather bomber jacket and a purple T-shirt with partially covered silver script reading: UN/IL/OO, one line atop the other. He looked like he was having a good time. And why shouldn’t he? He had the world at his fingertips, or perhaps that should be his taste buds. In any case, he was in his twenties, forging a successful career, free of commitments. I vaguely remembered that feeling.


I took one side of the street, Dolores the other.


Sending her off with her hair like that, in those big boots and tight jeans, I hoped our conversation in the car would suffice. We’d see. On the other hand, despite her appearance, I – and others, I knew – encountered a different Dolores to the one perceived by our perennially suspicious ex-Carabinieri capo and his niece, Alba, the company administrator. A gregarious, amenable young woman who was about to step into that macelleria, crack into a friendly smile and within a few moments have the provincial butcher who had initially bristled at her blue hair eating out of her hand.


It didn’t take us long to work the street, or me to find the store Ryan had photographed. They didn’t recognise him, but recommended I try the hotel – and of course, they had a point. It was likely that if he had made it out here, he might stay the night. But that hadn’t been what they meant, explained Dolores as we headed towards it. The people at the restaurant she went into had said it was where the brokers met before the truffle festival came to town. That probably accounted for the foreign cars, and sure enough, the reception of the hotel was buzzing with middle-aged men – and it was only men – dressed in the countryside uniform of the well-to-do: yellow or red corduroy trousers, brogues, Scottish and English woollens. Striped Pink shirts revealed barrel chests beneath ruddy British faces; paisley bow ties and pocket handkerchiefs graced the more dapper French and Italians. Only the white-shirted or black-roll-necked Germans looked as if they really meant business, but the eccentric clothing of the others fooled no one.


Behind the bonhomie, hawkish eyes tracked our progress across the room; whether it was my linen jacket – possibly a somewhat eccentric agent for the Guardia di Finanza, the tax police – or Dolores, an obvious class enemy, which of us they registered as more of a threat was hard to say. Actually, it was obviously the taxman – they had long since won the class war.


I showed the photo of Ryan to the woman at reception, who said he looked familiar – she had seen a young ‘Oriental’ man here a few weeks ago but she couldn’t say for sure; why didn’t I ask Il Conte? She nodded towards the tall older man outfitted in a muted version of the clothes of the other Latins, sitting in a high-backed chair stroking a marmalade cat atop his long crossed legs. Although he was clearly Italian – and a count, no less – his thinning fawn hair and beaky, imperious nose were more General de Gaulle than Silvio Berlusconi, and as he looked up to greet us – he couldn’t rise because of the cat on his lap – he had that vague yet very definite air of the aristocrat nurtured to view anyone other than their social equal with the forbearance one might grant someone else’s children.


‘Yes,’ he nodded, inspecting the photo, ‘the American lad. Extraordinary, a “supertaster”. Aurelio had me test him – here, do you mind?’ The cat was still sitting, apparently indifferent, on his lap. He indicated a dark wood case. I picked it up and laid it on the table. ‘Go on,’ he said. I flicked the brass catches. Inside, within velvet-lined padding, was a modern set of digital scales and some accessories.


‘Are you really a count?’ asked Dolores.


He chuckled. ‘Technically, no. As you will know from your history lessons, young lady, the Italian Republic banned titles, so it is merely an honorific, granted to me by those familiar with the Malduce lineage. In today’s Italy, a count doesn’t “count” for much.’


‘Malduce,’ she said. ‘Like the palazzo in Via d’Azeglio?’


‘That,’ he said, ‘was constructed by … a later branch of the family.’ I cleared my throat. ‘Ah, yes,’ he said. ‘You see those?’ Set beneath the scales was a series of glass vessels shaped like pill bottles. I pulled one out. Inside was a white truffle resembling a rather large dollop of used chewing gum. ‘The American was able to tell their origin simply from the aroma, right down to the range of hills. Quite extraordinary!’


‘This Aurelio you mention …’ I said.


‘Aurelio Guasto,’ he said. ‘Probably the foremost truffle hunter in these parts. I believe the boy was staying with him, for research or some such.’


Dolores and I looked at each other. ‘And where can I find Signor Guasto?’


Count Malduce looked amused, as if he really was addressing a child. ‘Il Cacciatore,’ he said. He added in accentless English: ‘The Hunter.’










Chapter 4



‘What a nice old man,’ said Dolores as we headed to the car.


‘Some anarchist you are,’ I said. ‘When we first met, you’d have wanted to put his head on a spike.’


‘Wrong,’ she said. ‘I’ve always been a pacifist.’


I vividly recalled the sight of a certain young lady wielding a machete at a law officer, an act, incidentally, that had almost got her sent down for attempted murder. But I wasn’t going to remind her. Acqua passata. Water under the bridge.


The trattoria, Il Cacciatore, was about a kilometre outside Boscuri, back into the countryside proper, the narrow lane broadening out as it came into view by the roadside. We pulled into a sizeable car park overlooking the hills, an impressive but never pretty view – beyond those cultivated plains and valleys lay the calanchi, or badlands. Clay and gravel ridges as creased as elephant hide, crested by swathes of dark forest; spires of churches like outposts in hostile territory. Emilia had never been truly tamed like Tuscany, transformed into one vast ornamental garden. Its wildness remained indomitable. This was, and would always remain, partisan country.


The restaurant was clearly closed, but I had expected that. It only opened four nights a week, plus lunchtimes at the weekend, which was enough, apparently, to keep it going – pretty impressive when you considered how far it was from Bologna. It was tucked down an unmarked lane, and had no website or listed telephone number.


We walked around the back and I immediately spotted the CCTV camera peering down at us from above a first-storey window, then another on the other side. Ruby lights blinked from both, suggesting expensive systems that were very much operational. Despite the rural setting, it would be a mistake to think it was all backward bumpkins and unlocked front doors in these parts.


The path led into the woods. We followed a ribbon of velvet maple leaves and, increasingly, the sound of barking, to a clearing with a large farmhouse, perhaps a century old, complete with a well at the front covered by a black iron lid. But there was nothing especially picturesque about the building, which, like so many of the houses in these parts, seemed not quite finished – two floors with an ochre facade and a tiled terrace incorporating an open junk-filled garage. Beyond the garage was a high mesh fence topped by barbed wire, at the corner a steel pole as tall as the house itself with a crown of CCTV cameras of the same genus I had seen before. Pressed against the fence, half a dozen excited Lagotto Romagnolo, the celebrated truffle-hunting dogs of the region, were clambering one on top of the other and generally looking delighted to see us, although given the lack of entertainment in these parts, I didn’t let it go to my head.


‘What’s up?’ I asked Dolores, who held back as I approached them.


‘Nothing,’ she said, staying put. ‘I’m just not that keen on dogs.’


‘Oh come on,’ I said, ‘how can you be worried by them?’ Even I, who was agnostic about animals, couldn’t help warming to the Lagotto breed. Typically a sturdy, medium-sized confection of dirty-coloured frizzy hair, they were one of the earliest recorded purebreds, originally used for recovering waterfowl in the marshes of Romagna. Once the marshes had been drained, the dogs had found themselves prized again, this time by truffle hunters, for their exceptional sense of smell and keen intelligence, which basically meant being smart enough to drop the truffle between their teeth and not transform a thousand-euro tuber into a tasty treat.


‘I had a bad experience once,’ said Dolores, edging closer to the fence. ‘When I was, you know … poor. And everyone had a dog …’


‘When you were on the streets?’


She nodded. ‘Most of the dogs, you know, they were fine.’ She was just behind me now, the Lagotto going wild. They had been corralled into a generous stretch of worn grass in front of a line of brick partitions beneath a mini version of the kind of terrace that ran along the front of the house. ‘Except there was this one dog – it was one of those gang dogs, you know, I think someone called it a pit bull? Its name was Bruno. Anyway, he was always friendly with me …’


There was a metallic snap behind us. I looked around.


‘… until one day—’


‘Dolores,’ I said.


‘I was playing with him and …’


‘Dolores.’


‘What?’ She turned around. ‘Oh shit.’


The woman was holding the shotgun like a pro, the stock resting in the crook of her arm, both barrels pointing directly at our bellies. Had it been a rifle, she could have belonged to one of those all-female Kurdish army brigades, kitted out as she was in khaki combat trousers tucked into heavy-duty military boots, and a camouflage T-shirt, her only civilian items the red polka-dot scarf tying back her hair and the strings of hippy beads around her wrists.


She was large-boned, like a proper Emilian contadina, built for a tough life in the hills. Tall and broad, she had the brown skin that came from spending all year under the sun and not just a month on the Riviera Romagnola.


‘What’s with the stupid hair?’ She tilted the gun towards Dolores, who raised her hands.


‘Don’t shoot,’ she said.


The woman gave a lazy smile. ‘This is private property,’ she said. ‘I could probably get away with it these days.’ She meant with the proposed laws advocating for the right of property owners to shoot first and ask questions later. ‘Just as long as it isn’t in the back.’ She looked as if she was genuinely considering it. ‘That probably wouldn’t look good.’


‘We’re trying to find Aurelio Guasto,’ I said. ‘Actually, we want to trace Ryan Lee, and we heard he might be up here.’


‘Ryan?’ Her face creased with concern. ‘Aure!’ she called. The dogs started going wild. ‘What about Ryan?’


‘He’s gone missing,’ I shouted over the sound of the Lagotto, my hands still suspended warily in the air.


‘Missing? Aure! Get out here!’


‘Yes, he’s—’


‘Hell’s teeth, woman.’ A man emerged from the doorway of the farmhouse in a red tracksuit and unlaced army boots, his tangle of grey hair and beard reminding me of Saddam Hussein after they had pulled him out of his hidey-hole. He looked just as irritable, too. He clumped towards us.


‘Can we lower our arms?’ I asked above the barking.


‘What?’ the woman shouted.


‘Can we—’


‘Oh yeah, yeah.’ She looked down at her shotgun as if she had forgotten it was there. ‘Shut up, you fuckers.’ The dogs instantly quietened down.


‘What is this?’ Aurelio Guasto stood as sturdy as his partner, and seemed equally built, if not actually rooted, in this place. He had clearly been sleeping, which came as no surprise – although the practice was illegal, most truffle hunters did their work by night to keep the locations of their finds secret.


‘He’s here for Ryan,’ said the woman.


Aurelio looked surprised. ‘He’s not here,’ he said. He looked at her. ‘Is he?’


‘Of course he’s not,’ she said.


‘Well, I don’t know, woman. He might have paid us a visit this morning.’ She shook her head. ‘Well, where is he, then?’ Now he was looking at me.


‘That’s the problem,’ I said. ‘He’s gone missing. We are private investigators. From Faidate Investigations. We’ve been asked by his family to see if we can locate him. We traced his recent movements to Boscuri, then were directed here. Someone said he had been seen with you.’


‘Hold on,’ Aurelio said. ‘You’re not accusing us of—’


‘We’re not accusing you of anything,’ I said. ‘We just went to the Grand Hotel, and they said he was last seen there with you.’


‘Yeah.’ He looked as if he was finally waking up. He rubbed his face. ‘I took the boy there last week. Showed him around, wanted to introduce him to some of the brokers.’


‘You wanted to show off,’ said the woman.


He snorted. ‘Maybe I did. And the boy did well.’


‘I heard,’ I said. ‘I was speaking to Il Conte.’


‘Yeah, that’s right. Ryan could identify the truffle right out of the jar, just by the smell.’


‘So what was he doing with you, Aurelio?’ I asked.


He gave me a sharp look. ‘Wait a moment. How do I know you are who you say you are? You could be anyone. Do you have ID?’ I showed him. ‘And how do I know you’re telling the truth, that Ryan really is missing or whatever?’


‘You’ll have to take my word for that.’


‘What are you? German?’


‘English.’


They looked at each other.


‘You don’t expect an Englishman—’


‘I know,’ I said. ‘To be able to speak such good Italian. It’s my father-in-law’s firm.’


‘Faidate. Of course. I’ve heard of him.’ The Comandante’s reputation as ‘Bologna’s honest carabiniere’ lingered even up here after all these years. Aurelio looked at the woman again. ‘All right,’ he said.


Ryan had stayed with them for a fortnight, heading out with Aurelio and his Lagotto by night. As well as following in their footsteps while they stumbled over hillocks and down crevices in search of whites, he took various soil and plant samples, which he examined in a portable lab he had set up in their spare room.


‘Why?’ I said.


‘What do you mean, why?’ Aurelio looked almost offended. ‘So he could identify the Boscuri white, of course.’


‘But he’s not still with you?’


The woman shook her head. ‘Left a few days ago.’ That made sense – he had told his folks he had a hotel in the centre.


‘And he took his stuff, this … portable lab with him?’ Aurelio nodded. ‘And you haven’t seen him since?’


They both shook their heads.


‘How did he find you?’ said Dolores. ‘Is it some kind of holiday? Airbnb?’


‘What do you mean?’ said the woman.


‘You know – like “come truffle hunting with a real truffle hunter”, that sort of thing.’


‘We don’t do tourism.’ She spat out the word, looked at Aurelio. He shrugged. ‘My brother sent him,’ she said. ‘Len.’


‘And who’s Len?’


‘Len Ligabue,’ she said, as if that explained everything.


It did.










Chapter 5



I put my mobile on speaker as I drove and called the Comandante.


‘Two words,’ I said.


‘Len Ligabue,’ he replied.


‘How did you know?’


‘Our contact at the Questura provided the hotel details. The security manager kindly let me have a quick look in his room. No trace, although we should revisit with the Lees. I asked who was paying the bill.’


‘Len Ligabue.’


‘Yes, although interestingly the invoice address named him specifically and used his home address, not the business.’


‘So …’


‘We have already paid Antichi Artigiani del Cibo a visit. He’s not there. They haven’t seen him all day, although he was due in. We are on our way to the address given on the invoice at present. Would you like to join us?’


Dolores screeched: ‘Look out!’ I managed to lurch the steering wheel over just in time and our car turned up the bank of the road. A black Land Rover Discovery thundered past. Sitting upright in the driver’s seat, his hawkish profile perfectly impassive, as if he had not even noticed us, I glimpsed Il Conte di Malduce.


‘Are you all right?’ It was the Comandante. ‘Daniel! Daniel!’


‘Yes,’ I croaked. ‘We’re okay. Just some idiot. Came up behind us. Ran us off the road.’


‘No need to rush, my boy,’ said the Comandante, clearly relieved. ‘Take your time – we can wait.’


Antichi Artigiani del Cibo. Antichi was the equivalent of ‘Olde’ in English, so the company name could be translated as Olde Food Artisans, although it didn’t sound quite so tacky in Italian. It was certainly on its way to becoming a cliché in Bologna, however – Antica Macelleria, Antica Magnèr stencilled in the same archaic script upon the same artificially aged fronts, the same ceilings hung with peppered haunches of prosciutto, counters heavy with wheels of Parmesan and rolls of salami, a section reserved for a display of the perennial black, and seasonal white, Boscuri truffles.


Come evening, these glass-fronted eateries would inevitably be packed with out-of-towners and tourists, elbow to elbow over a plate of salumi cold cuts and a bottle of Sangiovese. Many of the traditional, somewhat half-arsed restaurants like Epulum that had dominated the city centre when I had arrived years before had simply not been able to compete, and if there wasn’t one of those ripe for a refit, then there were always the former butcher’s, ironmonger’s or stationer’s that could no longer afford the rising city-centre rents.


Everyone had heard of the man behind Antichi Artigiani del Cibo. I’d often seen Len Ligabue on talk shows and in the weekend sections of the newspapers, where he was habitually pictured beside his chocolate-brown Lagotto, Rufus; more often than not, in fact, cheek to woolly cheek – Len Ligabue was immediately recognisable by his shining bald pate and bushy brown beard with its whimsically twizzled moustache. When set beside the legendary Rufus, with his own dark springy hair, the pair seemed like freaky siblings.


Signor Ligabue’s address was in the heart of the city, behind a typically anonymous, albeit grand, iron-studded door along a vaulted portico in upmarket Strada Maggiore. The Comandante was waiting outside, holding a takeaway coffee cup.


‘You survived, then?’ He nodded cordially at Dolores.


‘One of those big SUVs,’ I said. ‘They drive like idiots.’ I looked at the brass plate beside the door. Where there might usually have been a dozen families inhabiting a sizeable address like this, here there were just three names beneath the Cyclops-like camera.


‘I’ve actually tried Signor Ligabue,’ said the Comandante, ‘but there is no answer.’


I checked the time. Rose had her urban art – read supervised graffiti – group that evening, and I was taxi for both her and her friend Stefania. I bet Philip Marlowe had never had this problem.


I tried the bell myself, waited. The other two names were Ligabue, M., and Laurialo, V. I gave them a go. A woman’s voice crackled over the intercom. I looked into the camera. ‘Comune info,’ I said.


‘You look like salesmen to me,’ she said. ‘No thank you.’


‘She obviously means you,’ said the Comandante. ‘Would you mind holding this, dear?’ He handed the empty cup to Dolores and pulled a black plastic tube from his pocket. He flicked a switch. A dim blue fluorescent light came on. ‘Excellent manufacture,’ he said to me. ‘It must be fifty years old by now. Brionvega, a fine Italian brand. Can you stand to the side, so you throw a shadow?’
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