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            The protagonists
   

         

         Sister Isabella

         Sister Isabella is 35 years old and her given name is Isabella Martini. She knew from a young age that she wanted to become a nun, and so she joined a small convent in Calabria, in the south of Italy. After the convent was closed down, she moved to Santa Caterina, where she found her true calling: solving crimes. She opened herself up to the village and to worldly life – and started catching criminals.

          
   

         Matteo Silvestri

         Sister Isabella is helping the 29-year-old local carabiniere with his investigations – or is it the other way around? Matteo hasn't had much experience of police work yet, and Isabella has taken him under her wing.

          
   

         Abbess Filomena

         "The Lord giveth, and the Lord taketh away" – this is the motto by which 63-year-old Abbess Filomena lives. No one has ever seen her out of her habit. She has lived her whole life as a nun in Santa Caterina, and she plans to end it here, too. She is sworn to protect the abbey and "her" nuns with her body and soul.

          
   

         Duccio Lenzi

         Duccio Lenzi is the Mayor of the village and sees himself as the patron of Santa Caterina – generous, supportive, but also stubborn when it comes to getting his way. He doesn't see any point in washing dirty laundry in public – but Sister Isabella often views things differently.
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         "Mamma mia, in heat like this you oughtn't even send a donkey out of the stable!" Sister Maria Alessia was so caught up in her fulminations that she didn't lower her voice even as Abbess Maria Filomena walked by. Nor indeed when the Mother Superior threw first a stern look and then carrot stalks at her to shut her up.

         Maria Isabella grinned to herself – even though her own bones were aching and she felt her back seizing up as she weeded and harvested the overripe tomatoes. To say nothing of the sweat gathering on her forehead under her thick habit.

         The Tuscan summer sun was merciless, especially at midday, when even the sparse shade thrown by the olive trees retreated and the sisters had to garden out in the open. Panting, Maria Isabella glanced at her left wrist … and saw nothing. Of course she had left her wristwatch in her cell on the bedside cabinet, right next to her battered old Bible, a First Communion gift from her grandmother. That Bible was quite a special book. Although it was not expensive in the conventional sense, it was incalculably valuable to her. It was her inheritance from the very grandma for whom she was named: Maria Estrella. She had been a proud woman, who never brooked any opposition to her own views. There had been no dissuading her from giving this Bible for her granddaughter's First Communion.

         Isabella cherished this gift more than she could say. And not only because of the ten fifty thousand lira notes that her grandmother had stuck between the pages and which had rained down on Isabella when she had held the book up over her head.

         This Bible was a family heirloom, and it had been for five generations.

         Isabella loved this little old book for more than its matte black leather binding and its aristocratic-looking gilt page edges: she loved it because this gift had strengthened her faith. Not that it had been flimsy to begin with – Isabella had always been anchored by her faith in God. But what this gift, or rather the things written in it, had given her was a determination to uphold what was right. Even as a young girl she had known what fate had in store for her: her future was literally written between the leather covers of this book. There had never been any alternative: there was no other path her life could have taken.

         Even this damned heat – God forgive her – couldn't change that. But it was too bad that she couldn't tell how long it would be before her well-deserved lunch break.

         From the kitchen she could already smell Sister Maria Hildegard's charcoal stew, which had a delicious perfume of thyme and fresh garlic. Her stomach wouldn't stop grumbling. And she wouldn't mind a glass of home-made Chianti either. Those who did hard labour were allowed to drink wine. On that, all the sisters agreed.

         She wiped the sweat from her forehead and looked up at the sky. She had to squint against the sun.

         Maria Isabella was quite good at telling the time and orienting herself by the position of the sun: she had learned how from the scautismi, the scouts. And, in her opinion, it was some time past noon.

         Why weren't the bells tolling?

         "What does your watch say?" she asked Sister Alessia, who was crouching next to her. Sister Alessia's corpulence made her sufferings from the hard work in the heat all the greater, but the Abbess insisted mercilessly on equality for all. Even the oldest of her charges, Sister Immaculata, had been given a broom with which to sweep the cobbled yard. And there was always something to sweep up.

         The wind constantly blew sand from the beach into the air, carrying it over many kilometres, all the way to the convent walls, where it settled in a fine layer – if you let it. The sand has a mind of its own, the Abbess used to say. To Isabella it seemed more like it was the Abbess who had a mind of her own.

         "Why?" Sister Alessia snorted sullenly, "Are you tired already? We are to work until the bells ring."

         Isabella nodded curtly. After all, she knew the rules. But she paused. "But they aren't ringing."

         "Because it's not yet twelve o'clock," the Abbess interjected, plucking a thick clump of dandelions from the ground.

         "Go and see!" Isabella demanded of her superior, who looked at her in surprise. Maria Filomena was not used to receiving orders. Nevertheless, she raised her left arm and looked first at her watch, and then back at Isabella. Her eyes were wide. Slowly, her gaze returned to the clock. At first she was incredulous, and then annoyed.

         "What time is it?" inquired Isabella.

         "Almost half past twelve."

         One by one, the sisters nearby had paused in their work and were shooting each other curious looks.

         "But …" said one.

         "It did seem like we'd been here a long time," murmured another.

         As one, all heads turned slowly towards the square belltower that loomed above them, so lofty and silent. So silent.

         "Whose job is that today?" The chief's voice had taken on an accusatory tone.

         "Sister Maria", said Maria Alessia straight away.

         "Which Maria?" Maria Filomena shot back crossly, narrowing her eyes at Maria Alessia. It was no wonder she snapped: half of the sisters living here were named Maria. It was probably the holiest name you could give a girl. Or which one could take oneself, as was the custom of many sisters who entered the convent. This was a recipe for constant and irksome mix-ups, which was why the Abbess tended to dispense with first names and to address her fellow sisters by their second names.

         "Maria Raffaella," Maria Alessia replied meekly.

         "Typical," the Abbess sighed. "She must have been at the grappa again. But everyone knows it's a sin to drink before lunch."

         One of the nearby sisters crossed herself.

         As far as Isabella could remember, it didn't say anything like that in the Bible. Not in the Old Testament, or in the New. But she didn't pull the Abbess up on that. Instead, she stretched her back and put her hands on her hips. "I'll go and see," she said to the others.

         "Maybe there's a problem with the rope." Murmurs of agreement.

         The bell-ropes had been getting tangled up every now and then, preventing the chimes from being rung. If that was the case, a helping hand surely couldn't hurt. The path to the 43-metre-tall belltower led them through a courtyard littered with vegetable and herb beds, past chicken coops from within which the hens started clucking and cooing because they thought they were about to be fed. For these birds, women in black-and-white nuns' robes were synonymous with food. Sometimes Maria envied these animals for their simplicity. They didn't have to weed or fret about whether they were allowed to drink a little wine before lunch.

         As she turned the corner of the stables, her eyes alighted on the stone bench under the cloisters, in the shadow of the belltower.

         Immaculata was sitting on it. Slumped over. Next to her was the brushwood broom with which she had crept away that morning under the suspicious eyes of the Abbess.

         Isabella looked at her anxiously. The old woman did not move. Cautiously, Isabella approached her and nudged her, tentatively at first. When there was still no sign of movement, she tried a little more firmly. Sister Immaculata just tilted to one side.

         "Please no!" groaned Isabella. She gasped in shock as a snore escaped the older woman, so loud that her chest shook with every breath.

         Relieved, Isabella stepped closer to her, looking into the wrinkled face. She briefly toyed with the idea of waking her, but then decided against it. The way she sat there, chin resting on her chest, she was almost childlike. Who could be angry at her for neglecting her duties for a little while?

         Gently, Isabella lifted Immaculata's left arm out of the sun and placed it on her lap so that she wouldn't get sunburnt.

         That probably meant that it was down to her to get the courtyard swept, if she didn't want the older sister getting into trouble with the Abbess.

         But first she had to see to the bells. She suspected that Sister Raffaella was in the tower trying to sort out some tangle or other, so she continued making her way over, and was happy to do so, because she really liked the place. The height of the tower offered her a way to be closer to God.

         Of course, God was always with her, but up there He was just that little bit closer.

         If it hadn't been so hot, she would have gladly taken the opportunity to climb all the way up. From the plateau at the top of the tower, there was a breathtaking view far over San Commaditá's terracotta roofs, over the meandering Serchio to the almost unnatural azure of the Ligurian Sea. In the other direction, a myriad of hills rolled to the horizon, covered with vineyards and olive groves, most of which belonged to the convent.

         She had not been to the beach for a long time and promised herself to make up for this omission as soon as possible. After all, what was life worth if one did not enjoy the world's wonders?

         With her skirts gathered up, she hurried towards the belltower. She took three steps before she paused again. Something had caught her attention. A shadow on the ground. No, not a shadow. A shape. At first, Sister Isabella didn't know what she was seeing. It was as if someone had thrown down an armful of laundry. But then she realised her mistake: It was not a heap of clothing. It was a human being.

         She stepped closer and tried to make sense of the scene. Finally, she realised what she was looking at – or rather whom.

         Raffaella was lying on the cobblestones in front of her. Her right leg and neck were twisted at an unusual angle. Her eyes were open and it seemed as if she were looking up at her plaintively. Once those eyes had sparkled with life and brilliance. But now they were dull and empty.

         The face was like a distorted mask.

         It was not the first time Isabella had been stared at by a dead person. But it was a sight she would never get used to.
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         "She's dead." The man in the light blue short-sleeved shirt was nodding so emphatically that his white bandolier bobbed up and down and his dark blue peaked cap slipped far down his forehead. "She's definitely dead."

         "Well, we hardly needed the carabinieri to figure that out." Sister Isabella stood with her arms folded between the young man in the peaked cap and the dead Raffaella, eyeing him.

         "I don't understand why you are here," Isabella said.

         In fact, there was quite a lot she didn't understand in that moment. She still did not want to believe that Sister Raffaella was gone. Just yesterday they had said Lauds together at morning prayer before going their separate ways: Raffaella to her duty in the piazza, where she was in charge of the convent's stall at the market in Santa Caterina, and Isabella had taken advantage of the early dawn to go for a long jog through the vineyards.

         That she was no longer alive now seemed so … unreal to her.

         They hadn't been the best of friends, but they had liked and respected one another. Raffaella's death was a sore loss for the convent. She had been one of them, and loyalty to God and to their community was paramount.

         "I can see in your eyes that you are sceptical, Sister. But believe me, my presence is indispensable. When someone dies in this way," his gaze turned to the belltower, "we have to rule out the involvement of third parties. So it's perfectly normal for the paramedic to call the police."

         "And where is the paramedic?"

         The policeman lowered his chin and then looked up at her again.

         "Well, this is hardly a matter of life and death." He attempted a smile and failed miserably. "There was a bad accident on Via Statale 12. A lorry and a coach … it may take time for an ambulance to get here."

         Isabella was only half-listening to him. She was still in shock.

         Immediately after her terrible discovery, she had rushed to the common room to call the emergency services.

         First she had got the fire brigade because she had dialled the wrong number in her panic. When they asked her where the fire was, she was so bewildered that she hung up. Only then had she remembered the number of the ambulance service. But she had wondered exactly what they would be able to do, because Matteo Silvestri was right about one thing: Sister Raffaella was dead. Even a dozen paramedics couldn't change that.

         With Filomena's help, she had at least been able to keep all the sisters from rushing to the tower, sparing them the sight of their deceased colleague. But Sister Immaculata was still sitting on her bench, sleeping. Hearing loss could sometimes be a blessing after all.

         While she had been on the phone, the Abbess had been gracious enough to put a blanket over the dead woman's body. Isabella stared at the shape it made and could not believe that Sister Raffaella was really lying under that cloth. She had been one of the few people with whom she shared her life and her faith. Just eighteen sisters lived in and ran the venerable old Convento di Nostra Cara Regina Maria. She adjusted the number downwards by one and said a silent prayer for Sister Raffaella.

         As she did so, she felt the gaze of the Carabiniere Matteo Silvestri resting on her.

         He must have noticed her sorrow, and he took off his cap. "You know, I also knew Sister Raffaella. From the market." He nodded pensively. "Every now and then she would pour me a homemade grappa. It's really fantastic." He brought his closed hand to his mouth, mimed a kiss, and opened it like a flower.

         "Poetry."

         "You can buy it. In our shop."

         Matteo Silvestri shook his head abruptly, as if realising that he too was bewildered by what they were talking about. The former seriousness crept back into his features.

         "Do you think it was an accident? Maybe while ringing the bells, she leaned too far over the balustrade – possibly after having had a drink – and then …" He left the rest unsaid, but gently lifted and lowered his chin, as if he were indicating the path of Maria Raffaella's fall.

         Isabella thought about it. She had been asking herself the same question until the carabiniere arrived, going over it again and again. Sister Raffaella had always been a bit too fond of a drink, and at any hour of the day – regardless of what the Bible did or didn't have to say on the matter. Isabella didn't know how bad Raffaella's little drinking problem might have been. But she had never seemed to have drunk to the point of losing control.

         "It's hard to imagine," she said at last. "Especially since the bell rope hangs inside the tower." She paused for a moment: something was coming back to her. "Besides, the bells hadn't been rung at all. That's why I came over to check on the tower in the first place."

         The policeman produced a dark leather notebook, flipped it open and pulled a biro from his breast pocket. "So you found Sister Raffaella."

         "Yes, right here." She pointed uselessly at the body. She watched as he took notes, then glanced at his mobile phone and wrote down a number in his book.

         She raised an eyebrow. "What are you doing?"

         "I'm noting down the temperature, for the police report."

         "And what good does that do?"

         He shrugged. "It's just what we do. When you found the deceased, did you notice anything else that wasn't as it should have been?"

         Isabella squinted against the sun as she looked him in the eye: "You mean apart from the dead body on the ground?"

         "Sì."

         She was about to tell him no, when all of a sudden an image resurfaced that she had put out of her mind amid all the commotion earlier. There had indeed been something.

         "Sister? Are you all right?"

         Only now did she realise that she was still staring at the man, her eyes wide. She nodded slowly, but then a moment later she shook her head violently. Nothing was as it should have been! And why had she not realised before? She needed some reassurance that it wasn't just her imagination playing tricks on her.

         "What are you doing?" asked Matteo as she crouched down and gently pulled the blanket away. She forced herself not to avert her eyes as she uncovered Raffaella's body as reverently as she could.

         "The arm," she said finally. "Look at the hand."

         It was awful to have to endure the sight of Raffaella once again.

         Matteo bent down beside her, then understood. "Her index finger is extended. It looks like she's pointing at something."

         Isabella nodded. She had noticed it right away. The strange angle at which Raffaella was lying. It couldn't just have been a result of the way she fell. She must have stretched out her finger in her last moments of life after her fall.

         She could see Silvestri shift to see the direction in which the finger was pointing. She looked up, only her eyes moving. It was obvious. Sister Raffaella was pointing at the belltower. The question was: why?

         To tell us that she had fallen from the tower? But that was obvious. No! Isabella dismissed the thought. There had to be another reason.

         As she watched the carabiniere carefully study the position of the hand, something caught her eye. She bent over Sister Raffaella, being careful not to touch her. There was something in the sandy dust that covered the cobblestones where Sister Immaculata had not yet swept. It was immediately beneath Raffaella's outstretched arm.

         "Signore …" She cleared her throat: it was suddenly quite dry. "Signor Silvestri. Look, under her hand. There in the dust."

         The carabiniere looked first at her, and then at the spot she had pointed out.

         "Mio dio," he breathed.

         Isabella closed her eyes for a second. So he recognised it, too.

         Gently, he lifted Raffaella's wrist and shifted it up a few inches.

         Now it was obvious.

         "She was drawing something." The policeman's voice sounded hoarse.

         "A circle," Isabella replied, but then went one better. "No, a number."

         "A nine."

         "Or a six. Depending on how you look at it."

         "You're right. Definitely a six from the point of view of the deceased.

         But what does that mean?"

         As she searched for an answer, Isabella studied the dead woman's face.

         Raffaella was a slender woman with soft features and mahogany-brown curls that had popped out from under her fallen veil.

         Matteo was busily taking notes in his little book, and she could see him trying to trace the six very precisely. Her brow furrowed sceptically. A photograph might have been a better way to preserve the evidence.

         When he seemed satisfied with his work, he looked at her meaningfully. "What could the six stand for?"

         She still couldn't give him an answer, but the question was rattling around her mind. Isabella didn't have a strong grasp of numbers. But she knew that six was the smallest composite number with different prime factors, and also the fourth highest composite number and the fourth triangular number. She also knew that a cube consists of six equal faces and that God created the earth in six days. She thought of the hexagram, a star of six rays made up of two superimposed equilateral triangles. The Star of David, the symbol of Judaism.

         Her breath caught as another association with the number six haunted her brain: 666. According to the Revelation of John, the number of the Antichrist.

         Isabella crossed herself hastily and went through the facts. Sister Raffaella had fallen from the belltower. That much was clear. But how, and why? Or maybe she hadn't fallen, and had instead chosen to end her life in this awful way? No! That was unthinkable for Isabella: Raffaella was a bride of Christ, and for Catholics suicide was a mortal sin. Maybe it had been an accident? But what had she been doing up there? Just enjoying the view? The air was sweet and clear, with no clouds obscuring the scenery: so that was certainly a possibility. On the other hand, it wasn't all that easy to fall off the tower. The protective stone ledge stood chest-high, so you would need to have already been perched on top of it, and Isabella couldn't see any reason why Raffaella might have got up there.

         No: the answer to this riddle lay before her, written in the dust.

         The "6" she had traced had to mean something. Something seriously important. It seemed to represent Raffaella's final thought. In Isabella's opinion, it ruled out both suicide and accident.

         But there was one other possibility …

         "I really can't see what Sister Raffaella was trying to tell us by writing that," Matteo's voice put a stop to her hurtling train of thought.

         "I can't tell, either," she replied. "But there is one thing that we can say with some certainty."

         "And what's that?"

         She shot him a sharp look.

         "It was murder."
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         Although Isabella had only been living in the Convento di Nostra Cara Regina Maria for a few months, she loved the sense of permanence that made this gorgeous abbey such a special place.

         That was what set it apart and made it so different from her first convent, a small institution in Calabria. She had lived there for twelve years and had been absolutely convinced that she would grow old and die there – just like her much older sisters. But her fellow nuns had taken Isabella's wish literally and had indeed died one after the other over the years until Isabella was one of the few sisters remaining. Unfortunately, no more novices arrived, the convent was eventually dissolved by the Vatican, and Isabella found her new home in Santa Caterina.

         God had always been close to her: she had felt his presence from a young age. But it was only when she joined the order of the Comunità delle suore di Nostra Cara Regina Maria that she found her true home. Life in the abbey gave her an opportunity for a completely different, higher level of communion with both God and with herself. Before, the only time she had found the silence she so longed for was during her morning runs. But in the convent it was everywhere, as it had been during her time as a novice in Calabria.

         She had always had her own vision of God, her own specific idea of how one had to approach Him in order to get close to Him.

         In the convent, she saw how faith worked differently for everyone. She watched her sisters and learned from them about how to approach God – as perhaps they also learned from her.

         As important as the close community was to her, the sacred place was just as essential for her inner life. The stability of a house of God. There was something almost mythical about living in a convent, shaping it as sisters had done for centuries before her in the same way. In Calabria she had been one with the convent, and she remembered feeling impatient to feel the same way in Santa Caterina and share that same feeling with the sisters there.

         She did not like all the sisters equally, but she loved them all the same – without exception and without prejudice.

         She hadn't known Sister Raffaella long enough to really be able to say how deeply she felt about her. She liked her, had come to appreciate her as a pleasant person she liked to be around.

         Did she feel sadness for Raffaella's abrupt passing? Undoubtedly. But as a believer, she knew that she had gone somewhere good. Nevertheless, the loss of a sister would leave a painful, gaping hole in their little community of believers. She had prayed for her together with the others as they said the Liturgy of the Hours. She had meditated on her death in church, in the gardens, or alone in her cell – after all, some things could only be worked out between oneself and God: in particular, the nagging thought that Raffaella had not died of natural causes. In spite of the evidence he had seen, the young Carabiniere Matteo Silvestri had remained sceptical. He hadn't said anything outright, but she had seen it in his eyes.

         And his scepticism had made her question herself, too. Could it be that she was imagining things? Was she drawing the wrong

         conclusions? She was a nun, not Sherlock Holmes. But all the same, she knew that if she wanted to answer these questions, she needed to take the investigation into her own hands. And what could be a more logical first step than to go and take a look through Raffaella's belongings?

         It hadn't been an easy decision, and Isabella had wrestled with it. A nun's cell is utterly private and may only be entered by others in exceptional circumstances. A cell is, first and foremost, a personal place for one's encounters with God. And like all the other sisters, Isabella had respected that fact. Until now.

         Guilty conscience or no: Raffaella was dead, and where she had gone, earthly needs didn't matter anymore. She surely had no need for privacy now. Besides, Isabella had good reason to be snooping around. If her fears were justified, Raffaella would have wanted her to be doing just that. Why else would she have traced a final clue with her finger in the dust at the moment of her death? She found it incredible that Matteo was so reluctant to draw the obvious conclusion.

         But visiting Sister Raffaella's cell was no easy matter. She had to wait for the right moment, unless she wanted to get in trouble with the Abbess.

         Life in Convento di Nostra Cara Regina Maria followed a strict routine, a regular daily round of precisely defined meal, work and prayer times.

         The abbey came to life at the crack of dawn, well before the first crow of the Leghorn cock, even before the sun stretched tentative, groping rays down from the picture-perfect rolling hills and onto the convent's roof.

         Likewise, the convent fell silent well before nightfall. By eight o'clock at the latest, all the nuns had retired to their cells to pray.

         Isabella waited until nine, just to be sure, and then quiet as a mouse she stole out down the pleasantly cool corridor to Raffaella's chamber. Her heart beat hard and fast in her chest as she placed her hand on the cold brass doorhandle. The door was unlocked, but she had to pull it open very slowly, lifting the latch so that it did not creak too loudly. The walls of the convent might have been thick, but they still had ears.

         She slipped through the narrow gap and pulled the door shut just as quietly behind her.

         Even though night had not yet fully fallen and a little daylight was still filtering in through the cell's two narrow arched windows, Isabella flicked on the cell's light so she could take a good look around. At first glance, nothing unusual stood out.

         The room was just as spartan as her own cell. A washbasin whose tap only ran cold. A dark wooden table with a chair, and a narrow wooden bed that was far more comfortable than it looked. Under the window ledge there was a functional cherry-wood chest of drawers.

         Isabella also had a small television hanging on the wall above the bed. The remote control was on the bedside cabinet next to the bed. It sat on top of Raffaella's Bible.

         Isabella looked everything over carefully. The bedside lamp, the still half-full glass of water that stood next to it.

         The walls were bare. There were no pictures, just a small bronze cross hung over the doorframe.

         As she investigated, she thought about her dead sister. She didn't know too much about her, but she had always got the feeling that the other sisters had liked her a great deal. Well, every now and then Raffaella had had some cross words, mostly with the bossy Sister Hildegard. But beyond that, everyone had had an affable relationship with Sister Raffaella. So how had it all ended like this?

         She walked towards the dresser and looked at the porcelain figures arranged around a crocheted placemat. They were likenesses of children with outsized eyes, chubby red cheeks and exaggerated dimples. They were all brightly painted and looked out of time, and not only because of their old-fashioned clothes. Isabella counted them. There were nineteen of them. She examined the figurines more closely. One sculpture depicted two children sitting at old-fashioned school desks with writing slates set out. Another showed a ruddy-cheeked little girl in a short skirt and knee socks turning towards a bird sitting next to her on the bench. A robin.

         They were nice enough to look at, but not to Isabella's taste at all.

         Her eyes fell on the drawers below. She briefly wrestled with herself over whether she really dared to rifle through her dead sister's most intimate belongings. But the feeling that she was doing the right thing finally prevailed. So she pulled open drawer after drawer and rummaged around. But she found nothing but Raffaella's laundry and two bottles of abbey grappa. One was still sealed, the other three-quarters empty. On impulse, Isabella opened the opened bottle and smelled it. The strong smell of alcohol made her pull a face. She quickly put the bottle back and pushed the drawer shut again. Once again, she looked at the porcelain figurines and lifted one. It was perhaps fifteen centimetres tall, and heavier than it looked. Pondering, she turned it over and over, looking at it from all sides, for want of any other ideas about what to look for. She read the embossing under the base:

         Fabbrica Mazza, Lucca

         She knew the name. The Mazza ceramics factory was a regional family business. Its wares were sold at the Caterina market. Mazza was known far beyond the region for its high-quality tableware. But she hadn't known that they made figurines like these as well.

         It was news to her that Sister Raffaella had collected pieces like these, but it was hardly far-fetched; she had been assigned to market duty and had probably become friends with the people who ran the ceramics stall there. She frowned. There was no accounting for taste.

         She felt a certain disappointment spreading through her. She did not know what she had expected, but there was nothing in Raffaella's cell which seemed to offer even the slightest clue. How was she supposed to decipher the riddle of her death now?

         Carefully, she placed the figure back in the precise spot she had lifted it from. Finding it was easy because a clean circle stood out from the layer of dust.

         And right there, something else caught her eye. There was another circular print, just next to the figure. This patch was not quite clean of dust, but it was less thickly covered than the rest of the dresser top. This could only mean that a few days ago, another figurine had also stood there. So there were twenty, in fact. But where was this last one now?

         She looked at the imprint closely, as if it would give up its secrets if she willed it hard enough. Naturally, it didn't. Looking at the dust, she thought of the number six painted in the sand. Her heart grew heavy. What were you trying to tell us, Raffaella?

         She winced as the door creaked open behind her.

         "What are you doing here?" The sharpness of the question shattered the silence. Panicked, Isabella wheeled around and gasped when she saw Sister Hildegard standing in the doorway. Her gaze was hostile and suspicious.

         "Just what do you think you are you doing in Raffaella's cell?" she asked again. "I'm going to tell the Abbess!"
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         … Sister Raffaella, born Raffaella Carla Russo in Bologna, was found dead in the Convento di Nostra Cara Regina Maria. The identity of the victim has been clearly established. When the body was found it was thirty-one degrees, exact time of arrival: twelve fifty-four. Sister Isabella, born Isabella Martini, discovered the body on the forecourt of the belltower. The body displayed severe head injuries. The presumed cause of death appears to be a fall from the belltower.

         Accident is very probable; culpable involvement of a third party is not obvious, but cannot be ruled out at this stage of the investigation. Furthermore, suicide must also be considered.

         Other notable facts:…

         "Hmm …" Matteo Silvestri stopped typing.

         He fanned himself with a leaflet about preventing burglaries and felt his shirt stick uncomfortably to his back. He hated writing reports.

         He squinted at the empty field in the electronic form that blinked, demanding to be filled in.

         Other notable facts:

         He could, of course, make things easier for himself and simply keep quiet about the message Sister Raffaella had apparently left in the dust shortly before her death. No one would care about that – apart from Sister Isabella. But then, she would never know. He thought of all the paperwork it would save him. And even if he mentioned his – or rather, Sister Isabella's – suspicions in the report, they wouldn't add up to much. After all, it was up to the public prosecutor's office to identify criminally relevant facts. And the present public prosecutor, Matteo had come to realise, was the type who would only ever see what he wanted to see.

         He slumped back into the decrepit swivel chair, which responded with a squeal of protest. He really ought to oil it, he thought. He folded his arms behind his head resignedly and looked at the bare walls of his unadorned workplace, where he still didn't quite feel at home.

         The police station was little more than an office with outdated equipment and a small holding cell which, after years of disuse, had been repurposed as a storage room for broken furniture and even more elderly IT components.

         His predecessor, Paolo Maggiore, had not placed much store by interior design and seemed to have preferred a practical sobriety. Although Matteo had been in post in Santa Caterina for over a year, he still hadn't managed to make the police station feel any more comfortable.

         It didn't need total renovation: just a new coat of paint, or one or two nice pictures, maybe framed glossy photos of his favourite Alfa Romeo models. That, and a new office chair. Maybe, he pondered, he could get one of those executive chairs with fold-down arms and a padded neck rest. But the prospect of wading through all the acquisitions and expenses forms that would involve stopped this train of thought dead.

         He shook his head and tried to concentrate on the write-up he needed to finish.

         What had he really seen? A dying woman had scrawled something in the dust, which one might have charitably interpreted to be a number. Soberly considered, this was really not a detail that needed to be mentioned in an official police report. This number, or whatever it was supposed to represent, could very well have come about purely by chance … in the fall … or something. Sister Isabella had probably read far too much into it and had infected him with her conspiracy theory.

         And anyway: he simply could not and would not imagine that someone would kill a nun. Not in this world and certainly not in a tranquil little town like Santa Caterina. Basta!

         Once more he let his eyes skim half-heartedly over his half-finished report and shuddered at his amateurish writing style.

         It was far too hot to think, let alone to work. Maybe he should start filling out some paperwork for new furniture after all. An air conditioner would be a dream. Or at least a ceiling fan, which he could pay for out of his own pocket.

         For God's sake: he was a policeman, not a writer. How he hated this part of the job.

         His eyes fell on the word "suicide". It looked wrong somehow.

         To be on the safe side, he looked it up in the dizionario.

         "I'm not disturbing your nap, am I?!" Matteo started so violently that the thick dictionary fell out of his hand and clattered onto the keyboard.

         With a jerk, he wheeled around and saw an older, solidly built man with a moustache standing in the doorway, dabbing at his sweat-slicked, balding head with a cloth.

         "Mr Lenzi."

         Matteo jumped up to shake hands with the Mayor of Santa Caterina.

         Duccio Lenzi had a big, solid upper body – though less from sport than from German beers and pasta. He wore a smart cement-grey suit over what Matteo thought was an unprofessional-looking purple shirt.

         "I'm in the middle of writing a report … on the death of Sister Raffaella."

         The Mayor nodded sympathetically. "Yes, I heard about it. Most tragic."

         He smoothed his moustache. "Do you think she killed herself?"

         Matteo thought about the height of the belltower, and about the statistics about suicide that he had studied back at the police academy. If he remembered correctly, jumping from a high place was the third most common method of ending things, close behind drug overdose and hanging.

         But that had just been a bland table of figures. Now, with the corpse of Raffaella before his eyes, the numbers had become gruesomely real.

         With an effort he suppressed the dreadful image.

         "You can't rule it out. You never really know what people are going through."

         "Yes, but … she was a nun. In the eyes of the Church, it would be a sin." This thought had been preoccupying Matteo throughout. How likely was it that a nun would choose to throw herself to her death?

         "An accident, then," the Mayor decided.

         Matteo said nothing. Unbidden, that number drawn in the dust leapt into his mind's eye.

         Lenzi kept his gaze fixed intently on the policeman. "You don't think it was an accident?"

         Matteo wiped sweat from the back of his neck. "I'm younger than my predecessor was, and I haven't had as much time in the job. But it's not that easy to fall out of a belltower. I went up there and had a look. You'd have to work quite hard to scale the parapet."

         "Hm."

         With that noise, the Mayor quite neatly summed up Matteo's own thoughts on the case – if it was a case at all. All possibilities were still open.

         Lenzi eyed the carabiniere insistently. "But if it wasn't an accident, then it could only have been suicide." Matteo decided to take his time over answering that. Mainly because he didn't know anything, as had become clear to him while writing his report. Basically, nothing could be ruled out.

         And before he knew it, he heard himself saying in a pompous voice: "I'm afraid that's unclear as of yet: we are continuing our investigations."

         By we, he meant himself. First person singular. The Santa Caterina police force consisted of exactly one carabiniere: him. The Mayor knew this better than anyone else. All the same, it sounded better and somehow weightier to use the first-person plural.

         Lenzi at least did him the favour of not picking up on that. "Do you think there's a chance that this nun might have been …?"

         With some effort, Matteo managed a tentative nod. "At the very least, the possibility cannot be entirely ruled out. The circumstances at the crime scene might allow one to draw a range of conclusions."

         Matteo could have told the Mayor about the message in the dust, about the outstretched hand pointing to the church tower. But he didn't. After all, it was none of Lenzi's business. It was an investigative fact, and it belonged in the hateful police report, not in the Mayor's ears.

         "Well, yes," he replied, stretching. "It's hard to imagine, here in our tranquil town."

         "Quite," said Matteo. "But we have to rule out all possibilities before we …"

         The Mayor waved Matteo's point away and dabbed at his forehead again.

         "You're already doing that. But that's not why I'm here at all. I've come about the Via Madonna delle Grazie."

         Matteo's morale, already shaky, now crumbled entirely.

         "So …"

         "I've told you what the facts are." Matteo nodded lamely.

         "I was just there,” the Mayor said, “and nothing has happened at all."

         "Well, yes," Matteo replied defensively. "But it's not like I'm just sitting around twiddling my thumbs! Petrozza's petrol station was burgled recently. The day before yesterday, there was a traffic accident at Piazza Cristo Re. Luckily just a few scratches, but everything still had to be documented for the insurance. And now the death of Sister Raffaella …"

         "Yes, yes, I know, you are a very busy man, Signore Silvestri. But understand me. I have to justify myself before the municipal council. And as Mayor it is my duty to take the concerns of the community seriously. And that also includes making sure that municipal decisions are put into practice. Subito! I hope we understand each other, Signore Silvestri."

         Matteo understood. He had indeed been putting off enforcing the parking charges on Via Madonna delle Grazie for quite some time. After all, it was the only street in walking distance of the market square where residents and visitors could park for free. What was more, he lived near there himself and regularly parked his Lancia Delta on that street. He was also perfectly aware that he would be the target of the people's anger as soon as the first parking machines were installed. Him!

         "So, Signor Silvestri. When do you intend to move on this?"

         "I, er …"

         It was a rare event, but for once he was relieved to hear the phone ring.

         "Excuse me, I have to take this. Could be important."

         Matteo cleared his throat and took the call.

         "Polizia di Santa Caterina? Oh, it's you, Sister Isabella." He placed a hand on the shell and whispered to Duccio Lenzi in a lowered voice: "Sister Isabella, from the convent."

         The latter nodded, tight-lipped.

         "Yes, hmm … no, of course I'm listening."

         Not wanting to have to see the Mayor's impatient nodding, Matteo averted his eyes and looked out of the window as he listened to what Sister Isabella had to tell him.

         It was difficult for him to follow her words, because at that very moment a young woman was walking right by the station. He parted the blinds a little. She was wearing a short summer dress with a bright floral pattern that flattered her deeply tanned thighs. He knew the woman and her legs, but he had never seen that dress on her before.

         She was breathtakingly attractive. With her straight auburn hair that shone in the midday sun and her eyes that shimmered green or blue – depending on the time of day – she captivated him at every chance encounter.

         He had met her several times in town recently. A woman like that just stood out. But he knew nothing about her: not her name, nor what brought her to Santa Caterina. But he knew one thing for sure: here was a woman who could take his heart by storm – even though, apart from a hello or two, they hadn't yet exchanged a single word. Not yet, anyway.

         Unexpectedly, she lifted her head and looked up directly at him. With the uncomfortable sensation of having been caught red-handed, Matteo froze, still clutching the phone. The young woman maintained eye contact and smiled broadly. Matteo smiled back, and the smile felt so tense on his face that he didn't even want to think what it looked like. As if of its own volition, his free hand lifted into the air and waved at her. This was not an assured, masculine wave, but that of an English queen.

         The woman's smile turned into an uninhibited giggle. Amused, she tossed her head and continued to float serenely down the street.

         "What an ass," Matteo whispered reverently. He couldn't take his eyes off her.

         "I'm sorry?" the Mayor and Sister Isabella asked in unison.

         "No, I don't mean you Sister Isabella … I … there was just … erm …"

         Matteo drew the blind closed and dropped heavily onto the office chair. This was so not his morning.

         "Of course. I'm all ears. What, right now? And you don't think this can wait until … no, of course not. I'll be right there. Arrivederci!" As he hung up the phone, the Mayor's gaze pierced him.

         "The Via Madonna delle Grazie," Lenzi said, bringing him back sharply to the present.

         "I'll take care of it," Matteo promised. He jumped up, went to the cloakroom and grabbed his cap. "But now I must go. As you know, you can't keep a nun waiting."

      
   


   
      
         
            5
   

         

         "So what you are trying to say is, you haven't found out anything at all?" Isabella's tone was reproachful. But she had to give the policeman credit for arriving less than five minutes after she called.

         Now they were sitting on a stone bench in the convent garden, enjoying the shade of a spreading stone pine.

         "What do you think? I haven't even got round to finishing filing my report. There's always something going on, and then the Mayor came in with all these abstruse requests."

         The nurse looked at him in bafflement. As far as she was concerned, there could be nothing more important than solving the riddle of Sister Raffaella's death.

         She watched as Matteo rubbed his unshaven chin, soup spoon in hand. He looked tired. And hungry.

         "And what was so urgent that we couldn't discuss it over the phone?"

         "Oh," Isabella smoothed out a fold of her skirt, "maybe 'urgent' was overdoing it a bit. But I don't like to talk on the phone. And I find that a face-to-face conversation is just … nicer."

         She regarded the young policeman intently. On his lap rested a soup bowl, brimming with Hildegard's chilled tomato-melon soup, which had been left over from lunch and found a grateful taker in Matteo. Between them was a basket of bread slices and ham and bocconcini for tramezzini.

         "Mamma mia, these are really fantastic." He reached beside him, popped one of the bocconcini in his mouth and chewed contemplatively.

         "But they must have started their investigation." She tapped her fingers impatiently on the stone slab, which at least made the policeman chew faster and swallow hard.

         "What do you think? Before I can do anything, I have to wait and see how the public prosecutor assesses the matter. Whether there is indeed a possible motive for someone to have beaten or perhaps drugged the victim, that is, Sister Raffaella, beforehand."

         Isabella looked confused. "Why the prosecutor? He wasn't there when we found the body."

         "He doesn't have to be." Matteo smiled mildly. "That's what we write police reports for."

         Tilting her head, she looked at him suspiciously.

         "But you made it abundantly clear in your report that there can only be one possibility?"

         Matteo avoided the nun's gaze as he replied hesitantly: "I have, of course, stuck to the facts and … as far as possible, I have described everything as it was found."

         The sister's gaze rested on him for a long time, then she shook herself. "How awful! To say nothing of the possibility that she really was beaten or drugged." She deftly crossed herself, and saw Matteo add a silent amen.

         "Yes. But to be honest, I'm not at all sure that we're really dealing with a murder case here."

         Her gaze snapped over to him. "You saw it yourself, didn't you? The clear circumstantial evidence. The number!"

         Matteo raised his hands defensively. "I know what I saw. And it wasn't much."

         Isabella took a deep breath. She felt that uncertainty again, and wondered whether she might not be imagining things after all.

         "If we at least had a motive. Anything. Have you perhaps noticed anything strange lately at all, directly or indirectly connected with Sister Raffaella?"

         Isabella thought about this. There was one thing, but she was conflicted about whether she should even tell the policeman about it.

         "Maybe there was something," she finally said.

         The policeman looked at her intently.

         "Not much. It may not be worth mentioning at all."

         "Go on, tell me."

         "Well, I overheard an argument. Between Sister Raffaella and Sister Hildegard." She lowered her eyes. "It was a real row, full of accusations and allegations. I don't know at all what the reason for the quarrel was either."

         "You say it involved accusations."

         "That's right. Sister Raffaella had accused Sister Hildegard of interfering in matters that were none of her business. And there was something about an invasion of privacy. Sister Raffaella was really upset and furious about Sister Hildegard – that's what it sounded like, anyway."

         Matteo Silvestri looked thoughtfully at his soup bowl.

         "This doesn't really help us. One argument doesn't make a motive."

         Sister Isabella nodded prudently. "No, I suppose not."

         "What could Sister Raffaella have meant by an invasion of her privacy?"

         Isabella didn't know how to answer at first, but then a light went on in her head. She had most certainly violated Sister Raffaella's privacy yesterday. But it suddenly dawned on her again that she had pulled the door closed behind her when she entered the cell. That meant that no one could see from the outside that she was there. Sister Hildegard must therefore have also entered the cell with the intention of snooping around. Why had she come into her dead sister's room?

         She could not shake the feeling that she had stumbled upon a clue. She closed her eyes to think better. With a deep sigh, she leaned back and enjoyed the sun's rays on her face.

         A pleasant breath of wind from the vineyards wafted the scent of lavender into her nose. She loved this place, far from the hustle and bustle of the convent, although she wondered if "hustle and bustle" was quite the right word for it. The scent of wild herbs and lemon blossom and the view of the pointed cypresses that towered majestically over the convent walls: for her, it was the most beautiful place in the abbey. This was a place where it was so easy to encounter God – in the blossom, the herbs, the colourful birds – and sometimes even in the wind.

         "But … I mean, Sister, what did we really see? An outstretched arm, something scribbled in the sand. I mean, for goodness sake, that could mean anything."

         Isabella gave the policeman a tight-lipped look, but remained silent.

         "I don't think it was an accident either." He turned his head towards the tower. "No one up there could really be that stupid. But let's keep looking for the most obvious thing."

         "And that would be?"

         "Well, suicide."

         Her glare elicited a hurried "God forbid!" from him.

         "Out of the question," she replied immediately.

         "Because she was a nun?"

         "What nonsense! We servants of God are human beings too." She shook her head. "No, it's not that. But I knew Sister Raffaella; she loved her life. There were no inner demons she was struggling with."

         "Are you sure?"

         She nodded resolutely. "As sure as one can be. We sisters live in close quarters here. So I would have noticed if Sister Raffaella had been fighting an inner battle that could have driven her to suicide." Isabella had a natural sensitivity to people's feelings. As a child, doctors had said she was highly sensitive. She had always been much more sensitive to sensory stimuli and reacted more strongly to the moods of those around her. Her grandmother had jokingly called it the third eye, because you could never fool her. Isabella always knew where she stood with her parents, her friends, teachers and classmates. If someone close to her was suffering, it never went unnoticed. But she had a feeling that it was better not to try to explain this to the young policeman for the time being.

         "All right," he said at last. "So let's assume it was murder. We still don't have a motive."

         "But there has to be one. And it has something to do with the number Sister Raffaella left us as a parting message." She closed her eyes and crossed herself.

         When she opened them again, she looked urgently at the policeman. "I went into her cell, to look for clues."

         Matteo looked at her sharply: "That's trespassing."

         "So you'll be arresting me, then?" she asked in a playful tone.

         But the policeman only sighed resignedly. "And what did you find?"

         "Nothing. At least, nothing that stood out. Lots of porcelain children's figurines. Pretty tacky, if you ask me."

         "Are they rare? Or maybe even valuable?"

         "I should hardly think so."

         "Too bad. Greed is always a good motive for murder."

         "However, I believe one figurine is missing. Anyway, there was a print there." She thought of the dustless circle, but then shook her head. "I don't know whether that means anything."

         "Hmm." Matteo looked at her thoughtfully.

         "The factory is around these parts, and I know they also have a stall at the Caterina market. I'll ask around there. I don't think it will get us anywhere. But I guess it's still worth a try."

         Once again she closed her eyes and breathed deeply. She would have plenty of opportunities to investigate the market now. After she had carelessly allowed herself to be caught by Sister Hildegard, she had been ordered by the Abbess to mind the stall at the market, which took place three times a week. Up to now, this task had fallen to Sister Raffaella. For Filomena, of course, it was a perfect excuse to be able to put Isabella in charge of this work. So much for her morning jogging sessions. Still, it could have been worse. She could have been assigned to cleaning duty in the sacristy. She hated cleaning.

         "Is there any possibility that Sister Raffaella had enemies within the convent? I mean, apart from the quarrel with Sister …"

         "Hildegard."

         "Exactly."

         Isabella searched her memory. She had been asking herself the same question.

         "Hardly," she said finally. "Everyone liked her. Some more, some less. But no one held a grudge against her that could lead to murder." She thought again about her words, then nodded firmly. "No."

         "Good." Another spoonful disappeared into the policeman's mouth.

         "Then it must have been someone from outside. Who else has access to the abbey?"

         "Our house is open to all souls."

         "Of course." The policeman groaned unhappily. "That doesn't narrow it down much. And just which souls are we talking about here?"

         "From time to time we have guests who stay with us for a night to experience convent life."

         "Well, that's something. Have there been any overnight guests lately?"

         Isabella thought about this. "No, not for weeks."

         The Convento di Nostra Cara Regina Maria was a small retreat and was not listed on mainstream travel websites. People who went there to take time out from their lives either came from the surrounding villages or on someone's personal recommendation.

         No one had anything against it: on the contrary. It was important for the convent to keep its doors open for outsiders, and Isabella liked it very much when visitors came to stay.

         "Then this trail won't lead us anywhere either." Matteo devoured the final bocconcino.

         They sat silently on the bench and each followed their own train of thought. A pretty robin landed on a branch of the lemon tree next to them, where it was preening its feathers. Isabella thought again of the porcelain figures in Raffaella's cell.

         "Excuse me, Sister?"

         Isabella took her eyes off the bird and saw a woman at the edge of the herb patch, eyeing her curiously.

         She was young, from her appearance she looked no older than twenty. Her hair was dyed blonde, her skin was fair, and her eyes were blue. She was slim, gaunt even, and had a strikingly beautiful face, with high cheekbones, a snub nose and full, red-painted lips that were curved in a cautious smile.

         "I'm looking for someone and I seem to have wandered into your garden by mistake."

         Isabella noticed the policeman straightening up beside her and casually tugging at his shirt, which made her smile.

         "Where are you trying to get to?" she asked kindly.

         "I really didn't mean to disturb you." The young woman approached them and extended her hand first to Isabella then to the policeman. Her squeeze was delicate, almost fragile. "My name is Aurora. Aurora Rossi. I'm looking for Sister Raffaella. Maybe you could tell me where I might find her?"

         Isabella and the policeman exchanged a look of dismay. She tried to put on a brave smile as she replied: "I'm afraid Sister Raffaella has passed away."

         The young woman was unable to say anything in reply. She widened her eyes and her gaze wandered back and forth between Isabella and Matteo in near panic.

         "But …" she stammered eventually.

         "I'm very sorry." On an inner reflex, Sister Isabella reached for her hand and stroked it tenderly. "Were you close, you and Sister Raffaella?"

         It stung Isabella's heart to read the absolute bewilderment in the girl's gaze.

         She withdrew her hand and turned away. "Thank you, Sister …"

         "Isabella. My name is Sister Isabella."

         The young woman's smile was pleasant, but to Isabella she seemed a little hurried.

         "I'm very pleased to have made your acquaintance. But … I really must get going."

         High heels clacked frantically across the paving stones.

         "Now that really was strange."

         "I think I know that woman," Matteo replied hesitantly. "I've seen her before in the village, at the market." What he omitted to tell the sister was that he had made a few passes at her before. In any case, nothing had come of it. Matteo simply liked to make eyes at good-looking women and he felt an illicit thrill when his harmless flirting was reciprocated. He was well aware that this girl was far too young for him. But then, he was also quite happy to flirt with much older women, also with no ulterior motive. He regarded the whole thing as an exercise. Unfortunately, when it came to women he was serious about, he couldn't muster up the courage to speak so much as a sentence.

         "What do you know about her?"

         "Not much," Matteo admitted. "But I think I know where she works. If you like, I'll ask around."

         Isabella nodded gratefully. That was exactly what she wanted to hear.

         The policeman set down his spotlessly clean soup bowl on the bench and rose to leave.

         "Sister Isabella, your company has once again been a pleasure."

         "Mr Silvestri, wait a moment."

         "Please, call me Matteo."

         "All right, Matteo. Would you allow me to give you a present?"

         The carabiniere's eyes widened. "I … er …" Isabella smiled gently.

         "Please, it's just a little something."

         She slipped her hand into the side pocket of her habit and pulled out a cloth-wrapped object.

         She enjoyed watching the policeman carefully remove the cloth.

         "A cross?" he asked in surprise.

         "A cross of the Virgin Mary. It's supposed to bring you luck."

         "Oh, well then." The carabiniere made a thin and awkward smile, and Isabella wondered if she might have gone a touch too far with this godly gift.

         "And you get back to me when you've learned something new."

         Again Matteo smiled: this time, it seemed, sincerely.

         "I promise, but don't get your hopes up. As I said, I don't think there's enough circumstantial evidence for the prosecution to suspect murder."

         "I'm sure you'll do your best to work up a convincing case."

         Matteo smiled, but then sighed sullenly. "But before I contact the prosecution, I will have to put up some parking signs."
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         Matteo's assessment had been right: the public prosecutor saw no reason to continue the investigation. He had just received the reply. It said that no autopsy would be approved either, and they were now officially assuming suicide, which made Matteo seethe inwardly as he made his way to the Hotel La Vetta.

         Against his better judgement, he had mentioned the clues in his final report. Raffaella's outstretched hand pointing to the steeple, the "six" scrawled in the dirt. He knew himself that these were hardly definitive clues. But by God, they were something, surely!

         They couldn't just be dismissed out of hand. In his mind, he ran through the different means still available to him by which he might convince the prosecutor to pursue an inquiry into the case of Sister Raffaella. But for that he needed, well, better evidence. And that in turn meant that he would have to carry out some investigations of his own. He at least owed that much to the dead sister, and to Isabella.

         His route led him along the small avenue of poplars through the still toll-free Via Madonna delle Grazie, where he briefly checked the immaculate paintwork of his Lancia Delta, parked in the shade of a particularly large poplar. He enjoyed the slightly chilled air. A mild, pleasantly cool breeze drifted through the streets and carried the scent of Giuseppe's pizzeria to him. Spontaneously, he decided that he would take his lunch break there today. He had some reheated lasagne with him that his neighbour had brought over last night, but today he was more in the mood for Giuseppe's famous quattro stagioni.

         Rationally, he knew that a visit to the hotel would be a waste of time, and that there was nothing to investigate there, because the case had been canned. But the prosecutor's letter had set something off in him. A spirit of defiance, perhaps? He knew in his gut that he would only be able to set his mind at rest if he carried on with his search for a motive and found nothing. He also found it odd that this young thing wanted to speak to Sister Raffaella, of all people. And so soon after her tragic demise.

         La Vetta, a boutique upper-crust hotel, occupied a historic villa on the market square, which had formerly housed the town hall. The adjacent property had since been expanded to include a panoramic pool and a romantic flower garden, which could be admired from the street through an elaborate high wrought-iron fence.

         As there were hardly any tourists in Santa Caterina, La Vetta mainly served as a conference hotel and a stop-over for business travellers who preferred the hinterland to the big cities of Lucca and Pisa.

         For Matteo, this hotel represented a world that did not fit with his own. The only hotels he knew from the inside were bunkrooms in overcrowded tourist regions of Spain, where he had spent wild holidays with his friends as a teenager.

         He didn't think he could find out much more about Raffaella here, but he didn't want to leave this particular stone unturned. Maybe this girl knew something that could help him in his investigation. A clue, a new lead: anything.

         When she had appeared in the convent garden yesterday, he had recognised her immediately. A pretty girl like that inevitably catches a man's eye. He knew she worked at La Vetta because he had often seen her in her work clothes. A white pleated skirt with matching shirt and a striking sky-blue waistcoat embroidered with the hotel's golden logo.

         Once again, Matteo thought about the laconic reply from the public prosecutor's office. Fundamentally, he took the view that the murder of a nun was an absurdly improbable event. But how could the public prosecutor be so sure? After all, there were no signs that Sister Raffaella had wanted to take her own life. She hadn't even left a suicide note.

         Standing at the hotel's front door, he took one more glance at the cursive lettering over the entrance, and went inside.

         The icy cold of an air-conditioning system running on full blast made the hairs on his forearms stand up as he walked through the sliding doors.

         He was surprised by the modern design. He actually found that he was intimidated by how exclusive and refined everything seemed in here. From the outside, La Vetta was a lovingly restored villa building, like the dozens of others all over Tuscany: somewhat overloaded, and a little ramshackle.

         Still gawking around the stylishly furnished reception area, he strode towards the expansive reception desk.

         "Welcome to La Vetta! How can I help you?"

         The receptionist, a young, tanned man, also wearing a sky-blue waistcoat and sporting an elaborate blow-dried hairdo, gave him a friendly smile.

         Matteo responded in kind. "Buongiorno. My name is Matteo Silvestri, I'm here on business." He tapped his peaked cap for clarification.

         The good humour drained from the man's features and was replaced by uncertainty.

         The name tag on the receptionist's lapel waistcoat identified him as one V. Cattaneo. Matteo wondered what the V stood for. Valentino? Vico? Vincenzo?

         "I'd like to speak to Aurora Rossi."

         Relief spread across V. Cattaneo's face. He was probably glad that Matteo didn't want anything from him.

         "Sorry, she's off today."

         This caught Matteo off guard. "Mm. Is the owner of this hotel available, by any chance?"

         The receptionist was silent for a second, then nodded.

         "One moment, please." He reached for the phone and half-turned away from the policeman.

         Matteo discreetly moved a few steps away from the reception desk and looked around with interest. His eyes fell on a group of bulky leather armchairs. He resisted the urge to sit down in one of them to find out if they were as comfortable as they looked.

         He wondered how the rooms were furnished. He imagined being a guest of this hotel and enjoying the amenities.

         He loved his two-room flat with a balcony where he tended his sprawling green potted plants. It was small but cosy: just right for him. Still, every now and then, a little escape to a luxury den like this would certainly have its charms. No washing up, no making the bed. A pleasant thought.

         He was wondering whether he might just treat himself to a stay here when a slamming door made him turn around. A slim man with long slicked-back hair, a well-groomed beard and a patrician expression on his face came out. He was wearing a rather fancy suit with gold cuffs.

         "Bongiorno. Davide Valentini. I am the hotelier. How can I be of assistance?" He held out his hand to Matteo. A pleasantly firm handshake.

         "Oh, it's really nothing major. It's just about an employee of yours." Matteo paused for a moment, sensing the young receptionist's curious gaze on him.

         The hotelier understood immediately and put his hand on Matteo's shoulder. "Let's go to the bar."

         The hotelier led him past the reception desk into a spacious room with cherry-red sofas and yet more leather armchairs. They sat down at the bar, behind which an older man with greying temples and an expression of grave seriousness was wiping down the chrome fittings of a sinfully expensive-looking coffee machine.

         Although not a single guest was present, light music was playing in the background.

         The hotelier held up two fingers and not a minute later two espressos were served.

         "Like I said, it's nothing serious. But I have a question or two about one of your staff, Aurora Rossi." At the mention of the name, Matteo saw the hotelier's brow start to furrow. "She does work for you, doesn't she?"

         Davide Valentini nodded curtly and lowered his gaze.

         "Sì. She's doing her training with us."

         "Can you tell me a little about her? What kind of things she does here, exactly, her role … things like that." Matteo was starting to worry that Valentini might demand to know just what this was all about, but instead he answered quite calmly: "I hired her to work at reception." He lifted his chin and looked at a point floating somewhere above Matteo's head. "Just under six months ago, that was."

         "And?"

         "And what?"

         "Are you happy with her? Is she doing a good job?" The hotel manager hesitated for a moment. "At first, she was, yes. No question about it.

         "She's good with customers. Natural, open. But to be honest, lately she's been – well – she's been off her game."

         "In what way?"

         "Well, she's been neglecting her work, disappearing during her shift and leaving the front desk unattended." Matteo could see the hotelier's expression darken. "Honestly, I'd like to send her packing. It's no way to behave at work."

         Matteo nodded sympathetically. "So why don't you?"

         Valentini hesitated. "Oh, you know how it is." Matteo tilted his head. He didn't know.

         "I know her father well. He is a craftsman. You must understand what I mean. And he's my cousin, too."

         Matteo didn't understand.

         "Look, La Vetta is an old building. He's made me an offer to renovate our bathrooms more or less at cost, if we find employment for his daughter in return. You don't say no to that, you know?"

         Matteo nodded. "Of course." He took a deep breath and tried to contain his distaste. It was so typical. He hated this kind of nepotism. Not what you know, but who you know. Maybe he felt that way because he came from a large but fairly insignificant family, and he had had to work hard, himself, for everything he had achieved.

         "But unfortunately her father is just as unreliable." Davide Valentini sighed. "He still hasn't started the work. He was meant to start on the top floor a month ago. Well, you know." He laughed mirthlessly. "The apple doesn't fall far from the tree."

         "So you say that Signora Rossi neglects the front desk while on duty?"

         Valentini sipped his espresso and nodded emphatically. "Incredible, isn't it? Disappears just like that."

         "And goes where? Cigarette break?"

         The hotelier pondered. "No, as far as I know she gave up smoking some time ago. She goes to the marketplace, right opposite." He pointed to the exit.

         "To the marketplace?" This answer surprised the carabiniere.

         "Sì! I've gone to fetch her from there a few times myself. At first I thought she was trying to do her shopping during working hours. But that wasn't it: she was always just hanging around that stall. The, uh …" He snapped his fingers to jog his memory. "What's it called …?"

         Matteo sipped his espresso. It was wonderful. Much too good to down it in one.

         "The convent stall! That's the one. The one where they sell that refined grappa."

         Matteo stared at the man, his eyes wide, almost choking on the scalding hot espresso.

         "You mean she was risking her job to go and talk to the nuns at the convent stall?"

         "Actually, there's only ever one nun there. A kind of skinny looking one. Couldn't say what she wanted from her. Maybe she wanted to join the convent?" He laughed unpleasantly.

         Matteo's mind was racing. The person the hotelier had described could be Sister Raffaella. But what was a young, worldly woman doing with a sister? There was probably only one person who could answer that question for him: Aurora Rossi herself.

         "Signor Valentini, thank you very much for this information, you have been very helpful. If you can tell me when I can meet Signorina Rossi, I'll be on my way."

         A few moments later, with the hotelier's business card in his hand, Matteo stood with his back to the hotel entrance, feeling ready to collapse from heatstroke as the sliding door released him from the ice-age climate into the glaring midday sun.

         He had learned that Aurora Rossi lived in the neighbouring village and that today was her day off. Matteo briefly considered paying her a visit, but then decided against it. If he didn't take care of the parking violations in Via Madonna delle Grazie soon, the Mayor would throw a fit. Besides, he had heard from Valentini that it was Rossi's turn to work the early shift tomorrow. So he would just pay her a visit then and indulge in another of those excellent espressos. He was still not convinced that this woman was directly connected to Sister Raffaella's death, but he wanted to rule out all possibilities. After all, he had promised Sister Isabella.

         Lost in thought, he was strolling down an alley by the market when first a bump knocked him off his feet and then something shockingly hot scalded his chest.

         He cursed in surprise, his voice rising to a wail as the pain registered. Boiling hot coffee had caught him in the chest. It felt as if his skin had been seared with an iron.

         "Oh, I'm sorry!"

         Matteo looked up from his ruined shirt and saw a pair of eyes looking at him regretfully. They were an intense blue.

         The woman tucked an auburn strand behind her ear, pulled a cloth towel from her handbag and dabbed at Matteo's shirt: the policeman reflexively tensed his chest.

         "Oh, it's not so bad. It's only coffee." He smiled at her, the pain forgotten.

         She smiled back.

         "Besides, I am the one who should apologise," Matteo said gallantly. "Now you don't have any coffee. Hey, why not let me buy you another one? It's the least I can do!"
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         Sister Isabella was used to getting up early, but this hour was inhuman. Well before the first cock crowed, her alarm clock had hauled her pitilessly out of sleep. Normally she enjoyed the peace and quiet of the dawning day, when only the call of the scops owl could be heard from the church tower, mingling with the cicadas' morning concert.

         But that morning it seemed to her as if she had only just fallen asleep the moment she was awakened.

         The Caterina market opened at seven. That meant she had to be in the village an hour before that to get everything ready. Like the village itself, the market was named for Saint Catherine, the patron saint of virgins. Isabella knew the story. Legend had it that she bested fifty pagan scholars in a religious disputation. Tragically, she was beheaded in the course of her martyrdom, and milk is said to have flowed from her wounds instead of blood. She didn't know quite what to make of that, but this morning she had neither the time nor the inclination to delve deeper into the myth of Catherine's sainthood. After all, everything had to be set up and decorated before the stall opened. The sisters had given her detailed instructions and lots of well-intentioned advice last night – but that didn't change the fact that she now had to take care of everything on her own.

         Since dawn, she had been standing behind the wooden stall on which all the convent's products were neatly arranged: wines, brandies, olive oil from her own cultivation, jams, homemade bread and at least a dozen kinds of pesto.

         All this because she had let Sister Hildegard catch her nosing around in Raffaella's cell.

         On the other hand, she was not entirely unhappy about her new responsibility: outside the convent's walls, she could get a lot more investigating done.

         She had learned from Matteo that the young woman who was looking for Sister Raffaella worked at the Hotel La Vetta. And this hotel was directly opposite the piazza, meaning Isabella would have a perfect opportunity to observe it.

         She knew that Matteo had already paid a visit yesterday, but without any success. So once again she would have to take matters into her own hands. She sighed deeply. What was the advantage of having a carabiniere on her side if his investigation was going nowhere? After not hearing from him all day yesterday, it was her turn to pick up the phone and ask about the state of the case. She couldn't help but feel that Matteo wasn't taking this very seriously.

         And anyway: her stall couldn't have offered a better view of the hotel. When the doors slid open, she could see right into the reception area. And in it, she had spotted a young, pretty woman with striking blonde hair standing behind the counter for an hour. The same one who had asked about Sister Raffaella the day before yesterday: Aurora Rossi.

         So far, however, there was nothing interesting to see. People were occasionally coming in and out, carrying suitcases into the hotel or dragging them out.

         But her stall was bustling with activity. She hadn't expected that people would be so wild about the convent's produce. The second coach had just arrived with tourists from Holland. Or Poland. She wasn't sure, and she couldn't tell which it was from the language. Jars of preserves and one bottle of grappa after another were bought as souvenirs. Isabella advised her scrupulously polite customers using broken English and a variety of gestures.

         She enjoyed selling; and it was completely different from her normal routine within the cloisters. She could well understand why Sister Raffaella had enjoyed this work so much, and why she had always volunteered for it.

         Most of her fellow sisters would have been horrified at the thought of spending so much time outside the convent. For them, their routines of work and prayer were sacrosanct. But Isabella didn't take such a narrow view: she had nothing against a little variety.

         Especially given that the convent stall was right in the middle of the market square, in the midst of the hubbub of village life.

         Right next door there was a beautifully laid out stall of a local hippy commune, selling their colourful handicrafts. There were also lots of batik cloths and patchwork quilts, which were not exactly to Isabella's taste, but very pretty to look at. They brought a splash of colour that seemed almost exotic, and made the market a touch more exciting. To the left of the convent stall was a large fruit and vegetable stand, whose owner was braying about his tomatoes as if his life depended on it.

         Isabella just soaked up the hustle and bustle. The noise of the cars chugging along Via di Romagna at walking pace, awkwardly manoeuvring around crazily parked delivery vans – diligently honking their horns to avoid knocking over unwary market vendors. All those people talking in so many different languages. Sister Raffaella had said several times that some people in the village were annoyed by the crowds of tourists that the buses brought to the Caterina market three times a week. That was something Isabella couldn't get her head round. The visitors made sure that the small craft businesses and workshops flourished; they created jobs. And in the end, everyone benefited from that.

         The few hours were enough for Isabella to know that she loved market work.

         Or she would, if only it wasn't so hot. The awning of the stall shielded her from the worst of the sun, but she was still growing warmer and warmer under her dark habit. To keep from melting completely, she avoided any unnecessary movement and took great care not to step out of the shade.

         An elderly couple was standing in front of her, discussing in a language she didn't understand, presumably about what kind of pesto they should take home. Isabella was only half following their conversation, as something was happening at the hotel. A rather posh-looking man in a well-tailored suit had entered the foyer. He had longish hair, greying at the temples, and a dark beard. To Isabella, his overall appearance seemed – she couldn't think of a better word – dashing.

         Moreover, the man immediately caught her eye because he was the first person who had walked into the hotel that day without a suitcase or travel bag.

         The doors slid open and she saw him walking straight towards the reception. Something about his gait alarmed her. His movements were decisive and rapid, even violent.

         Isabella blinked hard to get a better look at Aurora's face. Until now, she had greeted every guest with a broad smile, but now her face was frozen – her features looked almost fearful.

         All too soon, the front doors slid shut again. Sister Isabella swore inwardly and crossed herself swiftly to atone for the hastily uttered curse.

         The pesto couple demanded her attention and asked her to enter the ingredients into a translation app on her smartphone. In between typing, Isabella kept trying to catch a glimpse of the hotel's interior. But the glass doors remained closed, so nothing could be seen.

         "Levistico?" the man asked in broken Italian.

         "Che cos'è quello?"

         Isabella tried English. "Lovage." She hoped that was the right word, anyway.

         The man translated for his wife, saying something that sounded to Isabella like “larvae”, but the woman showed no signs of comprehending that, either. He turned back to Isabella and said something, but she was not listening, because just at that moment the hotel doors had slid back open.

         She stood on tiptoes and craned over the couple's shoulders. Now it was her turn to acquire something tasty.

         Aurora and the gentleman were having an animated argument and the shouting was so loud that snatches of words saying carried as far as her stall. She couldn't make anything out clearly, but it sounded angry and not at all pleasant. It was only the man who was screaming. Aurora, on the other hand, seemed cowed and close to tears.

         "All right, we'll take it."

         She carried on looking right past the couple in front of her.

         The elegantly dressed man turned away with a foul gesture, leaving behind a completely distraught Aurora. Isabella had not been mistaken. The young woman had indeed been at the point of tears, and now she was openly weeping.

         The poor thing, she thought pityingly. She would have loved to rush over and offer her comfort – and find out what it was that she was so upset about.

         The man stormed out of the hotel and crossed the street without even glancing at the traffic. One car honked its horn and was rewarded with another obscene gesture.

         "We'll take it."

         "Sorry, what?"

         "They're saying they'll take it!" An amused voice piped up from behind. "You'll never make the convent any money with an attitude like that."

         "Oh, Sister Agnieszka, it's you. I was just distracted."

         "I could see that. If I had known you would be so absent-minded about working at the stall, I wouldn't have bothered persuading the Abbess to be so lenient with you.”

         "You did that?"

         Agnieszka grinned. "Someone had to put in a good word."

         Flustered, Isabella collected the money from the elderly couple and threw in a small bottle of olive oil as a thank you. The man and the woman thanked her profusely and waved at her for a long time as they walked on. Now her view of the reception was clear, but Aurora's aggressor had also vanished. She briefly toyed with the idea of asking Agnieszka if she could cover her at the stand for a moment. She would have loved to talk to Aurora. But the nun beat her to it.

         "We urgently need a replacement for Raffaella. It is not right that on top of my administrative duties I should have to take care of all our groceries as well. And I also have to run the convent library. Do you have any idea how exhausting it all is?" She heaved a theatrical sigh and wiped imaginary sweat from her forehead.

         "It's not like I can find everything we need at the market; I also have to go round the shops in the city centre. And all that on foot."

         Isabella looked at her in surprise. "You could have taken a bike."

         "Oh, don't be horrid, you know very well that I can't ride a bike."

         Isabella pulled an apologetic face. She hadn't thought about it at all, because in her universe it was simply inconceivable that there were people who couldn't ride a bicycle.

         "And what's more, I always have to rush back to the kitchen to get the ingredients ready in time for Sister Hildegard to make lunch." She shot Isabella a sharp look: "And you know how grumpy she gets when she's kept waiting."

         Isabella laid a compassionate hand on Agnieszka's shoulder.

         "I'm sure you'll make it in time."

         She had to stifle a smile because she knew that any further comment would only rile Agnieszka up even more. But actually, that was exactly what Isabella liked so much about her fellow sister: she wore her heart on her sleeve and said what she thought.

         "Well, I'll be on my way then." With an exaggerated groan, she grabbed the two plump, overflowing wicker baskets and left Sister Isabella alone at the stand.

         As she watched Sister Agnieszka leave, she decided that she would teach her how to ride a bike. It couldn't be that difficult.

         She was about to reach for her phone to tell Matteo about the argument she had witnessed when the doors of the hotel slid open once more. This time, it was Aurora Rossi's turn to storm out and run away, still crying.
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         How could a man screw up a date so badly? Matteo Silvestri was hammering in a nail to hang up his plain wooden cross on the wall. It was not that he considered himself a particularly devout person, but if a nun gave you a crucifix you couldn't very well shove it in the back of a drawer. Such sacrilege would have offended what little faith he had.

         But his religious fervour didn't quite run to hanging the thing up in his flat. So the spot above the doorframe at the police station was a pretty good compromise, he thought.

         He looked up at the result with some satisfaction. He had chosen a pretty good spot for this gift. Not so obtrusive that it would jump out at you right away, but prominent enough. He would have to get some putty, as it had taken him three goes to get the cross hung straight, and the evidence of his unsuccessful attempts was clearly visible in the wall. On the other hand, the walls of the old building that housed the police station were as porous and pockmarked as basalt stones. Matteo suspected that they had saved on cement during construction and relied on sand instead. The decrepit state of the old Italian buildings might have been quaint for tourists to look at, but they weren't nearly so charming to live or work in.

         He had to admit that he was only bothering with putting up the cross to distract himself. He had had a dream date. Fate had dealt him a winning hand, an open goal, and he, Matteo Silvestri, had screwed it up royally. He had not been able to get one sentence out properly without tailing off into a jabber. Instead of letting her finish, he had constantly interrupted her and had shown off like a ridiculous peacock, telling her the wildest stories about his life. God, he was embarrassed now! He could only hope that she would give him a second chance and let him make amends.

         No, it was clearly not his week. Moreover, he was at the end of his tether with this investigation.

         There was something about this Aurora that just didn't feel right. He was about to go to see her at La Vetta when he received a call from Sister Isabella, who told him about her argument with a man in a smart suit, and how the young woman had fled the hotel afterwards.

         Matteo was all at sea with the case now: nothing seemed to fit together. There was also a rumbling in his stomach and he didn't know whether it came from inner tension or hunger. And he had eaten a good breakfast. Two croissants, still warm, that he had got from Galetti's Panetteria, thickly coated with butter and raspberry jam; and a double espresso from his beloved Gaggia Baby.

         But still: what was bugging him about the quarrel that Sister Isabella described? Was this heated argument the reason why the young woman had gone home early?

         He had no proof, not even any circumstantial evidence, and certainly no motive. But Matteo was a born policeman and he fancied himself as having the instincts of a detective. After all, he had solved the mystery of the bicycle thefts in Via del Mare. The culprits had been two bicycle dealers who wanted to give their slow business a boost.

         He had sensed then that something was wrong with the two men. And there was also something wrong with this story of Sister Raffaella's sudden passing.

         His gaze fell on Davide Valentini's business card, which he had set down on the desk yesterday.

         He dropped into his desk chair, put his hammer down next to the keyboard, and picked up the phone.

         "Buongiorno, Signore Valentini. Matteo Silvestri here," he began. "I came by yesterday. You said I could contact you if I had any more questions."

         "Sì. Of course."

         "Well, I do have one more question. It may seem a little strange to you. But there was a man in your hotel this morning."

         Matteo repeated the description he had been given by Sister Isabella. "Can you tell me who this man was?"

         "Signore Silvestri, you really do ask the funniest questions."

         "That may be. And maybe none of this is going to lead anywhere, but I would be grateful if you would be so good as to answer."

         "Elegantly dressed, you say? Longer hair, beard?"

         "Something like that, yes. Sound familiar to you at all?"

         "Sì, that sounds a lot like Nicolò Sorrentino to me."

         "Can you repeat the name?" Matteo jotted down what he heard. But the name meant nothing to him. The man couldn't be from Santa Caterina.

         "Yes, it must have been him. I really don't know who else would fit that description." The hotelier paused for thought. "Interesting that he was there today. Not that I missed an appointment with him, of course. That really would be embarrassing."

         "And how are you or your hotel connected with this man?"

         There was an ominous silence on the line.

         "So, has he done anything wrong?"

         "No," Matteo said quickly. "Not at all, it's just …" He paused, not knowing how to finish that sentence.

         Fortunately, Valentini had overcome his hesitation and picked up his thread again. "In fact, he visits us quite often. He's the head of the Mazza ceramics factory, you see, and we've been procuring all our tableware from them. We have switched to new sets just recently. All handmade; it's excellent quality. It's quite expensive, but that's the price of real exclusivity."

         "I see." This was not a topic Matteo knew anything about. All his dinnerware had come from IKEA and from his late great-grandmother's will.

         "We get it at a special rate, and in return the factory's business partners receive a discount on overnight stays with us. You understand."

         "Sì," Matteo replied grumpily. He understood.

         "But some of the plates in the delivery were faulty: there were spelling mistakes in our hotel name, which is why Signore Sorrentino and I had something of a row." No sooner had he revealed this than he rowed back. "It was really no big deal. We had a conversation to clarify matters, and he was immediately keen to make amends – that was probably why he came around this morning."

         Matteo let his thoughts wander. All this sounded logical. What was less logical was why this Sorrentino had only made it as far as the reception desk and, on his way to find the manager, had started a heated argument with the receptionist. He needed an answer to that.

         "I have one more question, Signor Valentini. If this Sorrentino is the owner of Mazza ceramics—"

         "Owner? What makes you think that?" the hotelier interrupted him.

         Matteo was confused. "But you said he was the—"

         "… manager, not the owner," Valentini corrected him. "But he would like to be the owner, without a doubt." The hotelier laughed heartily.

         "Sorrentino is no fool. He has found his way into the Mazzas' nest by marrying their daughter. She owns the factory. You must know that the Mazzas are an extremely traditional clan – even by Tuscan standards. To the point that the children keep their mother's maiden name so that it does not die out."

         "Ah, that's unusual."

         "And that can be hard to accept, for a peacock like Sorrentino. On the other hand, without his wife's money he would still be a second-rate estate agent in Lucca." He began to laugh, but caught himself and stopped. "But you didn't get that from me."

         "Thank you very much, Signore Valentini, you have been most helpful."

         “Any time. And if you'd like to spend a pleasant night in our hotel yourself – maybe even in our penthouse suite – I'm sure we can agree on a price."

         Matteo's ears pricked up. "Oh, really? That, uh, that could work?"

         "Of course. After all, the police are our friends and helpers. And who knows … if, in return, one or two parking tickets disappear into thin air, both parties would have something to gain …"

         Matteo hung up.

         A wheel had started turning in his head. It was not the first time he had heard of Mazza ceramics – and now it was coming back to him. The porcelain figurines that Sister Raffaella collected. Didn't they also come from the Mazza factory? That's what Isabella had told him. And she had said that the factory had its own stand at the Caterina market.

         He leaned back and stretched his arms out. His eyes fell on the cross up on the wall. It hung slightly askew.

         He had the unmistakable feeling that he was getting the first glimpses of something real.
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         "Damn!"

         Isabella winced as Sister Agnieszka's silhouette detached itself from the crowd and the angry nun approached her.

         "Damn! Damn!"

         A group of passers-by in colourful clothing, some wearing straw hats, stopped, looking first irritated, and then amused.

         "Please, pull yourself together!" Isabella gave her fellow sister a light tap on her flank. "You can swear like a trooper for all I care, but not at the convent stall, where God and everyone else can hear you. Please! Honestly, what are you doing?"

         Sister Agnieszka had been gone exactly two minutes before returning to the stall.

         "I'm swearing, what does it fucking sound like? I forgot the durum wheat flour for the ravioli."

         "And?"

         "What do you mean, 'And?' Galetti's Panetteria is five streets away. I really can't be going all the way back there. Bad enough that I've got to walk all the way back." She settled down on a board box, slipped off her right shoe and rubbed the sole of her foot. "My feet are killing me. This bloody corn. This bloody, bloody …"

         "Agnieszka!"

         "Am I not right?"

         "I can go for you," Isabella suggested impulsively. And even as she spoke, she thought it was the best idea she had had all day. She was tied to the stall until one o'clock. But now an opportunity had arisen for her to hand stall duty over to Sister Agnieszka, and pursue her investigation. Besides, the durum wheat flour really was important. No one wanted to miss out on Hildegard's ravioli with spinach-ricotta-parmesan filling. Not least because the alternative was unadorned German home cooking, like her much-feared jacket potatoes with fried liver sausage, which she always served when she ran out of other ideas. No one in the abbey was in the mood for that.

         Agnieszka looked at her uncertainly. "You would do that?" Isabella nodded.

         "Sure. After spending all day standing around here, it can't hurt to stretch my legs a bit."

         "Hmm." She knitted her eyebrows. "That might not be such a bad idea. The way you are with the customers, you might wind up doing more damage if you stayed put." Agnieszka winked at her.

         Isabella played along: "Yes, I have a lot to learn and I vow to do better." She folded her hands and bowed her head, making them both chuckle. "See you in a minute. I'll hurry."

         It felt liberating to emerge from behind the stall and take the first steps into her new-found freedom. Not that she hadn't been enjoying her new duty – on the contrary. She really liked direct contact with the villagers and tourists. There had been a few deep conversations – fewer about God, more about worldly things – and she had laughed a lot. But more than anything else, she wanted to find out about Aurora at the hotel. Perhaps an employee there could tell her the reason for the girl's hasty exit. Her mind made up, she strode through the din of the market towards the hotel and looked around as she went. She saw why this market attracted so many tour buses. There was no cheap mass-produced junk here. All the goods at this market were local, lovingly hand-made to the highest standards.

         The market teemed with the most diverse scents. Fragrant smells like the lavender cushions that the Creative Country Women's stall was selling; the fruity, bitter aromas of the small Mazzetti coffee stand at the end of the picturesquely narrow San Rossore alley; strong notes of Parmesan wafted from the local organic cheese dairy, which supplied the convent; and the spicy scent of cypress hanging over everything, heralding the coming summer. She would have liked to close her eyes and just follow her nose.

         She paused briefly as something out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. A fat child with blonde pigtails and chubby red cheeks, holding a basket full of apples and standing under a tree. Isabella stopped and looked at the porcelain figure more closely. It was the same one that Sister Raffaella had had on her dresser.

         "Do you like it?"

         Isabella looked up and was rewarded with a friendly smile from the stallholder, a woman in her mid-fifties with long, very dark hair. She wore a blue linen dress and a colourful patterned shawl over her shoulders to protect herself from the sun. "This is Greta, our bestseller." She pointed to the porcelain figurine. "Isn't she cute?"

         Isabella nodded emphatically. "She certainly is."

         She let her gaze wander over the table, which was piled with porcelain figurines, vases, plates and crockery.

         "Mazza ceramics," she said more to herself as she read the ceramic sign that stood at the centre of the display.

         "That's us!" The saleswoman beamed. "All original handwork from our factory in Lucca. Our figurine series is much sought-after by collectors."

         Isabella turned to the woman, looking everything over very carefully. "May I?" She cautiously held out her hand.

         "Gladly."

         Gently she lifted the apple-tree porcelain figure. A hand-written price tag had been stuck on the base. It read "Thirty-five euros". Not exactly a bargain, but not as expensive as all that, either.

         "So there is a collector's market for these figures?"

         "Oh yes. Far beyond our region. Sofia, the figure you are holding in your hand, comes from our current spring collection. 'Carefree Country Childhood' is the name of this series and it is proving very popular with our customers."

         Isabella nodded thoughtfully and gently put chubby little Sofia back down. "Think how valuable you might be one day …" She paused. "Forgive me! I'm being very rude. I am Sister Isabella. Over from the convent stall."

         They shook hands and the woman introduced herself as Giorgia Martini.

         "It's always hard to say and it varies from line to line," she explained. "The Mazza factory only added these porcelain figures to its range a few years ago. Since then, they have been getting more and more popular. But I wonder if they'll ever become really valuable." She shrugged. "Who knows! Why not? Even now, some unique pieces from the first special series fetch several hundred euros."

         Isabella sucked in her breath appreciatively.

         "But that's peanuts compared to the Holy Grail, as we call it." Giorgia Martini lowered her voice conspiratorially.

         Isabella did not interrupt her.

         "In 2013, the then company owner Antonio Mazza created a special series in honour of Pope Francis, the first Pope ever to belong to the Jesuit order – just like Antonio Mazza did himself. He was a very religious person, you must know."

         "Was?"

         "Was. He died two years ago."

         "Oh!"

         She waved her hand. "He was very old by then, and he fell asleep peacefully surrounded by his loved ones and never woke up. Just the way we all want to go."

         Aha, thought Isabella, and she almost had to smile. For this saleswoman, the death of the old head of the firm was incidental to her story, an inconsequential detail.

         "This series is called 'The Six Popes' – as the name suggests, it consists of the six most recent popes." She raised a hand and counted off on her fingers: "John XXIII, Paul VI, John Paul I and II, Pope Benedict XVI." Her face lit up as she stretched the thumb of her left hand: "And finally, the current Pope Francis. It was an extraordinarily pretty series. Very lovingly designed." She sighed – a little too showily, Isabella thought.

         "So what's this about the Holy Grail?"

         "Well hold on: I'm not finished yet. This series was made especially for the Vatican, for the Pope himself. And Antonio Mazza jumped at the chance to deliver the figures personally.” She shrugged again, reflexively. "But at some point the series was split up and now the figures are in a private collection. But it's not complete. It means that a figure has disappeared. It's like it has just fallen off the face of the earth."

         Well now, Isabella thought to herself. So a porcelain figurine had just disappeared.

         "They say that the right collectors would pay a five-figure sum for this lost piece, and not bat an eyelid." The woman leaned forward, speaking in a whisper now. "There is talk of thirty thousand euros."

         Isabella's brows pushed together in disbelief. "For a porcelain figurine?!"

         The saleswoman nodded with amusement. "You must remember that this collection once belonged to Pope Francis. It doesn't get any holier than that."

         Isabella had to think about that one. She herself had not yet had the pleasure of meeting the Pope. But she was still young.

         "And what is known about the whereabouts of this figure?"

         "Nothing," Giorgia Martini answered through thickly painted lips. "After the Vatican, the trail of Paul VI went cold. It could be anywhere."

         Anywhere. Isabella's right eyelid twitched as she let the word reverberate in her mind. The image of the soft dust-print on Sister Raffaella's dresser slid into her mind. By all appearances, one figure was missing from that collection. But what were the chances that it was the missing Pope Paul VI? Surely she wouldn't have put it out on a chest of drawers. But if that's what it had been, and now it was missing, then here was a motive for murder that not even Matteo could overlook.

         The saleswoman lowered her eyes and gave Isabella a coy look. "Sister, may I ask you something?"

         "Of course."

         "I heard that one of your fellow sisters in the convent died in a tragic accident …"

         Isabella lowered her head and folded her hands together.

         "Was it Sister Raffaella? I haven't seen her at the stand for days, and now you're here, and …"

         Isabella lifted her chin and looked the woman firmly in the eye.

         "Yes, it was her. I'm sorry to have to be the one to tell you." The words came out with difficulty, and she had to swallow when she saw the sadness on the shop assistant's face.

         "That's what I was afraid of." Isabella could see individual tears escaping from her darkly made-up eyes.

         "Did you know her well?"

         "I wouldn't say I knew her well. I just knew her from the market. Sister Raffaella loved these figurines, you know. She was a collector herself. And so, over time, we got talking and got to know each other a bit. She was a really funny person. Not at all how one imagines a nun to be."

         Isabella didn't want to ask what the saleswoman imagined that sisters were like, but this confirmed the impression of Sister Raffaella that she had had during the short time they had lived together in the Convento di Nostra Cara Regina Maria. She had been a happy and positive person.

         "So she bought the figures from you."

         "Erm, not exactly." The saleswoman winked conspiratorially at Isabella. "It was more like … bartering."

         "Bartering?" Isabella's ears pricked up.

         "Well, every now and then we would exchange a figurine for a bottle of grappa." The saleswoman tittered cautiously at first, then laughed heartily when Isabella joined in.

         She had not expected Raffaella to be so devious, and somehow she liked the idea of this unconventional black marketeer.

         The saleswoman leaned forward. "Maybe you're a fan of these figures as well?"

         "Well, ah …"

         "Oh, that's all right. I'll just have to pay for the grappa with money from now on."

         "Isabella!" Sister Agnieszka's shrill voice surprised her.

         "You're still here! Would you please get moving and get that flour? I have to get back to the convent or Sister Hildegard will bite my head off."

         "Will do! I'm on my way."

         "Sister Isabella, it was a pleasure to meet you."

         "My pleasure. I hope we meet again."

         "We will. Most definitely." Smiling, Isabella turned away.

         "Oh, by the way, Sister?"

         She turned around in amazement. "Yes?"

         "There are quite a few collectors of these pieces around these parts. In your convent, for example, a few sisters seem to take a close interest in our porcelain miniatures." A devious grin crossed her red lips.

         "Just recently a nun came to see me and wanted to know all about them."

         "Ah. And you wouldn't happen to know her name?"

         The saleswoman shook her head. "No, but then I have an incredibly bad memory for names. It was a chubby one with quite serious features and a strong accent." She thought for a moment. "Maybe German."

         "Isabella, come on!" she heard Agnieszka calling.

         Without another word, she turned away, unsure of how to process this new information.
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         Isabella jogged steadily through the seemingly endless vineyards, listening to the birds in the trees and bushes greeting the new day. She ran five to seven kilometres every morning. Whatever the weather. Running was a lot more than just a sporting activity for her. The rhythmic breathing, tackling the path step by step: it was much more about meditation, and had become an established part of her spiritual life.

         Her running session yesterday had fallen victim to stall duty.

         And on this hot Thursday, she was covering more like five kilometres than seven, as the weather was really getting to her. To escape the worst of the heat, she had got up a full hour earlier, said her morning prayers alone in the silence of the still-sleeping abbey in the convent church and then set off.

         Some sisters liked to spend the quiet time after common prayers in meditation. Isabella ran.

         The running sessions gave her a closeness to God that she otherwise only found in long prayers.

         As she stepped out of the shade of the vineyards and negotiated the last stretch, the almost shadowless drive up to the convent, she felt as if the sun's rays were igniting her skin. Maybe she should bite the bullet and get up even earlier in the summer months to escape the heat of the sun on her runs. On the other hand, her new job at the Caterina market had her up at the crack of dawn, meaning that she could only jog every other day.

         She stretched her face towards the sun, breathed in deeply, and concentrated on the burning in her lungs, which was eased with every breath she took.

         Happy, at peace with herself, Isabella entered the convent building. She needed a shower and then wanted to plunge straight into life behind the walls.

         Yesterday's market day had taken up a lot of prayer time. She really wanted to make up for that today, as well as to meet with Matteo to go over the latest results of her investigative work. The conversation with the saleswoman from Mazza ceramics seemed to have shed some light on the case. It wasn't much, but maybe some detail could help.

         The tiles in the entrance area sparkled. So Sister Giovanna, who was in charge of cleaning this week, had already been hard at work.

         That was something she found hard to get used to: her fellow sisters' striking orderliness. Of course, she also liked things to be clean, and had no problem at all with wielding the mop herself. She didn't resist; she did her duty. But some of her sisters took things really quite far. At the same time, she knew that it was also a kind of meditation for Giovanna: her way of getting close to God. Isabella thought she would stick to running.

         She slipped off her running shoes, picked them up, and continued on her way in her socks, even though this meant that they got sopping wet.

         She paused in the middle of the foyer. Something was up.

         It was suspiciously quiet. Where was everyone?

         An unpleasant feeling started to spread through her. She thought feverishly, raised her hand and counted off the days of the week on her fingers. She realised her mistake when she bent her little finger. It was Friday. Not Thursday, as she had thought.

         "Oh, bother!"

         Duty at the stall had completely disrupted her weekly rhythm.

         This meant that they were all in the sacristy for the weekly meeting. Like every Friday morning. A shock ran through her limbs as she hastily glanced at the clock. It was already quarter past seven. The weekly meeting was therefore already in full swing. In her mind, she said goodbye to the refreshing shower, and slithered rather than walked across the freshly cleaned floor, towards the convent church.

         As she stood in front of the heavy wooden double-leaf door of the sacristy, she could already hear Abbess Filomena's muffled voice.

         Isabella gathered all her courage, took a deep breath, knocked firmly against the wood, and entered.

         All heads turned in her direction. Her fellow sisters sat gathered on pushed-together wooden chairs in a semicircle in the middle of the sacristy and looked at her.

         Seeing the whole community together was always a sublime sight for Isabella; it gave her a deep sense of belonging, in terms of her soul as well as her appearance. In the Order, they all wore the same dark uniform habit as a sign of community and that they were all equal before God. But standing in the room in her sweaty running clothes as she was, she looked and felt quite out of place.

         The Abbess had found her own way to stand out visually from her fellow sisters. She always wore a gold cross with a heavy gold chain over her habit, which gave her a commanding appearance.

         "Sister Isabella", she greeted her in a brittle tone. "We missed you at morning prayers."

         "Er … I was out jogging and I lost track of time."

         Abbess Filomena pursed her lips disapprovingly and with a brief nod told her to sit down.

         Isabella listened in shame as her wet socks made a smacking sound with each step on the way to the chair.

         She sat down in the empty seat next to Sister Agnieszka and avoided eye contact with the Abbess as much as possible.

         "All right, now that we are all present, we can move on to the distribution of tasks." The Abbess reached into her habit and pulled out her reading glasses. She abruptly snatched up the sheets of paper lying on her lap and began to read.

         Filomena was a person who liked to "write everything down so that nothing would be forgotten", as she always put it. The distribution of the convent tasks was a delicate matter. There were jobs that everyone was happy to do, such as library service or looking after guests, although there were none at the moment. Household chores, administrative tasks, orchard work and the maintenance of the extensive convent grounds were among the less desirable duties. And, generally, anything that involved venturing out beyond the walls was hated.

         "We are struggling with the loss of Sister Raffaella," the Abbess began. "Both humanly and logistically. As she is no longer with us, her duties must be divided among the rest of you sisters. That means more work for all of you."

         Isabella looked around curiously, looked into the faces of her fellow sisters, none of whom had reacted. Was she really the only one who had noticed that the Abbess had not included herself among those who would be lumped with extra work?

         "The main thing is duty three times a week at the market stall. Sister Isabella has already done this service, and I don't see why she shouldn't continue to do so for the coming week."

         An approving, even relieved murmur went through the room.

         "Hrm." Someone behind Isabella gave a fake cough. She turned around and saw Sister Hildegard, who carefully avoided meeting her eye.

         "I don't think Sister Isabella is the right person for such a responsible task."

         "Oh?" the Abbess asked, curiously.

         The note of surprise in her voice felt a little overdone to Isabella.

         "And why not?"

         "Well, this stall is how we represent ourselves to the outside world. And, well, Sister Isabella can lack delicacy in dealing with customers."

         "In what way?" the Abbess asked sharply.

         Sister Hildegard pressed on. "She can be … unfriendly towards the customers."

         Isabella let out a laugh. "What makes you think that?"

         "Sister Agnieszka told me. Yesterday at kitchen duty. She was watching her on the stall."

         Immediately Sister Agnieszka jumped up beside her. "But I didn't say it like that at all. I meant something completely different!" Her cheeks shone red.

         Sister Hildegard flashed back at her with anger: "Didn't you tell me she didn't want to serve the couple?"

         Some sisters began to whisper.

         "No, I mean … it was just a joke, about the way the situation looked. You're taking what I said out of context!”

         Sister Isabella grabbed Agnieszka's arm and bade her sit down again. She could feel the Abbess scrutinising her. Of course, she could have defended herself, explained to everyone that the truth was about so much more than selling pesto to that couple. It was at precisely that moment that the row between Aurora and the businessman had broken out.

         But she remained silent, if only to avoid involving Sister Agnieszka.

         "Well," the Abbess raised her voice. "I agree that Sister Isabella's sense of duty has still got some way to go."

         Isabella looked up.

         "Take, for example, absence from the communal morning prayers."

         "But I'm usually always there. And I thought it was voluntary! At least in my old convent in Calabria it was."

         The Abbess left this point unanswered.

         Sister Giovanna, whose cell was next to Isabella's, spoke up. "She hasn't been with us long, and not every convent is the same. She just has to get used to the strict— I mean, well-regulated life we lead here."

         Some sisters agreed sympathetically, and Isabella's heart flooded with gratitude.

         "Nevertheless," the Abbess continued. "I still think she needs to grow into her tasks."

         Isabella hated it when people talked over and about her in her presence.

         "I would be in favour of her taking care of the daily shopping first," Hildegard suggested.

         "Hmm." The Abbess actually appeared to be thinking about it. "That sounds reasonable. At least for the next few weeks. After that, we'll see."

         Isabella felt the urge to jump to her feet and protest against this injustice. But one look into the Abbess's narrowing eyes was enough to know that she would only make things worse. She was already in the Sister Superior's sights; another word here would only lead to more punitive work assignments. So she forced herself to smile and nod in agreement.

         "Very well, Sister Filomena."

         Sister Isabella maintained eye contact until the Abbess turned away from her.

         "And now let us sing Lauds together. Afterwards, Sister Isabella will arrange the chairs and spruce up the sacristy. It could really use it."
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         By the time Isabella had her shower that morning, she had been for a pleasant run through the vineyards, battled through morning prayers, turned the sacristy upside down, and weeded all the paving stones in the courtyard. Refreshed by the cold water, she found she could bear the temperature of the day again, and she could even enjoy her excursion into the village, involuntary though it may have been.

         Isabella had nothing against extended outings, but she still wondered why they didn't just hire a delivery service to bring up all the things they needed for daily life at the convent.

         At least she had the presence of mind to cycle to the village. After umpteen stops, the two saddlebags and the basket attached to the handlebars were already quite full – and she had only got about half of the shopping required by the Abbess and Sister Hildegard.

         The next item on her shopping list, handwritten by the Abbess herself, took her to the Via Madonna delle Grazie and the market.

         For Isabella, every morning had its own magic. The dawn of a new day was always something promising. She had her own rituals with which she greeted each new day, but after that she was open to anything, and she soaked up all the sights and sounds around her as if she were a giant sponge. This was how it had been when she had first gone out to tend the stall. She was still picking through the things she had seen and heard on that day: the people she had met, the conversations she had had. Some about God, but all about life. Many smiled at her because she had chosen the life of a nun. They didn't say it to her face, but she felt the stares. Isabella did not condemn anyone for their views and did not want to convert anyone.

         This was an attitude that one could only take if one genuinely liked people. Isabella loved them. Without exception. Even the ones who gave parking tickets to innocent citizens.

         "Matteo!"

         The man in the big cap froze. The irritation fled his face and he broke into a good-hearted smile. “Sister Isabella! How lovely!"

         She watched him pull a piece of paper out of a black device and stick it under the windscreen wiper of a van.

         Then he stepped towards her. "What are you doing down here in the village?"

         She pointed to the filled basket and the saddlebags.

         "The shopping. Punishment duties from the Abbess for my disobedience."

         Matteo frowned.

         "She doesn't like it when you talk back, and she likes it even less if you don't follow her rules."

         He gave her a searching look. "For snooping around Sister Raffaella's cell?"

         Isabella smiled cautiously. "At least, that's how it started."

         "Well, that's the way it is with one's superiors. Or do you imagine I would choose to be doing this?”

         "I'm a little surprised, I must say. I'm not a driver, but I always thought parking in Via Madonna delle Grazie was free. If only for the sake of the holy name." She looked around.

         "Where did all these no-parking signs come from all of a sudden?"

         The policeman eyed her. "Without wishing to offend you, you do bear some of the blame for this."

         Isabella frowned. "I don't understand."

         "The vote," Matteo explained.

         "What vote?" Isabella could literally feel the confusion written all over her face. "What are you getting at?"

         "Well, the Mayor told me that the convent voted and decided to make Via Madonna delle Grazie subject to tolls from now on." Matteo didn't know the whole story, but once upon a time, a million years ago, according to legend, a motorist had seen an apparition of the Virgin Mary in this street and thereby prevented an accident involving a school bus. The story was still a little fuzzy in his mind. In any case, the village and the convent had then agreed to name the street after the Holy Madonna and to leave it perpetually toll-free for the citizens. At least until today.

         Isabella shook her head. "Really, this is the first I've heard of it. There was no vote. I would surely remember if there had been one."

         "But the Mayor said that the Abbess …" He paused in mid-sentence, opened his mouth, then closed it again. He looked intently at Isabella, whose lips tightened sombrely.

         "A set-up," he finally said. "The vote. The communal decision. All lies!"

         "Do you really think he would do that?"

         Matteo did not hesitate for a second with his answer. "Him? Without even thinking about it. But he would never dare to defy the Abbess and …" Again he broke off, and Isabella understood only too well the direction his thoughts were taking.

         "She'll probably have been involved," she said. It was a guess, but one she felt very confident about.

         She trusted the Abbess to put her own interests ahead of those of the general public, and to take decisions without consulting them. The thing is: Isabella didn't even resent it. She had often experienced how people lost themselves when they were given power.

         Matteo gave Isabella a thoughtful look. "So you think the Mayor and the Abbess are in cahoots?"

         "All I am saying is that it would be within the realm of possibility. You love to look for motives. Here's one: these charges are being levied in order to fill the coffers of our chronically cash-strapped council. Presumably Filomena will have negotiated an appropriate cut to go towards the maintenance of the convent in return for her consent."

         Matteo scratched at his back with the odd black device.

         "Man, oh, man, how I hate this job sometimes. I wish I'd listened to my father and learnt a decent trade."

         He took a step past her and turned his attention to the next parked car.

         "What did your father have in mind for you?"

         Matteo grinned at her. "He wanted me to become a lawyer. Because of my strong sense of justice. Funny, right? Now I have to take orders from people who seem to have no interest in justice whatsoever."

         His grin faded as he snatched another piece of paper from the device and stuck it under the wiper blade of another car.

         Isabella watched him work for a while.

         "And you really have to do that?" she finally asked. He printed out ticket after ticket with the device and slapped them on the windscreens of all of the parked cars in turn.

         "I've been putting this off for far too long. One day longer and the Mayor would have really held my feet to the fire."

         "That's a real shame."

         "Tell me about it." He stopped in front of a dark red Lancia Delta. He looked at it for a long time, and then down at the device in his hand. Hesitantly, he began to type, but Isabella could see him pressing the correction key again and again.

         "Are you all right?"

         "Sì … it's just …""Yes?"

         "That one." He pointed to the sporty-looking car.

         "This one is mine. It's my car."

         "Oh!"

         "So strictly speaking, I have to give myself a ticket. For parking illegally."

         "What an unpleasant situation." She gave Matteo an encouraging smile, but he stared back like a beaten dog.

         "I have some news," she said at last.

         "About Sister Raffaella's porcelain figurines."

         She told him about her conversation with the saleswoman at the market and about how Sister Hildegard had also asked about the figures. Matteo then seemed to forget about parking tickets altogether, and reported that all he had been able to discover was the identity of the man with whom Aurora Rossi had quarrelled so bitterly.

         "But I still can't figure it all out," he confessed. "The porcelain figures seemed to be a good lead. Provided they had some value."

         Isabella shook her head.

         "They don't. At least not enough to justify murder."

         "But what's going on with Aurora and the boss of the factory?"

         Isabella shrugged her shoulders. "Maybe nothing?"

         Isabella's words were interrupted by the pealing bells of the parish church, which nestled in the side street and whose spire towered above the houses all around.

         "The wedding bells of San Giuseppe." Isabella's expression brightened. She loved weddings.

         A moment later, cheers and applause rang out and a procession of dressed-up people pushed its way into the crossroads ahead of them. Cars honked and children jumped around, laughing loudly and throwing rice about.

         Lost in thought, the pair watched the colourful celebrations.

         "A pretty bride, isn't she?"

         Matteo nodded. "That's Giada Calabrese, my neighbour's niece. I knew her when she was this big." He stretched a hand down to his knee. "It's unbelievable how fast time flies."

         "Aren't weddings wonderful?"

         Matteo leaned against his Delta and watched the goings-on dreamily.

         Isabella eyed him side-on; she would have loved to read his thoughts. She wondered if he was thinking about getting married himself. After all, he was old enough. But as far as she knew, he didn't have a girlfriend, which surprised her. Matteo was a good-looking, nice man with a solid job. Surely it oughtn't be a problem for him to find a decent woman.

         The long procession slowly moved from the town hall to the church. Isabella would have loved to attend the wedding, but she didn't want to get any more grief from Sister Hildegard and the Abbess by being late with her food delivery.

         It was such a nice church, though. It must have been one of the most beautiful in the whole region, with beautiful paintings adorning its stone walls. It held many intricately carved wooden figures, such as the Black Madonna, which was known far beyond the region.

         "Do you know the legend of San Giuseppe?"

         Matteo's blank look signalled that he did not. Clearly he had been deep in thought. "By San Giuseppe you mean the church?"

         She nodded. "It's a story they tell in the convent," she explained. "They say that a wedding was once stopped by lightning striking the spire: it silenced the bells in the middle of the ceremony. Everyone thought it was a bad omen, so the wedding was called off."

         Matteo smiled in condescension. "Sounds like plain old superstition."

         Isabella raised her arms. "Who am I to judge? But shortly afterwards it turned out that the bride had broken the sixth commandment, and so should never have married."

         Matteo laughed briefly, but then paused. "Pardon me, Sister. I should probably know. But what is the sixth commandment?"

         "Thou shalt not commit adultery."

         "Oh, that's a serious offence, of course."

         She could see him mentally trying to count off the nine other commandments. What gave his thoughts away was the way he was counting on his fingers. She smiled.

         "That was definitely the sixth? Right? Not the fifth?" Isabella looked at him with amusement. "Do you really want to argue with a Woman of God about the order of the ten commandments?" Matteo fell silent and shook his head. She began to count. "Thou shalt have no other gods before me."

         "One." He stuck his thumb up in the air.

         "Thou shalt not take the name of the Lord thy God in vain."

         "Two." His index finger followed.

         "Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy."

         "Three. And the fourth is: Honour thy father and thy mother." He crossed himself. Isabella nodded encouragingly.

         "Thou shalt not kill."

         "Five." He held out an open palm towards her.

         Isabella's face broke into a triumphant grin.

         "And six: Thou shalt not commit adultery."

         Matteo scowled at her and grudgingly stretched out the thumb of his left hand upwards. "Bene. You're right. That is the sixth commandment."

         "Told you." She grinned. But then the smile froze on her face, as if a bucket of ice water had been poured over her.

         “Sister Isabella, are you all right?" Matteo stared at her uncertainly.

         She nodded timidly. "It was right in front of us the whole time and we didn't see it."

         "What haven't we seen? I don't understand you."

         "The six. The solution. Motive. The message Sister Raffaella wanted to share with us at the moment of her death."

         "Heavens, what are you talking about?"

         She tore herself away from the sight of the cheerful procession and looked at Matteo seriously.

         "Six. The number Sister Raffaella wrote in the dust. She meant to point out to us the missing sixth figure: Pope Paul VI."

         "I'm really not following you now," Matteo confessed. Isabella told him about her conversation with Giorgia Martini, the vendor at the stall, and the meaning of the six popes, the Holy Grail of porcelain figurines.

         "Mio dio!" Matteo ran his hand over his chin, grasping at his stubble. "I'll admit, this could be a motive. It gives us the background we have been looking for all along. But still …"

         Isabella would not brook any objections. "The quarrel with Sister Hildegard. It must have been about the statue. So Sister Raffaella had actually had one of these precious ceramics in her collection: the lost Paul VI."

         Matteo's hand moved to the back of his neck, which he massaged, lost in thought. "This is a very bold thesis, without any substantive proof."

         "You're the policeman. You come up with the proof."

         He threw up his arms. "How?"

         Isabella drew herself up in front of him and looked deep into his eyes.

         "Get a search warrant for Sister Hildegard's cell. If we find the porcelain there, then we will have Raffaella's killer."

         "Sister Isabella, this is a very serious accusation."

         "And murder is an extremely serious offence."

         "But … I can't just apply for a search warrant for a convent, just like that. I mean …"

         He gestured wildly. "I'd need a judicial decree, a court—"

         She held his arms tightly. "You get whatever you need. We have to solve this case!"

         "I … I don't know. I— All right, yes. When you pull it all together, it does make some kind of sense. I'll go straight to the station and take care of everything … the warrant … as soon as I'm done with my parking tickets here."

         "Promise?"

         "Of course."

         She held his gaze until she was sure she could count on his word.

         "Call me when it's done."

         Without another word, she pushed the bike past him to tackle her final errands.

         When she glanced back again, she saw him rip a piece of paper out of the device and make to stick it under the windscreen wiper of his car.

         As he wheeled and scurried towards the police station, Isabella turned around in satisfaction. The pieces were finally falling into place.
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         A pleasant morning had given way to an oppressively hot midday. The pointed cypress trees that lined the narrow asphalt path up to the convent offered only a little shade. With as little effort as possible, Isabella cycled against a hot, gathering wind that felt like a hairdryer.

         In the sky, dark clouds were forming and coming quickly closer. Soon the weather would change. For that reason at least, she wanted to reach the convent as quickly as she could.

         But a brightly coloured shape on the side of the path, right between two tall cypress trees, made her pull up sharply. A blonde woman in a colourful summer dress was sitting on the bench. Looking closer, Isabella saw that she was not sitting on the bench, but kneeling in front of it, her elbows propped up on the wooden board of the seat and her hands folded in prayer. The woman's eyes were closed, but her lips moved silently and quickly.

         Isabella recognised her immediately. It was the receptionist from the hotel. Aurora Rossi.

         Once again God's providence had touched her life. How else to explain her meeting with this girl, on this path?

         Isabella braked and dismounted – which was rather tricky, as the bike had grown heavy with all the shopping in the basket and saddlebags.

         "Buongiorno."

         The woman opened her eyes and looked at Isabella disconcertedly. When she recognised her, a tentative smile stretched across her pretty, full lips. Isabella realised that she must have been crying. Her eyes were red.

         "May I join you?"

         Aurora rose and stroked her dress. "Please. I would be honoured."

         So they sat in silence, side by side on the rotten, sun-bleached wooden bench. Isabella took in the view of the pleasantly monotonous Chianti vineyards that undulated over the hills and plain. She took a deep breath. The smell of rain was already heavy in the air.

         The silence was not unpleasant. Or, not for Isabella. She knew that some things took time. And it wasn't long before she heard the young woman beside her heave a sigh.

         "I have been waiting for you, Sister Isabella." Isabella was silent.

         "I just don't know where else to turn."

         Isabella looked at her. "You mean now that Sister Raffaella is no longer with us?" she asked quietly.

         Aurora nodded silently. A fat tear formed in the corner of her eye, which she wiped away with the back of her hand. "I have a huge problem and I just don't know what to do."

         Isabella took the woman's hand from her face and placed it on her lap. Gently stroking it, she encouraged Aurora to tell her what was on her mind.

         She could see Aurora struggling with herself. And finally her lips moved: "I'm pregnant."

         Isabella was confused for a moment, but then she beamed. "But that's wonderful news. What can be more beautiful than having the miracle of life inside you?"

         "No, it's terrible." More tears ran down Aurora's cheeks. "The child's father doesn't want to know about it."

         "Oh, I'm sorry about that. But why?"

         "Because he's already married."

         Isabella stopped smiling. That certainly did complicate matters. She could see how difficult it was for Aurora to talk about it.

         Suddenly Isabella was struck by an inner intuition, and a suspicion formed in her mind. "Tell me: is the father the man you had an argument with at reception the other day?"

         The young woman looked at Isabella, her eyes wide.

         "Is it Nicoló Sorrentino?"

         "How do you know?"

         "I saw what happened, from the market stall."

         Aurora lowered her eyes. "Yes, that was bad. He suggested that I get rid of the child. That it wasn't too late for that." She slowly opened her eyes and looked at Isabella. "Can you imagine?"

         Unfortunately, Isabella could imagine very well.

         "Besides …" Aurora averted her eyes and looked down at the floor. "Nicoló is a good man," she said, immediately rowing back. "He's good at heart, and really very charming. But sometimes he's a little … impulsive."

         Isabella said nothing to this, but thought back to the argument in the hotel that she had witnessed. Yes, impulsive was probably the right word.

         "He is a passionate man and sometimes he is not in control of himself."

         "It is not for me to form an opinion about this man. I don't know him."

         Aurora continued, not heeding Isabella's words. "I know we are both in a relationship that the church forbids, and I am ashamed of it. I pray to God every day to forgive me."

         Isabella believed Aurora.

         "But I love him. More than I have ever loved anything in the world. And it drives me crazy that he has another woman by his side. The guilt is driving me crazy, but I can't stop loving him, seeing him …"

         She paused, as if holding back from releasing a tide of emotion.

         "No one could know of our forbidden love." Her voice became darker. More serious. "That goes without saying. The relationship was secret; through it all, we couldn't risk being caught. But our passion for each other made us careless. Sister Raffaella saw us kissing here, on this bench."

         So that was it, Isabella thought. The missing link to Aurora.

         "She didn't betray us," Aurora said immediately. "Not at all: she just kept walking as if she hadn't seen us. But I know she saw us. We looked into each other's eyes for a full second and I could see her accusations there. I couldn't live with that. So I went to see her the next day to … I don't know why."

         "To rid yourself of your guilt?"

         "No … yes! I mean … maybe. I am a very religious person and … I just had to confide in someone. So the next day I went to her and confessed my love for this married man – and also that I was pregnant by him."

         "I am sure that Sister Raffaella was a very good confidant."

         "Yes," Aurora said immediately. "She was." Her gaze lowered again. "But Nicoló discovered that I had gone to the sister. He wanted to know why. I denied everything, of course, and didn't tell him about the pregnancy – for fear of how he would react. I didn't know how I should react."

         "You should be happy," Isabella encouraged her. "Carrying life is a gift from God."

         "But not when it's from a married man." Isabella was silent. That was indeed a problem.

         "In any case, the next day Nicoló did not show up at our meeting place in the vineyards like we had arranged. I tried to ring him, but he didn't answer his phone. When I was on my way back to the village, I saw him coming out of the convent."

         Isabella's eyes widened. Nicoló Sorrentino had been in the convent? "When was that?"

         "I … I really can't remember,” she said, flustered now. "The next time we met, he knew about my pregnancy. And there was only one person I had confided in."

         "Sister Raffaella."

         Aurora nodded and turned up her nose. She turned her upper body to Isabella and looked deep into her eyes.

         Suddenly, Isabella was struck by an epiphany.

         She was a religious woman through and through. But that did not mean that she expected to encounter divine providence. The way she saw things, God was always close to her. If she prayed and lived a God-fearing life, He was that bit closer still. And sometimes, or she told herself at least, He was so close to her that He guided her thoughts. This was one such moment. She finally understood. All this time she had been wrong. The number six was not for the sixth ceramic figure, but for the commandment, as she had already recalled at the church of San Giuseppe: Thou shalt not commit adultery. This was a new motive, and one that changed everything.

         And so it came as no surprise to her when Aurora said: “Sister Isabella: I think Nicolò has done something really bad."
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         Matteo was getting frustrated. He couldn't believe that his superiors were simply ignoring any offences that didn't entail parking fines. He and Isabella couldn't possibly be the only ones to realise that Sister Raffaella's death had not been an accident. No sooner had he sent the investigating magistrate a first-class motive on a silver platter, than the reply had come back: a terse email refusing him permission to make a search on the basis of "mere surmise" – permission to search anywhere, that is: and certainly not to search a convent. What was he thinking, the judge demanded to know, looking to toss a nun's cell? At that point, Matteo had stopped reading.

         Mere surmise … But there was no guessing going on here. All you had to do was think outside the box a little, and then all the clues were right there, blazing like a giant neon sign.

         What should he do? He couldn't possibly go barging into Sister Hildegard's cell on his own authority.

         Burying his head deep in his hands, he crouched at his desk and feverishly considered how to proceed now. He could just feel it: he was that close to solving of his first major case. He couldn't screw this up.

         "Jesus, are you asleep?"

         "What?" Matteo started up and banged his knee on the desktop. A sharp pain fanned out up and down his leg. "Mayor! Christ – how about knocking next time?!"

         The Mayor wasn't listening. "I was in Via Madonna delle Grazie", he grumbled sullenly.

         "And?" asked Matteo challengingly.

         "Nothing has happened there yet."

         "But I checked the road and duly issued tickets."

         "But I only saw tickets issued for the first thirty metres. Via Madonna delle Grazie is about three hundred metres long."

         Matteo threw up his hands. "What do you expect? I am all alone here. I have other things to do than write parking tickets, you know."

         "And what might they be? There's hardly ever anything for a cop to do in this town. The least you could do is comply with the wishes of the municipality and the convent and finally make this street a paid parking zone! Lenzi took a step into the room and suddenly put on a benevolent face. "I don't want to be unfair; I know you are a busy man." The Mayor smiled, but it was a smile that didn't touch his eyes. Only now did Matteo notice that he had something in his hands, and was now holding it out to him.

         "What's this?"

         "A catalogue for parking meters – take a look. I have already circled the ones I like the look of. See here." The Mayor cheerily flipped the brochure open and waved a page under Matteo's nose, which was marked with a pink Post-it. "This model here is really very pretty, wouldn't you say? It would be a great match for our cast-iron lights and street lamps, no?"

         Matteo frowned. "There are catalogues for parking meters?"

         "Of course! As a carabiniere, you should know that better than I do. Sometimes I really wonder what you spend your days doing."

         "I already have no-parking signs …" He fell silent. Suddenly Matteo realised that he had been too hasty in putting up the signs. The people parking there hadn't had a chance to buy parking tickets at any of the ticket machines.

         "Are you all right?" The Mayor looked at him worriedly. "You look so pale."

         The button on Matteo's collar popped open.

         Suddenly he saw himself standing in Via Madonna delle Grazie, as if from a bird's eye view, giving himself a parking ticket. Why was he letting this slimeball push him around like this? What was the matter with him?

         "I know you're lying." Inwardly seething, he remained outwardly calm. He slowly folded his arms across his chest but did not take his eyes off the Mayor.

         "I did some research," he lied, "and found out that no vote was ever held at the convent." His confidence was growing with every word that left his lips.

         The Mayor's lower jaw dropped, but he quickly regained his composure and blinked angrily at him.

         "And I also question the communal resolution you mentioned."

         "How dare you!" The Mayor was outraged.

         Matteo beckoned. "I want to see it. Show it to me!"

         "My word should be enough for you!" Lenzi shot back, now bright red.

         "I want to see it." Matteo's voice was calm and firm. He wasn't used to talking like this. Maybe because he wasn't always so sure that he was in the right. "Show it to me!"

         "I, er … I will! Oh, I will!" the Mayor shouted. "You can count on that. And then …" He raised his hand and extended his index finger, but the threat remained unspoken.

         "I must ask you to leave now, Mr Mayor. I have more important things to attend to than being bullied by you. And if you want to complain about me, you are very welcome to contact my superiors. But then I assure you, I will make my demand for these documents public. Do we understand each other?"

         They traded hard stares in silence, and Matteo felt a rush of elation when Lenzi looked away first. He had stood up to the man for the first time and it was hard for him to stifle a triumphant grin.

         "You …" The Mayor was literally shaking with rage. “Your predecessor would never have dared to disrespect me like this.”

         "That may be so. But I am not Signore Maggiore."

         "No." Lenzi's gaze cooled. "Not at all."

         "That's enough. I will show you out now, Mr Mayor."

         Matteo rose and took a decisive step towards the man.

         "I'll see myself out!"

         "I would like to make sure."

         "This is shameful!"

         Silently, glaring at each other, they stepped out into the hallway.

         When Matteo pulled open the front door, he held his breath for a long second and his heart began to race. She had appeared as if from nowhere.

         "You?" he asked breathlessly.

         "Hello," she said.

         It was her, the woman he kept running into lately and whose every inch enchanted him. During the last conversation, when he had found the courage to invite her for coffee, he had hardly been able to get a word out. He wanted to – no, he simply had to – get it right this time.

         He felt the heat rising in his cheeks. What should he do? Invite her in?

         "Signora, I am very happy to see you here. How can I help you?"

         "Ciao, Papà."

         "Ciao, Nina, what are you doing here?"

         "Papà?" Matteo's voice degenerated into a hoarse croak. Had he just heard that correctly?

         "Heavens, Papà! Are you all right?" She put one foot on the top step and pressed the back of her hand against the Mayor's forehead. "You're positively glowing."

         "Ah, yes." The Mayor glanced at Matteo out of the corner of his eye. "That's … nothing. Just the heat."

         The beautiful woman climbed the last step and gave the Mayor a tender kiss on the cheek. Matteo felt like he was in a bad film.

         "Nina, this is Matteo Silvestri. The carabiniere, as I expect you can tell."

         Matteo could see in Lenzi's face that making this introduction was demanding a great deal of self-control. The two shook hands. "We already know each other," Matteo admitted.

         Nina grinned at him. "True," she admitted. "We had a coffee together the other day."

         "So." Very briefly, the Mayor's bushy brows drew together threateningly again, as he gave Matteo a searching, or rather, warning look.

         Matteo swallowed dryly. This second meeting was not going well, either.

         "Why are you here, my angel? Didn't you have appointments in town?"

         She nodded. "Actually, I had an appointment with the head of the Mazza ceramics factory – because of the dating of the historical Roman vase that was found on the banks of the Serchio, which I told you about. You remember?"

         "Sì, of course," Lenzi replied so quickly that even Matteo realised it was a lie.

         "My daughter, as I imagine you know already, is an antiques dealer."

         "That's interesting." Matteo couldn't fight down a persistent grin.

         "Hm. But unfortunately, Mr Sorrentino's secretary said that the gentleman had had to leave in a hurry." She shrugged her shoulders. "So I came all the way from Lucca to here for nothing."

         Lucca. Matteo stored this information. "You live in Lucca?"

         "No, Nina lives in our holiday flat."

         "But I work in Lucca. My business is located there."

         "I love antiques," Matteo exaggerated. The only antique in his possession was an original Asterixcomic book from 1983.

         Suddenly a thought came to him. "Wait a minute. Did you say Sorrentino?"

         "Exactly."

         "Nicoló Sorrentino?"

         "You know him?" Nina smiled at him curiously.

         "A fleeting acquaintance."

         Without knowing why, Matteo found it extremely strange to be confronted with the thought of this man again.

         "So, I thought," he heard Nina saying, "why not make a virtue out of necessity and use the missed opportunity to go out for lunch with my favourite dad? Your secretary told me that I would find you here at the police station." No sooner had she spoken the words than she looked unsettled. "Everything's all right, isn't it?"

         "Yes," Matteo and the Mayor said in unison.

         Lenzi quickly added: "Every now and then, the Mayor has to talk to the police officer about this and that. Isn't that so?"

         Matteo smiled contritely. "Sì."

         "Tell me, Mr Carabiniere."

         "Silvestri," Matteo corrected the Mayor's daughter, "Please, call me Matteo. Just Matteo."

         "Bene, Matteo." He liked the way she pronounced his name. He had fallen in love with the sound at once. "Don't you feel like joining us for lunch?"

         "Yes!" replied Matteo without thinking.

         "No!" Lenzi exclaimed. "I mean, Matte— Mr Silvestri might have to go somewhere urgently and take care of an important matter. Is that right? Or is it? I mean, you are welcome to join us – of course."

         Matteo was about to reply when they heard a loud bang from the hallway.

         "What was that?" asked Nina.

         "I don't know," said the Mayor, equally surprised.

         Matteo's shoulders shrugged up. "I'll go and see."

         It was no easy task to tear himself away from the sight of the Mayor's beautiful daughter. Nina. The enlightened one, it meant. He knew that because his grandmother had had the same name. How's that for a coincidence? Not that Matteo was a particularly spiritual person, but by God, it had to mean something.

         When he arrived at the office, he looked around, searching for the source of the noise. At first he didn't notice anything unusual, but then he saw it. The Marian Cross had come away from the wall with a large piece of plaster and crashed onto the tiled floor.

         "Bloody dump," Matteo cursed softly.

         But then he held his breath. An inner alarm seized him so suddenly that he felt dizzy. It was a sense of urgency that he had never experienced before. Not even when he was on the verge of arresting the bicycle thieves. A thought forced its way to the front, banging against the inside of his forehead. Isabella, it echoed between his ears. Was it possible that the cross had not fallen off the wall by chance? Was someone trying to give him a hint? By "someone" he meant God, but even in his mind he dared not form the thought. Was this a sign? A … divine providence? Could Sister Isabella be in danger?

         All of a sudden it fell dark in the office. Matteo stepped to the window and saw that the sky, bright blue moments before, was now overcast by thick clouds.

         The tension turned into an almost tangible panic. He grabbed the car key from the desk, took the service pistol from its drawer and stormed out of the police station.

         "What is it now?" the Mayor asked him indignantly. "Are you coming to eat with us or not?"

         "No time, unfortunately. On the job."

         He paused in his movement, turned around and awkwardly pushed his cap onto his head. He gave Nina a smile that he hoped was particularly charming. "But another time, I'd love to."

         She smiled back. That at least was a good sign.
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         Isabella would have to hurry if she wanted to make it to the convent with dry feet and even nearly in time for Sister Hildegard to prepare lunch. It almost broke her heart to leave poor Aurora alone. As things stood, Isabella could only offer a little help, which did not change the fact that she would certainly try. But much more urgent was that there was now finally a motive in her murder theory. If she survived the wrath of the Abbess and Sister Hildegard, she absolutely had to get in touch with Matteo. For now, she had one final clue that made Nicoló Sorrentino a suspect at last.

         To save time, she turned off the road on her bike and followed the dirt track through the vineyards. It was tough going on two wheels, but it took her directly to the convent.

         Isabella had a firm grip on the handlebars so that she wouldn't lose her balance with the full basket and panniers. Concentrating, she dodged the largest stones and the roots that poked up out of the bumpy path. It was a tricky trail, and sweat ran down her back.

         Isolated rays of sunlight cut through the vines and skittish shadows twitched around the path. Isabella glanced at her watch: it was only a little before twelve. She would definitely be late and could only guess what further punitive measures the Abbess would take. She should probably forget about stall duty for the next few months.

         So what, thought Isabella. This gave her more time for herself and her prayers, which she had been neglecting a little over the past few days. Under other circumstances, she would have crossed herself at this thought, but she didn't dare let go of the handlebars. She was a safe cyclist, but the extremely aged ladies' bike was hard enough to steer even without the heavy saddlebags.

         She wondered what she could do to help Aurora.

         Would it be best to find her refuge in the convent first?

         A loud rustling sound made her sit up and take notice. She froze and listened, looking left and right. Looking forward again, she could not believe what she saw. In front of her, astride the path, there stood a man. He was wearing a light blue suit and was exceptionally well dressed. He could almost have seemed nice – had it not been for the heavy stick in his hands.

         An icy shiver ran through her as she realised who was standing in front of her. It was the man she had only recently seen in the hotel: Nicoló Sorrentino.

         She braked and brought the bicycle to a stop directly in front of him. She was immediately aware of the danger she was in.

         The man tilted his head, grinned wryly and looked at her appraisingly.

         "I've been waiting for you, Sister." The hairs on the back of Isabella's neck stood up.

         "Actually, I had a date with Aurora. At the bench at the top of the road. But she was not alone there. She was talking to you."

         "That's right." Isabella did not want to let this man sense fear. After all, God was on her side. "Aurora told me about your relationship. And that she is pregnant. By you."

         Nicolò's face was impassive.

         "She also told me that you were pushing for an abortion."

         "What's it to you?" he asked challengingly.

         "Nothing. But the fact that you pushed Sister Raffaella from the belltower? That is very much my business."

         The man's expression slipped.

         Isabella braced herself for Nicolò's reaction, expecting anything.

         "I didn't push her. It was an accident! I didn't mean to." He ran his hand over his face. "She wanted to put a gun to my head, told me to come clean with my wife. If I didn't tell her, she would: that's what she said. I was trying to get her to stop meddling in Aurora's and my affairs."

         "Raffaella had no other choice," Isabella defended her dead sister. "Aurora turned to her in distress. She had to help."

         Nicoló Sorrentino pursed his lips. "Whatever. I admit that I got physical, that I wanted to silence her. And then …" He left the rest of the sentence unspoken.

         A bright flash of lightning arced across the sky. Shortly afterwards, there was a threatening rumble.

         "You are in big trouble."

         "Maybe. Maybe not."

         "Sister Raffaella should not have interfered in our affairs." He blinked at her.

         "Neither should you."

         Isabella's gaze dropped to the man's hands.

         "That's why you've brought this club? To shut me up too? Like you did Sister Raffaella?"

         "You don't understand! You have no idea what this will mean for my career if the Mazzas find out about my liaison with Aurora – let alone get wind that she is pregnant. I would be finished."

         "Aurora is carrying your child."

         "I know that."

         "She needs you! More than ever!"

         "Don't tell me who needs me or what I should or shouldn't do. I already have a wife."

         "Do you love your wife then?"

         "That doesn't matter at all." Thick raindrops were falling from the sky.

         "Of course it does! And you have a responsibility to Aurora."

         "I'm warning you!" Sorrentino's eyes sparkled with determination.

         When he raised his trembling hand with the stick and approached her with an implacable expression on his face, Isabella closed her eyes and began a silent prayer.
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         "WHERE IS SISTER ISABELLA?" Matteo's lungs were burning, he was so out of breath. The rain dripped from his peaked cap.

         He had driven the police car along the road to the convent, but he found no trace of Sister Isabella. Now the car stood in front of the convent's courtyard entrance and purred in neutral. He had run the last few metres to the convent gardens, where some nuns were at work despite the rain.

         Half a dozen pairs of eyes stared at him in surprise. A sister he had not seen here before stepped towards him. She was skinny as a nail with an incredibly young-sounding voice. "She's not here, maybe inside, with the Abbess?" She wiped her hands, soiled with wet earth, on her sopping apron. She looked upset and examined Matteo's uniform thoroughly. "Good Lord, did something happen?”

         "No, definitely not," he said, trying for a calm tone. "It's just …" Matteo broke off. What was he supposed to tell this woman? That a cross had fallen from the wall and he believed that this was a sign from God and it was his task, his mission, to warn Sister Isabella of a grave danger?

         He tried a casual smile that felt quite strained. Then he turned away, feeling the worried looks of the sisters at his back as he left the courtyard and entered the abbey.

         A pleasant coolness enveloped him inside the thick walls.

         Sporadic light filtered through the small windows in the dark corridor.

         Matteo looked around but didn't see anyone he could ask about Isabella.

         He walked down the corridor, past locked doors, until he passed a door that was ajar, through which he heard something. A buzzing?

         "Hello?"

         No answer.

         Matteo stopped and listened. It was a woman's voice, humming to herself.

         Hesitantly, he pushed the door open a little further and peered inside.

         In front of the window he saw a woman in a dark habit, standing with her back turned towards him.

         "Sister Isabella?"

         The woman span around to face him. Matteo immediately realised his mistake when he recognised the brawny figure.

         "Oh, sorry! I'm actually looking for Sister Isabella."

         "She's not here!"

         Matteo winced inwardly because the woman had snapped at him so harshly.

         "Yes, I can see that. I'm sorry, I really didn't mean to disturb you." Gingerly, he stepped back and was about to pull the door onto the latch when a mental image stopped him. Once again he pushed open the door and earned another disgruntled glare from the nun. Undeterred, Matteo stepped into the room.

         "What do you want?" the woman snapped at him angrily.

         "What's that behind your back?"

         "It's none of your business!"

         "Hm. I don't see it that way." Determined, he strode towards the sister and gently but firmly pushed her aside.

         He felt satisfaction welling up inside him. So his thoughts had not deceived him; he had been right. On the dresser was a porcelain figurine that looked like it came from the Mazza factory.

         His pulse rate increased as he realised the significance of this find.

         He looked at the sister more closely. She was strongly built, her habit stretched at her hips.

         "You are Sister Hildegard!"

         She looked at him in consternation. "Do we know each other?"

         Matteo looked at the nun seriously. "Is it possible this figure does not belong to you?" He stood in front of the sister, challenging her with his eyes.

         "I didn't steal it," she declared, upset.

         He grabbed her by the shoulder and pushed her slightly to the side to finally get a look at the ceramic figurine. "So how do you explain the presence of the lost figurine of Pope Paul VI in your … Oh!"

         As he spoke, he looked at the figure more closely. The model was of a boy with a straw hat. A silver-grey porcelain fish was hanging from a thin line. It was definitely not a pope. And certainly not Paul VI.

         Matteo noticed that the boy was missing an arm. "It's broken!"

         "I'm fixing it!"

         Matteo saw fine cracks running through the porcelain face. He was now completely lost.

         "Yes, it belonged to Raffaella," Sister Hildegard explained in a put-upon tone. "It fell and broke when I was in her cell to …"

         "To what?" Matteo cut in.

         Sister Hildegard tightened and looked at him firmly. "To leave a little note and her alcohol ration. I wrote an anonymous note to tell her that God sees everything and that she should think of her health. I knew she had a few bottles of grappa stashed in her cell. And alcohol is really not to be trifled with." She looked at Matteo with eyes downcast. "I was worried about her. When I was looking for the bottles, I dropped this figurine. So I picked up the pieces and quickly got out of her cell before she caught me. But I was too late: she must have seen me. I denied everything, of course, and then she accused me of stealing. I was so upset that I didn't know how to react. And before I could clear it all up with her, she was …" She didn't have to finish the sentence. Matteo knew what she meant.

         "And what are you going to do with this model now?"

         Sister Hildegard wiped her face and Matteo realised that she was crying.

         A fat lump formed in Matteo's throat.

         "I want to make it whole again, and take it to her grave. I know it was her favourite. I owe her that much." All the hardness had evaporated from Sister Hildegard, as if she had taken off a mask. "May I now know who you are and what business you have here?"

         Matteo told her, adding that he was worried about Sister Isabella, who must have somehow got lost on the way from the village to the convent.

         "It is quite possible that she took the shortcut through the vineyards," Sister Hildegard said with a measure of suspicion. "She may have been caught out by the downpour and sought shelter in one of the vineyard huts."

         She waved her hand dismissively. "But I wouldn't worry too much about that if I were you."

         But Matteo saw things differently. He was wracked with worry. As if an inner voice was driving him. Almost as if something was constantly knocking against his forehead from the inside.

         Involuntarily, the beautiful Mayor's daughter slipped into his mind. How rudely he had rebuffed her. Then he saw again the cross that had fallen from the wall. Well, the walls of the station were full of holes. He remembered how she had told him that she was an art dealer and had an appointment with Nicoló Sorrentino – him, of all people! – and that he hadn't been there because he had an "extremely urgent matter" to attend to, as his secretary had put it.

         He paused. What if this important thing was … Sister Isabella?

         Without a word of farewell, he turned around and ran back to his police car, got behind the wheel and was about to put the car into reverse when he realised that he would not get very far driving. He knew the path through the vineyards. It was so narrow that you could only drive down it with one of those narrow-gauge tractors. Angry at himself, he slammed his palms on the steering wheel and switched off the engine. His inner voice was urging him to hurry. But the path through the vineyards was several kilometres long. On foot it would take him for ever.

         His gaze fell on the bicycles standing in front of the entrance to the convent.

         Maybe this is God's providence after all,he thought as he climbed on and reassured himself with the thought that it was not theft, but that he was merely borrowing an old man's bike.

         Not twenty metres down the asphalt road, the path led into the vineyards. He took the corner so tightly that the rear wheel slid away under the wet gravel and he almost came over the handlebars nose first.

         But he quickly got the old bike under control again and started pedalling. It had been quite a while since he had last sat on a bicycle, and his progress was correspondingly shaky.

         If it hadn't been bucketing down, he might have had admired the green cocoon that surrounded him. The vines bore their first fruits, which looked like little green peas. They were already giving off a smell of intense sweetness.

         Unmoved by the beauty of nature, Matteo pedalled hard and kept an eye out for Isabella. But the heavy rain blotted out his peripheral vision, blinkering him. He tried shouting, but he could barely hear himself over the roar of the wind.

         Just as he was about to give up hope, he recognised something.

         Directly in front of him he saw a figure in a dark habit crouching in the grass. Isabella! And she was not alone. A man in a striking blue suit was sat close to her.

         He slowed his pace and wiped the rain from his face, trying to process what he could see unfolding.

         "Sister Isabella," he called out to her as he got closer.

         "Are you all right?"

         He received no reply.

         Heart pounding, he brought the bicycle to a halt directly in front of the mismatched, drenched pair, and dropped it carelessly into the tall grass due to the lack of a stand.

         His hand moved automatically to his pistol holster.

         But he did not draw his service weapon; as he drew nearer, he could finally make out the scene in front of him. The man was kneeling in front of Isabella, his hands folded as if in prayer, while the nun was pressing her hands against his forehead and murmuring something to herself. Matteo understood at once. She was taking confession from this man, who could be none other than Nicoló Sorrentino.

         He kept his distance and watched in silence until they both crossed themselves and stood up.

         Sister Isabella did not look at all surprised when their eyes met.

         "Matteo. Let me introduce you, this is Nicoló."

         Matteo approached the two – his hand still on his holster.

         The man in the wet blue suit held out a hand to Matteo and nodded at him uncertainly.

         "Signore Sorrentino has some things to say that are for the police to hear, and no one else."

         There was such a loud peal of thunder above them that Matteo winced theatrically.

         But Sister Isabella only smoothed out her soaking wet habit and walked past him with a kind smile on her lips.

         "I should really hurry up now and get these groceries to the convent. I don't want my sisters to perish from starvation."

         Puzzled, Matteo watched as she climbed onto the ladies' bike and cycled at a leisurely pace through the increasingly heavy rain. After a few metres, she rang her bell and raised her arm to wave at him. "Signore Carabiniere."

         Matteo had to tear himself away from the sight of his sister cycling away. Confused, he turned to Nicoló Sorrentino, who held his gaze with a serious expression.

         "I want to make a confession."

         Matteo groaned inwardly. He was going to have to clear out the holding cell.
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         "Isn't that a wonderful Chianti?"

         Sister Isabella and Matteo Silvestri sat in the convent garden, leaning against the western wall and enjoying the view of the vineyards, whose vines shone golden-red in the evening twilight. After the heavy downpour, nature had exploded into life.

         "But I still don't understand." Matteo waved the blood-red Chianti pensively.

         "I don't understand it myself," Isabella replied.

         Matteo sighed into himself. He could not remember the last time he had enjoyed such an excellent wine.

         It was heavy and intense, with a breathtaking fruity note that seemed to have captured all the sun of Tuscany. These sisters really understood the craft of winemaking.

         He cast a sidelong look at Isabella, who had her gaze fixed on something in the distance. "How on earth did you manage to get Nicoló Sorrentino to confess to everything? There were neither witnesses nor evidence. We never could have got him for the murder of Sister Raffaella."

         Isabella smiled meaningfully. "You underestimate the power of conscience. Besides, it wasn't a premeditated killing, but murder in the heat of the moment." Isabella thought of Nicoló's confession. When he had approached her with his cudgel raised, she had closed her eyes and sent a silent prayer to heaven. But the expected blow never landed. Instead, she heard a sob, and when she opened her eyelids again, Nicoló had thrown the club into the wet grass and put his hands in front of his face. She couldn't help but take him in her arms. He had cried on her shoulder, long and hard. And then he had started talking.

         Matteo thought for a moment and nodded curtly. "This will, of course, have a positive effect on the judicial verdict."

         "That would be good for Nicoló. There is a great responsibility waiting for him when he has atoned for his guilt." Isabella closed her eyes briefly to enjoy the warmth of the sun on her skin. "This morning Aurora visited me at the market stall. She told me that she has decided to carry the child to term."

         Matteo beamed. "That's wonderful news." Isabella joined him in his smile. "It really is. And so that she can still finish her training at the hotel, she will raise it together with her parents. I think that's a sensible decision." She sighed. "I can only hope that Nicoló Sorrentino will face up to his responsibilities and take care of his child later."

         Matteo looked at the sister thoughtfully. "That won't be for quite a while. Whether intentional or not, the murder of Sister Raffaella is a truly grave offence. I expect he will have to serve a long prison sentence."

         They both paused, lost in thought, taking in the wine and the expansive view. Despite the seriousness of their conversation, Matteo had to smile. This was where it all began. Directly behind them, at the belltower, where they had inspected Sister Raffaella's body together.

         This woman in the dark habit had not only turned his life upside down, he reflected. She had also enriched it. It was as if she had helped him finally unlock more of himself. He had her to thank for his first real case, which they had solved together, and which had even earned him the respect of the Mayor. He was no longer the cowering carabiniere who handed out parking tickets. Now he was a real policeman who could crack murder cases.

         "By the way, I am very pleased that the Abbess has assigned you to the market stall again."

         Isabella grinned. "Me too. You have no idea how much I enjoy that work." Then she blinked and mischief appeared on her face. "But it's not like she had any other choice."

         Matteo looked at her admonishingly. "You blackmailed her."

         Isabella raised her hands defensively. "Honestly! Please. I just asked her what the other sisters would think if they found out that a decision affecting the whole convent had been made without their involvement. So I guess she thought it would be a pretty good idea to cave in a bit and get me to … take a vow of silence, shall we say."

         Matteo raised his glass and toasted Isabella.

         "Let's drink to my duties at the market stall and your public commendation from the Mayor – for solving a completely official murder case."

         "We, Sister Isabella, we solved it."

         "In any case, I think we made an excellent team," she admitted.

         "I must concur."

         Matteo just couldn't get that grin off his face. The public commendation not only meant that he was finally being seen differently by the villagers, but also that he had become closer to the Mayor's daughter. As chance would have it, they were seated next to each other at the subsequent dinner at the town hall and had the whole evening to get to know each other better – which did not please the Mayor at all. But Matteo didn't care. He was about to fall in love with an antique dealer by the beautiful name of Nina.

         Matteo took a big sip and let the wine spread slowly across his tongue. He could already feel the Chianti making his thoughts heavy. He would leave his Lancia Delta at the convent and walk home. But the atmosphere and the wine were worth it. All at once he was overcome by a feeling of total completeness. This evening. The weather. The people around him. In that moment, Matteo could not wish to be anywhere else.

         "And you know what the best part is?"

         She looked at him curiously.

         "From now on, parking will again be free in Via Madonna delle Grazie. No more tickets. No parking meters."

         "Cheers to that!"

          
   

         End
   

      
   


   
      
         
            About Death at Noon - book 1

         

         Benvenuto a Santa Caterina - a picturesque village in the heart of Tuscany where the bells of the local Abbey ring loud and clear across the idyllic rolling green hillsides. But wait, it's noon in the Abbey of Santa Caterina - and Sister Isabella is puzzled by the silence - why are the bells not ringing?

          
   

         As Isabella ponders this mystery, she makes a horrific discovery: Sister Raffaella is lying lifeless in the cloister. At first glance, it seems as though the dead nun must have fallen from the belfry. But then what is the meaning of the number that was drawn in the dust by the body?

          
   

         Was this really an accident, as the Mother Superior is stonily insisting? Isabella doesn't believe so. Together with the young Carabiniere Matteo, Isabella begins an investigation of her own and soon uncovers a dark secret… now only divine intervention can help!

          
   

         Monastery, murder and dolce vita - a crime series like a holiday under the Italian sun.

         Fans of Richard Osman's 'Thursday Murder Club' will love this humerous cosy crime read.
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