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Prologue
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Camille tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear as she finished packing her valise. The trip across the Mediterranean from the mainland of Italy on a steamship had been pleasant after what had proved to be a tiring odyssey from Southampton. The English Channel had been rather grey and choppy the day they had boarded the ship, and neither she nor Cecily had enjoyed it, both relieved when it had come to an end and they had reached the coast of France.

They stopped over in Portugal, then Spain, where she, Cecily, Ottillie, Rose and Elsie had enjoyed the fruits of those countries, the food, the culture, the music, and in Elsie’s case the creative dancing. She had enjoyed herself riotously to the amusement of Camille and Cecily who had simply allowed her to let her hair down and enjoy everything those countries had to offer.

They’d needed it, the abandonment of a grief that had weighed them down since the winter. It had felt like a heavy cloak, shrouding Camille and Ottilie, and by her love and friendship towards them, Cecily too. Being with a person like Elsie West was a tonic. Camille knew she would lift their spirits, and so she had.

The death of Harry Divine had been one of the most shocking events Camille had ever lived through. That they were estranged had made it all the more difficult, simply because it was new territory to her and she wasn’t sure how much she should do, or say.

Her first thought of course had been Ottilie, who had, in the beginning, found it difficult to comprehend her beloved father was no longer with them. There was guilt too. He had been on his way to see her at her school in Hampshire when his motor car had run into a tree after frightening a horse which had run across his path. He had been instantly killed. It was small comfort, but Camille had tried to explain to her weeping daughter that he would not have known, that the event had happened so fast, so out of the blue, he would not have comprehended what was happening to him.

The funeral had been harrowing. Harry had been promised to Lady Emily Livingstone. They were betrothed, a wedding to take place after Harry’s divorce from Camille had been finalised. It had not happened, leaving both Camille and Lady Emily in despair. Neither knew their position, neither knew where they stood. Camille and Ottilie occupied the front pew in the church, with his weeping fiancé in the front pew on the other side of the church. It went against protocol, but Camille had let it go. The days of her following aristocratic protocol had long gone, but her parents had certainly said something about it.

A weeping Lady Emily had envisaged a wonderful married life with Harry. Her parents had pushed her to the front of the church to take pride of place. Camille felt sorry for her and rather thought she’d had a lucky escape.

Weeks later, when Harry’s solicitor had requested a meeting with Camille, he had delivered the news that Harry had fully intended to change his will once their divorce was finalised, but when he had been killed had still not done so. His will had remained as it had been when Camille and Harry were together.

Camille was his rightful heir...to the title, his wealth, and to Kenilworth House. She had been mortified. A wave of nausea had almost overcome her as she sat in the solicitor’s office in Mayfair. The solicitor had wanted to call a doctor, but Camille had refused. Never had she thought she would inherit all that Harry owned. She wanted none of it. It had not brought her happiness and her life at Duke Street had been joyful. I don’t want it to change, she had thought. I’m being pushed into something I don’t want and I don’t know what to do. There were decisions to be made.

She knew she would be pushed to make them.

Ottilie had finally returned to her school. There had been just a few weeks before the summer break, but Camille decided it would be best if her daughter could get back into her normal life as soon as possible...if “normal” could ever be achieved again.

Camille did not mourn Harry in the traditional sense of the word. She had already mourned the breakdown of her marriage, and felt no love for him, but there was a strange sense of loss. He had made her life difficult, had made demands of her she’d thought he had no right to make, had tried to rule her life even though they were no longer together. She had to acknowledge she would have continued to accept his interference in her life, even if she always seemed to win the day. It had become almost an accepted way of life, listening to Harry spouting about what Camille should and shouldn’t do, could or could not do. I would have put up with all of that, she thought, if only Ottilie could have her Papa back.
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Chapter 1
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In Ottilie’s absence, Camille had arranged a holiday, somewhere warm and sunny where they could soak up the atmosphere and taste a different life for a few weeks.

Their destination was Sicily, a country Camille had never before seen. Her parents, she understood, had spent the two months of their honeymoon soaking up the sun in a stunning hotel on the East of the island, and it was where Camille and her friends were aiming for, hopefully without event or mishap.

Their journey had been leisurely and scenic, the landscapes as they passed through different regions ever-changing, and certainly, the ship was elegant, comfortable and catered for their every need.

It featured large decks for dining, socialising, and simply making new friends, and in the evenings they found themselves lying on loungers in the calm seas, looking up at a star-spangled sky as they sipped gin fizz and allowed their imaginations to wander.

That morning the ship had approached the southern coast of Italy, the anticipation of reaching Sicily increasing with every moment. As they grew nearer, Camille, Cecily, and Elsie went up to the deck where they could see rugged landscapes, the huge mountains an outstanding feature of the island.

‘What’s the name of the place where the ship will dock, Madam?’ asked Cecily.

‘Palermo,’ smiled Camille. ‘We’ll disembark there, then take a train to our destination.’

‘Where will we be stayin’,’ asked Elsie, the excitement and anticipation written clearly on her face. ‘I ‘ope it’s like the other places we’ve stayed in. I reckon we’ve ‘ad a whale of a time already.’

Camille chuckled. ‘Well, Elsie, you certainly have. I think the residents of the villages where we stayed were sorry to see you leave. You brought so much fun into their lives.’

Elsie smiled. ‘Ahh, what a lovely fing ter say.’ Cecily glanced at Camille and they smiled.

‘Will it take us long on the train, Madam?’ asked Cecily. ‘We are goin’ by train aren’t we?’

‘We are indeed. ‘I’ve booked suites for us so we’ll have perfect privacy. Fortunately, we’ll board after lunch and it will take about six hours to get to Taormina, which is the capital city of Messina. I understand it’s very beautiful, but I thought a daytime trip will allow us to see at least part of the island in all its glory.’ She glanced at Cecily. ‘I think it will be an eye-opener for you, Cecily, and Elsie of course.’

‘An eye-opener?’ said Elsie frowning. ‘In what way?’

Camille grinned. ‘You’ll see. It’s nothing like France. Paris was a bit like London, wasn’t it, with the hustle and bustle that accompanies large cities. I think you will find this is completely different. The scenery is not refined like Paris, not urban in that sense. It is rugged with mountains, old buildings dating back hundreds of years. Narrow cobble-stoned walkways that lead to even narrower alleyways with quaint shops selling all kinds of knickknacks. I’m anticipating that we will love it.’

And so it was the five of them had looked forward to a holiday together, not knowing what to expect from their destination, but hoping it would be full of charm and adventures.
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CAMILLE AND RICHARD had not seen each other for months. He had brought the news to her of Harry’s death, but had remained quiet and at a distance. Camille knew it was precisely what he would do. He was a man of respect and dignity, and he would have assumed the aftermath of Harry’s death would have been a difficult time for both her and Ottilie.

‘The heavens have conspired against us yet again,’ said Camille one evening as they sat on the deck, observing the vast inky sky.

‘What’s that?’ asked Elsie, already in her cups and loving every moment.

‘Oh, nothing,’ Camille sighed. ‘Just ruminating on life.’

‘Which ain’t treated you too well lately, ‘as it, ducks?’

‘No. No, I must confess it has been one of the more difficult periods in my life.’

Elsie leant on her elbow and looked at Camille. ‘And what about ‘is nibs? ‘Ave yer seen ‘im?’

Camille shook her head. ‘Not since we picked Ottilie up from the school, the day after Harry had died.’

Elsie frowned. ‘Are yer not allowed ter see ‘im?’

Camille pulled a face. ‘No one has said I can’t see him. Even my parents thought it would be good for me to have some respite from what has been a trying time and arrange to see him, but no, I thought it best, for Ottilie’s sake. I must make sure Ottilie is all right. Afterwards? We’ll see.’

‘You ain’t givin’ up on ‘im are yer?’

Camille chuckled. ‘No, I’m not giving up on him. I just trying to do what’s right, Elsie. I may not have been wedded to Harry in the usual sense of the word, but we were still married...still husband and wife if you can believe it.’

‘And now you own everything.’

Camille took a large gulp of her gin fizz. ‘Yes. Yes, I do.’

‘And you don’t want it?’

Camille shook her head. ‘None of it? The financial side I need for Ottilie. I want her to continue at her school, to have the life she always had, but the rest? No, no I don’t want that.’

‘The title?’

‘Don’t think I can get rid of it. I have been Lady Divine for more than ten years, and as Harry’s surviving relative will be expected to keep it. There is no other heir. Harry was an only child. Perhaps struggling to conceive runs in the family. Certainly, it caused Harry a great deal of angst. Of course it will change things for Ottilie.’

Elsie settled down on her lounger and frowned. ‘In what way?’

‘She is my heir, Elsie. Her father didn’t want her to be his heir because she is a girl. Now...now she will inherit everything.’ Camille took another sip of her drink. ‘Funny how things work out isn’t it?’

‘Almost like someone somewhere made things right.’

‘Perhaps.’
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Chapter 2
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The ship sailed into the harbour at Palermo. The sun was dry and hot and Camille and the others had dressed in their most colourful sundresses. All wore large picture hats and sunglasses.

‘Oh, gosh,’ cried Camille. ‘Look at it. Isn’t it wonderful?’

The port was bustling and atmospheric with the quays, docks and warehouses all in view. There were other steamships and sailing vessels waiting to unload either cargo, or passengers who had visited the magical island of Sicily.

Behind the port the mountains rose up behind like sentinels, providing the area with an olde world appearance everyone commented upon.

‘Oh, Mama,’ cried Ottilie. ‘The mountains. They’re sensational. Will we be able to climb them?’

‘Not here, darling. We’re due to catch the train from the station in Palermo to Messina. From there we’ll go to our hotel. There’s plenty of time for you to do everything you hope to do.’

‘The buildings are quite funny aren’t they?’ said Rose, ‘And look,’ she pointed up to one of the mountains, ‘there’s a town up there.’ She frowned. ‘How strange. Look, Mama,’ she cried to Elsie. ‘Can you see it?’

‘I can,’ said Elsie, pleased her daughter was taking in everything around her. She was due to begin the term at the same school in Hampshire as Ottilie at the end of the summer, and was pleased that both Rose and Ottilie would have a shared unique experience to talk about to the other girls.
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‘WHAT TIME DO WE NEED to catch the train,’ Elsie asked Camille.

Camille looked at the gold watch glinting on her tanned wrist. ‘We have a couple of hours. I’ve arranged for our luggage to be taken to the station ahead of us so we can wander around Palermo for a while. I thought we could have some breakfast and survey Sicily’s capital for an hour or so.’

At length, they queued at the gangplank where the crew allowed passengers to disembark a few at a time. Gradually all the passengers disembarked and Camille and the others found themselves standing on the portside where everyone was milling about, trying to find luggage, members of their party, or the way out.

‘Look, Madam,’ cried Cecily. ‘There’s a sign there. It says “Uscita”. Do you think it means the exit, the way out.’

‘We can but investigate,’ said Camille, then chuckled. ‘We’re quite good at it, aren’t we, Cecily?’

Cecily giggled. ‘We definitely are, Madam.’

Cecily was right about the sign. They followed it out through a wide street which allowed carts and motor vehicles through, either to collect or drop off. So much was going on it was difficult for any of them to concentrate on one thing.

‘I’m hungry, Mama,’ said Ottilie. ‘Could we find a café, or a restaurant do you think?’

‘Of course,’ cried Camille. ‘Come on everyone. Let’s find somewhere to eat.’

They wandered down the narrow street where the buildings appeared to nod to each other and found a delightful outdoor café. It was busy but there was a table free and the girls ran to claim it.

‘I’ll go inside and order,’ said Camille. ‘Continental breakfast for everyone? They all nodded, looking forward to spiced honey cakes coated with almonds, croissants filled with cream or jam, and strong Sicilian coffee.

Camille went into the rather dark café feeling a little apprehensive. She did not speak Sicilian and thought the owners might take offense if she tried to order in English. To her delight they spoke English, enough for them to understand Camille’s order. She went back outside into the sunshine, a huge smile on her face.

‘All ordered. Not long to wait. Doesn’t it smell amazing?’

‘The coffee smells lovely,’ sighed Elsie. ‘The men ain’t bad, niver. Look at ‘im over there with the long ‘air. He’s gorgeous ain’t ‘e? I like men wiv a bit of a tan.’

Camille stared at her. ‘Elsie! We’ve been here five minutes and already you’re looking at...well...someone.’

‘Oh, come on, Camille,’ laughed Elsie. ‘Lookin’ don’t ‘urt do it. Actions speak louder don’t they?’ Camille couldn’t deny what Elsie said was true, but she was relieved when her order was delivered to their table.

They ate with gusto. Everything was freshly baked and tasted wonderful.

‘Oh, Madam,’ sighed Cecily. ‘That was lovely. Those little honey cakes. I could have eaten another one but I’m watchin’ me waistline.’

Camille laughed. ‘Cecily, you’re as thin as a reed. Why do you need to watch your waistline?’

Cecily flushed pink from her neck to her hairline. ‘Russell asked me to marry ‘im.’

There were shrieks from Ottilie and Rose. Elsie patted her on the back, and Camille reached for her hand, her face broken by a huge smile. ‘When, Cecily? When did he ask you?’

‘Last month?’

Camille gazed at her, astonished. ‘But why didn’t you tell us before?’

Cecily looked shy, suddenly, uncomfortable at being the centre of attention. ‘It d’int seem right, Madam, what wiv you and Miss Ottilie in mournin’. It felt uncomfortable that I was in the middle of all this ‘appiness while you and Miss Ottilie were copin’ wiv somethin’ awful. I thought the right time was when we were ‘ere, when we was enjoyin’ ourselves.’

Camille nodded. ‘Of course you would think that, Cecily. You’re kind and caring. It was respectful of you and Russell to wait and tell us what you’re planning.’ Something occurred to Camille. ‘Does Chief Inspector Owen know?’

‘He does, Madam, and ‘e’s very pleased for us.’

Camille smiled and nodded. She knew Elsie’s eyes were on her but she was determined not to betray her true feelings. How she missed Richard. At a time when she had gone through one of the most horrific periods of her life she had been unable to call on him for comfort, not even for friendship. She was aware the mavens of society would have torn her limb from limb if she had even attempted to make contact with Richard. The Gods were keeping them apart, nothing was aligning for them. She wondered why.
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LATER, THEY WANDERED the streets of Palermo while they waited for the time to board the train which would take them to Taormina, the capital of Messina. As they wandered the city they were astounded by the buildings, still beautiful even though some of them were crumbling. People lived in them, washing hung from the windows, which were simply shuttered, glassless, allowing air to circulate the interiors.

The streets were narrow and winding, and on some of the corners there were markets selling everything from olive oil to wine, fruits to handcrafted trinkets. The noise and bustle was fascinating, and both Ottilie and Rose observed everything with huge eyes.

‘You were right when you said Sicily wasn’t like France, Mama,’ said Ottilie, barely able to take everything in. ‘It’s all so different.’

‘Yes,’ answered Camille, putting an arm around her daughter’s shoulders. ‘Which is why I’m so keen on you to travel. Each country we visit has something different to offer. It’s wonderful, isn’t it?’

‘Will Taormina be the same as Palermo?’

Camille shook her head. ‘I think not. It will be quieter, and hilly, I’ve been told, but there will be lots to do and see, and I’ve booked a beautiful hotel where we can see over the town. It’s something to look forward to.’

Ottilie glanced up at Camille with tears in her eyes.

‘I love you, Mama.’

Camille hugged her and sighed. ‘And I love you, sweetheart.’ She glanced down at Ottilie, whose cheeks were wet with tears. ‘I’m so sorry for what you’ve been through lately. It must have been so difficult for you.’

‘But I’ve got you, haven’t I, Mama? We’ve got each other?’

‘Yes, Ottilie. And we’ll always have each other.’ She smiled at her daughter. ‘I’m hoping we’ll have lots of adventures together.’

‘Like the ones you and Cecily have?’

Camille chuckled. ‘Well, perhaps not quite like those, but our travels will be our adventures.’

Ottilie nodded and squeezed Camille, then went to walk with Rose, a girl who was also without her father.

Elsie caught up with Camille. ‘She’ll be all right, yer know, Camille. She’s tough. It might bring out the best in ‘er.’

‘I can still hardly believe it, Elsie. After years of sparring with Harry I will have peace, but it is a peace that has a hefty price tag. Both Ottilie and I have had our lives turned upside down. We’re both floundering, wondering how we should be feeling. I did wonder if it was too early for us to embark on a holiday, but I’ve reconsidered. I think it is the best decision I have made lately.’

She laughed. ‘I’m not renowned for my decision making, but I think it was a good idea to get out of London where the gossip mongers are still tattling. Perhaps being away for a few weeks will give them a chance to forget about us.’

‘And then what? Nathanial says his society have long memories. They’ll know about your friendship with ‘is nibs. They might...what’s that sayin’ again what you’re so fond of?’

‘Send me to Coventry?’ Camille laughed again. ‘I think you mean ostracize.’ She nodded. ‘Yes, they could very easily ostracise me, but the point is I am now higher up in the echelon than most of Harry’s peers. I’m hoping they’ll remember that, not for me you understand, but for Ottilie. I don’t want her to be hurt.’

Elsie wrinkled her nose. ‘They sound an ‘orrible bunch if you ask me.’

Camille nodded. ‘Yes, yes they are a horrible bunch. They’re mean and mealy-mouthed and only want to know you if you have a title.’ She glanced at Elsie. ‘Sounds awful, doesn’t it?’

Elsie shrugged. ‘You don’t ‘ave to live your life that way, Camille. You’ve always done what you thought was right. Will you live at Kenilworth ‘Ouse? ‘Uge place, ain’t it?’

‘It is...too big. I can’t bear the thought of living there.’

‘And Ottilie?’

‘She doesn’t like it there either. She’s not actually said, but her eyes are always brighter when she’s at Duke Street. I think she feels a bit guilty about it.’

‘Poor kid.’

‘Quite. She is, but that is not what everyone will think. They’ll think how fortunate she is to be an heir to an old title and a stately home. It’s how they contemplate luck. Emotions don’t come into it. Just the title and the wealth.’
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Chapter 3
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An hour later they were waiting in a café at Palermo Station, waiting for the train to Messina. From there they would take a cab to Taormina and spend the first night of their holiday in the hotel Camille had chosen for them. She knew the girls would love it. It had a stunning restaurant, a beauty parlour on site, and a magnificent swimming pool lit with coloured lights in the evening.

The train puffed into the station and Ottilie and Rose grinned at one another.

‘I love the trains,’ said Ottilie. ‘They’re so romantic.’

Rose nodded. ‘I think they’re romantic too.’ Camille glanced at Elsie and Cecily, and shook her head, smiling.

‘We’d better go on to the platform,’ said Camille. ‘Hopefully, our luggage is being boarded. We’re first class, so should get some good seats and a decent buffet car. As they stepped out of the café Rose squealed.

‘There are our cases, Mama. Look the men are putting them into a car of their own.’

Elsie smiled. ‘It’s not just for our luggage yer daft ‘aporth,’ she said. ‘Everyone’s luggage will be stowed in there, then it will be taken to a cab ‘opefully. I don’t fancy dragging our trunks along them cobbled streets.’

‘It’s all arranged,’ said Camille. ‘A car should be waiting for us when we get to the other end.’

Elsie looked impressed. ‘You’re very efficient, Lady Divine,’ she said with a smirk.

Camille sighed. ‘I haven’t had anything else to do over the last few weeks. I threw myself into making arrangements for our holiday. I rather enjoyed it.’ She comically frowned at Elsie. ‘And don’t call me Lady Divine.’
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THEY EMBARKED THE TRAIN and found their carriage. It was supremely comfortable, with padded, well-upholstered seats covered in red velvet. Each of the carriage windows had short curtains held back by gold tassels. The walls of the carriage were panelled in wood, and in between the seats was a carpeted runner in red and green. It was opulent and cozy.

‘Oh, Madam,’ breathed Cecily. ‘I di’nt think train carriages could be like this. It’s beautiful. It really is. Thank you.’

‘It is lovely isn’t it. Now let’s get seated. The train will begin its journey soon and you’ll see the delights of Sicily out of the window. We could have got an overnight train, but I thought this would be much more interesting.’

‘Well done, Camille,’ said Elsie. ‘Reckon I’ll let you plan all my trips.’

‘I just hope you love the hotel...booked unseen of course, but  it came highly recommended and sounds wonderful.’

‘What’s it like, Mama?’ asked Ottilie.

Camille’s eyes twinkled. ‘Wait and see.’
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THE JOURNEY FROM PALERMO to Sicily was enchanting. The steam train puffed its way through countryside, mountain ranges, and villages with houses built in pink-hued stone. There were olive groves everywhere, edged with wooded areas and hills. Mountains were the backdrop of most of the scenery, with abandoned stone-built farmhouses dotting the countryside. It was spectacular.

They arrived at the station in Messina some eight hours after they had boarded. The train had made two stops on the journey, but Camille and the others had elected to stay aboard the train. Ottilie and Rose had both fallen asleep, the gentle rocking of the train sending them into slumber.

Camille, Elsie and Cecily had dozed but had swiftly woken when a rather handsome waiter entered the carriage pushing a trolley with covered dishes.

‘Signorias, Signorinas, lunch is served.’

He took the silver cloches from the serving dishes revealing seafood, fish, spaghetti, and the most wonderful bread.

‘I think I’m going ter like Sicily,’ said Elsie, diving first into the delectable repast. ‘If the food’s anythin’ ter go by, I’ll be well ‘appy.’

The train pulled into the station at about seven o’clock in the evening. It was still warm, the sun shining constantly throughout their journey.

‘We must look out for our cab,’ said Camille. ‘It should be waiting for us.’ They disembarked the train, then looked at the signs posted at either end.

‘It’s the same sign as before,’ said Cecily... ‘Uscita, exit I s’pose. I fink we should go this way.’

Cecily seemed to take the lead which amused Camille, who wondered if her new status as engaged woman gave her more confidence. ‘We’re right behind you, Cecily,’ she called. ‘Come on, girls, she called to the others. ‘Keep your eyes open for the cab.’

In the street outside the station was a cab and a driver, who was loading their cases into the boot.

‘There it is, Lady Camille,’ cried Rose. ‘There’s my case again.’

‘So it is,’ cried Camille. ‘Well done, Rose. Come on everyone. I can’t wait to get to the hotel.’

‘Have you visited Messina before, Madam?’ asked Cecily.

‘No, but my parents honeymooned here. The Strait of Messina is apparently so beautiful it takes one’s breath away...so my mother described it. We must remember she had just married my father and was madly in love.’ She glanced at Cecily with a smile. ‘Which is how you will be when you marry Russell.’

‘Yeah, but our ‘oneymoon will likely be in Bognor, Madam, not The Straits of Messina.’

Camille smiled and turned her head away. Cecily could be so amusing when she was intending to be at her most dour.

As the cab took them to their hotel in Taormina, Camille decided her mother had certainly been truthful in her description of Messina. It was truly beautiful, almost tropical in appearance, with the hot colours of orange and red flowers in every window box and tub, the sea the most gorgeous blue she had ever seen.

‘Breathtaking,’ she breathed. ‘Utterly breathtaking.’
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Chapter 4
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The hotel was as Camille had expected. She had been rather nervous on the cab drive to Taormina. She knew how important it would be that the hotel was perfect. And it was.

It was a rustic building of cream stone with large windows. Over the windows, which were shuttered with wooden screens painted a subtle green were striped awnings in pink and green. They fluttered in the slight breeze which was welcome, with all of them fanning themselves with their sunhats. It was extremely hot.

Around the hotel was a panoply of half-barrel tubs filled with the most gorgeous flowers, hibiscus, roses, gypsophila, and many others Camille did not recognise. She smiled as she observed the reactions of her travelling companions. They were as enchanted as she.

‘This is nice, Camille,’ said Elsie. ‘Bit different to Manhattan ain’t it? Not sure I ever felt at ‘ome there. Thought it were better when we left ter go ter the ‘ouse you rented.’

Camille nodded. ‘I felt the same, Elsie. This looks heavenly, and the aroma coming from the kitchen is mouth-watering. I think dinner will be a treat.’

‘Well, I’m ready for it.’

‘You always are.’
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TWO BELLBOYS RAN OUT of the hotel and removed the cases from the cab’s boot. Camille paid the driver and they followed the young men into the hotel. Halfway up the step to the front entrance Camille was certain she could hear the unmistakeable sound of a woman crying. She stopped for a moment frowning.

‘Yeah, I ‘eard it an’ all,’ said Elsie. Cecily had stopped also and was looking at Camille in surprise.

‘Should I go in first do you think?’ said Camille. ‘In case there’s a circumstance?’

‘Someone’s got a circumstance. She’s givin’ it all she’s got by the sound of it.’

Camille left the others on the step while she walked up the remaining five steps which took her to the front entrance. She opened the door gingerly and peeped into the foyer.

At the desk was a young girl whose eyes were red and swollen. She had clearly been crying, but the sobbing did not come from her. It was an older woman who was sitting on a chaise longue in one of the alcoves. Her body heaved with distress, and she hiccupped and sniffed into her handkerchief as though she would never stop. The girl at the desk looked up when she espied Camille at the door.

‘Signora?’ She rushed out from behind the desk and reached for Camille’s arm. ‘Signora, I am so sorry. What a welcome for you. I am so sorry.’ She smiled hesitantly. ‘You are Lady Divine are you not?’

‘I am,’ said Camille. ‘Have we arrived at a difficult moment?’

‘No, no, Signora. Please not to worry. Where is the rest of your party?’

‘They are waiting outside. We didn’t want to intrude.’

‘Please, Signora, ask them to come in. We can book you into your rooms and make you comfortable. My parents are not here at the moment, but they will be pleased to welcome you on their return.’

Camille smiled at her. ‘You speak marvellous English. Where were you taught?’

‘My parents sent me to a tutor, Signora Divine. We have many English guests and it is good for business to make ourselves understood. Sadly, my parent’s English is not so good.’

‘And your name, my dear?’

The girl smiled. ‘Francesca, Signora Divine.

Camille went to the door and beckoned the others in. Thankfully, the woman sitting in the alcove had ceased crying, and was instead simply sitting quietly, her handkerchief to her nose. Occasionally she would wipe her eyes and shake her head as though in disbelief.

‘What’s ‘appened? What was all that about?’ asked Elsie as she entered through the front door.

Camille shrugged. ‘I still haven’t got to the bottom of it,’ she whispered. ‘There’s certainly something going on.’

‘An’ who’s that?’ asked Elsie in a loud voice, indicating the woman in the alcove with the red eyes.

‘It’s my aunt,’ said the Francesca. ‘She is distressed.’

‘Why?’ asked Elsie. Camille winced. Elsie was never one for niceties. If she wanted to know something she simply asked with no dissembling.

‘My aunt, Giovanna Barresi, we think she has died.’ Francesca covered her mouth with her hand. She lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘The police say...the police say they think she...she was murdered, Signora Divine, murdered.’ She shook her head. ‘There was blood, in her bedroom, but Giovanna was not there. She lives there alone so it must be hers.’ The woman in the alcove began to sob again. ‘My parents are at her villa now, with the police. They are being questioned, and soon it will be my turn and Auntie Rosaria.’ She held her hands up by her sides as though appealing to a higher deity. ‘Do they think we would have wanted to murder the most beautiful woman in the world, the songbird who had sung in front of Presidents and Royalty. No...no, we would not have done that. We loved her, adored her. No family could love anyone more.’

Camille turned to see Ottilie and Rose staring at Francesca. Their eyes were almost on stalks they looked so astonished. Suddenly, Francesca returned to her calm demeanour. She opened the arrivals book and asked Camille to sign her party in to the hotel.

‘If you would please sign here, Signora Divine?’ She slammed her hand down onto a small bell on the reception desk. ‘The bell boys will take your valises up to your rooms. There are three as you requested, two doubles and a single. All have sea views, all are beautiful.’

She smiled a magnificent smile, her teeth sparkling white, her cheeks rosy with health. Her long wavy hair, which had laid around her shoulders she suddenly swept up into a knot on the top of her head and secured it with a pencil which she pushed through the chignon.

‘We hope you have a wonderful stay with us, Signora Divine, and your party, of course. In your rooms you will find water, fruit, and beautiful Sicilian soaps for your bathing. If there is anything you need, please, don’t hesitate to let us know. Dinner is still being served in the restaurant.’ She turned to look at the clock behind her. ‘You have time if you go to the restaurant in the next half hour.’

Suddenly, two bell boys swooped in from who knew where, and proceeded to pick up the trunks. They made for the stairs.

‘No lifts, then?’ said Elsie. ‘Prob’ly just as well. I always eat too much on these excursions of ours. It’ll be good exercise.’

‘I think you’re right, Elsie. Lifts are too easy.’ She beckoned to Ottilie, Rose, and Cecily. ‘Come on girls, let’s go to the restaurant. We can explore the rooms later. I don’t know about you but I’m hungry and I expect you are too.’ They followed the signs to the restaurant. When they arrived at the room they gasped.

‘Oh, Camille,’ sighed Elsie. ‘Would you look at that?’

In front of them was a large room, more modern than the hotel foyer. It was mostly glass which highlighted the most wonderful aspect of all...a panoramic view of the sea.

Camille shook her head. ‘Stunning. Sicily gets more beautiful the more I see of it. What an outstanding view.’

Ottilie came and stood next to her mother, putting her arms around Camille’s waist.. ‘Oh, Mama, it’s so beautiful. I never dreamed it would be like this...the azure sea, the gorgeous colours of the flowers, even the sand is more yellow than any I’ve ever seen. Why is it like this?’

Camille shrugged and shook her head. She was astounded by the view which had almost rendered her speechless. ‘I don’t know, darling. Perhaps it’s the light. The light here seems so pure. Maybe we’re seeing things as they really are.’ She chuckled. ‘We live in London don’t forget...with all its noise, and smells, and fog. Everything seems so grey, even in the summer. Here there is nothing like that. Everything is pure and in its natural form.’ She shook her head again. ‘It is certainly outstanding. In all my travels I’ve never seen anything quite like it.’

They were shown to their table by a young waiter with a deep tan and jet black hair. Ottilie and Rose looked at each other and giggled.

‘Oh dear,’ said Camille to Cecily. ‘I hadn’t thought of that.’

‘No, Madam. They’re at that age an’ all, ain’t they? You might ‘ave ter keep an eye on ‘em.’

‘I’ll certainly be doing that, but look, Mrs West is just as bad.’ Elsie was smiling at the waiter with what Camille would call an over-friendly smile.

Cecily laughed. ‘She likes to enjoy herself, Madam, don’t she?’

Camille raised her eyebrows. ‘She certainly does.’
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DINNER WAS SUMPTUOUS. They tucked into tomatoes, basil and mozzarella, clams and spaghetti in a cream sauce, and a coffee and chocolate pudding.

‘Oh, dear,’ said Camille. ‘I’m going to have to be careful. Three courses every day at dinner is not a good idea, although...it is so very tempting.’

‘I don’t care,’ said Elsie, as she scraped up the last spoonful of her pudding and put it into her mouth. ‘I’ll eat whatever’s put in front of me, as long as it’s nice.’

‘The thing is, Elsie, you don’t have to worry. I don’t know what it is about you, but you don’t put on an ounce.’ She frowned. ‘It really is most unfair.’

Elsie grinned. ‘I know.’

‘I wonder what all that was about, before, Madam?’ asked Cecily. ‘Yer know, when we arrived? They seemed so upset...Francesca and her auntie.’

Camille nodded. ‘They did rather, didn’t they? Francesca said her aunt Giovanna had died, had been murdered in her villa in Messina, although her body had not been discovered. I wonder if she made a mistake.’

‘I don’t fink so, Madam. She said ‘er parents were being questioned, and then it would be ‘er turn, and the turn of ‘er auntie to be questioned. She di’nt look too ‘appy about it, an’ I don’t know ‘ow the ‘ell they’re goin’ ter get any sense out that woman what was sittin’ in the alcove. She looked all done in.’ Cecily leant forward towards Camille. ‘We know ‘ow it works don’t we, Madam? It’s always the family what gets questioned first. Chief Inspector Owen always does it.’

Camille sighed. She’d been doing her best not to think about Richard, but she knew it would happen. He was so important in all their lives. Usually it would be six of them on a holiday together. This time it was only five. It hurt.

‘Yes, yes he does, Cecily. It’s because a member of the family is so often to blame. Perhaps the police in Sicily work in the same way.’

‘Francesca said her Aunt Giovanna ‘ad sung in front of Presidents and Royalty, Madam. I wonder what she meant by that.’

‘I have no idea, but I’ll make sure to ask her.’ Camille could feel the stirrings of interest. When there was a problem to solve she could not help but want to help solve it. She knew Cecily was the same. It was why they worked so well together. ‘Perhaps we should go to Messina tomorrow,’ said Camille, her head inclined to one side. ‘And perhaps we should find the villa where Francesca’s aunt’s body was found. And perhaps we could speak to one of the policeman there.’ She glanced at Elsie, then back to Cecily. ‘And I know the perfect person to do just that.’

Cecily smiled at Camille who looked again across to Elsie. She was laughing raucously at something one of the other guests had said, a man of course. Elsie knew how to break down barriers between people, even those who had been sworn to secrecy. If one wanted to know something, one should always ask Elsie.
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Chapter 5
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Their rooms were everything the hotel had promised, sumptuous, modern in décor, and utterly comfortable. Cecily was astonished to have her own room.

‘But, Madam, wouldn’t you like to have your own room? Miss Ottilie could come in with me.’

Camille smiled and took her to one side. ‘I know you wouldn’t mind, Cecily, but I think under the circumstances Ottilie should be with me. She has a brave face at the moment, trying hard not to allow her real feelings to spoil everyone’s enjoyment, but I’ve heard her crying in the night when everyone at Duke Street was asleep. She’s missing her father terribly, is still overwrought at the way in which he lost his life. I truly think she should be with me on this holiday.’

Cecily looked contrite. ‘I’m sorry, Madam. There I go again, jumpin’ in wiv me size sevens, only thinkin’ of meself.’

Camille put an arm around Cecily’s shoulders and squeezed them. ‘No, Cecily, you were thinking of me as you always do. I could not wish for a better friend.’ She sighed. ‘I brought Ottilie away from England so we would not have to explain things to people who would not mind stopping us in the street and enquiring over the details of Lord Divine’s death, or so we would not see the headlines in the newspapers which always seem to make things look worse than they actually are, although one wonders if it could be any worse.’

‘Thank you, Madam,’ said Cecily, her eyes bright at being called a friend to Camille. ‘I understand. It just don’t seem right for me to ‘ave a room to meself when everyone else is sharin’.’

‘Make the most of it, Cecily. It will be your own private domain for at least four weeks...longer if I decide it’s best for Ottilie.’

‘When will Miss Ottilie go back to school, Madam?’

‘Not until the beginning of September...and she’ll be taking Rose with her which could not have worked out better. She will have someone to hold her hand. Those girls are so close. I just pray them both being at the same boarding school does not change their relationship.

‘Ottilie needs Rose at the moment. And you, Cecily. You mean so much to her. You represent stability, and life not changing but remaining steady. There have been so many changes recently and, without a doubt, there will be more to come. As much as I love Duke Street, and Knolly, Phillips, and Aaron, I for one am not looking forward to returning to London.’
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THE FOLLOWING DAY THE hotel seemed very quiet when Camille and the others went down to breakfast. It seemed in Sicily the constant was the stunning view, and in the sparkling sun of the morning glow, it looked even better.

‘What will we do today, Mama? Ottilie asked Camille. ‘I’ve been looking at the program left in our bedroom. There is so much to see.’

‘I thought we could go to the town of Messina. It is the largest town with more shops than Taormina. Would you like to go there?’ Rose and Ottillie looked at each other, huge smiles on their faces. ‘Yes, please. I have lira. Do you have lira, Rose?’

Rose nodded. ‘Mama got them for me. I like the name of the money, do you, Ottilie? Lira. Lira. Sounds so much more romantic than pounds, shillings, and pence.’

‘I love the name of it, in fact, I think we should try and learn as much Italian as possible while we’re here. We both know French and got along famously when we were in Paris. I think it would be lovely to learn Italian.’ She turned to Camille. ‘Perhaps I could have Italian lessons when we’re home, Mama.’

‘I think it would be a lovely idea, Ottilie,’ answered Camille, happy that her daughter was showing an interest in something other than her father’s death. ‘But I don’t know if you realised that in Sicily the Italian they speak is different from Italian spoken on the mainland. And you should know it is called a romance language and derived from Latin, which I know you have learned at school. Here, there are three different Sicilian dialects, one for the north, one for the centre of the island, and one for the south.’

Ottilie stared at her. ‘So how will we know which one to learn?

‘I think you will be quite safe to learn Italian, Ottilie. It is spoken here and recognised by the islanders.’

‘Phew,’ said Ottilie, grinning. ‘For a moment I thought we would have to learn even more Latin.’

she sighed dramatically. ‘Oh, I can’t bear it, it’s so boring.’

Everyone laughed, and Camille felt her daughter may have turned a corner. She knew she had made the right decision to take Ottilie out of London. The previous night, Ottilie had slept soundly without distress or nightmares. It was a step forward.
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Chapter 6
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‘Good Morning, Signora Divine. I hope you slept well.’ Francesca was on the desk again, looking much brighter than she had the day before. ‘And your party of course. I understand you have your daughter with you?’ Cecily had taken the girls up to their rooms to get ready for their trip to Messina. Camille had decided the best time to question Francesca was if she were alone, so she could speak discreetly.

‘Yes, we slept well, Francesca.’ Camille smiled warmly at her. ‘I hope you have recovered from yesterday’s bad news. How are your parents?’

Francesca bit her lip. ‘My mother is desolata, how you say, desolate, very unhappy. She loved her sister very much. She must also take care of Auntie Rosaria, her sister. Auntie Rosaria is the eldest of the three sisters. She was born years before my mother and Aunt Giovanna. Things will never be the same. Giovanna was the most talented, the most beautiful.’ Tears rolled down Francesca’s cheeks. ‘We cannot understand who...or why anyone would do what they did.’

Camille went nearer to the desk, a sympathetic expression crossing her face. She wanted to know more but did not want to appear as though she were digging for information, but her investigative juices had begun to flow, and they would not be stopped until she had discovered what had happened to Giovanna.

‘Was Giovanna a singer, Francesca?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Francesca breathed, ‘a wonderful singer. Opera. She had sung everywhere, La Scala, The Teatro Massimo Vittorio Emanuele in Palermo, Teatro di San Carlo in Naples, and so many more. Lady Divine...Giovanna was a star!’

‘I’m so sorry, my dear. And the police...do they not have any idea what happened? Have they...discovered her?’

‘No, and they can tell us nothing.’ Francesca shook her head. ‘My poor Mama and Pappa were with the police for hours. They were exhausted when they returned to the hotel. They said the police accused them of being after Aunt Giovanna’s money, her jewels, her villa. That we were poor compared to her.’

She swallowed hard as more tears tracked down her cheek. ‘We have no interest in such things. They told the police we are happy with the hotel. We have the best situation in Taormina. You have seen in for yourself, Signora. When our guests first enter the restaurant they all do the same thing. They sussulto, they gasp because rarely they have seen such beauty. I know you saw it, Signora...and your family. They would have seen it too.

‘My parents...I have never seen them so sad. My mama said, it is one thing losing someone, but it is quite another when someone had knowingly taken that person’s life. I tried to comfort her but,’ she shrugged, ‘what can we say to make things better. We cannot bring Giovanna back. I would do anything...anything to make it better for my poor Mama. I don’t think she will ever recover.’

Camille nodded. By this time she was holding Francesca’s hands and trying to comfort her. Francesca could not have been more than eighteen, a young woman, an adult yes, but not far out of childhood. She seemed lost, trying to understand it all herself while comforting her parents.

An idea came to Camille. Before she could stop to ask herself it was a good idea, she said, ‘Francesca, I work with the police in London, with Scotland Yard. Would you like to me try to find out more for you and your parents?’

Francesca stared at her. ‘Signora Divine? You...a Lady...work with the police?’ She frowned and looked quizzically at Camille. ‘Why, Lady Camille? Why would you do it? Is it not pericolosa, er, dangerous?’

Camille couldn’t help but chuckle. ‘I’m not sure anyone has ever asked me that before, Francesca. I’m not sure why. I got involved in a case some years ago when a friend of mine was murdered. She was an artist, a beautiful artist. She was murdered and her body was left under a Christmas tree in London.’

Francesca gasped. ‘Lady Divine. Oh, caro, oh, dear. It is terrible. You caught the persona?’

‘Yes, Francesca, we caught the person. My friend was not the only woman he killed. He left the bodies under Christmas trees in tourist places, like Selfridges’ store in Oxford Street, and the Houses of Parliament. He was a very wicked man.’

Francesca leant forward and whispered to Camille. ‘Do you think it is a man who has killed our lovely Giovanna?’

‘I don’t know. Women kill too.’ She looked sympathetically at Francesca. ‘Perhaps there is another explanation, Francesca.’

‘But the blood, Signora, the blood. They said there was so much. And why in Giovanna’s bedroom? Because it is hers. It must be.’

At that moment, a man and a woman came down the stairs. By the expression on their faces, Camille surmised they were Francesca’s parents.

‘Lady Divine,’ said Francesca. ‘This is my mother and father, Allegra and Piu Lombardo. Mama, Pappa, this is Lady Divine, our guest.’

‘Lady Divine.’ Allegra Lombardo stepped forward and took both of Camille’s hands. She spoke to Camille in halting English. ‘We are honoured you have chosen The Lombardo Hotel to look after you while you are in Sicily. We would have welcomed you last evening, but, er, we could not, er, be here.’

Allegra Lombardo was an older version of her daughter. Her hair was dark and lustrous and reached the middle of her back. It was pulled off her face rather severely, but her skin was smooth and tanned. Her eyes were the darkest of browns, almost black. Already she was in mourning. She wore an ankle length dress in black silk with a plain black sandal. Camille thought how hot she  must feel, but then acknowledged Allegra was used to the sticky climate. It was a sombre outfit, but did not detract from Allegra Lombardo’s beauty.

Camille nodded. ‘Please do not concern yourself, Signora Lombardo. I understand you have received some very bad news, in fact just before my party and I arrived. We understand completely.’

Allegra nodded. ‘Yes, our beloved sister, Giovanna.’ She shook her head looking morose. ‘It is beyond our understanding that someone would want to extinguish the life of such a beautiful and talented soul. There was no one like her.’

‘Was she married, Signora Lombardo? Did she have a family?’

Allegra’s face darkened. ‘She was married once. He was not a good man. An uomo cativo. The police have been looking for him. He is the kind of man who has no real place to stay. He likes to er, svolazzare e volare.’ She flung her hands out in front of her. Camille looked at Francesca, frowning.

‘Flit and fly, Signora.’

‘It must have been him,’ said Allegra, angrily.

‘Allegra?’ chastised Piu Lombardo. ‘We cannot say this. We do not know. We do not know it was him.’

‘Allora chi altro. Chi altro prorebbe essere? L’ha presa.’

Again, Camille glanced at Francesca. ‘It must be him. Who else could it be? He has taken her.’
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ONCE ALLEGRA AND PIU had left Camille and gone to greet their other guests, Camille turned back to Francesca.

‘Would you like me to make some enquiries, Francesca?’

Francesca looked unsure. ‘My parents?’

Camille nodded. ‘You must ask them, of course. But your Aunt Giovanna’s address in Messina?’

Francesca quickly flicked through an address book. ‘Her villa is on the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino. It is the pink villa, Signora. You cannot miss it...it stands out from the others...but how will you get into the street. Will the police not have roped it off, or put signs there. Please be careful. The Sicilian police, they are intransigente.’

‘She means unforgiving, Signora Divine.’ Piu Lombardo had come back into the foyer and joined Francesca behind the reception desk. ‘I see you are curiosa, Lady Divine.’ He observed Camille with dark eyes fringed with long lashes. His thick dark hair was streaked with grey, and he was smartly dressed. A handsome man, Camille thought he had a rather surly look. One would not have wanted to argue with him. For some reason she imagined he had a harsh, perhaps loud voice. Then she realised why. He reminded her a little of Harry Divine. She shuddered inwardly.

‘I have offered to help, Signor Lombardo. I work with the police in London. Scotland Yard. My associate, Cecily Nugent is also with me. We are experienced in investigating certain crimes.’

He pulled his mouth into an upside down crescent and nodded slowly. He looked unimpressed, laconic. ‘Murder, Signora?’

Camille tipped her head. ‘I’m afraid so.’

He sighed, then looked up at her. ‘My wife seems to think she knows who killed her sister, Signora. Why would we need to pay you to look for the culprit when we have already told the police who we think took her life.’

‘There is no request for payment,’ said Camille. ‘I have never been paid for the help I’ve given the police, apart from a charitable donation. Let’s just say it’s an interest of mine...and my associate.’

He looked sceptical. ‘A hobby?’

Camille smiled. ‘It’s more than a hobby, Signor Lombardo. My associate and I have honed our talents in investigation and we’re almost experts.’

Signor Lombardo looked at his daughter for translation. Francesca gave it some thought. ‘Io e il mio socio abbiamo valorizzato il nostro talento investigativo e siamo quasi degli esperti.’

Lombardo nodded. He stopped looking through the guest book and allowed his eyes to rest on Camille. It made her shudder. His look was dark and almost seemed to pierce her soul. She wanted to look away, but knew if she did he would think she was weak. She was an investigator. Why would she be unsettled by the way someone looked at her? Because he looked at her like Harry used to, making her feel like an errant schoolgirl who had been caught smoking, or running around the corridors at night in her pyjamas. She thought Lombardo would dismiss her with a wave of his hand, a snort of derision, but he did not.

‘I don’t know who you are, Signora, but if you can put my wife’s mind at rest I will be eternally grateful. She weeps constantly. The only time I heard her weep more was when we lost our baby son, a stillbirth. She wept for months and I thought she would never stop. One day, she got out of bed and announced life had to go on. We had Francesca, our gift from God. And life did go on, but it came to an er...’ he looked at Francesca for help, ‘...brusco arresto, when we discovered Giovanna had been killed.’

Camille glanced at Francesca. ‘An abrupt halt.’ Camille nodded.

‘I hope she will recover, but I think it is the unknown which plagues her. Like when we lost our baby son, Pasquale. She didn’t know why. No one could help her. There was no explanation. Sometimes life is cruel...crudele. It gives and it takes and it does not have to tell us why.’ He shook his head, frowning.

‘But Giovanna? It was not life who took her. It was another being... essendo, someone who meant to take her life. And her body. To own it.’

‘A jealous lover perhaps?’ asked Camille.

Again Lombardo shrugged. ‘Perhaps.’

‘Or someone who was jealous of her talent? It seems she had sung in some of the most celebrated opera houses in Italy and Sicily.’

‘Around the world,’ said Lombardo. ‘Intorno al mondo. Allegra and Rosaria were very proud of her, their baby sister. La vita non sarà mai più la stessa.’

Camille glanced at Francesca for a translation. Francesca sighed and looked distraught.

‘Life will never be the same again.’
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‘YOU’VE BIN A WHILE,’ Elsie said to Camille when she went up to the rooms. ‘Are we goin’ out or ain’t we?’

Camille nodded. ‘We are, but I have something I need to speak with you and Cecily about.’

Elsie narrowed her eyes. ‘Oh, ‘ang on. I don’t like the sound of this.’

‘We agreed we would go to Messina today?’

‘Yeah, we did, but that was to go shoppin’, or at least look at the shops.’

‘Messina is beautiful, Elsie. There’s much more there than just shops.’

Elsie shouted at the top of her voice. ‘Cecily, get yerself in ‘ere. Camille’s landed us in ‘ot water. Again!’

Camille gaped at her. ‘I have not. I can’t imagine why you’re saying that.’

‘Because it’s what you do, ain’t it. You ain’t satisfied wiv eatin’ and drinkin’...and other stuff.’ She raised her eyebrows up and down a few times comically, which made Camille tut.

Cecily entered Elsie’s room wearing a new bright, yellow sundress with straps that tied in bows on the shoulders. Her hair was swept up in a chignon and fastened with a sparkly barrette.

‘Ooh, I say,’ exclaimed Elsie. ‘Looking for a new Italian beau are we?’

Cecily frowned. ‘Of course not, Mrs West. My Russell is everythin’ I could want. I just don’t want ter look like a maid all me life. I know I’m ‘ere to look after Madam, and Miss Ottillie, but I’d quite like ter be meself sometimes an’ all.’

‘Quite right,’ said Camille.

‘And why ‘as Lady Camille got us in ‘ot water?’

Elsie narrowed her eyes again. ‘I fink she’s found us a new investigation.’

Cecily turned to Camille. ‘An investigation? What kind of investigation?’

Camille sighed wishing Elsie would pipe down. ‘It’s not an investigation. I...I just offered to go to Giovanna Barresi’s villa on the Piazza Amma Maria Arduino to find out what was going on. For the family, you understand. I met the Lombardos this morning and Allegra Lombardo is tormented by her sister’s death, and the fact her body has disappeared. Her murder they and the police are assuming. None of them can understand why anyone would want to kill her, but apparently she was married once, to someone they considered was not a good man. Someone who wanted her for her money.’

‘Is she...I mean, was she rich then?’ asked Elsie.

‘She was an opera singer. She had sung in all the foremost opera houses of the world including La Scala.’ Camille thought for a moment. ‘You don’t get to sing there unless you have a major talent. She must have been sensational.’

‘And you want to go to the villa?’ said Elsie.

‘I do.’

‘Ter do what?’

‘Have a look...and I thought, well, as you have a singular talent for getting round certain members of our species, I thought you could talk to the police while Cecily and I search the vicinity.’

‘What will yer be searching for? And won’t the police ‘ave already done that?’

‘I expect so, but both Cecily and I know they miss things. They have on at least two of our investigations.’

‘Don’t let ‘is nibs ‘ere yer say that.’

‘He already knows.’

‘The Sicilian police might not be the same, Madam,’ said Cecily. ‘When we was in the cab yesterday, I noticed some of ‘em standin’ around. They don’t look nuthin’ like our coppers. Their trousers are tighter for one thing, and a few of ‘em even ‘ad their shirts open down the front showing their chests. One of ‘em was all ‘airy. And, they’ve got guns.’

Elsie took in a breath. ‘I don’t s’pose it would ‘urt just ter go and ‘ave a look would it? I mean, they ain’t likely to use their guns on us, are they? And if we can ‘elp the poor Lombardos who only want ter know what ‘appened ter their sister, well I suppose we should.’

‘Thank you, Elsie...and Cecily. I mean...yes, we’ll just go and look and report back what we see. If we find anything well, it’ll all be to the good I would imagine. At least it might let the Lombardos off the hook.’

‘I’ll get the girls,’ said Elsie. ‘They should be ready by now. And I might need to change into something more suitable, more suited to the climate ‘ere.’

When Elsie had left the room Camille laughed out loud.

‘Well, done, Cecily,’ she cried, clapping her hands. ‘You know exactly which buttons to press.’

‘I think we all know Mrs West by now, Madam. And I reckoned she wouldn’t be able to resist an ‘airy chest.’
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Chapter 7
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Francesca organised a cab for them, which turned out to be a cart pulled by a rather sulky looking horse rather than a car they were used to.

‘A cart?’ cried Elsie. ‘I’m wearing one of me best sundresses. I don’t want ter sit in no cart.’

‘It is not a cart for hay, Signorina,’ said Francesca in a placatory voice. ‘It is the one we take when we go to pick the lemons and olives from the groves during the harvest. It has seats inside, benches. It is perfectly safe. The motor cars were all taken by the other guests I’m afraid. I’m so sorry.’

Camille couldn’t help giggling at the look on Elsie’s face.

‘Oh, come now, Elsie,’ she said, patting her friends arm. ‘It’ll be fun.’

‘Hmm,’ replied Elsie. ‘It ‘ad better be.’ She shrugged and made her way outside while Ottilie and Rose giggled.

‘I think it will be great fun,’ said Ottilie. ‘And as we’re going along we’ll see everything.’

‘And everyone,’ said Rose, and they both burst into giggles again.

Camille rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, save me from adolescent girls,’ she cried. ‘For goodness sake, can we go nowhere without you thinking about boys.’

‘Mrs West isn’t an adolescent, Mama, and she thinks about boys all the time.’ More giggles.

‘That’s enough, Ottilie,’ said Camille, pulling a one-sided smile, happy her daughter was distracted from other things. ‘That’s not respectful.’

When they got outside onto the pavement the horse and cart were waiting. The cart was painted bright green and had two benches inside running the length of the cart, just enough room for the five of them to sit.

‘Thank goodness we’re not trying to get anywhere in secret, or in record time,’ sighed Camille as the horse and cart ambled along. The horse turned his head to look at them and Camille thought he gave her a rather annoyed look.

‘Oh, good Gawd,’ said Elsie. ‘Now you’ve upset the ‘orse.’

‘I’m not complaining. I think it’s rather nice. Sort of rustic, don’t you think. This is how Francesca said they get to the olive groves when they go to pick the olives. It’s rather wonderful.’

‘But not very fast,’ answered Elsie. ‘I could ‘ave walked quicker.’

‘Not in those heels, Elsie,’ said Camille, looking down pointedly at Elsie’s feet. ‘Why are you wearing heels on a day like today?’

Elsie shrugged. ‘They make my legs look better. I fought you said you wanted me to chat up the police. Ain’t no good me goin’ lookin’ like a peasant is it?’

Camille sighed. ‘I suppose not.’

It took over an hour and a half for them to get to Messina with a short stop on the way. Their sun hats came in handy to protect them from the increasing heat of the sun, and the driver, an elderly gentleman who spoke no English but used hand signals, pulled a canopy up from the back of the cart halfway through the journey and gave them bottles of water.

‘At least someone has some sense,’ said Camille. ‘I expect Francesca organised the water.’

‘She seems to be a nice person, don’t she, Madam?’ said Cecily. ‘We ‘ad quite a chat earlier, just before you came down to the foyer.’

‘Oh, yes. What did she say?’

‘She’s engaged to be married. The wedding is in two weeks. She said we could go if we wanted.’

Camille looked aghast. ‘But she’s so young...not more than eighteen or nineteen. Why is she getting married at so young an age.’

‘I asked ‘er that. She says it’s what they do. They choose their marriage partners almost from school. She says ‘e’ll work in the ‘otel beside her and her parents, then when her parents are too old to work and want to retire, she and her ‘usband will take over the ‘otel. ‘Is name’s Salvatore, and she’s known ‘im since she was twelve.’

‘The wedding hasn’t come at a good time for them, has it, what with what has happened with her aunt. I’m sure she’ll be missed.’

Cecily nodded. ‘Yeah, I said that, but she said ‘er aunt weren’t goin’ ter go anyway. She’d ‘ad an invitation, but returned it sayin’ she ‘ad another engagement.’

Camille was about to take a swig from her water bottle, but was halted before the bottle reached her lips. Her eyes narrowed.

‘She turned down the invitation?’

‘Apparently, Madam.’

‘How odd.’

‘D’you fink so, Madam?’

‘Well, yes, yes I do. Why would she not attend her beloved niece’s wedding? The wedding must have been planned some time previously. One doesn’t organise a wedding in five minutes. She would have known about it in good time to adjust her commitments, surely?’

‘P’raps she was singing somewhere, Camille,’ said Elsie, who had been listening with interest to the exchange. ‘Somewhere she couldn’t get out of. I would fink someone as famous as what she is, is in demand...although I’ve never ‘eard of ‘er, which don’t say much.’ She sniffed. ‘I ain’t familiar wiv opera singers.’

Camille shook her head. ‘I can’t help thinking it’s strange. Make a note, Cecily. It’s something into which we must look. If they are the loving, close family the Lombardos make out they are I can’t imagine why Allegra Lombardo’s beloved sister would not be at her daughter’s wedding.’

The driver suddenly pulled up the horse.

‘Piazza Anna Maria Arduino,’ he cried, lifting a hand. ‘Siamo arrivati.’

‘What did ‘e say?’ asked Elsie, stepping down the metal steps at the back of the cart.

‘He said we’ve arrived, Mama,’ said Rose.’

Elsie stared at her. ‘Ow do yer know that?’

‘It’s easy, Mama,’ answered Rose. ‘Some of the words sound like French...or even English. Arrivati sounds like arrived.’

Elsie looked pleased. ‘She’s so smart is my girl. She’ll go a long way.’

[image: A watercolor of a building  Description automatically generated]

ONCE EVERYONE HAD ALIGHTED from the cart Camille suggested they go somewhere for coffee.

‘Look,’ she cried, pointing to the corner of the piazza. ‘There’s a café there. And perhaps we could go inside instead of sitting on the pavement chairs. I need to get out of the sun for a while I’m hoping it will be a lot cooler. They might even have a fan.’

They ran across the cobbled street, their colourful sundresses making an outstanding picture in the grey-stoned piazza. When the got to the café, Camille shielded her eyes.

‘Look,’ she said, ‘there’s the pink villa, the one that belongs to Giovanna Barresi. Francesca said it was the only pink villa in the piazza.’

‘It’s certainly the biggest, Madam,’ said Cecily, also shielding her eyes, ‘and it’s also the one wiv  police standing outside.’

‘They don’t look like they’re doin’ much,’ said Elsie, ‘and they’re smokin’. Di’nt fink policeman were allowed to smoke when they was on duty.’

‘We’re not in England, Elsie,’ said Camille. ‘Things are different here.’

Elsie lifted an eyebrow. ‘So I see.’

Camille glanced at Elsie and they both grinned.
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Chapter 8
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Inside was cooler, and the proprietors had had the forethought of putting a fan on the counter. Camille stood in front of it, allowing the breeze from the fan to blow her hair away from her face. The perspiration on her brow  began to cool and she breathed a sigh of relief.

‘Thank goodness,’ she said, almost in a whisper. ‘I was beginning to think I would get heatstroke.’

‘What would you like, Madam? They’ve got somethin’ called a capp-oo-cheenoo, a coffee made with frothy milk and chocolate sprinkled on top. Look there’s a picture of it.’ Elsie pointed to a price list above the waitress’s head who smiled and nodded. ‘That sounds nice don’t it?’

‘Yes, Cecily, thank you. I’d love one.’ She turned to Elsie. ‘What about you, Elsie?’

‘Yeah, I’ll ‘ave the same. The girls want lemonade.’

Elsie had taken the girls to a table which was adjacent to one where three policeman sat. When Camille saw where she was sitting her stomach churned and she shook her head. Elsie never misses a trick, she thought. Hopefully, they speak English.’

She watched as Elsie smiled at them as she sat down, arranging the skirt of her sundress so her legs were shown to their most obvious advantage. One of the policemen removed his sunglasses and spoke to her.

‘You are English?’ he said to her.

‘Yeah, I am,’ Elsie answered smiling. Camille noticed the girls were quiet, and Rose had averted her eyes. ‘Ow’d you know that?’

‘English women are always very pretty,’ he said, taking a sip of his coffee, his eyes not leaving Elsie for a second. ‘I see you have not been in Sicily long. Your skin...it is pale.’

‘We arrived yesterday.’

‘For a holiday?’

Elsie nodded. ‘And to see Giovanna Barresi sing. She ain’t goin’ ter be doin’ that no more is she?’

‘Where were you to see her sing?’ Camille’s breath hitched in her throat. She was sure Elsie would never remember it. Opera lovers knew their opera houses.

‘The Teatro Massimo,’ said Elsie. Camille blew out a breath of surprise. Perhaps Elsie did listen after all. ‘Where else? It’s why we’re ‘ere.’

‘There are other singers,’ he replied.

‘Yeah, but not like ‘er. What ‘appened to ‘er?’

By this time Camille and Cecily had sat quietly at the table and sent Ottilie and Rose to a table in the corner, Elsie had seemed to have already wormed her way into the officer’s trust. Camille didn’t want to the girls to hear whatever it was the officer was about to say.

‘We think she was killed...murdered,’ he said, ‘although she has not been found.’

Elsie shook her head. ‘Why would anyone want ter do that?’

‘We don’t know? It was only yesterday. There is a lot of work to do.’

Elsie nodded. ‘I ‘eard she ‘ad the most beautiful pink villa. We came to see that an’ all.’ Elsie uncrossed her legs then crossed them again, allowing the skirt of her sundress to ride up a little. Camille cringed. ‘Any chance do yer fink?’

‘That depends,’ said the policeman. Camille thought he was about to offer Elsie a date...or worse.

‘On whether you are reporter from newspaper. I like you. You seem nice, but it you are reporter the answer is Non c’è modo. Elsie looked across to Rose who had been listening intently with Ottilie, even though Camille would have preferred them not to be part of the conversation.

‘He means, no, Mama,’ said Rose. ‘If you’re a reporter he said, no, you’re not welcome.’

Elsie looked at the policeman. ‘I ain’t a reporter, Mr Policeman,’ she winked at him. Camille and Cecily looked away and pretended to begin a conversation. Camille could see Elsie was the mistress of flirtation. ‘What’s your name, anyway?’ she asked him lifting her chin.

He grinned. ‘Roberto. You want to see the villa? I can show you.’

Camille grinned at Cecily. Elsie had done it.
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HALF AN HOUR LATER they were strolling through the hot sun towards the pink villa which stood like a citadel amongst the more understated buildings.

‘How beautiful it is,’ breathed Camille.

Roberto heard her and turned around. He was walking at the front of the party with the other officers...and Elsie who sashayed along beside him, her heels clicking on the uneven pavements as she did her best to keep up with them.

‘It is, Signora. The inside is even more so.’

‘You’ve been inside then?’ asked Cecily.

‘Yes, but the inside perhaps was not as beautiful as it could have been. The lady...’he turned back and looked ahead as they approached the villa, ‘....she was,’...he shook his head, ‘left with wounds we think from which no one could recover.’

Camille saw Elsie link an arm through one of Roberto’s. She’s like a shark, thought Camille. Homing in for the kill.

‘You married, Roberto?’ Elsie asked him.

He turned to her and grinned. ‘I am not, Signorina. Are you?’

She giggled and raised her eyebrows. ‘I am not, Roberto. That makes two of us then.’

‘So it would seem, Signorina.’

Camille and Cecily turned to each other while Ottilie and Rose continued to giggle. Camille turned and put a finger to her lips. The last thing they wanted was for Roberto and his chums to think they were up to no good. Both Ottilie and Rose bit their lips.

‘Sorry, Mama,’ said Ottilie. Camille shook her head at her.

When they reached the pink villa there was already a detail of policeman outside. Roberto clapped a hand on one of the policeman’s shoulders.

‘Prenderemo il controllo da qui. We’ll take over from here.’

The man cheered. They had been guarding the villa for hours and were relieved their shift had come to an end.

‘Are you the boss, Roberto?’ Elsie asked him, standing as close to him as she could without being arrested.

‘I am Agente Scelto, a selected officer, which means I am in charge of the men here. They are my team.’

Elsie grinned at him and touched his arm. ‘Well, I knew you weren’t just an ordinary officer.’

‘How did you know that, Signorina?’ he asked her, taking off his sunglasses again and looking into her eyes.

‘Oh, I can tell these things. You just look different to the others. More in command.’

He smiled at her with chestnut brown eyes fringed with long, lustrous lashes. Camille watched as Elsie and he looked at one another, and had to acknowledge Roberto was an extremely handsome man, tall, good-looking, with a way about him that was extremely attractive. If Elsie was pretending she was smitten, Camille would have been very surprised.

‘You know about men?’

Elsie inclined her head. ‘Some.’ Roberto nodded, pursing his lips.

‘You would like dinner tonight?’

Elsie tried to look surprised...and rather girlish, Camille thought. It was a good act. Elsie didn’t do girlish. ‘Oh, er, well, thank you, Roberto. Yeah, I would like dinner.’ She turned to Camille ‘That’s all right ain’t it?’ she asked her.

‘I think you’ll be all right with a policeman, Elsie.’ She drew Elsie aside while Roberto was busy speaking with the other men. ‘Cecily and I want to get inside,’ she whispered. ‘Can you keep them talking while we go to the corner. There might be an entrance in the next street.’

Elsie nodded. ‘Just don’t get caught, or that will be dinner over and done with. Roberto will know what we’re up to,’ she said in a low voice.

Camille nodded. ‘He’s nice.’

Elsie sighed. ‘Yeah, ‘e is. ‘Andsome an’ all.’ She nudged Camille with her elbow and grinned. ‘Trust me, eh?’

‘You’re here to enjoy yourself, Elsie, but a friendship with Roberto could be helpful.’

‘Don’t be too long,’ Elsie said.
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Chapter 9
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Camille and Cecily backed away from the police guarding the outside of the villa. Cecily couldn’t take her eyes off the guns at the policeman’s waists. She felt nervous about going inside the villa where there was sure to be evidence of a brutal killing. Yes, she had seen evidence of murder before, but the death of a beautiful young woman was always difficult to accept.

‘Do you think they will ‘ave cleaned the place up, Madam,’ Cecily whispered as they edged away from the men and walked up the street towards the corner. They had left Ottilie and Rose sitting on the wall outside with an instruction to stay there until they returned.

‘I doubt it, unless their forensics people have done their job and examined where the murder took place.’

‘Do they have forensics in Sicily?’

Camille glanced at her and frowned. ‘I don’t know, Cecily. I would imagine so. The science of forensics has been with us for some time.’

The walked to the end of the gardens surrounding the villa and was joined on the corner of the piazza by Via Cavalluccio and Via Degli Amici.

‘There is a gate in the wall,’ said Camille, ‘hidden by those climbing roses.’ She shook her head. ‘Men. They never look for anything properly. Harry was just the same. Always losing his cufflinks and never able to find them.’ She bit her lip and closed her eyes. She had not wanted to think of Harry. She had promised herself that while she was in Sicily she would try not to think of him. She had discovered it was increasingly hard, particularly when he was occupying some of her dreams.

The streets were quiet and without traffic, having been cordoned off by the police, but there were pedestrians.

‘We must choose the perfect time when there is no one walking down the street,’ said Camille. She looked both ways down the cobbled streets. ‘Go now, Cecily. Try the gate and if it opens slips through into the garden.’ Cecily swiftly made her way to the gate, put her hand on the latch and pressed down. The gate opened easily and Camille was pleased to observe that Cecily was all but hidden by the climbing roses which hung down like a waterfall of luscious blooms.

‘Well done, Cecily,’ said Camille under her breath. She edged closer to the wall, allowing the blooms of roses to sweep across her shoulders as she turned and slipped through the gate into the garden.

The first thing Camille noticed as she went under the archway of roses into the garden was the perfumed aroma which assaulted her senses in the most beautiful way. The perfume of the flowers, bushes and trees was so strong she could almost taste it on her tongue.

Underneath her white leather pumps was a chamomile lawn which exuded the most subtle of scents as she walked further into the garden.

‘Cecily,’ she whispered loudly.

‘I’m here, Madam,’ answered Cecily as she appeared from under a pomegranate bush. ‘Isn’t it gorgeous, Madam?’

Camille nodded. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a beautiful garden. Giovanna was either a magician with planting, or her gardener was.’

‘Her gardener, Madam. It sounds like Giovanna was always out and about somewhere, singing for an audience. Don’t reckon she would ‘ave ‘ad time to do of all this.’

They linked arms and Camille led her to the first of three terraces along a paved walkway, all with stone retaining walls and planted with flowers, herbs, and small fruit trees. There were fountains raining water into a beautiful lake, the droplets sent high into the air and sparkling in the sharp sunlight. At intervals there were plantings of olive and citrus trees, oranges, mandarins, and lemons. Statues depicting characters from classical art were placed around the lawn. Overall the atmosphere was stunning.

‘What a beautiful place,’ breathed Camille. ‘It’s difficult to accept that such evil has taken place amongst so much beauty.’

‘I wonder if she spent much time here?’

‘It would have been a vast shame if she had not. I would spend all my time here if I could.’

‘Do you think we’ll be able to get inside, Madam,’ asked Cecily. ‘I almost feel as though we shouldn’t.’

Camille nodded. ‘I know what you mean, but if we don’t we won’t find anything out. Getting inside the villa will tell us so much more, Cecily. We know how it works.’ Cecily nodded.

They made their way to a picture window looking out over the spectacular garden.

‘It would be too much to ask if the picture window provided us with entry,’ said Camille. She walked up the steps leading to the window and tried the doors. They were firmly locked.

‘P’raps a window,’ suggested Cecily. ‘If there’s one on the ground floor I could climb in and let you in.’

Camille grinned at her. ‘It sounds like you’ve done this before. Cecily.’

Cecily returned her grin. ‘I might have done, Madam.’

They went around to the side of the house, making sure not to knock anything over. Along the wall grew wisteria and hibiscus, both singing with colour.

‘There’s a small window there, Madam,’ said Cecily, pointing to a small square window next to a wooden door with iron fittings. ‘Shall I try it?’ Camille nodded.

Cecily tried the fastening first, but apart from jiggle it would not budge. Then she placed her tiny fingers underneath the frame and pulled. The window opened with a creak. ‘I’m in,’ she cried.

Camille frowned. ‘Cecily, surely you won’t get through there. I’m not being rude, but even though you have the smallest of frames I don’t see how you would wriggle your way through the window.’

Cecily smiled. ‘There’s a trick to it, Madam,’ she said.

‘A trick you know well?’

‘Yes, Madam. Sometimes, when I was working at my first job in service, me and the other maid, Flora, would get locked out. It d’int bovver us ‘cause we knew there was a window in the cellar we could get through...at least I could get through. I used to climb in through the window and let Flora in through the garden door. It was easy. I reckon I could do it now, no problem.’

Camille nodded and raised her eyebrows. ‘Fair enough, but heaven knows what we’ll do if you get stuck and I can’t pull you out.’

‘We’ll ‘ave ter get one of them nice policemen ter do it, Madam,’ Cecily answered with a giggle. She stood on a plant pot then heaved herself up to the window, her skinny legs sticking out in mid-air. Camille blinked a few times, wondering if this was the stupidest thing they had ever done, but then shrugged. Cecily had seemed confident enough, and Camille always trusted Cecily’s judgement.

With a few grunts and ouches, Camille watched as Cecily wriggled her way through the window, then disappear entirely, hearing a thud from the other side. A few moments later Cecily’s smiling face appeared in the frame. ‘I’m in, Madam,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll open the kitchen door, just here,’ she said pointing to the door next to the window. Moments later, Camille heard a lock being undone, and two bolts being drawn back. The door opened with a flourish. ‘Come in, Madam,’ said Cecily.

Camille went through the door into a huge, rustic kitchen. There were open shelves and glass fronted cabinets housing huge earthenware pots. Saucepans hung from the ceiling, copper, some ceramic and beautifully painted in all the colours of the flowers of the garden. On one wall was a dresser on which was a collection of huge pots and dishes, painted cream, and decorated with olives and olive leaves.

A bread oven was situated in one of the walls, and beside this was a range. In the centre of the kitchen was a huge rustic wooden table and eight chairs, the perfect place for a family get-together. Camille wondered how many times Giovanna had the Lombardos over for dinner. She was becoming more and more of an enigma, and Camille knew they would not resolve what had happened to her unless they got to know her better. The kitchen certainly told them something, but again Camille thought about the amount of time she herself spent in Knolly’s kitchen. It was her domain and she made most of the decisions for it. Camille assumed Giovanna had the same arrangement.

‘Perhaps we’ll get to know Giovanna better in her sitting room.’

‘Or ‘er bedroom, Madam. Every girl keeps ‘er private things in ‘er bedroom.’

Camille nodded. ‘That’s true.’

They walked the length of the kitchen until they came to an archway where steps led into an airy living space. Camille and Cecily glanced at each other. Would they find something here they did not wish to see? Camille shrugged and took the lead, taking the steps, tiled in blue and white tiles, one at a time.

The living room was as beautiful as the rest of the villa. Camille had expected it. It was often the room where the lady of the house would have her head, and fill it with all the things that were dear to her, ornaments from her travels, oil paintings, and tapestries, and comfortable seating for entertaining her guests.

She looked up to the ceiling. All the ceilings in the villa were high and edged with intricate mouldings, patterned with cherubs and flowers. On the right-hand side of the room were the huge picture windows which looked out on the breathtaking view of the garden.

‘She has travelled, this lady,’ said Camille, raising one eyebrow. ‘I recognise some of these artefacts here, from North Africa, the Indian continent, and of course, from her homeland.’

‘Do you fink she ever came to England, Madam?’ asked Cecily.

Camille picked up an ornament depicting Buckingham Palace with the skirt of her sundress and showed it to Cecily. ‘It would seem so. She has been everywhere. Perhaps she spent little or no time here at all.’ She replaced the ornament next to a model of a Sphinx. ‘What a shame. A place such as this.’

Cecily frowned. ‘But someone’s been ‘ere, Madam. It’s spotless. And there ain’t no covers over the furniture. It feels lived in. Do yer know what I mean?’

Camille nodded, then shivered. She wondered why. She was so hot, perspiration trickled down her back, yet a wave of chilliness had passed over her.

‘Let’s go upstairs and look at the bedrooms.’ She looked around the room again. ‘There doesn’t seem to be anything here which would suggest someone had been killed.’ She frowned. ‘Perhaps all the evidence is upstairs.’

The followed a beautiful winding staircase, crafted in wrought iron with an oak handrail, up to the first floor. It lead them onto a square landing with four doors leading off, each one crafted in oak.

‘I have a feeling we might find what we’re looking for up here,’ said Camille. ‘There’s no evidence of it downstairs. It must be up here. They went into the first two bedrooms, each one with its own private bathroom. The bedrooms were in the same understated style as the rest of the villa, beautifully decorated in the rustic style.

‘So,’ said Camille, ‘it will likely be in one of these two bedrooms. Shall I go in first?’ Cecily nodded.

Camille hesitated before opening the door of the third bedroom. She thought of the anecdote of the third light in the trenches in the war. The men would say the soldier who took the third light from a match would be the one who would be shot by the enemy. She hoped fervently she would be wrong in this case. She wasn’t.

The room was in a complete state of upheaval. The drawers and ottoman had been ransacked; the bed tipped over. The Persian rugs had been ripped from the floor and thrown against the wall. When she looked to the far end of the room she shuddered. Blood was sprayed across the white- painted plaster. The brightness looked incongruous against what seemed to be a room of calm and supposed sanctuary. It was a huge stain. Someone had died in the most brutal of ways in the room. Camille closed her eyes momentarily and sighed.

There was pottery strewn across the wooden floor, sharp pieces of blue and white vase sparkling in the sun’s rays coming through the shuttered windows. Camille swallowed, and as Cecily took a step forward she held a hand against her to stop her.

‘No, Cecily, I think this is a step too far for you. When we get back to the hotel I will describe it to you as best I can. I don’t want you to see this. It is not for the faint-hearted.’

Suddenly Cecily turned her head. ‘Madam! Someone’s coming into the villa.’ Camille closed the door to the bedroom quietly. They ran down the winding staircase as fast as they could, Camille glad she had not worn heels as Elsie had done.

Running through the living room, they skipped down the steps leading to the kitchen. As they reached the steps, Cecily turned to see the front door open and a young man enter the vestibule.

‘Go out through the kitchen door, Madam, and I’ll lock it. I’ll climb through the window,’ Cecily whispered.’

Camille frowned. ‘You won’t have time, Cecily.’

Cecily didn’t answer. She pushed Camille out of the kitchen door and locked it behind her. Camille heard Cecily as she pulled herself up to the open window. Holding out her arms she watched as Cecily wriggled her way through the window frame, then slide out as though she was being birthed. Camille caught her before she hit the ground.

The held hands as they ran down the steps and across the garden to the garden door, pulling it towards them and running through the brick arch onto the cobbles of the piazza and underneath the flowing rose bush, praying with all their might that no one had seen them.

‘I think that is one of the closest shaves we have ever had, Cecily,’ said Camille as they walked towards the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino. ‘We were very lucky.’

‘I hope so, Madam,’ said Cecily, turning and frowning at the gate in the wall. ‘I dunno what would ‘ave ‘appened if we’d bin caught. I reckon Mrs West would ‘ave bin in trouble and Roberto would ‘ave cancelled their dinner.’

Camille nodded. ‘I’m hoping he won’t. It’s a chance for her to find out even more about Giovanna Barresi’s death.’
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‘WHERE THE ‘ELL ‘AVE yer bin?’ Elsie asked them her eyes wide. ‘There’s only so much flirtin’ even I can do. And someone went into the villa while you was away. Roberto ‘ad ter check ‘em out before they was allowed in.’

‘We know,’ said Camille. ‘We heard them as they put the key in the front door and open it. Who were they?’

‘It was a cleaning company. They’ve bin ‘ired by the police to clean up the mess, specialist like, not like yer ordinary cleaner. They work a lot for the police, Roberto said. They know what to keep and what to throw out.’

Camille nodded and Elsie frowned at her. ‘You all right, Camille? Yer look like yer’ve seen a ghost.’

‘Not a ghost exactly. The villa is beautiful, but it is quite clear where the killing and abduction took place.’

Elsie pulled a face. ‘Oh, ducks. ‘P’raps you shouldn’t ‘ave gone in there. I mean, what ‘ave you discovered? Anythin’ that can ‘elp the Lombardos?’

Camille glanced at Cecily. ‘I don’t know what Cecily thinks, but I think it was someone who either had a key, or was incredibly small, small enough to get through the window next to the kitchen door. I’m thinking it wouldn’t be possible to get through by someone who had the strength to do as much damage to Giovanna Barresi that has clearly been done. And if it wasn’t either of those two, it was a lover.’
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Chapter 10
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With Roberto’s help they managed to get a cab to take them into the centre of Messina. It was a bustling city with architecture influenced by the Greeks, Romans, Byzantine’s, Arabs and Normans. These influences were all around them, and as they got out of the cab in the main thoroughfare, Elsie whistled.

‘Goodness, I weren’t expectin’ it to be like this, were you girls?’

‘Oh, Mama,’ cried Rose, ignoring the architecture and gazing at the shops and market stalls. ‘Look at the shops. I want to go into every one of them. And the market stalls. Look, Ottilie.’ She pointed to the other side of the square. ‘That stall over there is selling those lovely floaty dresses we saw on those girls in the hotel.’ She turned to Elsie. ‘Oh, Mama, please...can Ottilie and I have one. Say yes, please say yes.’

Camille, Elsie and Cecily laughed at the enthusiasm of Rose who rarely made her feelings so known.

‘Yes, then,’ said Elsie, ‘but first things first. Poor Lady Camille needs a cuppa, don’t yer, Camille. And p’raps some of them honey and almond cakes what we ‘ad before. What do yer say?’

‘That would be wonderful, Elsie,’ said Camille, grateful to her friend for calming down the enthusiasms of the younger ones. ‘I could certainly do with something. The morning has been a little...well, let’s say...unusual.’

They found a café situated near the Piazza del Duomo, the city’s central square. It was nestled between the many historic buildings flavoured by all those who had had an influence in the town, the rather baroque churches and narrow cobbled streets.

‘Can we move here, Mama?’ said Ottilie, a small smile on her face. She and Rose had ordered hot chocolate and Ottilie had a little on her nose.

Camille took a handkerchief out of her reticule and gently wiped it. ‘Why, Ottilie? Why here?’

Because it’s so absolutely nothing like London. I’ve hardly thought about Papa at all since I’ve been here, and I slept so much better.’ She shrugged and Rose reached for her hand. ‘I just can’t imagine going back to London, as much as I love our house in Duke Street.’ She went quiet for a moment. ‘One of the girls at school said I’d have to go back and live in Kenilworth House like we used to. Is it true, Mama? Must we leave Duke Street and live in Kenilworth House?’

Camille bit her lip and put her cup back on its saucer. She had been dreading this question and had hoped to talk to Ottilie about it when they got back to London. It was a sensitive subject, one that needed careful handling.

‘It’s something you and I will need to talk about, Ottilie. There will be lots of changes when we return to London, and you mustn’t forget you will go back to school in Hampshire. If there is a change, it won’t affect you too much, darling.’

‘That’s yes then,’ said Ottilie. A tear rolled down her cheek. ‘You didn’t say no, Mama. It was a fudge. The girls at school say their parents always fudge things when they don’t want to give them a straight answer.’

Elsie cleared her throat and glanced away. She took hold of Rose’s hand and led her to one of the stalls nearby. Cecily followed a moment later, leaving Camille and Ottilie to talk things through.

Camille moved her chair closer to Ottilie’s and put an arm around her shoulders.

‘Darling, I’m sorry if you think I fudged, but I’m trying to protect your feelings.’ Ottilie turned away. ‘It was something I wanted to talk to you about when we get back to London, but, well, now you’ve raised it, we might as well talk about it.’

Ottilie turned back to Camille. ‘It sounds as though you’ve already made up your mind.’

Camille shook her head. ‘I haven’t, darling, I promise.’ Ottilie pulled her lips into a straight line and nodded. ‘What do you want, Ottilie?’

‘For things to be the way they were before.’ Ottilie suddenly burst into tears and fell into Camille’s arms.

‘Oh, darling,’ cried Camille. How blind I’ve been, she thought. She hasn’t accepted what happened, simply masked her feelings. ‘But sweetheart, no one can make time go backwards. I wish I could bring your Papa back but,’ Camille shook her head with frustration, ‘I can’t. No one can.’

‘Would you if you could,’ asked Ottilie, her voice muffled. She hiccupped with sobs.

‘Of course. Of course I would.’

‘But you and Papa,’ Ottilie sat up, her face blotchy, her eyes red, ‘you didn’t love each other anymore, did you?’

‘I’ll always have feelings for your father, Ottilie, maybe not the same ones we had for each other when we were together, but he gave you to me, the best gift anyone could ever give me. If it wasn’t for him I wouldn’t have you, darling, and that would make me very sad.’

Ottilie nodded. ‘And do you love Chief Inspector Owen. Papa said he thought you and Chief Inspector Owen were too close.’

Camille closed her eyes. How could she explain to a young girl who had recently lost her father that Richard was everything her father wasn’t...kind, respectful, caring, a man with values who was loyal to the last. Someone Camille knew she would like to spend the rest of her life with.

‘Chief Inspector Owen and I have a close friendship. Sometimes we work together, sometimes we go out for dinner together. We...we would like to be together, but there are certain circumstances which need to be sorted out.’

‘Me?’

Camille inclined her head to one side. ‘Not just you, darling, although you come first in everything. We both want you to be happy. I know you aren’t now, because you’re missing your Papa, but as time moves on life will become lighter again, I promise you.’

‘Will you get married?’

‘The truthful answer is, I’m not sure, Ottilie. Things have changed. But whatever happens you and I will always be together, for as long as you want me. I will always be here for you, darling. When you’re happy, I’m happy.’

‘I want you to be happy too, Mama, and I do like Chief Inspector Owen. You seem very happy when he is with us.’

Camille smiled. ‘Do I?’

Ottilie nodded. ‘I’m sorry, Mama.’

Camille looked astonished. ‘Whatever for? You’ve nothing to be sorry about.’

‘For getting upset. Sometimes it just comes over me, like a wave. One moment I’m happy because we’re here and the sun is shining, the next moment I go crashing down and the world feels such a terrible place to be and I don’t know how to get through it. I don’t like feeling like that.’

Camille nodded and rubbed Ottilie’s back and kissed her forehead. ‘It’s grief, Ottilie. There is no right or wrong way to grieve for someone you love. What you’ve described is exactly how I have felt.’

Ottilie’s eyes widened. ‘Really?’

‘Oh, yes. There have been times when I didn’t want to get out of bed in the morning. But then Cecily comes into the bedroom, opens the curtains, plonks my breakfast tray on my lap, and says, ‘Now, come on, Madam. Knolly says you’re to get up and stop moping about.’ Ottilie laughed and Camille smiled. ‘And of course, I dare not go against anything Knolly says.’

‘Because she’s the boss, isn’t she, Mama?’ said Ottilie smiling.

‘Oh, yes, Ottilie’ said Camille. ‘Knolly is most definitely the boss.’
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Chapter 11
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They arrived at the hotel just before late afternoon. The sun was still throwing its scorching rays down onto the courtyard. A number of the hotel’s guests had taken refuge inside, but Camille refused to be beaten.

‘Shall we have cold drinks under the parasols?’ she suggested as they got out of the cab. ‘Perhaps we can discuss some possibilities.’

‘Mama, could Rose and I go inside please? We want to read our fashion magazines.’ Both Ottilie and Rose had purchased armfuls of magazines about Italian fashions and seemed excited at the prospect of picking out their next purchases.

‘Flippin’ ‘eck,’ exclaimed Elsie. ‘Yer know what that means. More money out of the coffers. Some of those dresses cost a weeks’ takin’s.’

‘Yes,’ nodded Camille. ‘I was flicking through one in the cab. Extortionate.’

Elsie shook her head as she, Camille, and Cecily made their way to a small wrought iron table and four chairs on the terrace, protected by a colourful parasol. ‘Yes, yes,’ cried Camille. ‘Of course, darlings. Enjoy yourselves, girls. And if you need anything just ask room-service.’

The girls ran off towards the hotel, giggling as usual. Camille breathed a sigh of relief.

‘Poor little love,’ said Elsie. ‘She’s hurtin’ ain’t she?’

‘She is, Elsie. I’m hoping this holiday will help her at least come to terms with what’s happened.’

‘It must ‘ave bin a terrible shock.’

Camille nodded. She beckoned to a waiter, patiently and politely standing at a distance from them while they spoke. He took their order then disappeared into the hotel.

‘It was. I can still hardly believe it. Harry led a charmed life. One could never imagine such a thing happening to him.’

‘When it’s meant for yer, ducks, it don’t pass yer by,’ breathed Elsie, winking at the waiter as he delivered their cold drinks, the ice chinking against the glasses as he placed them on the table.

‘That sounds nice,’ said Cecily. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever bin so ‘ot as I was today.’ She took a long gulp of the pink liquid. ‘What is it?’ she said, holding up the glass and peering at it.

‘Averna, with lots of ice and lemonade,’ said Camille. She took a sip. ‘So refreshing.’

‘Tastes spicy,’ said Cecily, taking another gulp, ‘and sweet. Nice,’ she said, nodding.

‘What do we think of what happened today?’ asked Camille.

‘I fink you took a big risk,’ said Elsie. ‘If you’d bin caught, Camille...’ Elsie shook her head, ‘Don’t know what would ‘ave ‘appened to us. We’d prob’ly ‘ave wound up in the clink.’

Camille smiled. ‘Well, we weren’t caught, and it’s all part of investigating. Taking risks goes with the territory.’

‘But I fought we was ‘ere on ‘oliday.’

‘And so we are, but the murder of Giovanna Barresi has intrigued me.’ She turned to Cecily who had by now finished her drink and was looking for the waiter to order another. ‘What about you, Cecily? What are your thoughts?’

Cecily scratched her head. ‘I found the villa a bit puzzlin’ to be honest, Madam.’

Camille frowned. ‘In what way?’

‘It was so clean. Someone had kept the villa very clean and tidy while the mistress was away...a domestic p’raps, who lived in. Apart from the room what you wouldn’t let me see, and where my imagination ran into all sorts, it was spotless. Even Knolly would ‘ave been pleased wiv it, and we all know what she’s like.’

‘What is she like?’ asked Elsie.

‘Ouseproud,’ answered Cecily. ‘Can’t leave anyfing nowhere. She says a place for everyfing and everyfing in its place. That’s what she says.’ The waiter placed another tray of drinks on the table, although Elsie and Camille were to finish theirs. Cecily guzzled with satisfaction.

‘There must be some point to what you’re saying, Cecily,’ said Camille, ‘but I cannot fathom what it is.’

‘Where was she?’ Cecily took another swig and hiccupped.

Camille frowned. ‘Where was who?’

‘The person what kept the villa so clean, apart from you know where?’

‘Perhaps she had been dismissed.’

‘But who dismissed ‘er? And dismissed ‘er where. If the mistress spent lots of time away the domestic was prob’ly like me and Knolly, Phillips and Aaron. She...or ‘e, lived in. It was their ‘ome. If someone dismissed me from Duke Street, where would I go?’ She took another swig from her glass. ‘The thing is, Madam, say somethin’ ‘appened to you. Who would dismiss us? We would all ‘ave somethin’ ter say about it ‘cos we’d ‘ave nowhere ter go.’

Elsie nodded and pulled a face. ‘She’s right, Camille. I mean...it’s a good job there was no one there when you broke in, ’cos you would’ve bin for the ‘ighjump, but someone ‘ad bin there, an’ if the ‘ouse was as clean as you’re sayin’, it must ‘ave bin done recently.’

Camille nodded, looking thoughtful. ‘Perhaps you could ask Roberto, Elsie, when you go for dinner with him. He has asked you, hasn’t he?’

‘Course ‘e ‘as. It was the ‘ole point, weren’t it? I’m seein’ ‘im tonight. Lookin’ forward to it. ‘E seems a nice feller.’

‘But you will question him?’

‘Yeah, if I get the chance. I ain’t goin’ ter be tying ‘im down, Camille,’ she grinned, ‘well, not fer information anyway. It wouldn’t be right, but I will try and get things out of ‘im. Just gently prod ‘im in the right direction.’

‘Madam?’ asked Cecily.

Camille turned to her. ‘Yes, Cecily.’

‘Are we conducting an investigation?’

Camille sighed and looked down at her hands. ‘We haven’t been asked to look into it. The Lombardos don’t know us and wouldn’t have known what we do,’ she glanced at Cecily, ‘...on occasion.’

‘So ‘ow did they find out?’

Camille looked slightly embarrassed. ‘I told them we occasionally work with the police at Scotland Yard...and offered to look into it for them.’

Elsie rubbed her perspiring forehead with the back of her hand. ‘Oh, Camille...you never.’

Camille was contrite. ‘I couldn’t help it. I’m so sorry. When I get the sniff of something it just gets all those investigative juices working and it becomes a problem I must solve.’ She made a small smile. ‘I’m so sorry. I hope you can forgive me.’

‘I think we can,’ said Elsie grinning. ‘An’ I fink we need to get Cecily back to ‘er room. Reckon she’s ‘ad a bit too much of that stuff what she’s bin drinking. Never seen Cecily drunk before.’

‘I ain’t drunk,’ said Cecily. She hiccupped, then nearly fell off her chair. ‘What I fink is that we should ask the Lombardos who the live-in ‘elp was. If they were as close to Giovanna as they say, they’ll know. Everyone knows who me and Knolly work for.’ She hiccupped again.

‘Come on, Cecily,’ said Camille, helping Cecily up from the table. ‘Let’s get you upstairs. I think a little rest before dinner is in order, perhaps for all of us. I suddenly feel very tired.’

Reckon it’s the ‘eat,’ said Elsie. ‘We just ain’t used to it. I’m goin’ to ‘ave a nap, then a long cool bath before I meet with Roberto. I got just the dress in mind for my dinner wiv ‘im.’
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Chapter 12
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Asharp crack woke Camille from her nap with a start. She took in a deep breath, wondering where she was, then realised she was in the Hotel Lombardo. Her room looked different and she couldn’t work out why. Then another crack broke the air in two. A violent storm raged outside and the cracking sound was the lightning as it flashed across the sky.

‘What is it, Mama?’ asked Ottilie, sleepily. ‘What was that noise, and why is the room so dark?’

‘It’s all right, Ottilie. There’s a storm. Gosh, it must have blown up very quickly. We’ve only been up here for about an hour.’

‘I thought it was always sunny in Sicily,’ said Ottilie, lying back down on her soft pillows. She nestled her head into the downy softness and made a noise of appreciation. Camille went to the window and looked out. ‘I think we should pull this glass blind across. It’s started to rain and we don’t want our things to get wet.’ She leant towards the window and slid the blind across. Another lightning strike flashed across the sky. ‘It’s rather beautiful in a way, but I doubt it will last long. The sun will be shining again soon enough.’

She went across to Ottilie’s bed and rubbed her daughter’s back.

‘Are you feeling better now, darling?’

Ottilie nodded, her eyes still closed. ‘I think grief is like the sun and the storm,’ she said. ‘It’s how I’ve felt. Mostly, I feel sunny and light, and I want to do things, see people and have fun. Then the storm comes, and I feel dark and brooding, just like it is outside. They are the times when I don’t want to do anything, and I don’t want to see anyone.’ She opened her eyes and sat up, clutching Camille’s hand. ‘And when I think about having fun it makes me feel guilty, because Papa can’t have fun can he? He’s in heaven and I don’t think they have much fun there.’

Camille nodded. ‘But he’d want you to have fun, Ottilie...and he’d want you to be happy. Your father enjoyed life, darling, and he made the most of it. He’d want you to do the same.’

‘Do you really think so?’

‘Yes, sweetheart. I really do.’

She pulled Ottilie towards her and gave her a hug. Just at that moment a bright yellow ray of warm sunlight broke through the shutters and bathed the bedroom in a golden glow. They both looked to the window.

‘There we are,’ said Camille. ‘The storm is over and the sun is shining again.’

Ottilie nodded. ‘Just like life, Mama?’

Camille turned to her and smiled. ‘Exactly, Ottilie. Just like life.’
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AN HOUR LATER THEY were ready to go to the restaurant for dinner. The door to Camille and Ottilie’s bedroom door burst open and Elsie stood in the frame, a hand halfway up on each side, one leg in front of the other in an alluring pose.

‘Well,’ she cried. ‘What do yer fink?’

Camille’s eyes were wide as she took in the picture in front of her. ‘I think Roberto has bitten off more than he can chew.’

Elsie’s blonde hair was piled on top of her head in a mass of curls, and around her forehead was a copper-coloured band with a black feather. She had applied rouge to her cheeks and her lips were the colour of a pink hibiscus flower. Her dress left little to the imagination; a gold sequinned number moulded to her curves. Her decollete was on show, and her legs had quickly acquired a light olive tan. She wore no stockings.

‘Do yer think it’ll work?’

Camille pressed her lips together. ‘I think there is absolutely no doubt, Elsie....if you could tell me what it is you’re trying to achieve.’

She sashayed into the room. ‘I want ‘im ter fancy me, don’t I, but I also want ter get ‘im talkin’.’

Ottilie walked past them both, a grin on her face. ‘I’m going to find Rose, Mama,’ she said. ‘Enjoy your evening, Mrs West.’

Camille sighed and sat on the bed. ‘Are you going to promise him something, Elsie?’

Elsie sat opposite her on the other bed. ‘The fing is, Camille, I don’t look at fings in the same way as you do. You’re a lady. I ain’t. I’ve used my body to earn my livin’ for years. It’s the trade I know best. Sometimes, I ‘aven’t wanted ter do it ‘cos the blokes ‘aven’t bin so nice, but Roberto,’ she had the grace to flush, ‘well, he ain’t ‘arf lovely. You saw ‘im. Even if ‘e don’t tell me anyfing it won’t be an ‘ardship will it? I’ve done a lot worse I can tell yer.’

Camille suddenly felt a surge of anxiety go through her. ‘I don’t want you to do something you feel you’ve been pushed in to.’ She shook her head. ‘If only I hadn’t said anything to the Lombardos.’

Elsie chuckled. ‘You can’t ‘elp yerself, Camille, just like I can’t ‘elp meself goin’ after men like Roberto. There’s nothin’ wrong wiv any of it. We’re just made different.’ Camille nodded and grinned. ‘Just imagine if you and me ‘ad swapped places, I was Lady Elsie Divine, and you was Camille West, prostitute, wife of a notorious gangster, and then owner of a string of brothels. You’d be sittin’ where I am now, in this dress, wiv yer ‘air all piled up and a fevver stickin’ out of it, waitin’ ter be picked up by an ‘andsome man, and I’d be all la di da, Lady Whatsit, waitin’ to go ter dinner wiv me daughter. Who do yer reckon ’as got it best?’

Camille shrugged. ‘Neither of us because we’re both where we’re meant to be. And we have each other, a friend, a close friend, which makes us both incredibly lucky. When you’ve got a friend who means so much it is one of life’s greatest gifts.’ Elsie smiled a smile that lit up her eyes and made her skin glow. Camille realised, that as a someone in her thirties, Elsie was one of the most beautiful women she had ever seen.

‘And it’s ‘ow I feel too.’ She grasped Camille’s hand. ‘Yer know I’d do anythin’ for yer don’t yer?’

Camille nodded. ‘ I know. Me too. Enjoy your evening, Elsie, with a very handsome man, and a very lucky one. You look sensational.’

Elsie rose from the bed and did a twirl. ‘I do, don’t I, ducks.’ She grinned. ‘But I also know that if you were wearing this dress you’d look an ‘undred times more classy.’ She turned to go out of the door, waving as she went. ‘Toodle ooh, sweet’eart. Abyssinia.’
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Chapter 13
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Roberto was waiting for Elsie at the bottom of the steps. He had parked his car on the cobbles and was leaning up against it, smoking a cigarette. As Elsie opened the front door to the hotel, she glimpsed him and her heart jumped.

‘Oh, my goodness,’ she said under her breath. ‘He’s like a film star.’

Indeed, Roberto looked like a film star. His dark brown hair was sleeked back from his face with just a little hanging over his forehead. He wore dark glasses which made him look rather mysterious. ‘Why do they always wear dark glassed,’ she murmured. ‘I’ve never seen ‘is nibs in dark glasses, not even when we were in Paris.’

Roberto waved and smiled when he saw her, his beautiful teeth glowing bright white. He was dressed in a black suit, a pristine white shirt, which on any other man could have looked rather formal, but on Roberto looked simple, casual; as though he had thrown them on and not given it any thought. Elsie thought the opposite was probably true.

‘Roberto,’ she called, waving back.

He pushed himself away from the car with his foot, then stubbed out his cigarette on the cobbles.

‘Elsie. You look ravishing.’ He smiled. ‘That is the correct word isn’t it, in English. In Italian we say, incantevole.’

‘You look quite incantevole yerself, ducks. That suit. Di’nt come off the peg did it?’

Roberto frowned. ‘Off the peg? What peg?’

Elsie chuckled, thinking there might be some complications with translation. ‘It means you ‘ad your suit made for yer, yer di’nt just go into a shop and buy it.’

‘Ah,’ Roberto threw his head back and laughed, ‘no, no, no. My father always tells me, have your suits made to fit. They will last you a lifetime.’ He shrugged. ‘So I do.’

‘It looks very nice. Reckon your father knew what ‘e was talkin’ about.’

Roberto opened the motor car door for her and she got in, making sure she showed plenty of leg as she did so. Roberto smiled and raised his eyebrows, then went to the driver’s side.

‘So,’ he said, as he started the engine. ‘I’m taking you to a traditional Sicilian restaurant. I hope you like seafood.’

‘Yeah,’ said Elsie, nodding. ‘I do.’

‘That is good.’ He drove down the cobbled street, taking the descent at a steady pace. ‘It is not a ‘posh’ restaurant, I think you say. It is more rustica, open for a long time. My friends. They want to meet you.’

‘Ah, that’s nice,’ said Elsie, grinning, wondering how many times Roberto had said exactly the same thing to a women he had met from England. ‘And I’m looking forward to meeting them an’ all.’

At length Roberto pulled up outside a small restaurant in the centre of Taormina. Elsie looked out of the passenger-side window and smiled. The restaurant was utterly charming and olde world. Crafted in local stone with a terracotta tiled roof, grapevines and bougainvillea climbed its walls and across its roof. Above the entrance was a wooden sign, weathered by years of sweltering sun. The restaurant was called Il Piccolo Calamaro, The Little Squid.

‘Are you ready,’ Roberto asked her. Elsie nodded.

The aroma of baking bread was evident as soon as Elsie got out of the motor car.

‘Are you hungry,’ Roberto asked.

‘I could eat an ‘orse,’ answered Elsie. ‘I’m always hungry.’

‘You will need to be,’ laughed Roberto. ‘The dishes are very big, but I’m not sure they serve horse in my friend’s restaurant.’

They went inside and he showed her to a wooden table and chairs placed under a large brick arched window. He looked up and hailed a young man dressed in chef’s whites who was cooking behind a brick counter. The kitchen was on show; everyone could see what the chef was doing. Elsie loved it.

‘Antonio,’ called Roberto. ‘Come va?’

‘Sì, sto bene. La tua nuova signora, sì?’

‘Si. Parlare inglese.’

Antonio threw back his head and laughed as he shook a skillet over a flame. ‘It’s good to see you, Roberto...’ he turned to Elsie, ‘...and Roberto’s new friend.’

Elsie laughed and nodded. ‘How many new friends have you brought here, Roberto?’

Roberto grinned. ‘One or two, but none as beautiful as you.’ He reached for her hand and rubbed her palm.

‘Going to be like that, is it, she thought. That’s all right. You might find you’ve got your hands full, Roberto.

The evening was enjoyable, the food heavenly, and the wine flowed freely. Elsie decided it was time to raise the subject she had on her mind.

‘Do you know the Lombardos?’  she asked as she forked spaghetti into her mouth.

Roberto nodded as he chewed, then said, ‘Everyone in Taormina knows everyone. It’s like having a big famiglia...family. We help out when we are needed, look after each other’s children. It is like this in London, no?’

Elsie shook her head. ‘No, Roberto, it ain’t.’ He pulled a face looking surprised. ‘London can be a very lonely place.’

‘You have family?’

‘Yeah, I do, but I live me own life. Me and Rose, we live together. We’re our own family.’

‘Her father?’

‘Dead.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘I’m not.’

Roberto looked up at her and frowned. ‘He was cruel to you?’

Elsie sniffed and took a sip of wine. ‘Yer could say that.’

‘Was he your husband?’

‘He was.’

‘How did he die?’

‘Someone killed him.’ She glanced up at him. ‘Sometimes people kill the people they don’t like, or who ‘ave done ‘em some sort of wrong. It might ‘ave bin what ‘appened to the opera singer.’

‘Giovanna Barresi?’

‘That’s ‘er. The one wiv the nice ‘ouse.’

Roberto pursed his lips and refilled their glasses. ‘She was a diva.’

Elsie frowned. ‘A diva? What’s a diva?’

‘A famous singer, a prima donna. She was the most famous woman in Messina. Anyone could have killed her.’

‘But why would they ‘ave? ‘Er family are devastated. They were all cryin’ when we arrived at the hotel. Bit embarrassing to be honest. We d’int know what ter do.’

‘The family didn’t know her that well, I understand, perhaps not always an easy woman. A diva’s temperament. She is used to the finest things in life. There is, how you say, gelosia, er, jealousy.’

‘Ow do you know that?’

‘My father...he knows Piu. They were at school together. Piu is a little younger.’ He opened his hands to explain. Elsie noticed he used his hands a great deal when he was speaking. ‘As I said, we all know each other. When Giovanna was young her parents sent her to a special school in Italy to learn opera. Her older sisters went to the village school. Papa thinks there could be some jealous feelings.’

‘But not enough to kill ‘er, surely. Everyone feels jealousy sometimes, don’t they? They seemed very upset.’

He shrugged. ‘We cannot believe everything we see.’

Elsie leant forward. ‘Do you fink it was them then? What did it?’

Roberto smiled. ‘I think there is more to it.’ His smile fell from his face. ‘The killing was...brutale...pitiless.’

Elsie gasped. ‘You saw her?’

Roberto shook his head. ‘No, she had disappeared. Someone has taken the body. I saw...afterwards.’ He pursed his lips. ‘It was una persona che era molto arrabbiata, Someone who was very angry. We think it was a revenge for something, something she might have done. It could have been a lover, or, a rival in opera, a rivale nell’ opera. Who knows, but we will find them.’

‘I know someone who can ‘elp.’ Roberto frowned. ‘Camille.’

‘Your friend? Olive skin?’

‘That’s ‘er.’ Elsie wiped her mouth on her napkin.

Roberto spread his hands again. ‘How can she help? Is she a mystica, er, a mystic?’

Elsie chuckled. ‘She works with Scotland Yard...in London. She helps in their investigations.’ If I’ve read you right, thought Elsie, ‘you’d love some ‘elp.

‘She is poliziesco, er police detective?’

‘She is an associate of one of the Chief Inspectors.’

Roberto’s eyes widened. ‘Scotland Yard?’ He shook his head a blew out a whistle. ‘A woman?’

‘Yeah, but not just any woman. She’s worked on loads of investigations.’ She nudged his arm. ‘And now you’re my friend she’ll ‘elp you.’

‘I am not an investigator, Elsie. I am an officer, like in your country.’

‘You’d like ter be an investigator though wouldn’t yer? What if you solved the crime? They’d ‘ave ter make yer an investigator then, wouldn’t they?’

He began to laugh. ‘I think you are someone life cannot stop, Elsie. You will let nothing get in your way. I would like to meet your friend. She has clues?’

‘There’s the two of ‘em, Roberto, Camille Divine, and Cecily Nugent, ‘er sidekick. Cecily is an associate too. She comes up wiv lots of ideas, clues. She just ‘as ter go somewhere and she sort of...picks up on fings.’

‘Like er...ghosts?’

‘No, not ghosts. Feelin’s, atmospheres, in the air, like. It’s almost as though she can read it. Camille says it’s uncanny.’

‘Ah, as I said, mysteriosa.’

‘If you say so, but no. She isn’t mysteriosa. Just...oh, what’s the word ‘is nibs uses?’ She tapped her fingers against her chin. ‘I know...astute. She’s astute. She can read a situation. It’s elped ‘em solve fings.’

Roberto nodded. ‘You think she and your friend, they can ‘elp me?’

‘I know they can.’

He reached for her hand, then put it to his lips and kissed it.

‘I think we will be good friends, Elsie.’

‘Because of Camille and Cecily?’

He shook his head. ‘No, no, because I like you very much. You do not pretend. You are you. I like it. I do not like pretence. I see it so much in my work. I would like to know you better.’

Elsie eyed him. ‘In what way?’

‘You can tell me your story, your life in London. We in Sicily and Italy are always fascinated by London. It is so modern, so rich, so full of everything exciting.’

Yeah, she thought. It’s full of filf an’ rogues an’ criminals an’ all. An’ places like St Giles an’ the Seven Dials and Fitzrovia. You’d ‘ave a blue fit if yer saw ‘em. This place is ‘eaven on erf compared to them.

‘London ain’t just that, Roberto. There’s uvver sides to London an’ all, sides what you prob’ly don’t fink about.’

‘And if I come to London you will show me?’

‘Whoa, steady. I need to know you a lot better first...although I wouldn’t mind findin’ out,’ she said in a low voice, her breath warming his cheek. She touched his chin with her finger. ‘You’re so bloomin’ ‘andsome.’

‘And you, Elsie,’ he said, kissing her on the lips, ‘...are so ‘bloomin’ bellissima.’


[image: ]




Chapter 14
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‘Well?’ asked Camille when Elsie sashayed through the door, more than a little worse for wear. ‘How did it go?’ She peered closer at her friend. ‘Gosh, Elsie. How much have you had to drink?’

‘Enough to throw caution to the wind,’ she said looking happy. ‘And ‘e said yes.’

Camille widened her eyes, wondering what on earth Elsie had got up to. ‘Said yes to what exactly?’ Camille sat on her bed, already in her nightclothes and wrap, slippers on her feet.

Elsie sat on the opposite bed and kicked off her shoes. ‘To us ‘elpin’ with the investigation.’

Camille looked astonished. ‘You asked him?’

Elsie nodded. ‘The fing is, Camille, I fought there was no point in pussyfooting around. Roberto’s a nice bloke...an’ wants ter be promoted to detective. I fought we could ‘elp each uvver like.’ Camille couldn’t help noticing Elsie’s diction strayed to her strongest estuary dialect when she had been drinking. ‘He agreed to it, which means we get ter go where we need ter go when we need ter go there.’ She hiccupped, then belched. ‘Ooh, manners, sorry. We ‘ad a lovely meal.’

Camille smirked at her. ‘Anything else?’

Elsie put a hand to her chest and her mouth dropped open in mock offense. ‘Whatever can you mean? I’m a nice girl I am.’ Camille nodded and smiled.

‘Of course you are.’
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THE FOLLOWING DAY CAMILLE and the others had breakfast early and left the hotel for the Port of Messina.

‘Roberto says they often ask questions of the people working at the port,’ said Elsie as they sat in the cab, ‘when someone is missin’. I mean, we don’t know for definite whose blood was on them walls at the villa. It could ‘ave been anyone’s.’

‘Yeah,’ said Cecily. ‘I’ve bin thinkin’ about that.’

‘What have you thought, Cecily?’ Camille asked her, relieved that Ottilie and Rose where engrossed in a conversation about one of the waiters at the hotel. She had rolled her eyes when they had first begun to giggle about how handsome he was, but she felt a modicum of relief they weren’t listening to the conversation.

‘’Ow do we know Giovanna Barresi didn’t kill someone in ‘er bed, and flee the villa?’ Cecily glanced up at Camille and Elsie. ‘We d’in’t know it was ‘er blood. It didn’t ‘ave ‘er name on it did it?’

Camille nodded. ‘You’re right, Cecily. We...I, just assumed the blood was that of Giovanna, but it is strange that she is nowhere to be found.’

‘What about the family?’ asked Elsie. ‘They fink it’s their sister’s blood don’t they? They fink it was ‘er what was killed. The fing is if it ain’t ‘ers, then whose is it, and where the ‘ell is she? ‘As she disappeared for the purpose, or ‘as she bin taken?’

‘Maybe goin’ to the port is one of the best ideas we’ve ‘ad,’ said Cecily. ‘We can ask if anyone like ‘er ‘as been seen on any of the passenger ships.’

‘I wish we ‘ad a photograph,’ said Elsie.

‘I don’t think we’d need one,’ said Camille. ‘She is so famous in Messina if anyone has seen her, they would surely recognise her immediately.’

Where will we start?’ asked Cecily. She stared out of the window as the cab pulled into the port. ‘It seems so big...so busy.’

‘At the office,’ said Camille. ‘Cecily,’ you take the girls to watch the boats and Mrs West and I will go to the office to enquire. Then we’ll talk to the men working the boats. They’ll know who she is I’m sure of it.’

At the office they were attended by a short balding man who promised them if he had seen Giovanna Barresi he would have noticed. He didn’t speak English, but fortunately his assistant did and he translated for them.

‘He says,’ said the assistant, ‘she has been to the Port of Messina, which was a wonderful day for everyone, she even sang an aria, but it was only a visit, and it was about two years ago. And there has been no suspicious activity. He sees every boat in and keeps accurate records, for boats and passengers.’ The assistant smiled at them. ‘I can assure you Signorinas, he is meticulous.’

Camille and Elsie joined Cecily, Ottilie, and Rose as they walked on the portside. The girls were amazed at some of the yachts which were moored by the walkways and where uniformed staff ran back and forth with supplies of food and drink.

‘Oh, Mama,’ cried Ottilie. ‘I would love to go on a yacht. They look so wonderful. I wish we had one,’ she sighed.

Camille chuckled. ‘The people who own these yachts are incredibly rich, Ottilie,’ answered Camille. ‘It would be lovely to go aboard though.’ She turned to Elsie. ‘How the other half live,’ raising her eyebrows.

Elsie nodded. ‘I fink you’re forgetting somethin’, Camille,’ she said.

Camille widened her eyes. ‘Oh, what’s that?’

Elsie leaned in towards her and whispered. ‘You can afford it now.’

Camille stared at her, then bit her lip. ‘Oh, Elsie. I’d forgotten.’

Elsie rubbed her back. ‘I know, love. Don’t get upset. Nothin’ needs ter change if yer don’t want it to.’

They spoke to some of the many staff running on and off the yachts. Camille surmised that they may very well be the people who would know if someone like Giovanna Barresi had been aboard. All shook their heads and said they had not seen Giovanna, some said they did not recognise the name.

The men who worked the docks weren’t helpful either. Some pursed their lips and held out their hands in the Latin way, some who could speak English said they took no notice of people who came to the port, even someone as acclaimed as Giovanna Barresi. They weren’t paid to sightsee.

‘No joy there then,’ said Camille as they walked down a cobbled street towards the town. ‘It’s so difficult when we don’t even have one clue to hang the investigation on, but at least now I think we can discount that Giovanna left Messina on one of the yachts.’

‘If she were tryin’ to evade the police, she might ‘ave gone in disguise, Madam,’ said Cecily, as she herded the girls onto a narrow pavement to avoid a bicycle coming the other way. ‘She’s an actress, don’t forget. She could ‘ave dressed in dark clothes, and pulled a sun hat over her eyes, then slipped aboard one of the ferries.’

Camille nodded. ‘That’s assuming she is the murderer, and until we discover who the victim is we won’t know what to think.’ She turned to Elsie. ‘Could we talk to Roberto do you think? You said last night he would appreciate our help.’

Elsie nodded. ‘Why don’t we go to the station in Messina now.’ She smiled to herself. ‘I wouldn’t mind seein’ ‘im again.’

In the town they asked for directions to the police station, or “Questera” and were directed to Via Placida North.

‘How far?’ asked Camille, gesticulating with her hands.

‘Solo pochi minuti,’ said the woman. ‘Er, few minutes.’ Camille thanked her and they walked in the direction in which she had pointed them.

On the corner of Via Placida was a neat little ice cream parlour with multi-coloured striped awnings, and pink tables and chairs.

‘Cecily would you take the girls there for a few minutes. Mrs West and I will join you when we’ve spoken to Roberto.’ Cecily nodded and ushered the girls inside.

‘I hope we and Roberto can help each other,’ said Camille. ‘We need one clue, that is all. The rest will follow.’

‘Why, Camille?’ asked Elsie.

Camille glanced at her in astonishment. ‘Why do we need a clue?’

Elsie laughed. ‘No, ducks. Why do you do this? We’re in a foreign country, well away from everything we know...and love...and ‘ere we are again, investigating.’ She shook her head. ‘Why do you do it? You don’t owe the Lombardos anything. No doubt you’ll cough up for yer bill at the end of yer stay, just like me. Do you feel you need to ‘elp ‘em?’

Camille shook her head. ‘No, I’m not trying to help them. Someone was killed in a most brutal way, Elsie. I’m an investigator. Cecily and I have been involved in numerous investigations where there was absolutely no call for us to be, yet we knew we could help, and we did. People were brought to justice because of the help Cecily and I gave and it is satisfying to know that not everyone who commits a crime will get away with it. Plus if Giovanna Barresi has been murdered, a woman who lived alone and could have seemingly trusted her murderer, she deserves for them to be caught.’ Elsie nodded. ‘There’s something else.’

‘Oh? What’s that, ducks?’

‘Richard isn’t here. We’ve always investigated with Richard, apart from in Manhattan when he was with us only part of the time because he was wounded. I’d like for us to solve this ourselves. It has become rather important to me.’

Elsie nodded and as they made their way through the entrance to the station, squeezed Camille’s arm.

‘I understand, Camille. I really do, but I worry. Whoever killed the person whose blood was in that bedroom seems to ‘ave ‘ad a temper on ‘em, and if they were cornered wouldn’t be afraid to come out fighting. I don’t want you or Cecily to get ‘urt. I couldn’t bear it.’

Camille grasped Elsie’s hand. ‘If it got to that stage I promise you we would step away...if we can.’ They both laughed and went into the foyer.

The interior was much as Camille had expected, a desk, a police officer standing behind it, and offices at the back where many heads were bent in concentration. Elsie took the lead.

‘We’d like to speak to Roberto Conti please,’ she said, leaning on the desk, Camille thought somewhat suggestively.

The officer looked up. Unfortunately, he did not seem to be swayed by Elsie’s obvious attributes.

‘What is your business with him?’ he asked rather imperiously.

‘Exactly that,’ said Elsie said, straightening her back. ‘My business.’

He lifted an eyebrow then called behind him in a very loud voice. ‘Roberto, qualche dama dipinta per vederti.’

Roberto came out of one of the offices and when he saw Elsie a huge grin broke his face in two.

‘Mrs West,’ he cried. ‘How good to see you again. Please. Come into my office.’ He opened the flap in the desk and allowed them to walk through, Elsie throwing the officer a filthy look. She was sure he had said something unpleasant about her.

Before he joined them, Roberto exchanged a few words with the officer at the desk in rapid quick fire. Roberto was not pleased, that was certain, and the officer behind the desk had the grace to flush and look contrite.

‘What was all that about?’ Elsie asked Roberto.

He waved her question away, then invited them to sit. ‘Oh, nothing, nothing. The man is a dinosaur.

‘He was rude about me.’

‘He is rude about everyone. No one listens to him.’ He smiled again. ‘What can I do to help you?’

‘I fink we’ve come to help you, Roberto,’ said Elsie. ‘But we wondered if there ‘ad bin any developments, yer know, about Giovanna Barresi.’

Roberto got up from the desk and shut the door.

‘There has been something,’ he said, sitting at the desk. He glanced at Camille. ‘You have worked with Scotland Yard I understand?’

Camille nodded. ‘I have, Officer Conti. Many times...and solved many a mystery.’ She leant forward. ‘Where is Giovanna Barresi’s domestic? We wanted to know if she lived in. We imagined she did, so where is she?’ Camille decided not to tell him that she and Cecily had already examined the house, but because they were interrupted could not continue.

‘This must go no further,’ he said to them, his voice lowered. Both Camille and Cecily leant forward, nodding their silence. ‘She is lying on a slab in the morgue.’

Camille’s eyes widened and Elsie gasped.

‘What happened to her?’ asked Camille.

‘She was found floating between the yachts at the Port of Messina.’

‘An accident?’ asked Camille.

Roberto shook his head. ‘We don’t think so.’

‘Why?’ asked Elsie.

‘A knife wound.’

‘She was stabbed.’

Roberto nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘Do you know any more?’

‘Not yet, but we will. We have a forensics team looking at her now.’

‘Do you think it is linked, Officer Conti, to the Giovanna Barresi mystery?’

‘I don’t know how it could not be. The problem is there is no one left ask about Giovanna’s life. She lived almost in isolation.’

‘A gardener?’ ventured Camille. ‘The garden is stunning is it not?’ Roberto glanced at her with a frown. ‘Er...we glimpsed it through the railings. It looked very well cared for.’ Elsie nudged her as if to say “Whoops, be careful”.

Roberto nodded. ‘Yes, yes the gardener. He is an expert in...how you say... orticoltura.’

‘’Oh, horticulture. I think it’s what you mean. Do you know who Giovanna’s gardener is?’

‘It is Salvatore Mancini. He does many of the gardens in Messina, and some of the hotels in Taormina.’

‘Have you spoken to him yet?’

‘Yes, we questioned him. He said he rarely goes into the house because the housekeeper pays him. Apparently he has met with Giovanna only a few times when she has wandered into the garden in the morning with coffee and a cigarette. She nods to him but says little. He thinks she is er, arrogant, er, superior, superior, because he is only a gardener.’

‘Not enough to make him want to kill her I wouldn’t have thought.’

‘If she is dead,’ said Roberto. ‘We have no proof she is no longer alive.’

‘Apart from the blood all over the walls,’ said Camille, more to herself than to Roberto and Elsie. Roberto frowned again. ‘It is almost as though you have been at the scene, Lady Camille. You are a Lady aren’t you? It is what Elsie says.’

Elsie nudged Camille again. ‘Oh, er,’ said Camille flustered now, ‘I was imagining, Officer Conti, a horrible imagining of course, but I was led to understand from the Lombardos it was a brutal killing.’

Roberto nodded. ‘Yes, yes it was. You are right Lady Camille; it was very brutal. It is unusual to see such things in Messina, but of course in other parts of Sicily it is a regular occurrence.’

‘I suppose you’re referring to the Mafia.’

Roberto nodded again. ‘The Mafia are everywhere on the island. I suppose...I suppose she may have wronged them...Giovanna. It is possible of course. They don’t take prisoners.’

‘Never?’ asked Camille

He shrugged. ‘Kidnappings, yes. There have been kidnappings.’

‘Why would they kidnap someone?’

‘For ransom...or to teach a family a lesson. Sometimes, if they have argomento with the family they will kidnap a member of the family who has wronged them in their eyes, and keep them for a long time, then dump the body somewhere public. They are the scourge of the island.’

‘But you said not in Messina.’

‘No so much...not since I have been on the forze di polizia, but it has been noted there has been more activity here recently. We think it is because there are more yachts mooring here now. The yachts are big business. The Mafia like big business. And the port can hide many things.’

‘Like the body of a woman washed up between the yachts.’

‘Exactly.’

‘So what now, Officer Conti...and thank you for allowing me to help.’

‘The postmortem on the housekeeper will be finalised this afternoon. We are attempting to analyse her blood, and that of the blood found at the scene, but as I’m sure you know, it is not an exact science.

‘The housekeeper’s name is Signorina Concetta Ferraro, and once we have the results of the postmortem we will take it from there.’ He smiled at Camille. ‘You work with Scotland Yard, Lady Camille. How could I refuse? I have not made my colleagues aware but...’ he glanced at Elsie, ‘...one day maybe I could come to London and work with your Chief Inspector. It would be a great honour for me.’

Camille grinned, knowing it was a case of, I’ll scratch your back if you scratch mine.

‘I’ll certainly see what I can do. It is a pleasure to work with you, Officer Conti.’ She stood and held out her hand which he took and raised to his lips.

‘Lady Camille. The pleasure is all mine.’

Camille and Elsie walked arm in arm towards the ice cream parlour. The sun was beating down on their heads and was so sharp they both squinted into the brightness.

‘Nice, in’t ‘e,’ said Elsie dreamily.

‘He certainly is,’ said Camille, smiling to herself. ‘I think you’ve fallen for him, Elsie.’

Elsie shrugged. ‘I dunno,’ Camille. ‘E don’t know what I do for a livin’. Once ‘e finds out ‘e’ll either think all I do all day is you know what, or ‘e’ll ‘ead for the ‘ills, screaming for mercy.’

‘If you get any closer, surely you would have to tell him. He seems to be planning to come to London, with your help I should imagine.

Elsie sighed. ‘But that’s the fing, Camille. Is it all ‘e wants me for, just a ticket to London, although once ‘e gets there ‘e’ll ‘ightail it back ‘ere if ‘e’s got any sense.’ She shrugged. ‘Oliday romances? Doomed from the start, ain’t they?’

Camille nodded. ‘I must admit, one wonders why anyone would want to give up this beautiful island for London, but having said that, it’s home isn’t it. I’m sure I would miss it terribly if I was away from it for too long.’

Elsie smiled at her. ‘Yeah, I know what yer mean. Come on. Let’s go and stuff our faces wiv ice cream. I reckon we deserve it.’

Camille nodded and smiled. ‘Me too.’
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Chapter 15
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That evening Camille held a council of war with Cecily and Elsie. They had left Ottilie and Rose in the connecting bedroom with piles of magazines, bottles of strawberry cordial and lots of snacks provided by the hotel’s chef, who was only too willing to show off his expertise.

‘What are these, Mama?’ said Ottilie, holding up a little ring-shaped crispy snack. Camille grabbed the menu and read from it.

‘It is Taralli, made from flour, olive oil, a little white wine and flavoured with fennel and black pepper.’ She popped one into her mouth. ‘Mm, delicious. I think you’ll love them.’ She glanced at the big platter which had been provided, and brought to the room by Ottilie and Rose’s favourite waiter. ‘You have Arancini, deep fried rice balls, Panzerotti, Crostini, oh, Ottilie, I think I’ll stay here with you. It all sounds wonderful.’

Ottilie laughed and steered her mother towards the bedroom door. ‘No, no, Mama, Mrs West and Cecily need you. I’m sure the chef will cook some for you if you ask him nicely.’

Camille laughed out loud and shut the door between the two rooms.

‘She seems a lot better, Camille,’ said Elsie. ‘More like her old self. It’s nice to ‘ear ‘er laughing.’

Camille nodded. ‘Yes, she definitely has been better today. I’m so relieved, Elsie. I thought her melancholy and nightmares would never leave her.’

‘She’ll be all right. She’s strong like ‘er Mama.’

When Camille had telephoned the kitchen and asked for another platter of snacks to be sent to their room, the three women settled down onto the comfy chairs, their feet curled up underneath them, and began to discuss the little they had discovered. Cecily had her notebook and pencil with her and was ready to begin deciphering their thoughts.

‘First of all,’ said Camille, ‘thank you for not getting cross about this investigation. We’re on holiday, we all needed a break away from London, but I feel as though I’ve dragged you into yet another enquiry, which I know wasn’t necessary.’ She smiled at Cecily. ‘I know Cecily understands how I feel about investigating...if I sniff out a crime I have to follow my nose. And Elsie you have been wonderful, particularly with getting to know Roberto who has helped us today.’

Elsie shrugged. ‘It was no ‘ardship, Camille. Don’t feel bad about it. He’s bloody gorgeous.’

Cecily giggled, then covered her hand with her mouth. She was never sure quite what her relationship was with Elsie. She called her Mrs West because they were of a different station in life, but Cecily knew Elsie had been born and raised in Hanbury Street, which was in Whitechapel, one of the worst areas of London, and not so very different from St Giles, although she was sure Elsie would say it wasn’t as bad.

‘Well, let’s list the things we know,’ continued Camille. ‘First and foremost, we discovered there had been a murder in a villa in Messina. It is thought the victim is the opera singer, Giovanna Barresi, the sister of Signora Lombardo, one of the owners of this hotel.

‘We discovered from the owners that the three sisters, Allegra, Rosaria, and Giovanna were very close, but we also discovered there might have been some jealousy between them when they were younger, because Giovanna was sent to a special music school in Italy to help her in a career singing opera, while Allegra and Rosaria were sent to the village school.’

‘Why would they be jealous, Madam?’ asked Cecily. ‘Surely, it wouldn’t ‘ave mattered if they couldn’t sing. P’raps Giovanna was the only one of the sisters who ‘ad a voice.’

Elsie nodded. ‘Cecily’s right. The other two might ‘ave sounded like strangled cats.’

Camille nodded. ‘Well, that’s true enough, but human beings are strange things. Sibling rivalry causes a lot of trouble in families.’

‘Ain’t that the truth,’ said Elsie. ‘Me and my sister never got on, not until we was grown. We’ve got nothin’ in common, even now. But I do love ‘er, and I admire ‘er fer what she’s achieved. She d’int ‘ave the best start.’ She turned to Cecily. ‘What about you Cecily? You got sisters and brothers?’

Cecily nodded. ‘Yeah, loads, but we d’int ‘ave time for rivalry. Me brothers used ter fight, but me and me sisters ‘ad ter find work ‘cos me Pa was always drunk. He spent every penny in the pub.’ She looked upset for a moment. ‘Two of me sisters ended up on the streets.’

Elsie nodded and closed her eyes for a second. ‘I wouldn’t wish that on no one. My girls are all well looked after. I make sure of it. I’ve even taken a couple off the streets if I thought they looked right for me business. Touting yerself on the streets is just asking fer trouble.’ Cecily nodded and looked glum.

‘So, we’re not sure how truthful the Lombardos have been with us regarding how they felt about Giovanna,’ said Camille, trying to bring the conversation around to the investigation again.

‘Which one of ‘em would ‘ave killed her d’yer think?’ asked Elsie. ‘You’ve met the Mr and Mrs. What did yer think.’

Camille pulled a face. ‘Well...neither of them to be honest. Allegra was beside herself and vowed to discover who killed Giovanna, if it was she who was killed, and I think they are understandably assuming it was Giovanna, bearing in mind the murder took place in her house and in her bedroom.’

Cecily frowned. ‘But how did they know there had been a murder, Madam? It sounds like Giovanna kept ‘erself to ‘erself. Who discovered someone had been killed?’ She stopped and thought again. ‘And a lot of blood doesn’t necessarily mean death does it? Maybe someone was attacked and ‘ad terrible wounds, but was dragged somewhere else.’

‘There was no sign of dragging,’ said Camille. ‘The blood was confined to the bed and the wall.’

‘So the blood was sort of in one place, but no body, and no blood anywhere else,’ said Elsie.

‘Not as far as we know, but we should ask Officer Conti about it. I’m sure his forensics people will tell him in due course. Cecily make a note of it. If there is no blood anywhere else in the house...it could have been staged.’

Both Elsie and Cecily’s mouths dropped open.

‘Staged,’ cried Cecily. ‘Why would anyone stage somethin’ like that, Madam?’

Camille shrugged. ‘Perhaps we’ll find out.’ She tapped her fingers against her chin. ‘There’s something about this investigation that feels a bit odd to me.’ She pointed at Cecily. ‘You’re right, Cecily. Who discovered the possible murder? Why did anyone think to go and look...and do you know...I think I have a possible answer.’

‘Which is what?’ asked Elsie.

‘The housekeeper. Maybe she raised the alarm, found the blood but no mistress...or found her mistress and started screaming. The murderer was still there and he quieted the housekeeper...bludgeoned her, then took her to the port where he...or she...or they, dumped her body in the water between the yachts. The yachts are closely moored together, so they may have surmised that the body wouldn’t have been found for days. Unfortunately for them it was found pretty quickly which will be a help to Officer Conti and his colleagues, and to us. Unless all this happened days and days ago. I don’t know how anyone would know.’

‘By checking Giovanna’s diary, Madam. She must ‘ave ‘ad one for engagements and whatnot.’

‘True,’ said Camille. ‘Make a note of that too, Cecily. We must look for her diary. The police may not have thought of it, and we’ll be steps ahead if we find it.’

‘Won’t we be sharing everythin’ we find out with Roberto?’ asked Elsie

Camille grinned. ‘Some of it.’

‘That’s naughty.’

‘A little, but I’ve discovered in past investigations the police often miss things which we discover. We’re women, you see. We look in the right places. Men never do. They miss things. It’s the same with husbands. They miss things too.’ Elsie grabbed Camille’s hand and Cecily looked sad, wondering why good people so often got hurt.

‘What about the gardener? Salvatore Mancini, ain’t it?’ asked Elsie.

‘Oh,’ said Cecily. ‘Salvatore? Ain’t that the name of Francesca’s fiancé?’

Camille frowned. ‘Is it? I wonder how many Salvatore’s there are in Sicily.’

‘Thousands,’ said Elsie. ‘Must be one of the most popular names.’

‘Yeah,’ answered Cecily. ‘But not all of ‘em are gardeners.’

‘Is Francesca’s fiancé a gardener?’ asked Camille.

‘I dunno, Madam,’ answered Cecily, ‘but there’s only one way to find out. I’ll go now, say I’m looking for more snacks and some iced cordial. I’ll get ‘er involved in a conversation about ‘er weddin’, say you told me about it, and that we’re all excited we’ve bin invited. Then I’ll ask her about her Salvatore, little fings, like where they was at school, and when she met ‘im. And when she’s all dreamy like, talkin’ about ‘im, I’ll ask ‘er what ‘e does for a livin’, and wevver ‘e worked for Giovanna. Obviously, I’ll say ‘ow sorry I am about what’s ‘appened, but we ‘eard from somewhere there weren’t a body, so what made ‘em fink it was Giovanna.’

Camille nodded and smiled at Elsie. ‘Good, isn’t she?’ said Camille.

Elsie raised her glass to Cecily. ‘She definitely is, Camille.’
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Chapter 16
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Camille and Elsie sat up late. Cecily had been gone a long while and they were eager to discover how her conversation with Francesca had gone. Cecily turned up at midnight, a grin on her face.

‘Yeah, she wanted to talk about ‘im. Couldn’t stop ‘er. She said, ‘e was the love of her life, that they’d planned their weddin’ since they was children and she couldn’t wait ter be ‘is wife.’

‘And is he a gardener, and did he ever do work for Giovanna Barresi?’

‘Yes, and yes. He is a gardener, and he did lots of work at Giovanna’s house, not just gardening. He did painting and maintenance as well.’

Camille nodded. ‘So that would mean inside as well as outside.’

Elsie frowned. ‘What difference does that make?’

‘It means he had access to the house.’ Camille turned her attentions to Cecily again. ‘And what were Francesca’s thoughts on Giovanna Barresi?’

Cecily shrugged. ‘It was difficult to say. She seemed sad, but said Giovanna was a typical diva, wanted everything her own way. Apparently she owns half this hotel.’

‘What?’

‘Yes, Madam. Francesca let it slip. I don’t think she meant to tell me but it’s what she said. I asked ‘er if it was a problem, and she sort of came awake as though wishing she ‘adn’t said anyfing about it. She said there was no problem. They were family and they all looked out for each other. She said ‘er Mamma, Allegra, was devastated. She was the closest to Giovanna in age, although there were fifteen years between them.’

‘Gosh,’ cried Camille. ‘Fifteen?’ she frowned. ‘I wonder if they had different mothers...or fathers.’

‘Francesca spoke a lot about the Barresi family so no, I don’t think so. She said the girls were very close when they were children, that Allegra and Rosaria were almost like mothers to Giovanna because their parents were quite old when Giovanna came along. She sort of whispered that to me. I think Giovanna was a surprise.’

Camille nodded. ‘I bet she was. That’s a huge gap.’

‘She said when Giovanna was sent away, Allegra and Rosaria were devastated. She went to a special school in Italy where they train opera singers.’

‘So off the island?’

Cecily nodded. ‘She said it took them a long time to get over it, that it was like a bereavement. When Giovanna returned to Messina for good she was changed, a young woman they ‘ardly recognised, Francesca said. And seemed to look down on ‘er family, the ones who had paid for ‘er training. Francesca said there was a big argument between the sisters. Giovanna apologised and they all became friends again.’

‘Did she talk about Giovanna’s disappearance?’

‘She said the family were devastated, and it would be best if they knew what ‘ad happened to ‘er, even if it meant she was dead. At least they could put it all to rest. She said it was awful at the moment because it was all so up in the air. She said her mother walked around praying every day that Giovanna would be found, hardly speaking to anyone, even Francesca and her husband, Piu. Rosaria has barely spoken since her sister’s disappearance. Francesca said it’s like she’s locked herself away in her own head and is scared to come out in case she hears something with which she can’t deal.’

‘She’s a strange one,’ said Elsie.

‘Is she?’ asked Camille.

‘She was standing by that big water fall they’ve got in the hotel gardens yesterday. I went out for a breath of air, and she was there dressed all in black, rockin’ from side to side and wailing like a banshee. Don’t fink it’s a good look. Some of the other guests seemed a bit put off by ‘er to be honest.’

‘Mm,’ said Camille. ‘She has certainly taken Giovanna’s disappearance badly..’ She shrugged. ‘Who wouldn’t. It must be a huge worry for them. Anyway,’ she patted the bed. ‘I’m going to turn in.’ She frowned. ‘It’s very quiet next door. Are the girls asleep?’

Cecily opened the connecting door to find both Ottilie and Rose snuggled up in one bed, quietly snoring, their snacks half-eaten, magazines strewn around the room. Camille laughed.

‘They’ve had a good time by the looks of it. Cecily would you mind occupying the other bed just for tonight. I don’t want them to be in a room by themselves all night.’ She glanced at Elsie. ‘Elsie you can share with me unless you want to go into Cecily’s room.

‘No, I’ll take the other bed,’ said Elsie. ‘Cecily can go into ‘er own room. Don’t see why she should move.’

‘Are you sure, Mrs West. I don’t mind.’

‘I know yer don’t, ducks, but I do. You keep yer room.’ She yawned. ‘Bloody ‘ell, I’m bushed.’

‘Me too,’ said Camille following her yawn, which was followed by Cecily. They all laughed.

‘Where are we off to tomorrow then, Camille,’ asked Elsie as she turned the bed down.

‘Would you mind going back to Messina...the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino. I want to get back into Giovanna’s villa again...with Officer Conti’s permission of course. I thought I would telephone him tomorrow and arrange for him to meet us there. What do you think?’

Elsie smiled. ‘I fink it sounds grand. I’ll ‘ave to work out what I’m goin’ ter wear.’

Camille giggled. ‘It’s not a date, Elsie.’

‘Not fer you, ducks, but it is fer me. I’ve bin thinking a lot about ‘im and that can only mean one thing.’

‘Oh, what’s that?’

‘I’m fallin’ for ‘im.’
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Chapter 17
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The following morning everyone found it difficult to leave their beds.

‘Oh, no,’ cried Elsie when the sun forced its way through the shutters. ‘It ain’t mornin’ already is it? I don’t feel as though I’ve ‘ad any sleep.’

‘We had a lovely time last night, Mama,’ yawned Rose as she stretched her arms above her head, then sank back into the covers again. ‘I just wish I could stay here this morning.’

‘And I think we should,’ said Camille as she came through the door in silk pyjamas and wrap. ‘We’re on holiday and we had a late night last night. ‘I’ve ordered a taxi for two o’clock this afternoon, which means we can all have a lie in and lunch at the hotel before we leave for Messina. I’ve also spoken to Officer Conti,’ she glanced at Elsie, ‘I hope it’s all right, Elsie, and arranged to meet him at the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino. He has keys to Giovanna’s property and we can have a good look in the villa before we come to any conclusions.’

‘Sounds good to me,’ said Elsie pulling the bed covers back across her shoulders.

‘By the way, Elsie, would you mind taking the girls to the café across the street from the villa. I think Cecily and I should be the ones to examine the villa in case there is anything untoward there.’

‘No...it’s all right,’ came a muffled, sleepy voice from under the bed clothes. Camille watched as both Ottilie and Rose turned over and closed their eyes. Camille assumed Cecily was still asleep.

‘So much for the high life,’ she murmured to herself as she got back into bed. ‘One late night and we’re finished.’
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AT PRECISELY TWO IN the afternoon, Camille and the others crammed into a taxi which took them to the old town of Messina.

‘When you’ve finished, Mama,’ said Ottilie, ‘could we go to the shops again? There are a few things Rose and I would like to buy with our pocket allowance.’

‘Of course,’ nodded Camille. ‘I can’t imagine we’ll be at the villa more than an hour or so. We’ll go shopping then have dinner at one of those lovely restaurants we saw the other day.’

The girls cheered and Camille was relieved everyone was happy. She had vowed not to carry out investigations when Ottilie was present because she knew Harry did not approve. With Harry gone and his disapproving looks and voice a thing of the past, she suddenly realised she could do as she pleased, as long as Ottilie, and Rose, were both safe. Harry had never understood her need to be involved in something that didn’t include him, even when they were estranged.

‘You were such a self-centred man,’ she said under her breath as she and Cecily walked towards the pink villa, yet Camille couldn’t help wishing he was still with them...if only for Ottilie’s sake.

Roberto was waiting outside Giovanna’s villa when they arrived. He looked behind Camille and she knew exactly who he was looking for.

‘Elsie is in the café with the girls,’ said Camille, grinning. ‘Cecily and I are more than happy to look around the villa ourselves if you would like to join her.’ Roberto looked torn. He knew he should go with Camille, but his desire to see Elsie again seemed to be winning out. Camille gave him another little nudge, thinking it would be better if she and Cecily could work alone. ‘Miss Nugent and I are quite used to examining properties for evidence, Officer Conti. Please don’t trouble yourself. There is no need.’

Roberto nodded and handed the keys to Camille. ‘Please do not move anything, Lady Camille,’ he said. ‘We have been over the property with a fine-toothed comb, like you say in English. We found very little.’ More for us to find then, thought Camille.

Suddenly a surge of excitement went through her as she and Cecily walked up the path towards the main entrance to the villa. If the police had found little it could mean there was much to find, things only a woman would know. She recalled finding the diary of her old friend Madame Tatou when they had investigating the killing in Paris of Madame Tatou’s maid. They had found it in a small aperture in the bedframe. Cecily had worked out there was a hidden switch there. It had changed their investigation into Madame Tatou’s disappearance.

The door at the villa had become sticky with the intense heat from the Sicilian sun, and Camille had to push hard to get it open.

‘Gosh, surely no one could come into the villa quietly,’ she said to Cecily. ‘What a racket.’

‘It alerted us to the cleaners arriving, didn’t it, Madam? We would ‘ave been caught otherwise.’

Camille nodded. ‘True, but it makes me think whoever the perpetrator was, he...or she...did not come through the front door. It would have been too noisy, particularly at night. It’s enough to wake the dead...’ Cecily glanced at her and Camille bit her lip, ‘...if you know what I mean, although I suppose that was quite insensitive.’

‘Don’t worry, Madam. I know exactly what you mean. I always do.’

‘Where should we start, Cecily. This is a big villa. We may not be able to search everywhere today. It’s possible we will need to come back. I suppose we should look first in the most likely places for Giovanna’s private things. Every woman has her own place, and I would imagine it is usually in her bedroom where fewer people go.’

‘Like Madame Tatou, Madam,’ said Cecily.

‘Exactly.’

They went through the rather beautiful hallway, with its columns and marble statues, and made their way to the winding staircase which took them up to the first floor.

‘Do you think all the blood will be gone, Madam?’ asked Cecily, looking slightly reticent.

Camille nodded. ‘I should think so. According to Elsie, Officer Conti organised specialist cleaners to bring the villa back to its usual splendour, but if you feel nervous I’ll go in first to make sure.’

Cecily breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Thank you, Madam.’

At the top of the staircase, Camille and Cecily stood on the landing and counted the doors.

‘It was the third one wasn’t it, where the blood was, although I do think we should search all of them. She may have hiding places everywhere.’ Camille shook her head and tutted. ‘I wish we knew more about her, don’t you, Cecily? It’s almost as though she is an enigma, a puzzle to be solved...apart from trying to discover where she is. All we know about her is that she is an opera singer and is famous. How do famous people hide their lives and their personalities? I would have thought it was an impossibility, but it seems Giovanna Barresi has achieved it.’

‘Because she has something to hide, Madam? Surely it would be the main reason. Most people don’t fink about it do they. They just go about their lives without worrying about ‘iding fings about themselves. Like us. I’m sure, it never would cross me mind to worry about meself that much. But Giovanna,’ Cecily frowned, ‘I can’t ‘elp thinkin’ there’s something there, Madam, p’raps somethin’ about ‘er she don’t want anyone ter know, which is why she’s so secretive.’

Camille nodded. ‘And even the newspapers sort of glossed over her when trying to write about her. They wrote more about her singing engagements and her encores than about her as a person. It seems no one really knows Giovanna Barresi.’

Camille opened the door to the third bedroom and peered inside. The room was as good as new, everything was put back into place, the blood on the walls now wiped away, but the stain could still be seen.

‘I think it’s safe, Cecily,’ said Camille. ‘It will give you an idea about the shape of the stain...there is no blood my dear, but I think the shape is an important factor, don’t you?’

‘I do, Madam,’ Cecily poked her head into the room behind Camille and grimaced when she saw the mark on the wall. ‘That’s an awful lot of blood, ain’t it, Madam?’

‘I must admit I don’t think I’ve ever seen so much, but I think we can tell a lot from it, the shape, where it is situated. Did you bring the camera with you?’

Cecily reached into a large bag she had hooked over her shoulder. ‘Here, Madam, a box camera. Don’t ask me ‘ow it works ‘cos I don’t know.’

‘I do,’ said Camille. ‘Richard bought this for me when we went to Manhattan. I have some wonderful photos of us all in an album. There are some lovely ones of you, Cecily.’

Cecily looked pleased. ‘Oh, that’s nice.’

Camille took photographs of the scene and the stain on the wall.

‘It’ll be easier for us to look at the photos later on, and possibly have things occur to us that didn’t before.’

‘Will there be a developer in Messina do you think, Madam? And will they know what the photos are?’

‘Oh, crikey,’ said Camille, taking the camera away from her face. ‘I hadn’t thought of that. Anyone developing these photographs will know what they are and possibly where they’ve come from. It will rather give the game away won’t it?’

‘What about Officer Conti, Roberto? Could ‘e not ‘ave ‘em developed for yer?’

Camille pulled a face. ‘That’s a point, Cecily. Good thinking. It would be so much better if he could have them developed. I would doubt anyone would ask him questions as he is one of the senior officers.’

When Camille had finished taking the photographs she decided to examine the bloodstains even closer. She squinted at them then tutted.

‘If only we had a magnifying glass. My father keeps one on his desk at all times for his stamps. He is a stamp collector and has some beauties, but he loves to get a closer look with his glass.’

‘Do you mean one like this, Madam?’ asked Cecily standing behind Camille.

Camille turned and gasped. ‘Cecily! You have a magnifying glass! Why?’

‘Don’t you remember, Madam? You said we needed to put together a bag of fings that would come in useful when we’re carrying out our investigations. You said a lipstick for writing on mirrors, a box of plasters, some peppermints, string...and a magnifying glass.’ She held the magnifying glass forward. ‘Ere is the magnifying glass.’

Camille took it from her, chuckling. ‘What would I do without you, Cecily?’

Cecily grinned. ‘I ‘ope you’ll never ‘ave ter do wivout me, Madam.’

Camille went around to one side of the vast bed, the covers of which had been laundered, yet the stains from the blood could still be seen. She held the magnifying glass up to the wall and peered closely at the stain.

‘What do you fink, Madam?’ asked Cecily, wishing she had packed two magnifying glasses.

Camille stepped down and offered the glass to Cecily. ‘What do you think, Cecily?’

Cecily took the glass and held it up to the stain on the wall. She frowned. ‘I can see somefing which don’t look like blood ter me.’

‘What does it look like?’

‘Er, dirt, grubby-like. Little dark spots, and some areas are sort of yellow where the dirt’s been rubbed off, or cleaned off wiv water.’ She stepped away from the wall. ‘What do you fink, Madam?’

‘Soil.’

‘Soil?’ Cecily frowned. ‘What yer mean like earf from the garden?’ Camille nodded. Cecily took a breath and thought for a moment. ‘So, you fink whoever was in this room ‘ad earf on their ‘ands, before they did whatever they did, ‘cos we’re not really sure what they did, are we?’

‘We’re not, but I think you should write in your notes we have found some residue that is not blood, is not the colour of blood, and is definitely...not blood.’

Cecily hurried to get her notebook and pencil out of her gargantuan bag and proceeded to write some notes.

‘What’s next, Madam?’

‘Where did we find one of the best clues we ever found in Paris, Cecily?’

‘In the bed.’

‘That’s right. Put down the bag that is nearly as big as you and let’s search the bed.’

‘Everywhere, Madam?’

‘Everywhere. We stripped the bed before, when we were in Paris, so let’s do it now. We’re looking for hairs or traces of food or drink...or anything which shouldn’t be here.’

They carefully stripped the bed, slowly taking away the counterpane and sheets, then the pillows and under sheet. They observed each one carefully, going over each part with the magnifying glass.

‘Don’t fink there’s anyfing ‘ere, Madam.’

‘No,’ frowned Camille. ‘All right, next is the bedframe. Remember in Madam Tatou’s bed there was a little compartment where she had hidden her diary? We might find something similar here.’ They went over the bedframe inch by laborious inch, but found nothing. Camille sighed. ‘I’ve found nothing. What about you, Cecily?’

‘No, nothin this side, Madam. Nothin’ to be ‘ad...but...’

Camille glanced up. ‘But what?’

‘One of these floor tiles looks a bit wonky, like it don’t fit proper. Do yer fink we should try and get it off the floor?’

Camille rushed around to Cecily’s side of the bed. Cecily put her foot on the tile and rocked it.

‘Yer see, Madam. It don’t fit proper. All the uvvers do.’

Camille knelt on the floor and Cecily joined her. Camille tried to get her fingers under the tile but the gap wasn’t big enough. Then she tried her fingernails and broke one for her efforts. ‘Blast,’ she said, sucking her finger. ‘Don’t s’pose you got a nail file in that bag of yours do you, Cecily?’

Cecily ran across to where she’d left her bag and proceeded to retrieve a little case in which there were some scissors...and a nail file. ‘Do you want me to file yer nail down for yer, Madam?’ she asked Camille.

‘No, thank you, Cecily. I want to see if I can push the file under this tile.’ Camille pushed the file in between two tiles, then under the loose one, and with some careful manoeuvring was able to push the tile to one side. As it moved across the floor, both Camille and Cecily gasped.

Underneath the tile was a gap of about six inches by six inches. In the gap was an old metal box. Camille and Cecily looked at one another, neither knowing quite what to do.

‘What are we going to do, Madam?’ asked Cecily. ‘Should we tell Officer Conti what we’ve found?’

Camille sniffed and exhaled. ‘I want to look inside.’

Cecily nodded. ‘So do I, but...would it be right?’

‘Why wouldn’t it be right?’

‘Because it ain’t ours, is it?’

‘No...but the person who lives here is missing, and whatever is in this box may help us to find her.’

‘I think it’s a good reason to look inside the box, Madam.’

‘So do I,’ said Camille as she reached for the box, pulling it out of the hole. She pushed one side of the metal and the lid sprung open.

Inside were photographs, old and yellow with age. Camille picked the first one off the top and held it up.

‘It’s a photograph of three girls, all different ages. One is tiny...look.’ She passed the photo to Cecily. ‘Isn’t the youngest in nappies?’

‘It looks like it. Look at their hair, all dark and curly.’

Camille sat back on her heels. ‘It’s the Barresi girls. They are the girls in the photo, Rosaria, the eldest, Allegra, the middle one, and the baby, Giovanna.’

‘But why are the photos hidden under here, Madam? Stuck in an old box and shoved under the floor tiles. It don’t make sense.’ She frowned. ‘I don’t understand. If these are photos of Giovanna and ‘er sisters, why would she not ‘ave wanted them in a book so she can take ‘em out and look at ‘em?’

Camille proceeded to go through the other photographs in the box. There were another seven, all of the girls, all taken at the Hotel Lombardo, either in the gardens, or in the kitchen.

‘This one,’ said Camille passing it to Cecily. ‘Allegra is holding a tiny baby. Poor kid she looks quite scared, as though she’s frightened of dropping her.’

Cecily held it in her fingers, frowning. ‘I wonder why she kept these...and why are there none of ‘er parents?’

Camille shrugged. ‘Who knows.’ She looked into the hole, then bent even further towards it. ‘There’s something else down here.’

‘Ugh, Madam. It’s a bit dusty. Do yer want me ter do it?’

‘No, no, I’m not afraid of a little dust.’ Camille pushed her hand further into the hole and pulled out a doll.

It was dressed in national costume, made of rags, and stuffed with straw. The face had been drawn on the front with what looked like some sort of crayon or paint, the hair dark brown wool stitched to the top of its head with ragged stitches.

‘A brown-haired dolly for a brown-haired girl,’ said Camille, holding it up so Cecily could see it. ‘Someone made this with their own fair hand for a newborn baby.’

‘I wonder who made it,’ said Cecily, ‘and why did Giovanna shove it down the ‘ole. Seems a shame. Some people keep their dolls for years. I would ‘ave if I’d ‘ad one.’

‘Do you think we should put it all back where we found it?’

Cecily nodded. ‘I s’pose if Giovanna comes back she’ll want ter know ‘er fings are safe. I would if it were me.’

Camille nodded. They put the photographs back into the box and laid the doll into the hole before laying the box of photographs on top of it.

‘The box on top of the doll,’ said Camille. She glanced at Cecily. ‘I would have put the doll on top of the box, wouldn’t you?’

Cecily thought for a moment. ‘I wouldn’t ‘ave done it at all, Madam, but you’re right. The doll should be on top of the box. It’s like the doll is bein’ punished.’

‘How very deep,’ said Camille, chuckling as she pushed the tile back into place. ‘I think you should write about this in your notebook, Cecily. And our thoughts on the photographs and the doll, so we can discuss it all at a later date.’

‘Right you are, Madam. Where else should we search?’

‘There must be more to see I would imagine, unless of course, the police here in Sicily are more efficient than we’ve given them credit for and they’ve found everything. Where would you hide a diary, or letters, or accounts? Anything made of paper.’

‘The fing is, Madam, paper is a funny fing. If it gets wet or covered in muck it will either shred or the ink runs and it can’t be read, so I fink it stands to reason she would ‘ave ‘idden anythin’ like that in the ‘ouse, where it’s dry.’

Camille nodded. ‘I agree.’ She looked around the room. ‘So, we should search the wardrobes, the dressing room, where I must admit I would be inclined to hide something like that, and the water closet. There’s a little room through there with a bath. We could search that too...everywhere where Giovanna would be alone, where she would have her own personal time.’

They began their search, for what, they did not know. In the dressing room Cecily found a box of jewellery, some costume, which Giovanna probably wore during her performances, and some which to Camille’s expert eye looked incredibly valuable.

‘This.’ She held up a bracelet, with pave cut diamonds and edged with rubies. ‘This is worth a fortune. I know because I saw a similar one in Hatton Garden once.’

‘I’m surprised you didn’t buy it, Madam.’

‘Lord Divine said it was vulgar.’

‘Vulgar! A beautiful fing like that? Why would ‘e say it was vulgar?’

‘Because of the rubies. He didn’t like rubies and didn’t like me wearing them. Too bright, he said. Only whores wore them.’ She raised her face to look at Cecily who had gone puce. ‘Well, I suppose he would have known. He was fond of a certain type of woman.’

‘I’m sorry, Madam,’ said Cecily, biting her lip.

‘Why sorry, Cecily? It all rather done and dusted isn’t it? It feels somewhat as though it happened to someone else and not to me.’ She frowned. ‘To be honest I think what has happened to Giovanna is far worse.’

She sat on a velvet and gilt chaise and crossed her legs, deep in thought.

‘I’ve been thinking about it. She has either been murdered and the blood on the wall and bed were hers, or she has been kidnapped and the blood on the wall and bed was the housekeeper’s. Either way the body was moved from here. We know the housekeeper has met her end because she has been found. Whether the blood was hers is another matter.’

Cecily nodded. ‘Makes sense, Madam. The other thing I’d like to know is who raised the alarm? Who found the blood in the first place?’

Camille rose from the chaise. ‘We’ll ask Officer Conti.’ She grinned. ‘Elsie has him smitten. She has such a way with her. I think she could get blood out of a stone...if you’ll pardon the insensitivity.’

They began to search again, with Camille paying particular attention to the dressing room. She searched every drawer, every alcove, and under every ornament. She began to feel along the walls which had been decorated in some of the brand new art deco wallpaper so popular with interior designers, for Camille was sure every inch of the house had been skilfully decorated by a designer.

‘Oh,’ she said, looking down at her finger which was bleeding. ‘I don’t seem to have had much luck today...first a nail is pulled off and now this.’

‘What have you done, Madam?’

‘Cut my finger.’

‘I’ll get one of the plasters from my bag.’

While Cecily retrieved the plasters Camille continued to examine the place on the wall where she had cut herself. Some of the wallpaper had not been stuck down properly at the seam where it joined the next piece, and was standing proud of the wall.

‘Don’t suppose you have a torch in that bag of yours do you, Cecily?’

Cecily handed her a tiny torch and Camille shook her head in astonishment. ‘Have you got a kettle and teapot in there as well? We could make a cup of tea.’ Cecily giggled while Camille folded a plaster around the top of her finger, then shone the torch into the  gap between the wallpaper and the wall.

‘Do yer think there’s something in there, Madam? It’s just that someone did somethin’ similar in one of the Penny Dreadfuls I used ter read. They hid their will be’ind a panel in the library ‘cos they d’int want their family ter get old of it in case they tried ter bump ‘im off fer the money.’

Camille squinted into the gap. ‘There’s definitely something in there, Cecily,’ she exclaimed. ‘You’re right. Seems as though Giovanna has read the same Penny Dreadful.’ She gave Cecily the torch and slid her fingers behind the wallpaper. ‘Unfortunately, I’m going to have to pull the wallpaper away a bit. I would rather not, but it’s the only way to get at what’s behind there.’

Camille pushed her fingers deeper behind the wallpaper, trying to tease what was behind it out into the open.

‘Got it,’ she cried. She pulled her hand away from the wall. Between her fingers were some sheets of paper. ‘Oh, my goodness. Giovanna has gone to some lengths to hide these.’

Cecily peered over her shoulder. ‘What are they, Madam?’

Camille blinked at the papers then unfolded them, smoothing them down the middle. ‘If I’m not mistaken, they’re love letters. I can make out the words Ti amo, which I think means “I love you”,’ she shrugged, ‘but the rest,’ she shook her head. ‘I have no idea.’

‘We’ll have to ask someone.’

‘Yes, but who? This is evidence and I’d rather not make it too public.’

‘Is it signed, Madam?’

Camille’s eyes went to the bottom of one of the letters. Non dimenticarmi. Io ti amerò sempre.’ Cecily looked at her for a translation. ‘No, no idea,’ said Camille shaking her head.

‘What now?’ asked Cecily. She clicked her fingers looking pleased with herself. ‘Miss Rose! She’s very good with languages. She might be able to make some of it out.’

Camille frowned. ‘Yes, but...what if it’s, you know...a bit spicy.’

‘Oh, well, I ‘adn’t thought of that. But Rose is a girl of the world. I’ve got ter know ‘er quite well. I think she’d want to ‘elp.’ She looked over Camille’s shoulder. ‘‘Ow many letters are there?’

‘Five.’

‘Madam, we should take them with us. Once they’ve been translated we can give them to Officer Conti. It’s not as if ‘e doesn’t know we’re ‘ere.’

Camille nodded. ‘That’s true. All right, Cecily. Put them in your bag of magic and we’ll think about them later.’ She shook her head. ‘I’m still not sure we’ve found everything. From what we’ve already found, it would seem Giovanna was fond of secreting things away. I have a feeling there could be more to find.’

‘I fink you’re right, Madam. As you said, this is a big villa, with lots of places to ‘ide fings. Let’s keep looking.’

When the bedroom, water closet, dressing room and bathroom did not give away any more secrets, Camille and Cecily searched the other bedrooms which gave up nothing in the way of secrets or evidence. The rooms were clearly guest rooms, with little embellishment or personality.

‘Should we look downstairs, Madam,’ suggested Cecily. ‘I think we’ve done everything we can up ‘ere.’

‘Yes, I agree,’ said Camille. ‘Come on. We’ll begin in the study.’

The study was panelled in wood on one wall in a light oak which would have given the room a masculine appearance if it hadn’t been for the figurines of singers in full voice, and the rather ethereal drapes at the windows. A captain’s chair had been upholstered in mint-green velvet.

‘Giovanna must collect these,’ said Camille, picking one up and inspecting it. She peered at the bottom looking for a signature. ‘An Italian maker. I suppose it would be.’ She replaced the figurine on the desk and proceeded to pick up the others looking at their bases.

‘Are you looking for anything in particular, Madam?’

Camille shrugged. ‘I just thought if any of these figurines were gifts they might have had the sender’s mark on them, a label perhaps with a salutation.’ She smiled and glanced at Cecily ‘And what have we here?’ On the fifth figurine she had picked up was a small label with some handwriting. She turned it this way and that to get a better look. ‘La mia ammirazione è costante. Il mio amore non conosce limiti. Do you know I think even I can work it out with the French I have. Some of the words are almost familiar. My admiration is constant. My love...has no limits...or bounds? Yes, yes, I think that is it.’

‘Pity we can’t take the label with us, Madam.’

‘Take a photograph, Cecily, of the label. At least we’ll know what the handwriting is like if ever we see it again. And the figurine itself. It might mean something.’

‘What a good idea, Madam. You’re a genius.’

Camille giggled. ‘I think not, but...thank you.’ She replaced the figurine and took the camera from Cecily. ‘Look, I’ll show you how to do it. It’s quite simple. Just aim it at the thing you want to photograph and press down this lever.’ Cecily did as she’d been shown, then grinned. Camille chuckled. ‘I knew you’d get the hang of it.’

‘Are there any other labels, Madam?’

‘There aren’t any labels on the others. I’ve searched them all. Now the desk I think.’

The top of the desk released no information. There was just a rather beautiful pen and inkwell, a leather blotter, and a green desk lamp.

‘What about the drawers, Madam?’

Cecily opened them one by one. Two were empty and had nothing taped to the underside, two had invoices and some scribbled notes, presumably in Giovanna’s hand which was practically indecipherable. One was locked.

‘What do we do, Madam? Should we force it?’

Camille bit her broken fingernail. ‘I don’t know, Cecily. Breaking into someone’s desk is not the done thing. I wouldn’t want anyone to break into mine, not that I’ve got anything to hide you understand.’ She thought again. ‘But we are here to investigate a woman’s disappearance. I wonder why Officer Conti and his associates didn’t look inside.’

‘P’raps they ‘ad a key.’

‘The keys,’ cried Camille. ‘Officer Conti gave me a bunch of keys.’ She ran out of the study and into the living room where she had left the keys. ‘Here we are,’ she said going through them then holding one up. ‘This looks like a desk key.’

She handed the bunch to Cecily who proceeded to slide the key into the lock. The drawer opened easily. Camille went to Cecily’s side.

‘Well?’

Cecily pulled out a large, flat book. ‘Looks like her diary, Madam. Will we take it with us?’

‘Isn’t that stealing?’

‘Pro’bly, but I don’t fink we can read it all now. Officer Conti will wonder what we’re doin’ in ‘ere.’

Camille nodded. ‘True. Another item for your bag. Lock the drawer, Cecily. We’ll replace it when we can. Now the living room and I think that should be it for today.’

They left the study, leaving everything as it was apart from the taking of the diary, and closed the door behind them.’

We’ve done well today, Cecily,’ said Camille. ‘We’ve discovered items of interest the police had overlooked...which of course we knew we would.’

‘We just know where to look, Madam. We’ve been at this game quite a while.’

‘Indeed we have, and it’s stood us in good stead.’

The living room looked cool and inviting. The ceiling was high and vaulted with beams, the walls swathed with terracotta, then painted a brilliant white. The seating was mostly bamboo and rattan with huge orange cushions. It was indeed a beautiful room.

‘This is lovely isn’t it,’ breathed Camille. ‘Giovanna certainly has style.’

‘Do you fink so, Madam? It’s a bit open for me. I like comfy cozy, like what we’ve got at ‘ome.’

Camille grinned. ‘Where shall we begin?’

‘There’s that big side-cupboard over there,’ said Cecily. ‘I’ll look in there.’

‘And I’ll look behind the paintings. You never know...there might be a safe.’

Cecily went across to a huge, ornately carved cupboard. It looked old, rustic, and probably worth a lot of money. When she opened one of the doors a large sheaf of papers fell out and slithered across the floor.

‘Oh, good Lord, Madam,’ she cried. ‘Look at this.’

‘What is it?’ asked Camille.

‘Letters,’ said Cecily as she began to pick them up, ‘all from the same person. The same handwriting, the same signature. Wonder what they say?’

‘Put one in your bag, Cecily. There’s no need for us to take all of them, and I’d rather not. We already have the diary, and I confess to feeling slightly guilty about it, but without being fluent in Sicilian or Italian I’m not sure what else we can do.’

Cecily bent and picked up a small slip of paper with some numbers written on it.

‘What are these for?’ she asked, handing the slip to Camille.

Camille smiled. ‘They could be numbers to a safe. Oh, dear, one should never write them down.’

‘Good job she did. We wouldn’t ‘ave known otherwise. I wonder where the safe is.’

‘Now we must find it. We’ll both look... Of course it could be anywhere. You search in here and I’ll look in the kitchen.’

‘Do yer think it would be in the kitchen, Madam?’ asked Cecily, frowning. ‘That would be a bit strange, wouldn’t it?’

Camille shook her head. ‘Not really. It’s always best to disguise a safe as something else. One wouldn’t want to put it on display.’

She hurried off to the kitchen, clutching the slip of paper with the numbers written on it, aware of the amount of time she and Cecily had been at the villa. She began by looking in the cupboards which she knew would be too obvious, but looked anyway. Then came the cold store and the pantry. There was nothing.

Camille placed her hands on her hips and sighed. ‘Where did you put the safe, Giovanna?’

She walked across the kitchen, frowning. Underneath one of the beams was what could have been a door, yet it was painted to look like part of the wall. ‘Trompe l’oeil,’ she said under her breath, ‘something painted to look as though it isn’t there, but now I can see quite clearly...it is.’

The door had been plastered in terracotta, and painted white, the same as the kitchen walls. Through the middle was a beam which lined up perfectly with the one on the wall, making it look as though the door didn’t exist. Camille stepped towards it and pressed the beam. The door sprung open and Camille gasped. She called Cecily who came running into the kitchen looking worried.

‘Madam! Madam, is everything all right?’

‘Yes, yes, Cecily. Look at this.’

Cecily’s mouth dropped open ‘That’s clever.’

‘Isn’t it.’ She leant into the void and ran her hand down each of the frames, looking for a light switch. Her hand hitched on a protuberance and she pressed it, flooding the void with light.

It was a landing, like a small vestibule without windows, with winding concrete steps leading down into a dark space. Camille and Cecily looked at each other, Camille with her eyebrows raised.

‘Well,’ she said. ‘We’re not going to let a bit of darkness put us off, are we?’

Cecily shrugged. ‘I reckon it’s a wine cellar. Italian wine is popular, ain’t it, and they like ter drink it, an’ all.’

‘True.’ Camille agreed. ‘Let’s go.’

Camille went first. Luckly there was a wrought iron handrail which followed the steps into the void, although it continued much further down than either Camille or Cecily expected.

‘Ooh, Madam,’ whispered Cecily. ‘I’m not sure I like this.’

‘I definitely don’t,’ said Camille trying to keep her voice steady and sound brave, ‘but the very fact it is here says a lot. I’m hoping the safe is down here. Giovanna clearly had no fear of it. She must have come down here alone. Oh, here we are. We’ve reached the bottom.’

‘There’s a light pull here, Madam,’ said Cecily. She pulled the string which had dangled in front of her face. The space was flooded with light.

It was a cellar as was surmised, but Camille quickly decided it was once a bakery. The room was as clean as a whistle, no cobwebs could be seen. Someone had cleaned it, or perhaps Giovanna was simply someone who liked things in order. If that was the case, thought Camille, why did she have all those letters shoved in the cupboard in the living room?

‘Look,’ she said, ‘a baker’s oven. It’s the heavy metal door over in that wall. I expect it was once used for just that reason, and the bread was ferried upstairs and sold from the villa.’ She glanced at Cecily. ‘I wonder if there’s a safe hiding behind there?’

‘Open it, Madam,’ said Cecily, looking excited now.

Camille went across to the metal door and pulled it open. It screeched with rust, the hinges scraping against each other. It wasn’t a safe, simply there for what it was intended: baking bread.

‘Oh,’ cried Camille, frowning with disappointment. ‘It’s an oven.’

‘Maybe we was expecting too much, Madam,’ said Cecily. ‘It wouldn’t have been very well hidden. A safe is metal. The first thing anyone would look for would be a metal door. P’raps it’s meant to send someone searching for it down the wrong path.’

‘I still think there’s something down here,’ said Camille. She turned and surveyed the room. ‘There are racks and racks of wine at the other end of the room. Maybe there’s something down there.’

They walked across the concrete floor towards an arch where there were hundreds of bottles of wine, all efficiently labelled and racked.

‘Who needs this much wine?’ asked Cecily in astonishment. ‘You’d never live long enough to drink it all.’

Camille examined the labels. ‘This wine isn’t meant for drinking, Cecily. Each of these bottles is worth an absolute fortune. I’m no expert, but Harry had two or three bottles of vintage wine, at least one of them went back hundreds of years. I remember him saying it was probably undrinkable, but was still worth a lot of money.’

‘Do they belong to you now, Madam?’

Camille glanced at Cecily and nodded. ‘I suppose they do.’ She turned and perused the bottles. ‘I’ve never been one for owning things for the sake of owning them. I can’t see the point of it. Like this wine. One should be able to drink it, or what is it for?’

‘There’s a barrel over there, Madam,’ said Cecily, pointing to a large barrel standing against one of the walls. ‘Should we take a closer look?’

They both ducked under the arch and made for the old wooden barrel. Camille pulled a face.

‘There’s nothing unusual about it, Cecily. It’s just a barrel.’

‘I fink we should try to move it.’

Camille nodded. ‘All right.’ They both put their hands on the top of the barrel expecting it to be full. It was empty. ‘There’s nothing in it. Ler’s move it out of the way. It might be hiding something.’

‘We should roll it, Madam. I fink it’s how it’s done.’

They pulled the barrel over onto its side and rolled it away from the wall. Behind it was a gap which had been filled with bricks. Pulling the bricks out of the gap, Camille managed a rather unladylike whistle.

‘So this is where Giovanna keeps her secrets.’

‘Is it a safe, Madam?’

‘It certainly is...and quite a big one.’ She fumbled in the skirt of her sundress for the slip of paper on which the numbers had been written. ‘If these numbers don’t work we’ve done all this for nothing.’ She went across to the dial and began to turn it towards the numbers.

‘How many numbers are there, Madam?’

‘Four...twenty-eight to the right.’ Camille turned the dial It clicked.. ‘One, so back to the left.’ She turned the dial to the left. It clicked again. ‘Then to the right again, thirty-three.’ Another click. She spun the dial to the right. ‘And then the fourth which is fourteen.’ The safe door clicked open and Camille looked triumphant. ‘We did it.’ She opened the safe door even wider and peered inside, then suddenly paled. ‘Oh my goodness.’

Cecil put a hand on her arm. ‘What is it, Madam?’

‘Have you got a handkerchief, Cecily?’ Cecily pulled one from under the strap of her sundress. ‘I always carry one in case of emergencies,’ she said, squinting at the safe for a better look. She passed the handkerchief to Camille who placed it in the palm of her hand and reached into the safe. She pulled out a pistol.

Cecily gasped and covered her hand with her mouth. ‘Oh, no! Oh, Madam. Is it Giovanna’s?’

Camille shrugged and shook her head. ‘One would imagine so. It was in her safe, but it could be that someone else knows of its whereabouts. We found it, so presumably if someone was determined, they would find it too.’

‘But the police?’

‘Were not looking for it because they did not know it was here. That door upstairs is a pretty good imitation of the wall in which it’s placed.’

‘We didn’t know it was here either.’

‘No, but we know where to look, Cecily.’

Cecily nodded. ‘Is there anything else in there?’

Camille looked inside the safe and pulled out a yellow scarf, covered in blood. She sighed. ‘This isn’t looking good, is it?’

‘Do you think it’s Giovanna’s scarf?’

Camille frowned. ‘I’m not sure. I would have thought it was rather rustic for her. She is a woman of grand fashion, designer clothes. She can afford it. I’ve seen this sort of scarf a thousand times since we’ve been in Sicily, in the markets, down at the Port of Messina.’ She shook her head again. ‘No, I don’t think it’s hers.’

‘The housekeeper’s?’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Was the gun used to kill ‘er do yer fink, Madam?

‘Possibly. We need to have a conversation with Officer Conti.’

‘We’ll tell him what we’ve found?’

‘We’ll tell him about the gun and scarf, about this safe. I want to have the letters translated first.’ Camille nodded to herself. ‘Then we’ll see.’
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Chapter 18
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Pushed to the back of the safe were also train tickets, one on which the date had passed just two weeks previously, and one in the future. Both were to Venice, Italy. Camille and Cecily discussed the possibilities while on their way to the café where Elsie had taken the girls, and no doubt Officer Roberto Conti was paying her his respects.

‘Do you think someone was killed in the cellar, Madam?’ asked Cecily. ‘It was spotlessly clean. Even Knolly would ‘ave approved. I d’int fink cellars were meant to be clean.’

‘I suppose it depends on what they’re being used for. In the old days, when it was used as a bakery it would have had to be clean, wouldn’t it. They would have been selling food from the villa. Cleanliness is everything where food is concerned.’

‘Mm,’ answered Cecily. ‘One fing I did notice.’

‘Oh, yes, what was that?’

‘There ain’t no windows in the cellar. ‘Ow did they let all the ‘eat out. It must’ve been boilin’ ‘ot in there when they was bakin’ the bread.’ Camille frowned, then glanced at Cecily. She was right of course. There were no windows. Unusual, but possibly not unheard of. Camille’s stomach rolled, then she inwardly chastised herself for being silly. It was a bread oven and that was that, but an unpleasant thought lingered with her.

When Camille and Cecily arrived at the cafe they could hear shrieks of laughter coming from inside, and Elsie’s voice exclaiming, ‘You mus’ be jokin’.’

Camille raised her eyebrows. ‘Sounds like they’re having fun.’

‘Not sure ‘ow ‘appy Officer Conti will be when he finds out about the gun and the bloody scarf.’

‘We need to tell him now,’ said Camille. ‘I’m afraid we’re about to spoil his fun.’

Camille requested a meeting outside the café with Roberto while Cecily ordered tea for them and cold drinks for the others. He was astonished at what she told him.

‘A safe? Where?’

‘In a cellar reached from the kitchen. The door is hard to see. It has been painted in the trompe l’oeil fashion.’ She eyed him wondering if he understood what she meant. ‘It’s an illusion, Officer Conti, meant to trick the eye.’

‘Oh, yes,’ he said, clicking his fingers. ‘Illusione Ottica. There are paintings which look like they are there when they are not. Or to hide, is that correct?’

‘Yes,’ Camille laughed. ‘It is correct. Well done. We’ve left the door open slightly in the kitchen so you can find it easily.’

‘What was inside?’

‘Some train tickets, one already out of date, the other for next week. To Venice.’ She sighed. ‘There was also a gun and a scarf covered in blood.’

He blanched. ‘Why did my men not find these things?’ He shook his head in frustration.

‘Because they seem fairly young and inexperienced. It takes a while to get ones investigative nose in order. Cecily and I know what to look for.’

Roberto took both her hands and shook them. ‘Thank you, Madam Camille,’ he said. ‘Please come to the Questura tomorrow and I will share the results of the postmortem with you. You have been a good help to the Questura Siciliana. We would not have found these things if it had not been for you and Miss Nugent. Give her my thanks.’

Camille nodded. ‘By the way, Officer Conti. Cecily and I don’t think the scarf belonged to Giovanna Barresi.’

‘Oh?’

‘We thought it seemed too rustic. I’ve seen that scarf in different colours everywhere. Giovanna, her clothes are all designer. We noticed when we searched her dressing room. She has a particular style. I cannot imagine her wearing one. They are more for...casual wear. Everyone has one here.’

‘You think it belonged to the housekeeper?’

Camille shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

Roberto Conti nodded, wishing Camille and Cecily were part of his department. He was sure he would have had the case sewn up by now.


[image: ]




Chapter 19
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The next day Camille and Elsie went to the Questura Messina to see Roberto. Camille was anxious to find out what was discovered about the housekeeper. Forensics was often the difference between an arrest and a killer getting away with murder. If the housekeeper had been shot then it would tie her in to the gun and the bloody scarf. The question was why  had she been dragged into what had now become thought of as a double murder?

Giovanna Barresi had still not been found. There had been no sign her body was ever at the villa, or if it had, taken somewhere else to be disposed of.

‘We have the results,’ said Officer Conti as Elsie and Camille sat in his office. ‘Concetta Ferraro, the housekeeper, was, as we thought, stabbed to death.’

‘Not shot?’ asked Camille in surprise.

‘No. She was stabbed many times in a frenzied attack.’ He pulled another sheet of paper towards him. ‘We examined the gun you found in the safe at the villa, Lady Camille. It had not been fired, at least not recently. There was no residue in the barrel, not inside the gun. It was clean.’

Camille nodded. ‘I suppose it’s a good thing. We can say for certain Giovanna Barresi was not killed by that gun.’ She glanced at Officer Conti. ‘Presumably it belonged to her?’

‘It did. She had signed papers which had been logged with the police to say she owned one.’

‘And the scarf?’

‘Again, like you we believe the scarf belonged to Signorina Ferraro.’

‘How old was she,’ asked Camille. ‘Concetta Ferraro?’

Roberto looked at his papers again. ‘She was twenty-three. She had worked for Giovanna Barresi for just over one year.’

‘Family?’

‘Yes, in Taormina.’

‘Have they been questioned?’

He nodded. ‘They were very shocked of course, as you would expect. They said she was an outgoing girl with many friends. She had been working as a secretary for a cleaning company before taking the job at the villa.’ Officer Conti pushed the papers back into a cardboard file. ‘They were surprised she had taken such a job because it meant she was in sole charge of the villa when Signorina Barresi wasn’t present, which, because of her career, was quite often. Concetta did not like being alone, they said. She was happier in the company of others. They think she took the job because the money was so good. She wanted to travel, to get out of Sicily which she found too confining. She too, wanted to go to London.’ He smiled at them. ‘It would seem half of Sicily wants to go there.’

‘Whereabouts in Taormina are they?’

Officer Conti looked sceptical. ‘You want to call on them?’

‘Perhaps. As an associate of  the Questura Messina,’ she smiled at Roberto when she said this, ‘I feel it would be a good idea. They knew someone who had actually lived in the villa. So far all we have is conjecture, and the Lombardos, who seem to have made themselves scarce since Giovanna disappeared. I haven’t seen them, have you?’ she asked Elsie, ‘apart from Francesca who is always on the desk.’

Elsie shook her head. ‘Only the older sister wailing and muttering at the fountain. It was the last time I saw any of them.’

‘We questioned them at length,’ said Roberto. ‘You know how it works, Lady Camille, the families must be questioned first so they can be eliminated.’

‘And did you eliminate them?’

He inclined his head to one side. ‘Not entirely.’

‘Oh? Why was that?’

‘Because we felt the answers they gave were very mixed. In one sense they mourned the loss of Giovanna, even though we have not found her, on the other hand I got the impression there was some...dislike there, particularly from Francesca Lombardo.’ He scratched his chin. ‘I’m not saying they hoped she was dead, but as I say, there was...something. Perhaps the best way to explain it is to say I think there is something they are not telling me, something important which could be linked to Signorina Barresi’s disappearance.’

‘Did yer know ‘er, Roberto?’ Elsie asked him. ‘I remember you said everyone knows everyone in Taormina. She was born there weren’t she? You must ‘ave know ‘er.’

He nodded. ‘Yes, of course I knew her. She did not leave Taormina until she was sixteen. We went to school together.’

‘Same class?’

Officer Conti laughed. ‘There was only one class, Elsie. Every child of a certain age was encouraged to be part of it. Some decided not to be.’

‘Was she clever?’

‘Not particularly...no.’ He thought about it. ‘She was a beautiful girl of course. All of the Barresis are very beautiful.’

‘Even Rosaria?’

‘Yes, Rosaria too, but she was much older than Giovanna...perhaps eighteen years. She was not in the class at the same time.’

‘Allegra?’

He pursed his lips. ‘No. I remember Allegra was very much alone. She did not mix with the kids in Taormina. She, how you say, kept to herself.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. She worked at the hotel day and night. Months could go by and we would not see her. Her parents kept her working.’

‘And Rosaria?’

‘Not so much.’

‘I wonder why?’ said Camille, fascinated to hear about the lives of these people she had only met a few days before.

‘She is, how you say, a little...different....diversa. She was a sweet young woman who loved to walk in the fields and pick flowers. Always we would see her with flowers. When Giovanna was born into the family she would care for her night and day. Giovanna’s mother was older, tired, trying to run the hotel, the restaurant. They were successful people.’

‘Are you saying the hotel was more important to the Barresis than their children?’ Camille asked, her mind suddenly going to Harry and his blessed title.

Officer Conti’s mouth formed an upside down crescent. ‘I would not like to say that, but they were well-thought of...gave work to many of the people in Taormina. The families were all grateful. Work was hard to come by after the European war.’

‘What do you remember most about Giovanna, Roberto?’

‘That’s easy,’ he smiled. ‘Her voice.’ He shook his head. ‘Even as a young girl her voice was pure and clear. It sounded like a stream running over the mountains, bubbling here and there, and then calm and tinkling, as bright as the sunlight. It was lovely.’

‘Did you see ‘er,’ asked Elsie, ‘yer know, boyfriend and girlfriend?’

Officer Conti chuckled. ‘Not with Senor Barresi guarding his girls. They were not allowed to date.’

‘Never?’

‘Never. He shielded them constantly, as though he was their jailer and they his prisoners. They did not go to dances. They did not go to parties. They were not allowed. I suppose I understood. They were beautiful girls. He did not want them to be... violate...made unclean. Perhaps it is not the right word. They became a joke in Taormina. They were called The Untouchables.’
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CAMILLE AND ELSIE WALKED arm in arm down the street as they left the police station, trying to avoid the sharp rays of the sun by walking under the awnings outside the shops.

‘What did yer make of all that?’ Elsie asked Camille. ‘Roberto told us a lot, d’int ‘e? I wasn’t expecting it.’

‘Neither was I. Those girls. What a life they’ve had.’

Elsie frowned. ‘But ‘ow did Allegra meet Piu, ‘er ‘usband, and Francesa ‘er fiancé? They must ‘ave met ‘em somewhere.’

‘Perhaps it was an arranged marriage between Allegra and Piu. If Senor Barresi didn’t want his girls to meet men it is quite likely he chose someone for them.’

‘But not Francesca, surely? Not in this day and age. They’d ‘ave a blue fit if they saw what went on in London.’

Camille laughed. ‘I agree.’ She glanced at Elsie. ‘Might be best not to tell them what business you’re in.’

Elsie howled with laughter. ‘No, they’d likely throw me out. Can you imagine?’ She laughed again.

‘Elsie, there’s something I need to ask you.’

‘Oh! What’s that?’

‘When Cecily and I were exploring the villa yesterday, we found some letters. Some of them we think are love letters. The others we’re not so sure about.’

‘Right?’

‘The thing is, we’re not sure we want to show them to Roberto just yet. We wanted to have them translated before we give them up.’

Elsie frowned as they crossed the street to go to one of the restaurants in the Duomo Square in the centre of Messina. ‘I don’t fink I can ‘elp yer wiv that, ducks. Nat says I can ‘ardly speak English.’

Camille looked up at her. ‘I was thinking of Rose. She is quite the linguist, has a talent for languages. She has surprised me by how much she has picked up since we’ve been here.’

Elsie looked proud. ‘Yeah, dunno where she gets it from to be honest, not me or ‘er farver that’s fer sure. Er, I s’pose it’s up to ‘er.’

‘But is it though? Some of the letters are love letters, from an adult man to an adult woman, or at least it is what I assume. They might be a bit, well...’ she stared up at Elsie again, hoping she would help her out.

Elsie smiled. ‘Ohh, I see. Yer fink they might ‘ave fings in a girl of ‘er age shouldn’t be reading.’

Camille nodded. ‘Yes, something like that. If they’re explicit in the male and female department, well, I’m not sure I would want Ottilie to read them. I think we’ve probably sheltered her too much from that sort of thing. I wanted to know what you thought about it. Whatever is in them might give us a handle on what’s going on.’

Elsie nodded. ‘Fanks fer asking me first, Camille. A lot a people wouldn’t ‘ave bovvered. Nah, she’ll be all right. She’s ‘eard all sorts at Bucks Row. It’s prob’ly tame compared to what she’s used to.’

‘Are you sure, Elsie? I don’t want to be responsible for corrupting your beloved daughter.’

Elsie threw back her head and laughed. ‘Life is full of corruption, ducks. It’s how we ‘andle it what counts.’

Camille nodded. ‘So you’d be all right with it if we asked her to try and translate the letters.’

‘Course.’ She squeezed Camille’s arm. ‘An’ I’m curious, ain’t you? Wonder what they say?’ She pointed to a pretty restaurant which had just opened its doors. ‘Come on. I’m starvin’. My treat. ‘Ave what you want. I’m ‘avin’ the vongole. Found a taste for it. Can’t get enough of it. What about you?’

‘Camille smiled. ‘I’ll have the same.’

They found a table in the shade, both looking as pretty as a picture in their summer dresses, brightly adorned with flowers, Camille’s in orange and cream, Elsie’s blue and yellow. They ordered wine and a basket of bread and olives which Elsie tore into as soon as it arrived.

‘You are hungry, Elsie,’ cried Camille.

‘I know. It’s been the last couple of months. Just want ter eat all the time.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yeah. I’ve always ‘ad a good appetite...for most things,’ she giggled, ‘but I dunno, just seem to want more of everything.’

‘Do you feel well, Elsie?’

‘I feel great. Never felt better, although I needed this ‘oliday. It ain’t so much the body is it, but what’s goin’ on in yer ‘ead. Sometimes I think me ‘ead is so full of stuff I think it’ll explode.’ She stuffed another piece of bread into her mouth, followed by a green olive. You missin’ ‘is nibs by any chance?’ She glanced up at Camille, trying to gather her reaction.

Camille sighed. ‘I don’t know what to think anymore.’ She shook her head. ‘I’m so tired of it, the pretending, the hiding away. I have a feeling I’m going to lose him, particularly after what has happened recently.’ She toyed with a piece of bread on her plate but didn’t eat it. ‘I don’t want to be Lady Divine, Elsie. I was looking forward to putting all that behind me. The divorce was going to change everything for me...and for Richard. It was going to be the first step to real freedom. Harry couldn’t tell me what to do any more, how to live, who to see. His death seems to have tightened the locks on the cage.’

Elsie nodded sympathetically. ‘Couldn’t you pass the title over to Ottilie?’

‘I’m afraid it wouldn’t make much difference. She’s too young to uphold it and I’m her mother. I have responsibility for her, just as you do with Rose. The power behind the throne.’ She sighed again.

‘Why don’t yer just do what yer want ter do? I know I’m an ignorant old Eastender, but...who would it make a difference to if you just married ‘im?’

‘Ottilie.’

Elsie frowned. ‘But ‘ave you asked ‘er, Camille? Is being shown off in front of people in “The Season” as you call it important to her? She might not give a fig for it. And I know she would be glad to see you ‘appy.’

‘She said that?’

‘Yeah. She said she wished you were settled and ‘appy.’ The waiter arrived with two steaming plates of spaghetti vongole and served a plate to each of them. Elsie beamed. ‘My favourite.’

‘When did Ottilie say it, Elsie?’

Elsie dug into the vongole with her fork. ‘About a month ago,’ she answered, her mouth full. ‘She was talking about Duke Street to Rose...an’ I was listenin’. Sometimes you ‘ave to don’t yer, just ter make sure fings are all right. She said it then. She wished you weren’t alone, because she worried about you when she was at her school in ‘Ampshire. Rose asked her if she was allowed ter make telephone calls. Ottilie said she was but it weren’t the same. ‘Earing you on the telephone just made ‘er miss you all the more.’

Tears pricked at Camille’s eyelids. She put her spoon and fork onto her bowl. ‘Oh, dear.’

Elsie reached forward and squeezed Camille’s hand. ‘If I know anything about you, Camille, you don’t let rules bovver you. Marry ‘im, ducks. The old bags will get over it eventually. They’ll ‘ave a touch of the vapours when they first ‘ear about it, but why should it bovver you. You’ll be wiv the man you love...it’s all you’ll need ter think about.’ She pulled her hand away and raised an eyebrow. ‘An’ it would make Ottilie ‘appy. Very ‘appy indeed.’
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THEY SAT ON THE BEDS in Elsie’s room, sipping at cordials, the glasses chinking with ice. The letters were laid out on the bed in front of them, one pile for the love letters, another pile for the others.

‘You want me to try and translate them, Lady Camille?’ asked Rose.

‘Can yer do it, ducks,’ asked Elsie. ‘I know yer know French, but Italian’s different ain’t it?’

Rose nodded. ‘Yes, but some of the words are similar, or will be recognisable. Which ones shall I do first.’

‘The love letters,’ cried Ottilie, then looked down at her hands, pressing her lips together, trying not to smile.

Camille smiled. ‘I think it’s been decided for us, Rose. The love letters if you wouldn’t mind. And if there is anything written you would prefer not to read or say, just stop. We’ll understand. Perhaps you could talk about it to your Mama afterwards.’ Rose nodded, then bent towards one of the piles of letters, choosing the one with the most recent date. She began to read aloud...

‘Il mio amore più caro,

So che non possiamo stare insieme come vorremmo, ma per favore credimi quando dico che se potessi scegliere, sceglierei te. Sei come i fiori più dolci del giardino, gli uccelli più belli appollaiati sui rami fuori dalla tua finestra, ma nemmeno loro possono cantare come te.

Stare con te ieri sera è stato come essere in paradiso. Farò tutto il possibile per farle capire perché io e lei non possiamo più stare insieme. Una volta che tutti vedranno quanto siamo innamorati, capiranno.

Per favore sii paziente, angelo mio.

Il tuo amore per sempre.’

Rose’s eyes widened.

‘Is there anything there you think you can translate, Rose?’ asked Camille.

Rose nodded. ‘I just find the words which have a familiarity to them, then sort of join it up.’ She scratched her nose, deep in thought while the others waited.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘This is what I think it says...

‘My dear love,

We...we cannot be together as we would want, but please believe me...,’ she looked up for inspiration then looked back at the letter, I would choose you. You are...you are the sugary, no, no, sweetest... flower in the garden, the most beautiful birds,’ she frowned, ‘I don’t know that word, oh, I know... they cannot make me feel as you do.

Being with you, something something, like being in heaven. I will ... I will, something, her understand why she and I cannot be together. Once something, something, in love we are, they will understand.

Per favore sii paziente, angelo mio Oh, I know that. It’s please be patient, my angel.

Il tuo amore per sempre. Your forever love.’

Rose took a deep breath then sighed and looked up at them all, smiling. ‘Did it help?’

Elsie threw her arms around her daughter. ‘I’m that proud of yer, Rose. Gawd, love ‘er, she’s so clever. Where’d yer get it from, Rose?’

‘I think it’s quite easy, Mama, once you know how.’

‘Only for you, Rose. Only fer you.’ Elsie turned to Camille. ‘Well, Camille? What have you made of that?’

‘It would seem that Giovanna was seeing someone who was already with someone else. It is clearly a secret. I wonder who it is the writer needs to make understand.’ She shook her head. ‘I’m not sure it works like that.’

‘I know it don’t,’ said Elsie. ‘Ain’t there a signature, Rose?’

Rose glanced at the letter. ‘No, Mama.’

‘No course there ain’t. Usin’ ‘er ain’t ‘e?’

‘You think so,’ gasped Camille.

‘Course ‘e is. ‘If ‘e meant it ‘e would ‘ave signed it. Whoever ‘e is ‘e’s a coward.’ Elsie picked the other letters from the bed. ‘’Spect these others all say the same sort of thing, professing undying love for ‘er, yet when push comes to shove ‘e’ll ‘ightail it out ‘a there.’ She sneered. ‘Met ‘em like it. Snivellin’ little weevils, that’s what they are.’

‘What about the other letters, Madam?’ asked Cecily. ‘Do yer fink they’re love letters an’ all.’

‘I have no idea, but I would have thought if they were they would have been hidden in the same place.’ She picked up a sheet of crumpled paper. ‘This letter was found crammed into a cupboard in the living room with many others. I’m interested to know what it says.’ She glanced at Rose. ‘Would you, Rose?’

Rose nodded. ‘Of course, Lady Camille.’ She reached for the letter and began to read.

‘So che pensi di aver vinto, ma ripensaci. So cosa hai fatto e so con chi.

SO CHI SEI E COSA SEI’

‘And what does all that mean?’ asked Elsie, seemingly, even more eager than the others to find out what the words meant.

‘Um, right, so pensi means “think” I’m quite sure it says something like... You think you have won. Um, then it says, I know what you have been doing, then something, something, and I know who with. And then in big letters. I KNOW WHO YOU ARE AND WHAT YOU ARE.

‘Oh, dear,’ sighed Camille. ‘I suppose that letter isn’t signed either. Do these people never sign their letters?’

‘No, course they don’t,’ said Elsie. ‘They don’t want ter put their names ter things which would make them look guilty of something. Like I said, they’re cowards.’

‘What does the other one say, Rose?’ asked Ottilie. ‘Is it like the first one?’

Rose picked up the letter. ‘This one says, Perché non te ne vai, ci lasci soli? Stavamo bene finché non sei venuto qui. Rendermi felice. Vai e basta... which is something like, leave us all alone. Make me happy. Just go...’

‘So it would seem all of those letters in that pile are in the same vein,’ said Camille. ‘They’re poisonous letter from someone who clearly wants Giovanna to leave Messina.’

‘The fing is,’ said Cecily, ‘the love letters and the poisonous letters could be linked, or then again they might not be. The first ones, being love letters are from someone it sounds as though she’s ‘aving some sort of relationship with, but the other person involved isn’t free. The second lot are from someone who has taken against Signorina Barresi, someone who wants her to leave because she is in the way of something, p’raps. Then again, they could all ‘ave been written by the same person. Is the ‘andwriting the same?’

Camille picked up one of each. ‘No, the handwriting is entirely different. The love letters are written in a more masculine hand I think. The poisonous letters have handwriting which is more sweeping, more feminine, although I’m quite sure it isn’t an exact science. The opposite could be true of course.’

‘The only way we’re going ter find out who sent them is by keepin’ our eyes open and comparing peoples ‘andwriting wiv what we ‘ave,’ said Elsie.

Camille glanced at Cecily. ‘Perhaps some more photographs, Cecily, then we can give all of this to Officer Conti.’ Cecily found her bag and took out the box camera. She took photos of all the letter with the view they could have them translated at a later time.

Camille looked at her watch. ‘It’s six in the evening. Shall we have an early dinner. We can discuss what we’ve found afterwards and make some assumptions which possibly turn out to be incorrect, but by law of averages we’ll get something right.’

They washed and changed for dinner and went down to the foyer. Francesca was where she always was, behind the desk, but she had someone with her: a young man with whom she was sitting overly close to.

‘Ah, Lady Divine,’ she said in an exaggeratedly friendly voice Camille had not heard before. ‘I’m so glad you came down to dinner early this evening. It means I can introduce you to Salvatore.’ She glanced at the young man before looking rather coy. ‘Lady Divine, this is Salvatore Mancini, my fiancé. Salvatore, this is Lady Divine and her party.’

Salvatore rose from his seat behind the counter and walked around to the other side where Camille and the others were. He held out his hand, and when Camille took it, he bowed low as if to kiss the back of her hand, then stood to attention. ‘Lady Divine. I have heard so much about you from Francesca, and thrilled you will be attending our wedding in two weeks.’

Camille nodded, a little taken back. Neither she, nor any of the others, had accepted the wedding invitation simply because they had not wanted to intrude on what they felt sure would be an occasion for close family. ‘I would like to congratulate you both, Salvatore, on the occasion of your wedding. You must be very excited.’

He bowed his head once. ‘We are, Signora.’ He took Francesca’s hand across the desk. ‘We cannot wait to be ‘usband and wife.’

‘Your English is very good, Salvatore. Where did you learn?’

He smiled lovingly at Francesca. ‘I ‘ad the best teacher, Lady Divine. My Francesca, she teach it to me. Now I speak English all the time. We ‘ave many English people come here for ‘olidays, so when she and I take over the hotel, we will both be able to speak with our guests in their own language.’

Camille nodded. ‘It was good to meet you at last. You are a gardener I understand?’

‘I am, Lady Divine. I love the flowers and the sweet-smelling trees. It is like working through God’s ‘and. He allows me to make beautiful gardens and grow beautiful things.’

Camille nodded again, then lowered her voice, determined to discover more about him. ‘I understand you were working for Giovanna Barresi when she went missing, Salvatore. It must be a great blow to you, particularly if she does not return.’

Salvatore faltered. ‘I...I, yes, I worked for her.’ He gradually regained his composure. ‘I rarely saw her at the villa. She has a housekeeper, Concetta Ferraro, who looked after the villa most of the time. It was she who paid me when Giovanna was not there.’

‘Will you keep the garden going?’ Camille asked him, a beatific smile on her face. ‘It is so very beautiful.’

Salvatore looked surprised. ‘You have been there?’

‘Oh, yes, we have. We are great fans of Giovanna you know. We plan to visit the Teatro Massimo Bellini in Catania. Giovanna has sung there has she not? We wanted to hear her sing, it was one of our greatest wishes, but...well...now we must wait and hope she appears again. She is too good a talent to have lost.’

Salvatore nodded. ‘Which of the operas is your favourite, Lady Camille?’

Camille inclined her head to one side. ‘I think Puccini’s Madame Butterfly. Such a sad, sad story, one I hear Giovanna commanded with ease.’

Francesca interjected. ‘She sang it wonderfully, but if you are to go to the Teatro, her understudy, Lucia Esposito is singing the role magnificamente, er, magnificently, I hear. You must see her, Lady Divine. They are performing Verdi’s La Traviata.’

Camille nodded her thanks, turned to leave then changed her mind.

‘Any news, Francesca, about your aunt?’

‘My aunt? Oh, oh, er no, Lady Divine, not yet but we wait in hope. Mama and Papa have both gone to the Questura Messina today. They want to know if enough is being done.’ She stared at Camille with pleading eyes. ‘Have you heard anything, Lady Divine? We had hoped you might have discovered something because of your experience with Scotland Yard.’

‘Nothing as yet, my dear. As soon as I discover anything that will return your aunt to you, I will let you know.’

‘Thank you, Lady Divine. We are all very grateful.’
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CAMILLE AND ELSIE LED Cecily and the girls into the restaurant where they got a table as far away from the other guests as they could.

‘Well, there’s a thing,’ said Camille when they were all seated. ‘A blond haired, blue-eyed Sicilian. I haven’t seen many of those since we’ve been here.’

‘I ‘aven’t seen any,’ replied Elsie. ‘Is ‘e really Sicilian?’

Camille shrugged. ‘He has a Sicilian name, so must come from a Sicilian family.’

‘P’raps it comes from ‘is ancestors. I was reading in one of them pamphlets what the owners leave in the ‘otel rooms that Sicily ‘as ‘ad Greek and Spanish people living ‘ere in the past. ‘E ‘ad a Greek look about ‘im.’

‘I should think it is eminently possible. He is a handsome young man. No wonder Francesca fell for him. It sounds as though she staked her claim on him from an early age.’

‘I’m not sure about ‘er,’ said Cecily leaning forward to join in the conversation as a waiter laid a napkin across her lap. Camille put a finger to her lips and they waited for him to leave.

‘Careless talk costs lives,’ said Camille.

‘I d’int even know ‘e was there, Madam. They creep up on yer, these waiters.’

Ottilie, and Rose, who had been listening, suddenly burst into howls of laughter. ‘We wouldn’t mind if they crept up on us, would we, Rose?’ cried Ottilie.

‘No,’ cried Rose. ‘We wouldn’t mind at all.’

‘Well, you’d better mind, my lady,’ said Elsie, looking cross. ‘If any waiter creeps up on you, I want ter know about it, d’you ‘ere me?’

‘Yes, Mama,’ said Rose looking contrite. ‘I’ll let you know if a waiter creeps up on me, I promise.’ Ottilie giggled then bit her lip when Camille gave her a look.

‘Make sure yer do, lady.’

‘Anyway, Cecily,’ said Camille. ‘What did you mean, when you said you weren’t sure about Francesca.’

‘It’s like I said the other evening, Madam. One minute she’s cryin’ ‘er eyes out cos ‘er aunt’s missing, then next thing she’s goin’ all swoony and dreamy about Salvatore.’ Cecily frowned and shook her head. ‘I mean, I know they’re gettin’ married an’ everything, but should she not be doin’ everything she could to find ‘er aunt if she misses ‘er so much? It all seems a bit muddled ter me. Like she don’t know which thing to say fer the best. And when I asked ‘er about Salvatore doin’ Giovanna’s gardening, well, she d’int look very ‘appy I can tell yer.’

‘In what way?’

Cecily shrugged. ‘Sort of...resentful I’d say.’

Camille nodded. ‘Well, we might find out more tomorrow. Officer Conti contacted me just before we came down to dinner. I’ve got an interview with Concetta Ferraro’s family. I told him about the letters and he said they’re of great interest, but was rather surprised we hadn’t given them to him earlier. I’m afraid I had to tell a fib and say we’d forgotten about them, but I’m sure he saw right through it.

‘Also, I plan to go back to the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino to speak with some of Giovanna’s neighbours. Officer Conti said it was one of the neighbours who raised the alarm. It was she who started the ball rolling and called the police, or at least got her son to do it the next day. Apparently, she is a widow who lives alone. She told Officer Conti she heard an argument late one night, screaming and shouting, name-calling, that sort of thing. She said there was definitely the voice of a woman, and another voice, the owner of which seemed to want to keep it low, probably because they did not want to be discovered.

‘She said she went to the window and opened it a little further, but the argument had stopped so she didn’t hear any more voices, but she did hear the door slam. She wasn’t sure if it was the front door or the back, but felt if it had been the front door she would have seen whoever it was who left the house walk down the path in the front garden.’

‘We ‘ave a lot ter do tomorrow, Madam,’ said Cecily.’

‘Actually, Cecily, I’ve arranged for you and the girls to go on a trip to Trapani, which is on the eastern side of the island. It is a coastal city where there are lots of shops selling local trinkets. It’s a long journey by taxicab and will take about three hours to get there, but I can assure you it will be worth it. You’ll go through Palermo too, which will give you a chance to stop off there for half an hour and have some lunch. Once you reach Trapani, there will be a boat waiting on the coast to ferry the three of you across to the Egadi Islands where you can swim and snorkel.

‘I’ve booked a hotel stay for you in Trapani for the night, and the return journey to Taormina will be the following day. Mrs West has agreed to all of it for Rose.’

The girls eyes were sparkling and Cecily looked astonished.

‘It’s a long way from yer, Madam. Do yer not mind?’

‘Not at all. It will be an adventure for all of you.’ Camille leant forward to hold Cecily’s hand. ‘You work so hard, Cecily, for me and with me. I wanted to give you a special treat. You have brought a costume with you, haven’t you?’

Cecily nodded. ‘I ‘ave, Madam. Bought one specially for paddling and whatnot.’

‘Then once we’ve had dinner, I think you and the girls should go up for an early night. You have a busy day tomorrow.’

Once dinner was over Cecily and the girls rose to go to their rooms. Ottilie went round the table to where Camille was sitting and flung her arms around Camille’s neck.

‘You’re the best Mama anyone could ever have,’ she whispered into Camille’s hair. ‘I love you with all my heart.’ She reluctantly pulled away, wiping a tear from her eye. ‘Please be careful, Mama. You’re all I’ve got.’
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Chapter 20
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After waving Cecily, Ottilie, and Rose off on their exciting two day trip to Trapani, Camille and Elsie ran up to their rooms to get ready for the day ahead.

The interview with the Ferraro family wasn’t until later on in the morning, so Camille decided it would give them an opportunity to visit some of the neighbours of Giovanna’s villa in the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino.

They walked down the cobbled street from their hotel, and managed to get a cab in the centre of Taormina, which took them to Messina.

‘Why the trip, Camille?’ asked Elsie. ‘It’s not like you ter want ter be parted from Ottilie, even though I know she is with the only person you trust wiv ‘er, apart from ‘is nibs.’

‘Something in my gut, Elsie. Yesterday, I could feel all the threads somehow come together, in a tangled mess, I grant you, but the threads are there. I think now it’s just a question of straightening them out and making sense of them.’

‘Do you think she’s still alive? Giovanna, I mean?’

‘If she is I believe she’s being held somewhere against her will.’

‘What makes yer think that?’

‘Before I went to sleep last night I had a good look through Giovanna’s diary. She has missed performances. She also had dates where she was due to make appearances at various theatres where she was due to give out awards, but unless she went there incognito she missed them all. I cannot imagine someone as professional as Giovanna missing dates like that.

‘There were also charitable appearances scheduled too, at Foundlings Hospitals and other children’s charities. Clearly children are dear to her heart.’

‘It’s like she’s disappeared off the face of the earf,’ said Elsie. ‘Someone must know what’s ‘appened to ‘er.’

Camille nodded. ‘Yes, I believe someone does know where she is, dead or alive. And it could be someone in the close vicinity.’

‘You mean someone we know?’ Camille nodded. ‘Is it why you’ve sent the girls and Cecily on a trip, to get ‘em out of the way?’

Camille stared at her and nodded. ‘It’s not the only reason. I want them to have fun too. Once we’ve solved this we can relax and enjoy the rest of our time here, a return visit to Trapani for instance. It sounds wonderful.’ She suddenly looked serious. ‘But what we’re about to do next could lead us into danger. We’re about to speak with her closest neighbours. If I know anything about neighbours they know exactly what’s going on in the houses close to their own. This person we are about to visit, the widow, a Signora Greco...she will have kept an eye on the pink villa. She will know what went on there. We have to discover who Giovanna knew, who came to the house the most, her visitors, men, women, even workmen. And did she have links to the Mafia?’

‘Elsie gasped. ‘What? Are you kiddin’?’

‘I’m afraid not. Giovanna is big business. She commands a lot of money for one performance. Sometimes the big stars of stage...and now screen, have bodyguards. Where do you think the bodyguards come from...some are hired from security companies, but a good deal of them come from other influences.’ She sighed. ‘We are in the perfect place for it, Elsie. Sicily is well known for it.’

‘So they are meant to look as though they are protectin’ ‘er, but really they’re controllin’ ‘er.’

‘Exactly.’

‘But, the love letters?’

‘Something else entirely. She is having an affair with someone who is already taken. It would be helpful if we knew who it was. At least then he could be eliminated from our thoughts, or we could investigate him further.’

‘And the other letters? The nasty ones?’

‘I don’t know, Elsie. My instinct tells me whoever sent them knows about Giovanna’s affair and wants her gone. Well, whoever it is has got their wish. She is gone. What we must discover is whether the person who wrote those letters had a hand in Giovanna’s disappearance.’

Elsie sat back in her seat, then smiled.

‘Clever ain’t yer?’

Camille laughed. ‘Not really.’

‘I think you are.’

‘It’s really just a question of elimination. Eliminate the ones who couldn’t be involved for whatever reason, then home in on the ones who are left. By this evening we might know more, and you and I can have a discussion about it over dinner.’

Elsie nodded. ‘Is this how you conduct all your investigations?’

‘Pretty much, but usually Richard is around to provide some backup. We don’t have that on this occasion.’

‘We’ve got this.’ Elsie held up a knitting needle.

Camille was astonished. ‘Why have you got a knitting needle? You don’t knit, never have as far as I know.’

‘No, but Cecily does. She gave it to me; says she carries one around with ‘er wherever she goes. It’s a safety fing.’

Camille closed her eyes and giggled. ‘So we’re going to take on the Mafia with a knitting needle are we?’

Elsie grinned. ‘Looks like it.’
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Chapter 21

[image: ]

They arrived in the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino half an hour later. Camille directed the driver to the pink villa where she and Elsie got out.

‘It’s the house to the right of the pink villa, Giovanna’s closest neighbour.’

‘Does she know we’re coming?’

‘No. I’m hoping the element of surprise will take her off guard. With luck she’ll be putty in our hands and want to talk, particularly as she possibly doesn’t have many visitors. I’ve brought some chocolates with me to soften the disruption.’

‘I fink you might need more than a few chocolates.’

The house next to the pink villa was as drab as Giovanna’s was bright. Constructed in grey stone with windows with curtains which were always closed, it looked morose and rather sorry for itself. Camille’s stomach somersaulted as they opened the rusty wrought iron gate and went up the ill-kept path towards the front door. There was no bellpull, so she knocked on the wooden door.

It was opened by a small woman who looked no taller than a child. Her face was weathered, with deep lines ingrained on her tanned face. The front of her hair was white, the rest covered by a black lace veil. She did not look welcoming.

‘Signora Greco?’ asked Camille.

‘I am she.’

My name is Lady Camille Divine, and this is my associate Mrs Elsie West. We’re from England, looking into the disappearance of Giovanna Barresi.’

‘I know who you are. I’ve seen you here before. Outside the Barresi place.’ This did not surprise Camille who was sure the old woman probably spent her days staring out of the window. ‘The police have already spoken to me. I don’t want to speak to anyone else.’ She made to close the door.

‘I...I brought you these,’ said Camille, shoving the large box of chocolates through the gap in the door frame the woman had left. ‘I thought we could have them with some coffee while we speak with you. I promise we will not keep you long.’

The old woman raised her rather straggly eyebrows. ‘At least you brought me chocolates. The police did nothing but walk through my house with their hobnail boots.’

She opened the door wider and grudgingly beckoned them inside. ‘Come in. You might as well. I don’t get visitors. Suddenly I have become very popular for some reason.’ She showed them into a darkened room which was decorated in an old Sicilian fashion. There were many ornaments, of the Madonna, and other religious figures. There was a crucifix on the wall, and a large portrait of Jesus Christ. ‘As you see I am a person of religion. There don’t seem to be many of us left, at least not in this street, and certainly not at the pink villa, which I’m sure you have come to see me about.’

Camille and Elsie sat on an uncomfortable settee, pushed against the wall and without cushions. Both had realised there was not much comfort to be had in this house.

‘Thank you for seeing us, Senora Greco,’ said Camille, taking the lead, ‘and so wonderful you speak such good English.’

Senora Greco sat on a hard, highbacked chair. There was no offer of tea or coffee and Camille did not expect one. ‘I’m not Sicilian,’ she said. ‘I’m originally American. I came here to Sicily with my Sicilian husband when I was nineteen and never went back. He wanted to make a life for himself in America, but he didn’t like it there. Too fast, too modern. My husband died five years ago. So, yes, English is my first language. I am an old woman now, and I live within the old Sicilian ways. They are good enough for me.’

‘Would you like me to open the chocolates, Signora? Camille asked her.

Signora Greco leaned forward and took the box out of Camille’s hands. ‘I will open them later,’ she said, placing the chocolates on a high sideboard. Camille heard Elsie stifle a giggle. ‘Now. What is it you wanted to ask me?’

‘We’re looking into the disappearance of Giovanna Barresi.’

‘You said.’

‘We wondered if you had seen ...or heard anything.’

‘I saw and heard lots of things. I told la polizia everything I could remember. They made it sound as though all I do all day is sit in front of the window watching what goes on in that place. I told them...and I’m telling you, I am too busy for sitting and watching.’

Camille nodded. ‘There is much to do in a house of this size, Signora. Do you never have help?’

Signora Greco snorted. ‘Help! Why would I need help for goodness sake. I ran our home from the day Signor Greco and I were married. I didn’t need housekeepers and gardeners. I did all that myself as well as looking after my two sons.’

‘They don’t live with you, I take it?’

‘No. They’re both married. One lives in Taormina, the other in Catania.’

‘Do they visit?’

She shrugged. ‘Sometimes. Not their wives. They are slovenly vixens the both of them. Would rather go to the cafes with their friends than attend to work in the house. I ask myself; how do they have time to do it. They have children, five between them, yet the wives have too much time on their hands.’

‘What about Giovanna Barresi, Signora Greco? Did you know her?’

The old woman nodded. ‘I knew her. She wasn’t like what you would think. She was quiet, quite a thoughtful person. She sent hampers to my house at Christmastime and little gifts on the festivals we have here in Sicily. She even offered to take me into Messina for the Festival of Saint Agatha in February, but I refused.’

‘Oh, why?’

‘I could not be seen with a woman like her.’

‘You said she was quiet, a pleasant person.’

‘Yes, but she is an entertainer. I cannot be seen with entertainers.’

‘She is an opera singer, Signora, with one of the most wonderful voices in the world.’

Signora Greco shrugged. ‘I know that. I could hear her singing in the garden when she was practising. Sound travels. It’s how I heard the argument.’

‘Was it Giovanna?’

Again the old woman shrugged. ‘I don’t know. There was a woman’s voice, and a quieter voice. I couldn’t make it out. I couldn’t hear if it was a man or a woman. They kept their voice low, er,’ she frowned, ‘measured, as though they did not want to be heard.’

‘And you don’t know if it was Giovanna?’

‘I assumed it was. She lives there after all, but she is away so often...who can say.’

‘Who else goes there?’

‘She has a housekeeper. I don’t know how much housekeeping she does. Saucy little minx, with her big eyes and hair all swept up to allure.’

‘Who could she allure, Signora?’

‘She tried it with my son when he came, but I told him, do not look at that puttana. She is no good and you are a married man.’

‘Were they speaking to each other then?’

‘No. I did not give them the chance. She was outside cleaning windows when he came in his motor vehicle, damned thing. Makes so much noise. I knew it was him because I could hear him from streets away. I went to the window and I watched her.

‘As soon as she saw him she smiled and waved, trying to lure him into the house no doubt, for goodness knows what.’ Camille glanced at Cecily and raised her eyebrows. The poor girl was simply cleaning the windows and being friendly to visitors, yet Signora Greco viewed her action with suspicion. Camille wondered who it was that Signora Greco’s accusations said more about, Concetta or her own mind.

‘And the gardener?’

‘Aah, yes, Salvatore.’ She nodded. ‘A nice boy. He gives me plants and sometimes olives and oranges from the trees in Giovanna’s garden. Yes, he is a good boy, and will stay a good boy as long as he keeps out of the clutches of the women in the house.’

‘Do you think there’s a danger he won’t?’

The old lady threw her hands in the air. ‘Who knows,’ she said. ‘There are always comings and goings in that house.’

‘Even when Giovanna isn’t there?’

‘Oh, yes, deliveries of this and that. I told the police, but they said it was probably just supplies for the kitchen.’

‘I said to them, it is a lot of supplies for one person and a housekeeper, but I know they took no notice of me. They thought I was just a nosy old woman who had nothing better to do than to stick my nose into other people’s business.’

‘What did you think the supplies were, Signora Greco?’

She widened her eyes at Camille. ‘How should I know. Some of the packages had strange writing on the sides. Some came in crates. Who needs crates of food when there is only one person living there?’

‘Did you tell the police? About the crates, I mean?’

Signora Greco shook her head. ‘Why would I? They did not ask me. They did not ask me the question so why should I tell them?’

Camille nodded, and glanced at Elsie who shrugged.

‘Is there any more you could tell us, Signora Greco? Anything that would direct us to Giovanna’s whereabouts?’

The woman shrugged and pursed her lips. ‘I have my own thoughts.’

Camille nodded. She desperately wanted to know what those thoughts were. ‘Do you think you could share them with us, Signora Greco?’

‘Hmm, well, maybe.’ She shrugged again and shook her head making her veil sway. ‘I think she was pregnant.’

Camille and Elsie both sat forward and said in unison, ‘Who?’

The old lady looked at them as though they were stupid. ‘The Barresi woman of course. I know how pregnant women walk and she walked like a pregnant woman. I would know that walk anywhere.’
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ELSIE AND CAMILLE WALKED down the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino towards Messina. Both were quiet; both stunned by what Signora Greco had told them.

‘Oh, dear,’ said Camille, finally. ‘Oh, dear, oh, dear.’

‘What d’yer think it means?’ asked Elsie.

‘It means if she is pregnant and someone killed her, they killed her baby too.’

‘Maybe it’s why she was killed. P’raps the bloke what got ‘er pregnant panicked ‘cos ‘e’s already married so ‘e did away wiv ‘er.’

Camille frowned. ‘But if it’s the case, Elsie, where is her body? No body has been found for Giovanna, only for Concetta Ferraro, the housekeeper. And I can’t help thinking she was killed for a reason. Perhaps she got in the way of something.’

‘What about the argument?’

‘I’m beginning to think the female voice Signora Greco heard was that of Giovanna. When I looked at the dates in Giovanna’s diary, she should have been away then, in Venice but I don’t think she went.’

‘The tickets in the safe?’

‘Yes, but two of them were unused, so she did not go to Venice on that date.’

‘Why Venice?’

‘Because of Teatro La Fenice, the theatre where Giovanna often sang. She had many dates in her diary for the theatre.’

‘But she didn’t keep the last one?’

‘No, unless she bought other train tickets. One would wonder why she would do so when she had tickets in her safe.’

‘Do yer not want to find out, Camille?’

‘Of course. I will telephone the theatre this afternoon after our interview with the Ferraros,’ she sighed, ‘which I must confess I’m dreading. I wish we didn’t need to go there, but she could have been a witness to something, and she may well have told a member of her family.’

‘And what do yer think was bein’ taken into the ‘ouse in them crates? I know Signora Greco kept goin’ on about ‘er bein’ an old woman, but she ain’t that old that she didn’t notice fings goin’ on. I still fink she knows more than she’s lettin’ on.’

Camille nodded. ‘I agree, but unfortunately I don’t think we can go back there. She would cry  intimidation and it wouldn’t only be us in trouble. Officer Conti would be hauled over the coals too.’

They arrived at the centre of Messina and made for the Duomo Square. There were tourists and street sellers all around them. All in all it made for a beautiful picture.

‘There’s something about this place,’ said Elsie, looking up at the buildings. ‘Something what gets under your skin and flows through your blood. Do yer know what I mean, Camille?’

They sat at one of the outdoor cafes and ordered coffee and pastries. Camille nodded. ‘Yes, I do. The pace of life is so different here. There’s no rush and bluster like there is in London. One could settle very nicely here.’

‘Would yer?’

‘No.’ They both laughed. ‘London is my home. As much as I love it here, the investigation notwithstanding, and this is going to sound rather odd...it is rather too beautiful. Perhaps I’m not explaining it very well, but every day is...the same.

‘It is wonderful to rise in the morning to sunshine streaming through one’s shutters, and retire at night to a huge fiery sun just setting, but I am used to four distinct seasons. And I love them all for different reasons, even the winter and all the upheaval it brings.’ She took a sip of frothy coffee, then laughed. ‘I know there are many people who live in London who would not agree with me, because their situation is so very different from mine. I haven’t experienced the hardship they live through, and they would very probably love to live in a place like this, but I think I must be a creature of habit. I love to travel, but I look forward to being back by my fireside.’ She shrugged. ‘It feels safer somehow.’

Elsie raised her eyebrows. ‘Even wiv all the investigations you’ve been involved in? You fink it’s safer?’

‘I know. It sounds crazy doesn’t it, but yes, I feel safer at Duke Street.’

Elsie bit her lip, wondering if she should ask the question she wanted to ask. ‘Not at Kenilworth House then?’

‘No, definitely not at Kenilworth House.’

‘Any decisions made yet?’

Camille nodded. ‘Yes, just the one.’

‘What’s that?’

‘I don’t want to live at Kenilworth House and I’m not planning to. I want to stay in my home, Duke Street, with all its noise, and dirt and,’ she started to laugh, ‘and everything I’ve grown to love.’ She took a bite from one of the pastries, glistening with sugar, cream oozing from the inside. ‘I’m not a Kenilworth House girl, Elsie. I’ve become a Duke Street girl. My Mama will be horrified when I explain it to her, but sooner or later she will understand...and she will support me.’

‘You’re bloody lucky to ‘ave parents like that.’

‘Have both your parents passed, Elsie?’

Elsie shook her head. ‘Me Pa still lives wiv Carrie in Nightingale Lane. She’s done a great job wiv ‘im. ‘E’s well-fed and ‘ealthier than ‘e’s ever bin. I never thought I’d see my Pa wiv a double chin, but ‘e’s got one now.’

Camille smiled at her. ‘Do you see him much?’

‘Sometimes...if I go there. ‘E won’t come ter me a course.’

Camille giggled. ‘No, I don’t suppose he will.’
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Back in Taormina, Camille and Elsie looked for the house where the Ferraro family lived.

‘I’m assuming this is the older part of Taormina,’ said Camille. ‘It’s rather beautiful isn’t it?’

‘I can do old,’ said Elsie with a smile. ‘It’s all we ‘ad in Hanbury Street.’

‘Was it very hard?’ asked Camille.

‘No, not really,’ Elsie said with a wistful smile. ‘It was all we knew so it d’int really make a difference to us. We was all together and it seemed to be the only fing what counted. Just bein’ a family.’

Camille nodded. ‘Which is precisely why I want to stay in Duke Street.’
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THE FERRARO HOUSE WAS at the end of a longish terrace of stone-built houses. The stonework had been cleaned recently; the windows sparkled in the glare of the sunlight. There were frothy curtains at the windows, and at the base of a short flight of steps leading to the front door, and on each step, was a terracotta pot, filled with the most beautiful bougainvillea. The house, although modest, was bright and gay, and looked very inviting. Camille was heartened when she saw it, but then her thoughts went to those residing inside.

‘They know we’re coming,’ she said to Elsie, ‘so it won’t be the same as with Signora Greco. I don’t think chocolates is going to heal what they must be feeling right now.’ Elsie nodded but said nothing.

The door was opened quickly after one knock. Camille smiled at the man who had opened the door and he did his best to return it. He invited them into a cool hallway. There were terracotta tiles on the floor, and the walls were whitewashed, brilliantly white and clean. This continued into the living areas.

On the wooden floors were gorgeous Persian carpets in myriad colours, rustic furniture crafted in chestnut and olive wood. Some were ornately carved and highly polished, which were reminiscent of the one in Giovanna’s living room.

He turned to them when they had reached the living room. ‘Vorresti una bibita fresca prima di iniziare, Lady Divine?’ Camille stared at him, realising he did not speak English. Oh, she thought. How will we conduct this interview if he does not speak English?

‘My father wondered if you would like a cool drink before we begin the interview, Lady Divine.’ A voice came from the courtyard, and when Camille turned towards it she saw a young man stepping through the French windows.

‘Thank you,’ answered Camille. ‘It would be lovely. It is even hotter today.’

‘It will get hotter,’ he said. ‘ Later in the season. Please follow my father into the courtyard. There is a parasol out there and some comfortable seats. My mother will join you shortly.’ He smiled at her. ‘My name is Luca. And please don’t worry. I will translate.’ Camille nodded her thanks and she and Elsie followed Signor Ferraro out into the courtyard.

The courtyard was a flat area which had been tiled with rustic flagstones. There was a huge parasol covering a collection of comfortable chairs with squashy seats, a complete contrast to the ones they had been invited to sit on at Signora Greco’s villa.

‘This is lovely,’ she said. Signor Ferraro nodded. She thought he might have understood her.

‘Nice innit?’ said Elsie. ‘God,’ she said flapping a hand at her face. ‘It’s so bloomin’ ‘ot. I could go ter sleep ‘ere.’

Moments later, a woman stepped out of the picture window into the courtyard. She was about forty years of age, perhaps a little more. Her dark brown hair was swept off her face and fastened into a tight chignon. She wore a simple sleeveless shift which showed off her smooth tanned arms. Her legs were bare and the white sandals she wore complemented the dark tan on her legs. She was an attractive woman, but grief was etched on her face like a mask. She could barely bring herself to look at Camille and Elsie. Every so often she would close her eyes and sigh, then come to, as though she remembered where she was.

Luca joined them, and placed a tray of drinks on a low bamboo coffee table placed in the middle of the chairs. He sat next to his mother and took one of her hands in his own. They were so alike he and his mother, dark straight hair and high cheek bones. Hazel eyes, dulled by grief. Camille wondered if Concetta Ferraro looked the same. As yet she had not seen a photograph of her.

‘Mamma, sono venuti per aiutare, per scoprire chi ha fatto questo a Concetta.’ He turned to Camille and Elsie. ‘My mother is worried to speak with you. She says the talking must stop. Now is the time to find out what happened to my sister. I’ve told her you are here to help us. That is correct isn’t it?’

‘Yes, of course,’ said Camille. She turned to look at Signora Ferraro with soft eyes. ‘Tell your mother we are so sorry for the loss of her daughter, that we have worked with Scotland yard to investigate other murders and will do all we can to bring the person who did this to justice.’

He spoke to his mother in a soft voice. ‘Sono così dispiaciuti per la perdita di tua figlia che abbiamo collaborato con Scotland Yard per indagare su altri omicidi e faremo tutto il possibile per assicurare alla giustizia la persona che ha commesso questo omicidio.’ Signora Ferraro nodded, but the look on her face was one of pure hopelessness.

‘We would like to know if Concetta has seemed different lately? Was she worried about anything do you know?’

Luca translated for his parents and they both shook their heads. His mother then spoke. ‘Lei era la stessa. Contento. Era una ragazza felice.’

‘My mother says Concetta was a happy girl. Always the same.’

‘Did her job pay well?’

Signor Ferraro nodded. Luca translated. ‘She was paid very well, much more than she was getting at the cleaning company.’

‘Which cleaning company did she work for, before she went to the villa to work for Giovanna Barresi?’

‘The Mancini Cleaning Company. She worked in the office. We think she found it quite boring. She said working for Signorina Barresi was much more exciting.’

Elsie frowned. ‘Excitin’? Why was it excitin’? She was an ‘ousekeeper weren’t she?’

‘She was,’ answered Luca. ‘She told me she liked working for Signora Barresi because she was a famous woman with famous friends.’

Camille nodded and smiled. ‘Did she ever mention the friends? Who they were? Whether they were men or women?’

Luca asked his parents. ‘They say one of her friends was a famous conductor at the Teatro Massimo Vittorio Emanuele in Palermo, and also at the theatre in Catania, Alessandro Lucchese He and Signora Barresi were very close. He sometimes stayed overnight, but in one of the other bedrooms. Concetta didn’t think they were having a relationship, but they liked each other very much. They would talk about music and opera almost the entire time, eat and drink...and go to bed very late. Concetta said she had often been in bed two or three hours before they went to their rooms.’

‘Did she mention anyone else?’

‘C'era qualcun altro che ricordava?’ Luca asked his parents, then shrugged. ‘She told them about the gardener, Salvatore. Concetta liked him very much. She said he was handsome, blond with blue eyes. She said all the boys she knew had dark hair and brown eyes. She said he was different.’

‘Were they seeing each other?’ Camille watched as Luca asked his parents the question. She wanted to see how they reacted. ‘They do not know, Lady Divine. Concetta did not talk about who she was seeing.’

Camille nodded, wondering how she would ask the next question. It had to be asked because a thought had gone through her mind and it was necessary to follow it up.

‘How much money was Concetta giving Signor and Signora Ferraro?’

Luca frowned. ‘Why are you asking that, Lady Divine. It is a private thing, no?’

‘Not if it has some bearing on why Concetta was killed, Luca. Was she giving them money?’

Luca exhaled. He was trying not to look at his parents. Clearly it was a question he did not want to ask them. Then, reluctantly, he nodded.

‘She was giving them money. My father had been out of work for a long time, Lady Divine. Since the war he has had very little. He is not a man with a trade. He never has been. Concetta gave them money from her job. She has always paid her way, but when she took the job with Signorina Barresi it was much, much more. It was like their life had suddenly changed. Every week she gave them more lira. It meant I could go to university...in Palermo. I’m studying the English language and literature. It is something I have always wanted, and Concetta was able to pay for me to go.’

‘Where was the money coming from?’

Luca looked down at his hands in his lap. Camille could see he could not look at them. ‘From her job at the villa.’

Elsie sat forward and spoke gently to Luca. ‘Luca, I ‘ave an ‘ousekeeper, and she gets the same amount ev’ry week. It don’t go up and down like that. Concetta must ‘ave been doin’ somethin’ else to earn that sort of money.’

Tears ran down Luca’s cheeks. His parents looked frightened. They stared at each other as if to say, “What is going on?”

‘Luca shook his head miserably. ‘I don’t know, Signorina. I don’t know what she was doing. I asked her many times. I said to her, why is Signorina Barresi giving you all this money, but she told me just to enjoy it. I was doing what I wanted to do and it was best not to ask questions.’ He looked up at Camille and Elsie. ‘I knew. I knew something was...not as it should have been.’

‘Did she ever mention crates to you?’ Camille asked him.

‘She did not tell me about them, but once when she was talking she said the word, “packages”. She was...talking to herself about something, as if it was something she was worrying about. She said, “I hope the damned packages come in soon.” I heard what she said. I couldn’t help it. I asked her what the packages were for. She got angry and told me to forget what she had said, that I didn’t need to know.’ He sniffed and wiped his nose on the back of his hand. ‘She said not to mention anything to my parents. She said they would never forgive her.’

‘And it was all she would say?’

Luca nodded and Camille touched his arm. He stared up at her.

‘Luca, you should tell your parents.’

He looked stricken. ‘I cannot. I cannot do it to them.’

‘They need answers, Luca. Keeping things from them is the wrong thing to do. Please, speak with them tonight. As soon as Mrs West and I know anything we will return. Officer Conti will be with us.’

‘Are we in trouble? My parents, they know nothing of what was happening. They simply thought she was doing well, that Signorina Barresi was generous.’ His eyes grew wide.

Camille shook her head. ‘I don’t think they will be in trouble. You don’t know where Concetta’s money came from, and neither do your parents, but I’m quite sure it did not all come from Giovanna Barresi.’
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‘I NEED TO GO TO THE Questera Messina,’ said Camille when they’d left the Ferraros.

‘Oh, why’s that?’

‘I must leave those letters we found at Giovanna Barresi’s villa for Officer Conti. He has requested them.’

‘Does ‘e know you’ve photographed ‘em.’

Camille gave Elsie a side eyed look. ‘Don’t be silly. I think Officer Conti is one of the good guys, but it doesn’t always pay for an investigator to give away all her secrets.’

‘Do yer fink I could become an investigator?’

‘Do you want to be one?’

Elsie inclined her head to one side. ‘It’s just nice to be doin’ somefing different other than listening to men getting their rumpy-pumpy. I mean, don’t get me wrong...every bit of rumpy-pumpy what goes on under my roof means more pennies in me purse, but...well, yer know, I’d like to do somethin’ different.’

Camille chuckled. ‘Ever thought of taking up painting? It might be safer.’

‘Paintin’? What the bloody ‘ell would I want ter do that fer?’

‘A hobby.’

‘I don’t want an ‘obby, Camille. I want a bit of excitement.’

Camille nodded and glanced at her with a small frown between her eyebrows. ‘Mm, I’ll see what I can do.’

Elsie grinned and linked her arm through Camille’s. ‘ I knew you would.’
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CAMILLE AND ELSIE WALKED back to the hotel, relieved the interview was over. The sun was higher in the sky and it was hotter than before. Perspiration ran down their backs and they fanned themselves with their sunhats, although it did little to keep them cool.

‘Perhaps a dip in the pool?’ suggested Camille. ‘We haven’t used it yet.’

‘Ooh, yeah, that’d be nice. And some nice drinks ter go wiv it. We can’t work all the time.’

‘I agree. I think we deserve a little treat.’ They parted in the hallway outside their rooms. ‘Meet you in ten minutes here,’ said Camille, ‘in our bathing suits and with some nice soft towels.’

‘Gotcha,’ said Elsie. She turned to go to her room. ‘Oh, and Camille.’ Camille lifted her chin. ‘We need to talk about what was said today. I’ve got a few ideas.’

Camille nodded and smiled. Elsie had become addicted to investigating. ‘Another recruit,’ she said under her breath.
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THE LAY ON THE LOUNGERS by the pool, eyes closed,  a drink in hand, soaking up the unrelenting sun.

‘Oh, my goodness, this is heaven on earth,’ said Camille.

‘I might ‘ave a pool put in the garden at Bucks Row,’ murmured Elsie, sleepily.

Camille burst into laughter. ‘Now I know you’re joking.’

Elsie sat up. ‘Why am I joking? My girls would love it, an’ I fink it’s just about big enough. We don’t use the garden much, don’t ‘ave need of it, even Rose don’t go out there much.’

Camille giggled. ‘Well, it will certainly give your neighbours a good look at all your girls.’

‘Yeah, that’s a fought,’ said Elsie, a smile on her face. ‘I should bloody charge ‘em for the privilege.’

‘What are your thoughts about today?’ Camille asked, turning on to her side and taking a long sip of her drink.

‘I reckon the villa is being used for somefing when Giovanna’s away, when she’s off on ‘er travels, and little Miss Concetta was in it up to her neck.’ She turned on her side and looked at Camille. ‘What are you finkin’, laudanum, cocaine. I know it’s big business. I’ve ‘eard a lot of talk at my place. Some of the younger punters take it before they come to the ‘ouse. Bit of Dutch courage I s’pose.’

Camille nodded. ‘They were my thoughts exactly. When Signora Greco mentioned crates, it put me in mind of what I found in one of the basement rooms under the Metropolitan Museum in Manhattan. Drugs seemed to be the order of the day. There was so much cocaine it was spilling out of the packages. Dreadful stuff. The damage it does to families is just awful.’

‘So when Concetta Ferraro talked about packages, it was more ‘n likely what she meant?’

Camille nodded. ‘I should think so.’

Elsie frowned. ‘But what was she being paid for? She weren’t sellin’ the stuff was she?’

‘I don’t think she was selling it. I think she was storing it.’

‘Who for?’

Camille laid on her back again and thought for a moment. ‘Whoever it was who got her the job at the Barresi villa. Don’t forget, she was working for a cleaning company before she went to work for Giovanna. There was something about what Luca said to us this morning, about where she worked. It was a little germ of a thought that settled in my mind, but I couldn’t quite work out what it meant.’ She shook her head in frustration. ‘It’ll come to me I’m sure. These things often do.’

They were interrupted by a waiter who had brought Camille a note. When she opened it she saw it was from Cecily.

‘It’s from Cecily and the girls. Cecily telephoned the hotel and the waiter took a message for them. They’ve arrived in Trapani and just about to go over to the islands. They’re perfectly all right and having a lovely time.’

Elsie settled back onto her sun lounger. ‘Oh, that’s good. I do worry. You do too, don’t yer?’

‘All the time. I think it’s being a parent. It goes with the job. The worry never goes away.’ She nodded to herself. ‘And Ottilie has had a lot to deal with lately.’

Elsie turned on her side again. ‘She’ll get through it yer know. She’s a tough little fing. Takes after ‘er Mama.’ Camille smiled. ‘And she’s got you and me and Rose, Cecily, Knolly, Phillips, and that uvver geezer what’s come to live wiv yer.’

‘Aaron.’

‘Yeah, im, and ‘e seems nice an’ all.’

‘He asked Knolly to marry him.’

Elsie raised her eyebrows. ‘Did ‘e now. D’yer reckon ‘e’s still got a bit of lead in ‘is pencil?’

‘Elsie!’
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The following morning they rested. Camille had resisted the temptation to telephone Officer Conti and tell him her and Elsie’s suspicions regarding Concetta Ferraro and what was going on at the villa. They had no proof and she was sure he would not have appreciated anything sounding like mere speculation, even though she was sure it was happening. They had to see it happening, and Camille had already made plans to do just that.

The girls and Cecily were due back at the hotel that afternoon. By all accounts they had had a wonderful time and would have liked to have stayed longer, but Camille needed Cecily for a task she didn’t think Elsie would agree to.

‘Are we taking the girls out tonight?’ asked Cecily. ‘I thought I might take Rose somewhere.’

‘I’ve been thinking about that,’ said Camille. ‘What about a trip to the Teatro Massimo Bellini in Catania. It’s a fairly short cab ride, and we can dress up to the nines if you like.’

Elsie nodded smiling. ‘I’m liking the sound of that. A bit a’ culture for our girls...and for me. I’ve never bin to an opera ‘ouse before.’

‘I think the Teatro in Catania is rather majestic by all accounts, somewhere we really shouldn’t miss while we’re in Sicily.’

‘Not ball gowns is it?’ asked Elsie. ‘I didn’t bring one. Di’nt fink we’d be goin’ to any balls.’

‘No,’ said Camille, shaking her head. ‘I don’t think ball gowns, but perhaps the next best thing you have in your valise.’

Elsie nodded. ‘I know which one. And Rose ‘as got a beautiful dress wiv ‘er. Yeah,’ she nodded. ‘it’ll be nice to dress up.’

At about two that after noon the girls and Cecily arrived home. They looked tired after their trip, although buzzing with excitement and wanting to tell both Elsie and Camille about what they did when they were in Trapani.

‘Oh, Mama,’ said Ottilie. ‘It is so beautiful there, and the hotel....’ she began to twirl, the skirt of her sundress billowing, ‘ it was dreamy.’

‘Was it?’ asked Camille. ‘Why was it dreamy? I had read it was a new hotel, rather modern by all accounts which is why I thought you and Rose would like it. We have as much tradition as we could possibly want here in Taormina.’

‘The waiters...’, cried Ottilie. ‘They were dreamy.’ She giggled. ‘One of them asked Cecily out for dinner.’

Camille looked over to Cecily who had turned a shade of red under her tanned skin.

‘I didn’t go, Madam,’ she said, glancing at Ottilie with a look that could curdle milk. ‘I told ‘im I was betrothed and ‘e politely walked away. They’re all very polite and everythin’, but honestly, Madam, they’re like wasps ‘round an ‘oney pot, them waiters. It was a good job I was there I can tell you.’

Camille chuckled and patted Cecily on the arm. ‘Which was why I sent you with the girls, Cecily. You have a sensible head on those rather narrow shoulders of yours.’

Cecily lost her red glow and smiled. ‘Thank you, Madam.’

‘Now listen everyone. I’ve made arrangements for us to go to Catania this evening to see La Traviata. It is a spectacle we should not miss, and I believe it is the last night before they begin rehearsing for Madame Butterfly.’

‘Ooh, yes, Mama,’ said Rose, jumping up and down. ‘I can practise my Italian.’ She grabbed Ottilie. ‘Ottilie, the things we’ll be able to tell your friends when we get to the new school. I feel quite excited now. I was worried they’d think I hadn’t done anything of interest, they being the type of girls they are...and me being...me.’

Ottilie frowned. ‘What do you mean, Rose? The girls at school know you’re coming to join us. I’ve told them all about you, how clever you are with languages, that you live with your Mama in her business, and that you came with us to Manhattan. They can’t wait to meet you.’

Rose looked uncertain. ‘Really?’

‘Really.’ Ottilie put her arms around the younger girl. ‘Don’t worry, Rose. I’ll be there to keep an eye on you. I don’t know one girl in my year who is unkind, although I can’t speak for the others. You’ll have lots of girls to protect you, I promise.’

They walked off together, arm in arm. Camille glanced at Elsie who had tears running down her cheeks.’

‘Oh, Elsie. Please don’t cry.’

‘Ave I made a mistake, Camille. ‘Ave I thrown my little daughter into the den of lions?’ She blew her nose and wiped her eyes. ‘She must ‘ave bin worryin’ about it all this time, thinking she ain’t ‘as good as the uvver girls, worrying they was goin’ ter pick on ‘er and whatnot. All because I want ‘er to be like your Ottilie when ‘a course she ain’t. Why didn’t I see that?’

Cecily caught Camille’s eye and walked into the hotel, taking the girl’s valises with her. Camille led Elsie to the fountain where they found a bench to sit on. Camille let Elsie sob until she seemed ready to speak again.

‘I shouldn’t ‘ave pushed ‘er should I?’ She looked up at Camille, her eyes red and puffy. ‘I should ‘ave listened to you when you said to find ‘er a day school near Grosvenor Mansions.’ She shook her head. ‘Ever since my Len was done away wiv, I’ve wanted to raise us up the social scale, wanted to get rid of the stink of what I did for a living and where we was brought up. I thought I was doin’ the right thing...yer know, buyin’ nice clothes, ‘avin nice ‘olidays so we could say we’d travelled. And then there’s you, Camille. You’re a Lady, Lady Camille Divine. What was I thinkin’ expecting us to be the same. You must ‘ave thought I was bein’ ridiculous.’

Camille grabbed Elsie’s hand and forced her to meet her eyes with her own.

‘Now you listen to me, Elsie West. There is nothing ridiculous about you. You...are the salt of the earth. I don’t care where you were raised, or what you have done for a living. The foundations of all your beginnings has made you a woman of honesty, friendship, and the deepest love a mother has for her daughter I have ever seen. You...are the best mother any girl could have. Everything you do is for Rose.

‘We are not so different, Elsie. My daughter is everything to me, just as yours is to you. Yes, we had different beginnings, but you and I have been friends for years and long may it continue.’

Elsie stared at Camille and blinked away her tears. ‘You mean that?’

‘Elsie, you are the only true friend I have in London, apart from Cecily, Knolly, Phillips, and Aaron, but they work for me, as well as being part of my seemingly ever growing family. I adore them because of who they are, not because of what they are. And I feel the same about you. I adore you, and Ottilie adores Rose. She has told me she looks forward to coming home, not just to see me and the others, but because of Rose too. Rose grounds her. They are different. You and I are different. It’s what makes us interesting and a joy to be together.

‘Of course Rose will be nervous before she goes to her new school.’ She squeezed her friend’s hand. ‘Ottilie was exactly the same. She begged me to speak to her father so she did not have to go, but we persevered and she loves it. If she had not loved it, I would have removed her and she would have gone to a school nearer home...which is exactly what you can do for Rose if she feels it’s not for her.’

‘Do you think I’ve tried to push myself into your life, though, Camille? Nat says I should be careful. He likes you a good deal, but he says sometimes women of your society don’t like mixing with them what are lower in class.’

‘Nathanial is correct.’ Camille nodded. ‘I know lots of women like that, but I’m not one of them. I don’t care what people say about me, Elsie. You should know that by now.’ She gave Elsie a hug. ‘Listen, you are a better person than all of those silly women put together. I dread being in their company with their gossip and their puffed up ideas of themselves. They don’t have the faintest idea how to have fun, or how to be a friend. You...are my friend, and you always will be if I have anything to do with it.’ Camille frowned. ‘And it really isn’t like you to get so upset about things. Usually you shrug them off and get on with things.’ She frowned at Elsie. ‘Am I missing something?’

Elsie looked sheepish. She bit her lip, looked towards the fountain as though considering what she said next, then turned back to Camille with even more tears in her eyes.

‘I’m pregnant, Camille,’ she whispered.

Camille’s mouth dropped open. ‘Oh! I...I,’ she suddenly smiled and flung her arms around Elsie. ‘Oh, Elsie. That’s wonderful.’

‘Is it?’ Elsie closed her eyes and shook her head.

‘Of course it is. Oh, darling, a new baby. A little miracle.’

Elsie chuckled. ‘Yeah, well it is a bloody miracle. I don’t know ‘ow it ‘appened.’ Camille cleared her throat and began to laugh. ‘You know what I mean, Camille.’

‘Do you mind me asking? Is the baby Nathanial’s?’ Elsie nodded. ‘And does he know?’ Camille asked gently.

‘He knows.’

She gripped Elsie’s hand ‘Is he not happy?’

‘That’s just the fing. I’ve never seen ‘im so ‘appy. ‘E’s over the moon. Can’t wait.’

‘But Elsie, that’s wonderful. Isn’t it?’

‘E wants us to get married.’

‘And you’ve said yes, of course.’ The penny dropped. ‘Ahh. Is that what all this is about. The concerns about Rose fitting in to her new school, the worry you’ve overstepped the mark in society. You think you’re not good enough for him, don’t you?’

‘He’s a Lord, Lord Nathanial Fortesque-Wallsey. I’m Elsie West, formerly married to the gangster Len West, the scum of the earf, murderer, brothel owner, and a man who put his wife in one of ‘is brothels to lay on ‘er back wiv ‘er legs open so she could earn ‘im money. That’s who I am.’

‘But Nathanial clearly loves you.’

‘E’s loves what I do fer ‘im, Camille. ‘E an’ I, we ‘ad an understanding.’ She shook her head again. ‘But it weren’t about ‘avin’ babies and getting’ married.’

‘Are you saying you don’t want to marry him?’

‘I’m sayin’ I don’t know what ter do.’ She went quiet. ‘I don’t ‘ave ter ‘ave it yer know. In my line of business I know all the tricks. My girls get pregnant all the time, but we ain’t ‘ad one baby born.’ She looked sad. ‘Awful, ain’t it?’

Camille shuddered. ‘You’re not going to do that, are you?’

Elsie shrugged. ‘All I’ve got ter say is that it didn’t go the full time. It ‘appens, don’t it. Lots. I don’t ‘ave ter tell ‘im what I’ve done.’

‘Would you do that? To Nathanial?’

Elsie smiled. ‘Nah, course I wouldn’t.’ She nodded. ‘It did cross me mind but...no, we’ll ‘ave this baby.’

‘And you’ll marry him?’

‘Do yer think I should?’

Camille grinned. ‘I think my best friend is about to become Lady Elsie Fortesque-Wolsey, a woman with a title just like me, whose daughter will inherit the society into which you will marry.’ Elsie nodded, her face taking on a youthful, fresh expression Camille had never seen before. ‘There’s just one thing.’

Elsie stared at Camille expectantly, wondering what she might say. ‘Oh, what’s that?’

‘Please, please don’t change.’
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Chapter 24
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The early evening saw Camille, Elsie, Cecily, Ottilie and Rose running in and out of the bedrooms in their most fabulous dresses, two girls standing in front of the mirror, the others sitting at a dressing table and applying cosmetics. It was an explosion of rustling skirts and perfume. Ottilie showed Rose how to apply a little rouge to her cheeks which Elsie kept a firm eye on, then nodded when it could hardly be seen. Cecily was busy pinning up everyone’s hair, and the chatter was endless.

‘I’m so excited,’ breathed Rose. ‘Fancy, us, going to an opera house. It’s like a dream.’

‘And the opera, La Traviata, so sad, yet so beautiful. Mama says she thinks she might cry.’

‘Oh, I’ll definitely cry,’ said Rose. ‘I’m taking two hankies instead of just one.’

‘I think I’ll do the same,’ cried Ottilie, running to her room to fetch her handkerchiefs. Camille and Elsie simply looked on, thanking their lucky stars for two such wonderful daughters.
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THEIR TAXI CAB TOOK them to the Teatro Massimo Bellini, found in the heart of Catania on Via Giuseppe Perrotta, near the Piazza Vincenzo Bellini. As the cab pulled up outside everyone gasped.

‘Oh, my goodness,’ cried Camille. ‘It is utterly stunning.’

‘Are we actually going inside that building, Mama?’ cried Ottilie.

‘We are indeed,’ answered Camille, and I do believe we have some rather good seats.’

They stepped out the taxi cab into a melee of operagoers, all dressed in their finest, the women like butterflies wearing all the colours of the rainbow. They sparkled and glittered, and clouds of perfume surrounded them. Their menfolk were dressed to the nines in their tuxedos, with shoes shining like mirrors.

‘I feel like royalty,’ said Elsie, as a groomsman rushed forward to open the door of their cab. ‘And this is like a palace.’

They all looked up to the building, built in the neoclassical style, with elegant facades adorned with columns and arches. Ten slim steps led up to a grand entrance where people were eager to get into the main hall.

‘Are you all right, Cecily?’ asked Camille, glancing behind her as they went up the steps. ‘You’re very quiet.’

‘I’m a bit overwhelmed, Madam. I thought the Metropolitan Museum in Manhattan was grand, but this is...well, it’s ‘ard for me to describe. It’s just...lovely.’

Camille smiled to herself. Nothing gave her more pleasure than taking Ottilie and Cecily to the places of wonder on their travels. Their reactions were never a disappointment.

As they went into the main hall they could not help but be encouraged to look up to the heavens where the most stunning chandelier any of them had ever seen hung above their heads. Around the edge of the ceiling were gilded curlicues and depictions of cherubs, painted in the palest flesh colour and edged with mint green and blush pink. The carpet underfoot was Persian with the most wonderful intricate design in green and pink, whilst around the room and seated around gilded tables were chaise longues and gilded armchairs upholstered in pink velvet. All in all it was a stunning sight.

‘Oh, Mama,’ breathed Ottilie. ‘It just gets more and more... oh, I don’t know. It’s just beautiful.’

‘Isn’t it?’ answered Camille. ‘And I can’t wait to get into the auditorium. It’s so exciting.’

Before they went into the performance they sat at one of the gilded tables and had cocktails accompanied by tiny petit fours.

‘Will we go for dinner after the performance?’ asked Elsie. ‘These little fings wouldn’t keep an ant alive.’

Camille laughed. ‘Yes, there’s a restaurant in the Piazza Vincenzo Bellini. I’ve booked a table for us for after the performance.’

Elsie sat back in her chair looking satisfied.’ ‘Oh, that’s good. I dunno what it is, but when me belly’s full, I’m ‘appy.’ Cecily stifled a giggle as Camille widened her eyes and looked pointedly at Elsie. Elsie caught the look and chuckled. ‘Yeah, well, I won’t ‘ave to worry about that soon enough, will I?’
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THE AUDITORIUM WAS a vast, echoey expanse where a horseshoe of pink velvet seats were placed around the stage. The velvet curtains were drawn across the stage, and in the front sat a large orchestra, tuning instruments and getting ready for the performance.

‘Where are we sitting, Camille?’ asked Elsie. ‘Cor, it’d be lovely to sit in one of them boxes. I bet yer can see everythin’ from up there.’

‘My wish is your command,’ said Camille with a giggle. ‘I’ve booked us a box overlooking the stage. We will have the best view in the theatre.’

Elsie looked impressed. ‘When I’m a Lady, I want ter be just like you,’ she whispered to Camille. ‘Yer just go fer it don’t yer? That’s ‘ow I want ter be.’

‘And so you shall, Elsie. I’ll help you.’

Elsie suddenly looked nervous. ‘Will yer, Camille. If I’m to marry Nat I’m goin’ ter need yer ‘elp.’ They left the auditorium and went to a staircase in the main hall which led them to up to the boxes. ‘Do yer promise? Yer won’t abandon me, will yer? I dunno what I’d do if yer did. I’d be so lost.’

Camille grabbed her hand as they were shown into their box by an usher.

‘You won’t be lost because I’ll be there,’ she whispered back. ‘Every step of the way.’
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THEIR BOX WAS SITUATED along the uppermost level of the Teatro Massimo Bellini, perched high above the main auditorium, and was lavishly adorned. Velvet drapes framed the entrance, and inside were comfortably upholstered velvet seats, gilded in the same fashion as those chairs in the main hall. Not only was the box panelled in oak, but there were gilded mirrors, and portraits of some of the theatre’s most important stars.

‘Madam,’ cried Cecily as they took their seats. ‘Look, there’s a portrait of Giovanna Barresi.’

Camille looked up, and just above her head was a small portrait of Giovanna. ‘Oh, my goodness, yes, look, it says so on the nameplate.’

‘She’s a looker, ain’t she?’ said Elsie. ‘Bloody ‘ell, she’s got everythin’ ain’t she, a lovely voice and a face like that. An’ look at that ‘air.’

Camille nodded. ‘She’s certainly very beautiful.’ She frowned. ‘I do so wish we could find her.’

‘You will, Mama,’ said Ottilie in a small voice. ‘You will find her, I’m sure of it.’

Camille smiled gently at her daughter. ‘She’s someone’s daughter, Ottilie. And a sister to Allegra Lombardo and Rosaria Barresi. An aunt to Francesca. These are the people who are so hurt by her continued disappearance. They need to know what has happened to her. I wish I could help them.’

‘But you’re doing everything you can, Mama.’ She sat next to Camille and took one of her hands. ‘You always say the clues get all mixed up in a tangle. That...that they are there, swirling around you, you just need to sort them out and get them in a straight line. And I know you will.’ Camille nodded and squeezed Ottilie’s hand. ‘But what happens if she’s, well, you know?’

‘I’m praying it isn’t the case, darling.’

‘But you said there was blood.’

Camille raised her eyebrows, realising Ottilie had been listening to her conversations with Cecily and Elsie. Ottilie looked contrite.

‘I’m sorry, Mama. I’m so interested in what you do. You’re so clever. You help people and I think it’s wonderful. She pulled a face. ‘I think I might like to be an investigator.’

Camille chuckled. ‘I think you have too many Latin verbs to learn, and lacrosse games to win before then.’

Ottilie’s shoulders sank. ‘Oh, yes, Latin verbs. Gosh, I hate them.’

‘Everyone hates them, darling, but it’s part of school life I’m afraid.’

‘I know someone who it won’t bother in the slightest.’ She turned and glanced at Rose.

‘Ah, yes, our little polyglot. I think you’re right, Ottilie. Rose will be a linguist I’ve no doubt.’

‘And me, Mama?’

Camille touched Ottilie’s chin. ‘You my sweet will have the world at your feet.’
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THEY WAITED PATIENTLY for the performance to begin. The orchestra had finished tuning their instruments and the seats in the auditorium were full. Camille and the others were having great fun watching the other operagoers in their seats, commenting on the beautiful women in their finest dresses, and the handsome men sitting by their side.

‘Isn’t it wonderful,’ whispered Rose. ‘I didn’t realise it would be like this. I feel so very lucky.’

‘When will the performance begin, Mama?’ Ottilie asked Camille.

Camille frowned. ‘Soon I should think.’ She glanced down to the orchestra. ‘The orchestra are ready but it seems the conductor hasn’t made an appearance yet.’

‘Who is it to be?’

Camille picked up her program from the small gilt table in between their chairs where the attendants had placed their cocktails and titbits of food. She flicked through the program until she got to the centre, then gasped. ‘Oh, it’s to be Alessandro Lucchese.’

‘Do you know him, Mama?’

‘I know of him. He is one of Giovanna’s greatest friends.’ She glanced at Elsie. ‘Do you remember, Elsie? Luca Ferraro told us his parents had mentioned he stayed at Giovanna’s villa on many occasions.’

Elsie nodded. ‘Yeah, you’re right. I remember the name ‘cos I thought ‘ow lovely it were.’

‘Perhaps we can talk to him after the performance,’ said Camille. ‘I know he will be distraught at Giovanna’s disappearance but he might be able to point us in the direction of some clue to her whereabouts.’

They directed their attentions to the auditorium and the stage. Something seemed to be holding up the performance. The audience was getting impatient. They could hear the murmur of questioning voices, the rustling of programs. Someone called out in Italian, then was told to shush.

‘I wonder what’s happened,’ said Camille. ‘I would have thought the performance should be underway by now.’

Suddenly, the orchestra struck up the first bars of the opening music. Camille sat back in her seat; her eyes fixed on the stage. She couldn’t help but frown when she saw there was no conductor.

‘That’s odd,’ she said under her breath.

‘I feel nervous,’ whispered Elsie.

‘Why?’ Camille whispered in return, smiling.

Elsie shrugged. ‘It’s all so, well, big...and beautiful.’

The curtains began to slowly draw back to reveal the stage. The orchestra played the most beautiful aria, but then...there was a change in the atmosphere. Women were screaming, men were standing and peering towards the stage. The orchestra became a cacophony of disparate sounds which grated on the ear. Camille was transfixed but came to, shaking her head and frowning.

‘Cecily, take Ottilie and Rose into the corridor. Wait outside for Elsie and me. We will join you in a moment.’

‘What is it, Mama? Is this not part of the opera?’

Camille shook her head. ‘It most definitely isn’t. Oh, my goodness. This is awful.’

Elsie got up from her seat and stood next to Camille.

‘Dead, ain’t ‘e?’

‘I would say with some certainty he is.’

They both gazed down on to the stage. From their elevated height they could see everything quite clearly. On the stage was the body of a man dressed in a tuxedo, a conductors’ baton laying by his side. From his head ran a river of blood. His face was ashen, his lips blue. From the wings came myriad actors and actresses, their hands covering their mouths, some weeping, some rushing off the stage because their stomachs would not hold.

‘If I’m not mistaken,’ said Camille, ‘I would say it is the body of Alessandro Lucchese.’
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Chapter 25
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‘Why, Camille? Why is this ‘appening?’ asked Elsie as she leant over the side of the box. The auditorium was gradually being cleared of the audience by the attendants who looked thoroughly astonished at what was happening. Some of the more macabre and bloodthirsty operagoers had tried to get to the front of the stage to get a better look at the body, but an assembly of young attendants had made a line in front of them and they had been unceremoniously turned away.

‘I don’t know, Elsie,’ answered Camille, shaking her head. ‘It’s all a bit too close don’t you think?’

‘I do, ducks. We was goin’ ter ask ‘im, weren’t we? We was goin’ ter ask ‘im about Giovanna...and now we can’t.’

‘No, we cannot, and I cannot help thinking that whoever killed Alessandro Lucchese was likely well aware we were to pay a visit here.’

Elsie frowned. ‘But surely we’re not a fret to ‘em?’ She held her arms out in disbelief. ‘I mean, it’s not like we’ve found anyfin’ out which would link the killin’s to one person is it.’

Camille nodded. ‘We know that, Elsie, but the perpetrator does not. Whoever did this thinks we know something...and the truth is, we may know something. We may well have the very clue which will lead us to the killer of both Concetta Ferraro and Alessandro Lucchese. We just haven’t worked out what it is yet.’

Elsie sighed. ‘So what the ‘ell are we goin’ ter do now? We’re all dressed up wiv nowhere ter go?’

‘Good question. Let’s get out of here. We’ll take the girls to the restaurant I booked for dinner, tell the proprietors what has happened, although I would imagine they already know because of the influx of diners, and then we’ll decide.’

They walked to the Piazza Vincenzo Bellini where the restaurant Il Forno della Mamma. Mother’s Oven, had been informed of what had happened at the Teatro Massimo Bellini and had put chairs and tables out onto the courtyard in front of the restaurant to accommodate the arrival of extra guests.

‘Bet they’re not crying over the murdered conductor,’ murmured Elsie. ‘Fink ‘ow much money they’re goin’ ter make off it. Look, everyone’s ‘ad the same idea. ‘Alf the audience at the theatre are sittin’ out ‘ere.’

Camille shrugged. ‘There’s always a silver lining for someone, no matter what’s happened.’

‘Who do yer fink it was, Madam?’ asked Cecily as they sat at one of the courtyard tables. ‘I was finking it seems a bit too convenient if you ask me.’

‘Mrs West and I were thinking exactly the same thing, Cecily. Perhaps someone knew we were coming here.’

‘Someone did know, Madam.’

‘Who did you have in mind?’

‘Well, all the Lombardos. Francesca told ‘em where we was goin’. When I went down to the desk to organise the car Mr and Mrs Lombardo were there. And the sister, Rosaria. When Francesca said we was going to the Teatro, Rosaria burst in ter tears again. They all looked a bit embarrassed to be honest. She ran out ter go who knows where. And then there was Francesca’s boyfriend, what’s ‘is name?’

‘Salvatore?’

‘Yeah, ‘e knew ‘cos ‘e was in the back office when I was speaking to Francesca, and ‘e was there when she ordered the taxi cab for us.’ Camille nodded. ‘’E must ‘ave ‘eard ‘er mustn’t ‘e... ‘e would ‘ave bin deaf if ‘e ‘adn’t. ‘E must ‘ave known exactly where we was goin’.’

They ordered their food half-heartedly, upset, and disappointed at how their evening had turned out.’

‘Talk of the devil,’ said Elsie as she dug into her food. ‘Ain’t that Allegra and Piu Lombardo over there, walking through the square. If it ain’t them it’s their doubles.’

Camille glanced over the square to where two people were being seated at another restaurant.

‘Oh, my goodness, yes, yes, it is them.’

‘Bit of a coincidence, isn’t it?’

‘You think they were following us?’

Elsie inhaled. ‘Maybe not following...just being where we are...which is a bit different.’

‘Yer mean like keepin’ an eye on us,’ said Cecily.

‘Yeah, that’s right. To follow us would be too obvious. But to be where we are yet in a slightly different place. What could we accuse them of?’

Camille put down her fork and wiped her mouth on her napkin. ‘If we were the suspicious sort we could accuse them of colluding in Alessandro Lucchese’s murder, for there is no doubt he was murdered.’

‘Colludin’, Madam?’ asked Cecily. ‘Colludin’ with who?’

Camille shook her head. ‘All the Lombardos, and even Salvatore.’ She frowned as her thoughts took over. ‘Perhaps they all have a grudge against Giovanna Barresi.’

Cecily looked perplexed. ‘But they’re ‘er family, Madam.’

‘And we know it is often the family who are complicit in someone’s murder, Cecily. It is why Chief Inspector Owen always interviews family members first when there has been a suspicious death.’

‘So, what do we do now?’ asked Elsie. ‘What’s the plan?’

‘We’ll finish our meal and we’ll go over and introduce ourselves. We’ll tell them we were due to see the performance of La Traviata, but there was an incident. Cecily,’ she turned to Cecily, ‘make sure you gauge their expressions. You’re very good at body language. Elsie,’ Elsie leant forward, ‘smile and be your usual friendly self. If they are uncomfortable with our presence we’ll know.’

They didn’t hurry, simply quietly finished their meal. They knew they were ahead of the Lombardos who had taken their seats when Camille and the others were half way through dinner. When they had finished, Camille paid the bill and they left their seats.

‘Right,’ said Camille. ‘Let’s wander over to the other restaurant, quite nonchalantly, and Ottilie, perhaps you could spot the Lombardos, say something like “Oh, hello” then it will appear as though we have just seen them. Relax, everyone. We must look as natural as possible.’

‘Am I part of the investigation, Mama?’ Ottilie asked Camille, looking excited.

‘Just for now, darling. You know what to do.’ Ottilie nudged Rose and they both giggled.

‘What about Rose? Can she have something to do as part of the investigation?’

Camille chuckled. ‘Rose can say hello too.’

They strolled across the cobbled square, taking in the architecture and the beautiful fountain, where they sat for a few minutes. They continued towards the restaurant where the Lombardos were sitting, even Elsie managed to stay calm which was unusual.

‘How are you feeling, Elsie?’ Camille asked her in a whisper.

‘I’m a bit tired to be honest, Camille. S’pose it’s only to be expected.’

‘When will you tell, Rose.’

‘Not ‘til she’s been at ‘er new school a while. Fink it’s best. Findin’ ‘er feet there will take ‘er mind off it.’ Camille nodded but wasn’t sure it was the best plan.

As they neared the restaurant, Elsie suggested they find a table and have drinks.

‘It’ll look natural won’t it?’ she said. ‘Like we’re takin’ the weight off our feet.’ Which is what you’re doing, thought Camille.

‘I think it’s a very good idea,’ said Camille. They got nearer to the Lombardos. ‘Now, Ottilie, Rose. Do it now.’

‘Oh, hello,’ cried Ottilie followed by Rose. Camille thought it was a little hammy, but it had the desired effect. The Lombardos both turned on their seats, their drinks halfway to their lips, suspended in mid-air when they saw Camille and her party.

‘Buonasera, signore e ragazze,’ Piu said, looking surprised. ‘You look very well.’

‘He means nice,’ said Allegra. His English, it’s not so good.’

‘Did you come for the performance?’ asked Camille. ‘I’m sure you know about the incident at the Teatro Massimo Bellini?’

They tried not to look at each other, but Cecily noticed a side-eyed glance from Allegra to her husband. ‘We heard. We are here to meet with friends, but they have not arrived. Perhaps they thought Catania would have...er... rivolte,’ she shook her head, tutting, struggling to find the word in English.

‘Riots,’ said Rose quietly. ‘The word is riots.’

Allegra nodded and smiled at Rose. ‘Yes, I think so. I think it is the word.’

Elsie frowned. ‘Why would there be revoltin’s,’ she asked. ‘Why would they do it because a conductor ‘as bin murdered?’

Allegra and Piu stared at her. ‘Murdered? Assassinato? Are you certain?’

‘We was there,’ said Elsie, looking cross. She clearly thought the Lombardos were hedging. ‘We saw the body on the stage.’

Camille nudged her. ‘Not too loud, darling,’ she said. ‘The girls.’ She glanced behind them, relieved to see the girls studying the drinks menu with Cecily.

Elsie nodded. ‘We saw ‘im,’ she said in a loud whisper. ‘Ad his brains blown out, poor bloke.’

The Lombardos glanced at each other and Allegra translated for Piu. She turned to Camille and Cecily ‘We did not know this,’ said Allegra. ‘We heard he had been taken ill, that is all.’

Camille made a snap decision at that moment. She smiled politely at the Lombardos and nudged Elsie to move away, saying their goodbyes and hoping their troubles would soon be solved. Allegra Lombardo nodded, looking uncomfortable. Suddenly, Camille was convinced they were not involved in the conductor’s death.

‘Cecily,’ she called. Cecily looked up and went across to Camille, leaving the girls with the menu. ‘I think you and I have work to do.’

‘We do, Madam?’

‘This is our chance to discover what happened to Alessandro Lucchese and what is going on at the Barresi villa in Messina.’

Cecily’s eyes widened. ‘It is? We’re going to Messina?’

Camille nodded. ‘Yes, but we’re going back to the theatre first.’

She took Elsie by the arm and pulled her to one side. ‘I want you to go back to the hotel, Elsie, and take the girls with you.’

Elsie looked worried. ‘What are you up to, Camille?’

‘What I should have done days ago...get to the bottom of this. Something isn’t ringing true for me.’

‘I thought it was usually Cecily what ‘ad the funny turns.’

Camille chuckled. ‘Perhaps I’ve caught it from her. We’ll discuss it on our way back to the theatre. I have a feeling she will be of the same mind. We don’t usually disagree.’

‘You’re going back to the theatre?’ Camille nodded. ‘Why?’ Elsie frowned. ‘I’m not ‘appy about it, Camille. What if the killer is still there? And what about the Lombardos? Do yer fink they’re in on it?’

Camille shook her head. ‘I’m pretty sure they are not.’

‘I would ‘ave said they was in it up to their necks.’

‘That is the part I don’t think is falling into place.’ Camille bit her lip. ‘There is something else going on, Elsie, something of which I cannot get hold of.’ She tutted, looking cross with herself. ‘It’s there, just in the background. Damn!’ She slapped her hand against her thigh. ‘It’s so frustrating.’

‘Just don’t do anything daft, Camille. I know what you’re like when you get the bit between your teeth. I’m a girl in a certain way, and right now I’m feeling as sick as a dog. We both know why. I need you, ducks.’

Camille rubbed her arm. ‘I know, Elsie. I know...and I will be there for you, I promise, but this is one of the most complicated cases we’ve ever undertaken. There’s something about it that’s not ringing true. I am determined whoever killed Concetta Ferraro and Alessandro Lucchese will be brought to justice.’

‘Police don’t seem ter be doin’ much, do they?’

‘They probably are behind the scenes, but I actually think we have more chance of finding out who the killer is, or perhaps I should say, who the killers are, than the police department does.’

Elsie gaped. ‘You fink there is more than one killer?’

‘I do.’

‘Why?’

‘Because if I put all the evidence in one box it doesn’t all fit it in. But...if I put some of the evidence into two boxes it fits in nicely.’

Elsie shook her head and puffed out a snort. ‘I wish I knew what the ‘ell you’re goin’ on about, but to tell the trufe, I’ll be glad to get back to the ‘otel. Me feet ‘urt, an’ me stomach’s gone all funny, all wobbly like. I’m a bit worried I might go orf me food.’

Camille raised her eyebrows in disbelief. ‘That’ll be the day.’
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Camille found a taxi cab for Elsie and the girls after a short walk to one of the main thoroughfares.

‘Where are you going, Mama?’ asked Ottilie, frowning. ‘Why are you not coming back to the hotel with us?’

‘Cecily and I have something we need to do, Ottilie. We’ll be back at the hotel before you know it.’

‘I hope so. If you don’t come back soon I won’t be able to sleep.’

‘Why don’t you let Rose share our room for tonight. At least there will be someone there with you.’

‘Mama, please come with us.’

‘Don’t worry, Ottilie. I have Cecily with me. She’ll look after me.’

‘It’s all right, Miss Ottilie. I’ll take care of your Mama,’ said Cecily as she waved the taxi cab off.

‘Promise,’ called Ottilie through the window.

‘I promise.’
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CAMILLE AND CECILY made their way across the cobbled courtyard towards the Via Guiseppe Perrotta where the Teatro Massimo Bellini was situated. The street was almost deserted, but there were some hangers on, and a police presence. There was also an ambulance, its doors hanging open. Camille and Cecily stood on the corner as near to the building as they could, so they would not be seen.

‘It looks like the body is still inside,’ said Camille. ‘I’m guessing the Sicilian forensics teams will be in the theatre, and doing pretty much as they do in England.’

‘Do you think Officer Conti will be there?’

‘I very much doubt it. Catania is way out of his authority. As far as the police here are concerned there is no connection between the disappearance of Giovanna Barresi and the killing of Alessandro Lucchese.’ She glanced at Cecily. ‘Only we know that.’

Cecily looked unsure. ‘And you do think there is a connection, Madam?’

‘A thread of one, but...’ she narrowed her eyes, ‘there is something, isn’t there?’

‘I believe so, Madam.’

‘And what else do you believe, Cecily?’

‘I believe the person who killed the conductor is not the same person who killed Concetta Ferraro.’

Camille smiled. ‘My thoughts exactly. What else?’

Cecily pulled back her shoulders and began to enjoy herself. Camille couldn’t help smiling. This was Cecily’s domain, her powers of deduction coming to the fore when she put her mind to it.

‘The reasons for the killings ain’t the same, but they are connected. I fink Concetta Ferraro knows somefing which ‘as put ‘er in danger. It might not even be connected to what’s going on at the villa, which I fink you fink is drugs an’ whatnot, or somethin’ like that.’

‘Yes, I do think it could be drugs.’

‘But what if it ain’t? What if it’s somethin’ else?’

Camille glanced at her. ‘Something else? Something else like what?’

‘Like guns.’

‘It could be guns, I suppose. If whatever is being sent is being delivered in crates it could of course be anything.’

‘P’raps it’s both, Madam. Luca,’ Cecily wrinkled her brow, ‘I fink you said it was ‘is name. D’int ‘e say ‘is sister mentioned packages. P’raps the drugs is comin’ in packages and the guns is comin’ in crates.’

‘You seem quite adamant, Cecily, about your theory.’

‘Well,’ Cecily inclined her head, ‘it is just a theory, Madam. That is all. We won’t know until we see it fer ourselves.’

‘Exactly, Cecily. Which is why we’re going to Messina and to the villa.’

‘Do yer fink there will be anyone there, Madam?’

‘I doubt it.’

‘So, does that mean we’ll ‘ave ter break in like we did the time before last?’

‘It does.’

‘We can’t just wait and ask Officer Conti for the key?’

‘No, not this time.’

Cecily nodded. ‘All right, Madam. You know best.’

‘Not always, Cecily, but on this occasion I’m praying I do.’ She leant forward and peeped around the corner at the Teatro Massimo Bellini’s entrance. ‘Now you and I need to find a way into this theatre without being seen. What do you think? Can we do it?’

‘Er, what about the stage door? There’s always a stage door, and it’s usually around the side of the theatre.’

‘Shall we look?’

‘It’s the only way we’ll find it, Madam.’ Camille grinned to herself. Cecily’s new found confidence made her smile. It was so unusual for her to return an aside. She might be a match for Elsie one day, she thought. I can’t wait.

They made their way down a narrow alleyway between the theatre and what looked like a library. It was in darkness so Camille concluded there was no one there. The buildings were close together so at some points one could touch both buildings at the same time.

The familiar cobbles in Sicily, worn to a shine by a thousand pairs of boots, were underfoot, and beyond the narrow street, if it could be called that. A pink haze began to descend on the buildings.

‘The sun is beginning to set,’ said Cecily. ‘I always love this time of day back at Duke Street.’

‘Do you? Why?’

‘It’s cos we never really saw the sunset at St Giles’s. It d’int matter where yer looked it was always, grey, or brown, filthy, and uncared for. Maybe the sun did rise and set there, we just d’int see it cos it din’t make no difference.’ She looked up ahead. ‘I mean look at that.’ Camille raised her eyes. In front of them, where the narrow street ended, the setting sun had turned the buildings pink, the sky almost purple.

‘Ain’t that one of the most beautiful fings yer’ve ever seen. It must be what ‘eaven looks like I reckon, all ‘azy and velvety, like sugared almonds.’

‘You should write poetry, Cecily,’ chuckled Camille. ‘You have a way with words.’

‘Can’t spell though, can I? I can say it all right, but I can’t write it.’

Camille frowned. ‘But you can write, can’t you? You write in your notebook.’

‘Ave you ever looked inside me notebook, Madam?’

‘I can’t say I have.’

‘Good luck wiv it, Madam. I reckon only I could make out the words...and sometimes even I can’t. I do me best. I feel privileged that I can read, and that I can sort of write. It’s all I need. Don’t need much readin’ and writin’ when I’m ‘elpin’ you into one of yer gowns, or rearranging yer dressin’ table do I?’

Camille shrugged. ‘No. I suppose not.’

‘Look, Madam. there’s a door there. Got an iron bar across it. Wonder what that means?’

‘I think if we push it down it may well give us admittance. Shall we give it a try?’ Cecily nodded and they both leant against it, pushing it down. It wouldn’t budge.

‘Damn. What now?’

‘‘Ang on, Madam.’ Cecily put a hand on the bar and pulled. The door opened with a grating sound, and a squeaky complaint of rusty hinges. ‘We ‘ad ter pull, Madam, not push.’

‘So I see,’ said Camille. ‘That bag over your shoulder. Is it the bag. The one with all the bits and pieces we need sometimes?’

‘It isn’t the bag, Madam. It’s me best summer bag, for shoppin’ when we go travellin’, but inside are all the bits and bobs from the uvver bag. The fing is, I never know what’s goin’ ter ‘appen when I’m wiv you, so I make sure I take ‘em everywhere.’

Camille grinned. ‘Well done, Cecily. What would I do without you?’

Cecily returned the grin. ‘I surely don’t know, Madam, but my life would be a lot less exciting if I didn’t work wiv you, and that’s a fact.’

They went into the dark vestibule as quietly as they could, holding the door until it was shut.

‘At least we know which way to open the door if we need to get away,’ whispered Camille.

‘Yes, Madam. We’ll ‘ave ter push it next time.’

‘I can hear voices.’

‘Me too, Madam. Do yer fink it’s the police?’

‘Probably. I want to ask the opera singers why they didn’t come on to the stage when they were meant to. The opening aria was being played, yet none of them came on stage until after the curtains were pulled back and the conductor was revealed.’ She glanced at Cecily. ‘Strange don’t you think?’

‘It is a bit. Do yer fink someone told ‘em not ter leave their dressing rooms until they were told to?’

‘It certainly makes sense, doesn’t it. And, I think the opera singers will very likely be asked to stay at the theatre for questioning which would be fortuitous for us.’

‘But who will you tell them who you are, Madam?’

‘I’m not sure yet, but I’ll think of something.’

‘You always do, Madam.’
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‘I’VE HAD AN IDEA, MADAM.’

‘What’s that, Cecily?’

‘Have you seen some of the attendants? Not the ones who work in the auditorium, but them what work be’ind the scenes. They wear them long brown coats, not brown exactly, but a funny colour.’

‘I think you mean khaki.’

‘Yeah, that’s it. What if we was to get a couple and pretend to be attendants?’

Camille glanced at her. ‘Now, that is a clever idea. Well done, Cecily. All we have to do is find them.’

‘Won’t they be in the staff areas, maybe hanging up somewhere?’

‘There’s only one way to find out.’

They walked assertively forward into the melee of people who were still in the theatre. Camille spotted two young attendants deep in conversation. She made a beeline for them.

‘Hello,’ said Camille. ‘Could you tell me where the staff rooms are. I’m looking for someone.’ They looked at one another and shrugged.

‘I think they speak Italian, Madam,’ said Cecily.

‘Oh, yes. Gosh, it’s so difficult when one is on the continent. Er,’ she looked up and saw an arrow pointing to the stairs. She pointed to it, then to their coats.

‘Oh, sì, assistenti.’

‘Si, assistenti,’ Camille nodded.

He led her to the stairs and pointed downwards. ‘Giù nel seminterrato, signora.’

‘Seminterrato? Oh, do you know, I think he means a floor down. Oh how wonderful. I think I’ve learnt something. Thank you,’ she said smiling. ‘Grazie.’

He nodded and smiled and Camille and Cecily ran down to the next floor.

‘Look, Madam. Personale. It says so on that door. I reckon it means staff.’

‘I do believe you’re right, Cecily. Keep your fingers crossed they’re all being questioned by the police and there’s no one inside.’

Camille gingerly opened the door. The room was empty. On the far wall were hooks with a number of khaki coats hanging on them.

‘Here we are, one for you, Cecily, and one for me.’ They both shrugged on the coats. ‘What will you do with your bag?’

‘Keep it underneath me arm, Madam. I ain’t lettin’ it go. It’s got everythin’ in there. We might need it.’

‘Fair enough. Are you ready?’

‘As ready as I’ll ever be.’

‘Come on then.’

They ran back up the stairs they descended and tried to look as though they belonged. In front of them was a jumble of attendants, singers, police, lighting people and scene shifters. It was chaos and Camille hoped it would all work to their advantage.

‘Madam, there’s a man over there rounding up the attendants. He’s beckoning to me. He wants us to go over. I think he’s a police officer.’

‘Ignore him. We need to find one of opera singers and ask who it was who told them to stay in their dressing rooms.’

‘Yeah, one who speaks English.’

‘Gosh that would help wouldn’t it?’

‘I hope we’re not discovered, Madam. Goodness knows what sentence we’d get thrown at us.’

‘I’d like to think we can avoid that.’ She squinted into the distance. ‘Look, there’s one of the opera singers there, sitting on the pretend fountain. I recognise her from her photo in the program, Delilah Sabatini. I think we should go and ask her.’

Camille went across to her with a nervous Cecily following behind, wondering how they would get away with asking questions of the opera singers without being discovered.

‘Signorina?’ The woman looked up, her eyes and nose red from weeping. She shook her head and began to weep again. ‘Signorina, do you speak English?’

She frowned. ‘Inglese?’ Camille nodded. ‘Yes, yes I speak Inglese.’

‘Would you mind if I ask you something? It is rather important.’

‘I don’t understand. Who are you? Why are you wearing those coats? We have no English staff I’m sure of it.’

Camille decided to reveal her identity. She thought it might help if she mentioned Scotland Yard. ‘My name is Lady Camille Divine. I’m an investigator with Scotland Yard in London. I’m trying to find out what happened this evening.’

She shook her head, tears rolling down her rouged cheeks. ‘Isn’t it obvious. Someone killed Alessandro, the kindest man in the world.’ She began to cry again. ‘The kindest man.’

‘I know, Signorina. I’m so sorry, but with your help, we might be able to find out who did this terrible thing.’

‘The police have already questioned me. I tell you what I told them. I don’t know anyone who would want to kill Alessandro. He had no enemies. Everyone loved him.’

‘Not stric’ly true,’ Camille heard Cecily, who was standing behind her keeping watch, murmur under her breath. ‘Someone didn’t.’

‘Signorina, did they ask you if someone asked you to stay in your dressing rooms longer than usual.’

The actress thought for a moment. ‘Er, no, no, they did not ask me that.’ She frowned. ‘We were told to stay in our dressing rooms because the conductor was late.’

‘Can you tell me what happened?’

‘Someone knocked on my door. I was one of the first to be on stage, but she said there was a slight delay, that I should leave ten minutes later.’

‘It was a woman’s voice.’

‘Yes.’

‘Was that unusual?’

She frowned. ‘I didn’t think so at the time, but, yes,’ she nodded vigorously, ‘it is unusual. Our stage manager is Signor Pietro. He is usually the one to tell us of any changes.’

‘Can you describe the voice for me.’

‘I...I cannot, I’m sorry. I don’t remember...except...’

‘Yes, Signorina?’

‘Well, I remember it sounded like a sad voice. I thought maybe she was in trouble with the producers...I don’t know. I didn’t question it at the time. There are often delays before a performance for some little thing. It could be anything.’

Camille frowned. ‘The staff? Where were they?’

‘There is only one person in the wings before we go on. The prompter is there, that is all, otherwise it gets too crowded.’

‘And who is she?

‘Signora Romano. She has been the suggeritrice, er, prompter here for many years.’

‘Where is she?’

‘I have not seen her. She could be anywhere. Everything is confusa. This is not how it should be. I would like to go home to my gatta.’ Camille frowned. ‘My cat. She will comfort me.’

‘Are they allowing no one to leave.’

‘No one. We will be here all night.’

‘Thank you, Signorina, for your help.’

She nodded sadly. ‘La Traviata ends in tragedy...and now poor Alessandro has been taken. Another tragic end, one that should not have happened.’

‘Are you Violetta in La Traviata?’ The actress nodded. ‘But I am mourning Alessandro. It is not how it should be. He will forever be my Alfredo.’

‘Madam,’ cried Cecily. ‘We need to go. That bloke what was roundin’ up the attendants. ‘E’s comin’ over ‘ere and ‘e don’t look too pleased.’

‘Just one more thing, Cecily.’ She turned to the opera singer. ‘Do you know Giovanna Barresi?’

The singer blinked at her. ‘Yes, of course. I took her place when she did not arrive for performances.’ She grabbed Camille’s lapel. ‘Something has happened to her?’

‘We don’t know, Signorina. We are looking for her.’

‘She was sad, very sad before,’ she said releasing Camille and hanging her head. ‘Everyone is sad.’

‘Why?’

‘I do not know, but she said to me she did not think she could go on.’

‘And she didn’t give you any reason.’

‘No.’

‘Madam!’

‘Signorina, we must go, but we are very grateful.’

Cecily grabbed Camille’s arm and they ran. At the same time they took off their attendants coats and dropped them on the floor before making for the way they came in.

‘There’s the door, Madam,’ puffed Cecily. ‘Push it as hard as you can.’

‘Not pull?’

‘No, Madam, push it, then we run to the end of the street. Hurry!’

When they got to the door they all but threw themselves at it, pushing it with all their strength. The door was heavy and made the horrible grating sound as before, and the shrieking of rusty hinges. It opened reluctantly and Camille and Cecily fell out of the theatre, slamming against the far wall of the library.’

‘Quick, Madam. Down ‘ere,’ cried Cecily, the wind knocked out of her.’

Camille followed Cecily down the cobbled street. As they ran it got narrower and narrower. There were footsteps behind them, running, a shadow against the wall from the lights outside the theatre looming larger and larger. It was dark now, the sun had set behind the buildings in Catania leaving an inky, velvet sky dotted with pinpricks of light, stars twinkling in a dusky sky.

‘I ‘ope this ain’t a dead end, Madam, or we’re done for,’ puffed Cecily, her breath coming in short gasps. ‘Look there’s an openin’.’

She grabbed Camille’s arm and dragged her into the opening which led onto the courtyard where they had eaten at the restaurant with the others. The courtyard was crowded, and Cecily pulled Camille into the throng of people. When they got to the far side they stopped, both bending from the waist, struggling to get their breaths.

‘Oh. My. Goodness,’ said Camille, almost unable to speak.

‘Are you all right, Madam? Don’t fink we’ve ever ‘ad ter run like that before.’

Camille blew out a long breath. ‘I need a drink. A long one.’
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THEY FOUND A TABLE and ordered their drinks, long, fruity, and with lots of ice.

‘We were nearly caught,’ said Camille, brushing her hair off her face, wet with perspiration. ‘And these dresses didn’t help. What must we have looked like, running as fast as the wind in long dresses. My mother would have laughed her head off.’

Cecily glanced at her in surprise as she sucked her drink through a straw. ‘Would she, Madam? she wouldn’t ‘ave been cross?’

Camille shook her head. ‘There’s nothing my mother loves more than an adventure. It’s why she allowed my father to take her all over the world, even to places a lot less salubrious than London.’

Cecily frowned. ‘Salubrious, Madam?’

‘Healthy, respectable...clean. She is very tough, my Mama.’

‘Came from Africa din’t she?’

‘An African princess no less. My father couldn’t resist her.’

‘You got any brothers or sisters.’

Camille chuckled. ‘None that I know of.’

Cecily grinned. ‘Oh.’

They sat for a few moments, allowing their breathing to get back to normal, watching the diners come and go, some in dresses suitable for the opera. The Lombardos were no longer there and Camille assumed they had gone back to the hotel.

‘We have another job to do this evening, Cecily.’

‘In Messina?’

‘Indeed. I want to go to the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino. I’ve surmised that just because Giovanna has disappeared, and Concetta Ferraro has been murdered, it doesn’t mean there won’t be any activity at the villa. Someone else is in control there and I want to find out who it is. I also want to check if there has been a delivery recently.’

‘Of the packages and crates?’

‘Exactly.’

‘How will we get there?’

‘Taxi cab if we can get one. Perhaps we should try now, before the diners make for their homes.’

They finished their drinks, paid the bill and made for the street edging the square. There were shops, restaurants, clubs and bars along the street, their bright lights casting shadows onto the cobbles, the aroma of food drifting towards them. Camille hoped it would mean lots of people and hopefully, lots of taxi cabs.

They stood on the narrow pavement and waited. Taxi cabs passed them by, all taken by diners and club goers making their way home.

‘There’s one, Madam,’ cried Cecily. ‘And it’s empty. Quick.’ She ran up to the cab pushing a young, rather drunk woman out of the way, who returned the compliment by letting out a string of abuse in Italian. The climbed into the passenger seats breathing sighs of relief.

‘I think I recognised some of those words, Cecily. I’m not sure she was very happy with you.’

‘She called me a whore, Madam, which if it weren’t so rude would be funny. I’m still a virgin, and will be ‘til I get married.’

Camille stared at her, then blinked rapidly, astonished by her honesty.

‘You did not have to tell me that, Cecily.’

‘No, Madam, I know I didn’t.’ She sniffed and raised her chin as though proud of her acquired respectability. ‘The fing is, I might ‘ave come from the dregs of London, St Giles ‘ad its own knocking shop, but it don’t make me...what she called me.’

‘No, Cecily. Of course not. No one would ever think of you like that, I’m sure.’

‘No. They’d better not.’
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Chapter 27
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The journey to Messina from Catania took them well over an hour. Camille began to get fidgety, wishing the taxi cab would go faster, but realising the roads were not fast enough to get them there any quicker.

‘I doubt we’ll be there before midnight,’ she said to Cecily. ‘I’m sorry, Cecily. I’m sure you would much rather be tucked up in your bed at the hotel, but I do rather think this is a necessity.’

‘It’s all right, Madam. I fink we need ter do these fings to get to the bottom of everythin’. My mind ‘as bin in a whirl since we left Catania, so many fings coming up.’

‘Such as?’

‘Who was the woman who made everyone stay in their dressing rooms? She said it was a woman d’int she, the actress, an’ she said the stage manager was a man, a Signor Pietro. Surely it should ‘ave bin ‘im what told ‘em to stay in their rooms, not some woman whose voice she d’int recognise. And what ‘appened to the prompter, Signora Romano? I reckon she was in the wings at the time, waiting for the opera to start, then the woman, whoever she was, made sure no one came on stage so she could kill Alessandro Lucchese.’

Camille nodded. ‘I agree. I was thinking along the same lines myself. I wanted to wait to see if you came to the same conclusion.’

‘So where is she, Madam? Signora Romano? Why did she not put a stop to whatever it was the woman was planning, which we now know was to kill the conductor?’

‘I have an answer for you, Cecily. I don’t know if I’m correct, and I don’t think we will know definitely until either it is in the newspapers tomorrow, or we get the information from Officer Conti, but I think Signora Romano is dead, killed by Alessandro Lucchese’s killer, who wanted her out of the way before she forced Lucchese onto the stage with a gun pushed into his back.

‘She killed Alessandro Lucchese with a shot to the head, then made her way out of the theatre the way we entered it, through the door and out onto the narrow street that runs between the theatre and the library. There was no one to stop her because the attendants were downstairs in the staffroom, the cast were in their dressing rooms. She planned it rather well don’t you think?’

Cecily sat back in her seat and nodded. ‘Yes, Madam. That’s my conclusion an’ all. And what about the Lombardos?’

Camille shrugged, frowning. ‘There’s a connection there. It is as I said before. There is a connection, but I’ve yet to work out what it is. I’m waiting for everything to become untangled.’
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THERE WERE NO LIGHTS on in the villas on the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino. The only illumination was from the café, the owners of which had left the lights burning in the sign over the café window. It cast long shadows into the street, illuminating the cobbles to a shine in front of the café, but further on there was nothing. Everything was cloaked in darkness.

‘You brought the torch didn’t you?’ Camille asked Cecily as they got out of the cab. ‘It’s so dark here. We won’t see a thing without one.’

‘I’ve got it, Madam, and more besides. I don’t let us leave ‘ome without ‘em.’

‘Well done, Cecily. I just hope we don’t need the “more besides”.’

‘What if the old biddy next door is looking out of ‘er winders, Madam. She’ll see us won’t she?’

‘Perhaps, but I don’t think she’ll raise the alarm. She’ll know why we’re here. Hopefully, she goes to bed early. We must try not to make any noise.’ She linked her arm through one of Cecily’s and walked her to the corner of the street where it met with Via Cavalluccio and Via Degli Amici. ‘Are you up for a bit of breaking and entering, Cecily?’

‘It’s funny ain’t it, Madam, but it seems worse doin’ somethin’ like breakin’ in at night time than it does in the daylight. I don’t know why. It d’int seem so bad in the daytime.’

‘I don’t think it’s particularly good at any time, but needs must. We’ll go through the window again, well, you will, and then you can open the kitchen door for me as you did before.’

Cecily nodded. They went through the garden door with the overhanging rose bushes and made their way across the garden, through the olive and citrus trees, past the French windows and up the steps to the side of the villa. When they got to the window, Cecily took a kitchen spatula knife out of the bag, then handed her bag to Camille.

‘What’s that for?’ whispered Camille.

‘For openin’ fings what ‘avent got an ‘andle, like this window,’ Cecily whispered back. ‘We made a bit of a racket last time, d’int we?’ She slipped the spatula under the frame of the window and yanked it upwards. The window opened easily with hardly a sound and Cecily glanced back at Camille with a smile. She handed the spatula to Camille, who placed it back in the bag, and hoisted herself up to the window, resting her stomach on the frame. Sliding inside, she landed with an ‘umph’ on the kitchen floor. Camille heard the bolts which secured the kitchen door gradually being drawn back. A triumphant Cecily opened the door with a flourish and a huge grin on her face.

‘We’re in, Madam.’

‘So we are, Cecily,’ said Camille, handing her the bag. ‘Now we must search. We’re looking for packages and crates. These are the things which seem to be delivered to the villa on a regular basis. We must find out what’s inside them and then we can report it to Officer Conti.’

‘But you don’t need to report it, Lady Camille, for I am already here, ready and waiting.’

The overhead lights were suddenly switched on and both Camille and Cecily gasped. Officer Conti was standing by the light pull, a pistol in his hand.

Camille’s heart dropped in her chest. ‘Officer Conti! What are you doing here?’

‘The same as you, Madam, waiting for the deliveries.’

‘But why?’

He frowned. ‘Because there is a crime being carried out in this villa and I must find out by whom.’

‘Alone?’

He chuckled. ‘It seems I am no longer alone. You are here.’ He looked across to Cecily. ‘And Miss Nugent.’

He flicked off the light again and took a torch from his pocket.

‘Someone has been using this villa to deliver drugs and guns. I have searched the villa and there is residue on the floor in the cellar. There has clearly been a consignment delivered recently because there was nothing the first time I inspected it. Whoever it is has not been put off by the disappearance of Giovanna Barresi, and the murder of Concetta Ferraro.’

‘You were right, Cecily,’ said Camille.

‘There is another delivery due tonight. Signora Greco’s son telephoned me to say she was concerned because she had heard someone talking in the garden. She could not make out who it was. They were talking about a consignment being delivered, and to make sure there was someone in the villa to accept it.’

‘So someone is due here tonight?’

‘It would seem so. We should hide. I don’t wish to be seen.’

‘Will you arrest them this evening, Officer Conti?’ He shook his head. ‘Why not?’

‘Because when I find out who it is receiving the goods I will have them followed. By the way, the blood on the walls was not Giovanna’s.’

‘Forensics?’

‘Forensics examining blood is not an exact science as you are probably aware, Lady Camille, but so far everything is pointing to Concetta Ferraro. One day we will be able to know exactly whose blood we are examining, and it will take hours, not days.’

‘But until then we must rely on people like you...and us.’ He nodded his head once. ‘But why the gun?’

‘When I heard Miss Nugent sliding through the window I thought it was one of them.’ He nodded to Cecily. ‘I’m sorry, Miss Nugent, if I startled you.’

Cecily shrugged. ‘I d’int even know you were there.’

Camille couldn’t help but smile. ‘It must have been a shock to see her.’

He returned her smile. ‘She is very small to get through that window, but I know of some criminals who use children to get into buildings through the smallest apertures. Tiny windows, gaps in the roof tiles...nothing stops them.’ He smiled. ‘Except usually they are not wearing such beautiful dresses.’

‘Where will we hide?’

‘In the study, I think. It is far away from either the kitchen door or the front door so we can have both entrances covered. Miss Nugent, would you mind bolting the kitchen door?’ Cecily did as he asked, then both she and Camille followed Officer Conti into the study. They closed the door without fastening the latch so they could see into the vestibule and the big living room through a narrow gap, then crouched down by the desk.

‘Would the officers from Scotland Yard do what we are doing, Lady Camille?’ Officer Conti asked her sotto voce.

‘Exactly the same, Officer Conti,’ she answered in a whisper. ‘We do whatever needs to be done to get the job finished.’

He nodded. ‘You and Miss Nugent,’ he glanced at Cecily. ‘You are unusual women, no?’

‘We are, but women in England are doing more of what men have thought was their domain. We are just as capable.’

‘So I am learning.’

‘Madam,’ Cecily whispered. ‘The front door. It’s opening.’

Officer Conti put a finger to his lips. The front door creaked open, another door which needed some oil on its hinges, and a figure slipped through.

That it was a man there was no doubt. Tall and broad his clothes were dark, designed to obfuscate. He wore a jacket over a collarless shirt, dark trousers, soft shoes, and a scarf as a muffler around the bottom half of his face. Only the whites of his eyes could be seen in the darkness surrounding him. When he realised he was alone, or so he thought, he put something down on the ornate cabinet in the living room, took a candle from his pocket and lit it. Then he removed the scarf from his face. Camille put a hand across her mouth to prevent herself from gasping.

It was Piu Lombardo.

Her mouth dropped open and she swallowed hard. Piu Lombardo. Was he responsible for everything that had happened at the villa? Did he kill Concetta Ferraro? Was he responsible for Giovanna Barresi’s disappearance? And was it he who killed Alessandro Lucchese? He and his wife were at the restaurant in Catania. Too much of a coincidence, if there was such a thing. He could easily have sent his wife on alone to the hotel and made his way to the villa. Did it mean she knew what he was doing too?’

They watched and waited. Camille hoped, prayed, they would not be discovered. Piu Lombardo was clearly not in this alone. He was working with someone, or for someone, and that someone would surely show themselves very soon.

Ten minutes went by. They heard Piu sighing, walking about the living room and the kitchen as though he was losing his patience.

‘Andiamo, andiamo, per l'amor del Cielo,’ he said under his breath. ‘Dove sei.’ They heard him thump his hand down on the cabinet, making whatever he had placed on it rattle. Clearly he wasn’t happy. Neither Camille nor Cecily needed a translation to realise it.

A few moments later there was a light knocking on the door. Now they would find out who Piu was working with. Camille could feel her body tense with anticipation. Crouching down was making her legs settle into numbness and she wished it was the morning and she was back at the hotel with a coffee and a pastry. She suddenly realised she would never view the hotel in quite the same way again. There was a dangerous man overseeing events there and it changed everything. When the investigation was over she vowed to find another hotel for her and the others. They could not remain there under any circumstances, particularly if they discovered Piu Lombardo was a killer.

‘Eri in anticipo,’ said a voice.

‘You’re early,’ whispered Officer Conti in translation.

‘È già arrivato?’

‘Has it arrived yet?’

‘No.’

Camille, Officer Conti, and Cecily peered through the gap in the door. Cecily’s mouth dropped open, and Camille put a finger to her lips. They could not afford to be discovered.

‘Madam!’ whispered Cecily. ‘It’s Salvatore Mancini.’ Camille nodded. Officer Conti’s eyes widened.

‘He is my friend,’ he whispered. ‘We have been friends since childhood.’ He frowned. ‘I can’t believe it,’ he said, more to himself than Camille and Cecily.

Piu Lombardo told Salvatore Mancini to unbolt the kitchen door. Clearly the delivery was to come through the kitchen and taken down to the cellar. Suddenly they heard voices in the kitchen.

Officer Conti went closer to the door of the study. ‘Guns,’ he said, sotto voce. He nodded. ‘And drugs.’ He inhaled a deep breath. ‘They have a good thing going here.’ He suddenly startled. They know we’re here. Someone has tipped them off.’

‘Who?’ asked Camille.

Officer Conti listened to the conversation. ‘The café,’ he said. ‘The owners tipped them off. They are being protected by the gang who are smuggling guns and drugs into the country. They were told to keep an eye on the villa and to report anyone seen near it.’

‘Dove diavolo sono?’ came a garrulous voice from the living room. “Where the hell are they?” Suddenly, the study door burst open. Piu Lombardo stood in the frame with Salvatore Mancini behind him.

‘Well, well, well,’ sneered Piu. ‘It is the Lady from England, with her little sidekick. And Officer Conti.’ Camille, Cecily, and Officer Conti stood, realising there was no point trying to escape. They were outnumbered, two to one. They would never get away.

‘I’m surprised at you, Salvatore,’ Roberto Conti said, rubbing his chin in consternation. ‘Why are you mixed up in this?’

Salvatore pushed past Piu and stood in front of Roberto.

‘You have no idea, Roberto, you with your fancy job, your uniform and no doubt your good salary. I have seen you swanning around Taormina in your car, and the suit which was made to fit you like a glove from the most expensive tailor in Catania.’ He leaned forward, his once handsome face stretched into a grimace of hatred. ‘You think I don’t want those things? You think I don’t want to have my pick of the foreign tarts who come over here like you do? I have seen you, Roberto. We all see you. I am a gardener. How much do you think I earn?’

‘At least it is an honest living. Not this, Salvatore.’ Roberto raised his voice. ‘Not this.’

‘This...is me changing my life. Don’t tell me how to live from your great height, Roberto.’

Roberto frowned. ‘But your family, the Mancini’s, they own the biggest cleaning company on the island.’ He shook his head. ‘They must have money.’

Salvatore nodded. ‘Oh, they do, they just won’t make my life easier. Earn your own bread, says my father, so I do. I’m earning my own bread, Roberto.’

‘Abbastanza!’ cried Piu. ‘Enough! Get them into the cellar with the stuff. They must stay there until we decide what to do with them.’ He turned to Roberto. ‘Your pistol, Roberto. Now!’ He held out his hand. Roberto placed the pistol into his hand.

‘You won’t get away with this, Piu Lombardo,’ said Officer Conti quietly. ‘You had a standing in the community in Taormina...a position of respect. Why this?’

‘Why not?’ replied Piu, pushing out of the study. He hit the officer across the shoulders with the gun handle and Roberto fell forward, saving himself before he hit the floor.

‘Are they goin’ ter kill us, Madam?’ Cecily asked Camille with tears in her eyes.’

Camille put her arms around Cecily. ‘Not if I have anything to do with it, Cecily. We’ll find a way, my dear. There’s always a way.’

‘I ‘ope so. My Russell won’t be very pleased when ‘e ‘ears about this. ‘E already wants me ter give up work when we’re married.’ Camille nodded, allowing Cecily to ramble. Mentioning familiar things was probably helping to calm her, so Camille said nothing.

As they were pushed into the living room where another four men stood, all carrying guns, all with scarves tied around the lower halves of their faces, Camille, Cecily, and Roberto realised that what Piu had put on the top of cabinet was a shotgun. Cecily glanced at it as they were ushered out of the living room and into the kitchen.

‘Oh, bloody ‘ell,’ she said. ‘E means business, don’t ‘e?’ She glanced up at Camille who pulled her away.

‘Do as you’re told and the shotgun will remain silent,’ said Piu. ‘Women, pah. What are you doing here, poking your noses into things which don’t concern you? Why aren’t you back at the hotel, doing what women do, knitting, sewing, I don’t know what you foreign women get up to, with your short skirts and your smoking. Why are you here?’

‘Your English seems to have improved, Signor Lombardo,’ said Camille, wryly. ‘I was under the impression you needed a translator to understand what we were saying.’

‘Yes, you English. You think we’re all stupid, don’t you? I speak four languages, Lady Divine, one of which is English. It doesn’t pay to be too candid.’

‘If you’re so clever why have you thrown your lot in with these men, these criminals? Does your wife know what you get up to? I think not. I wonder where Allegra thinks you are.’

‘It’s none of your business,’ he shouted, ‘and do not mention my wife’s name. You are not fit to say it.’ He glanced at Salvatore with angry eyes. ‘Get them into the cellar. I’ve had enough of them. I don’t want to see them; I don’t want to hear their voices.’

‘One more thing, Signor Lombardo. Does Giovanna know what you’re using her villa for?’

Piu Lombardo’s face changed and he glanced at Salvatore. ‘Get them in the cellar. Now!’
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‘I’m not sure that went to plan,’ said Camille brushing her hair away from her face. The evening temperatures had not dropped and perspiration ran down her back and across her forehead.

‘I’m not sure we ‘ad a plan,’ said Cecily. ‘Tonight’s bin nothin’ if not full of surprises, that’s fer sure.’

The three of them sat on the floor of the cellar. The tiles provided them with some coolness, but there were no windows. Piu Lombardo and Salvatore Mancini had sealed them up in the cellar, without water.

‘Isn’t it strange how one always wants the thing one can’t have. What I wouldn’t do now for a glass of water isn’t worth mentioning.’

‘We are the last things on their mind,’ said Roberto. ‘I can assure you they won’t care if we are comfortable or not. And don’t think about water.’

‘What’s this stuff on the floor?’ asked Cecily. ‘It’s like flour.’

‘Cocaine, I should imagine,’ answered Camille. ‘I remember it from when we were in Manhattan. They don’t wrap the packages well enough. Some of the powder finds its way out. For goodness sake, Cecily, don’t get it on your hands, and if you do don’t put your hands near your face.’

‘But ain’t we breevin’ it in?’

Roberto nodded. ‘It will be in the air.’ He stood. ‘We need to get out of here.’

‘With no windows and a door that’s barely a door, I don’t know how we’re to achieve it,’ said Camille, standing next to him.’ She turned and walked down the cellar towards the arches. ‘There are lots of packages here, but no crates. I wonder where they are?’

‘Delivered to whoever has purchased them I would imagine,’ answered Roberto. ‘Piu and Salvatore must be making a fortune out of it.’

‘They don’t look as though they are,’ said Cecily.

‘It’s hidden away somewhere I expect, for when they decide to make a run for it.’

Camille glanced at him. ‘You think they will?’

Roberto shrugged. ‘It is what I would do. I would make for a country that does not have an extradition treaty with Sicily and go there with all my money. It is no doubt what Piu will do.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘I don’t know about Salvatore.’

Camille leant against the wall and folded her arms in front of her. ‘Do you think Concetta Ferraro was caught up in what they’re doing?’

‘Without a doubt.’

‘And killed because of it?’

Roberto tipped his head to one side. ‘That, I do not know. It seemed to be more a crime of passion, someone who was very angry with her. And these men don’t usually use knives. One shot to the head is usually what it takes to get rid of an enemy.’

‘Yer mean like Alessandro Lucchese,’ said Cecily. ‘E ‘ad one shot to the ‘ead.’

Roberto frowned. ‘What are you talking about?’

Camille took up the story. ‘We went to the opera in Catania this evening. The conductor, Alessandro Lucchese was shot in the head and left for dead on the stage for all to see when the curtain went up. Needless to say the performance did not go ahead. When we went to the restaurant we had booked, Allegra and Piu Lombardo were sitting at a table in one of the adjacent restaurants. They claimed not to know what had happened. Just an incident, they said they had heard. Nothing about a killing.’

Roberto shoved his hands in his pockets and pulled a face. ‘It seems as though the Lombardos are in this up to their necks. I am very surprised. The Barresis were always a well-respected family, always thought to be honest. They gave work to many of the men left penniless after the war.’

‘The Barresis, yes,’ said Camille. ‘But what do you know about the Lombardos? Perhaps Allegra knows nothing of Piu’s dealings.’

‘Father and son in law,’ said Cecily. ‘In it together.’

‘And did you not say Concetta Ferraro worked for the Mancini’s cleaning company before she took the job as housekeeper with Giovanna Barresi, Officer Conti?’ He nodded and Camille clapped her hands together. ‘Well, there’s the connection. Salvatore encouraged Concetta to go for the housekeeping job at the villa so she could take delivery of the packages of cocaine, and the crates of guns, which she did until she was murdered. And we know she was extremely well-paid for it.’

‘How do you know that, Lady Camille?’ asked Roberto.

‘Her brother, Luca, told us she was giving her parents money, lots of it, and was paying Luca’s way through university. Signor Ferraro had no work so they were getting money from somewhere. I don’t think we’re talking pennies. He also said he heard her mumbling to herself about packages, hoping the “damned packages” would soon be delivered. When he confronted her, she refused to be drawn on the subject and told him to mind his own business. He was going to university and it was all he needed to concern himself with.’

‘And her parents?’

‘He said they didn’t know where Concetta was getting her money. He was terrified they would get into trouble.’

‘They must have known she would not have earned such a large amount as a housekeeper,’ said Roberto in disbelief. ‘They must have known she was up to no good. No one earns that kind of money for keeping someone’s house, I don’t care how famous the householder is. And she was young, too young for a salary of that kind. No, no, Concetta was paid by Giovanna for her job as housekeeper, but also paid much more by Salvatore and Piu for storing the goods in the villa when Giovanna was away.’

‘But who killed her, and why? She was clearly doing what they asked her to do. They had to come here this evening to take delivery of the cocaine and the guns, which was previously her job. Why kill her and make like difficult for themselves?’

‘It depends why she was killed. There had to be another reason.’

‘Maybe she tried ter get cocky, Madam, yer know, demanded more money and they got fed up wiv ‘er. Or maybe she asked ter be part of it. Yer know what these men are like. You ‘eard Piu Lombardo. Don’t fink ‘e likes women much the way ‘e spoke ter yer.’

Camille tutted and shook her head.

‘I hear what you’re saying, Cecily, but I can’t help thinking there’s more to it than that.’ She glanced at Roberto. ‘What did you think of Salvatore before you discovered he was mixed up in this?’

‘He was okay, not a close friend. Just okay. He always looked so different from the rest of us boys. My friends and I, we all look the same, dark eyes, olive skin, dark-brown wavy hair.’ He chuckled. ‘We could have all been brothers we looked so alike, but Salvatore, well, you have seen him. He is blond, and has blue eyes.

‘He never quite fitted in, not because of the way he looked, but because he thought he was better. He called us zingari, gypsies, I think you say in English. And straccioni, poor boys. He used to say he would go to America and make a name for himself because he was a blond Sicilian. His parents had money of course, always did.

‘I remember once, when we were all in a bar, he told us he had just got the gardening work at the Barresi villa in Messina. Of course, we all knew about Giovanna, her story, how she was taken from her home and trained in Venice to be a great opera singer. When she came back to Sicily she was a beauty, a very attractive young woman who knew how to dress, how to behave. She was elegante. Salvatore said, ‘You wait, boys. I will bed her you see if I don’t. I will make her want me. I will flatter her; take her the flowers I have grown in her garden. She will go for the blond boy with the blue eyes because I am different. Women like that...they want different.’

Camille nodded, then looked up at Roberto. ‘And did he bed her?’

‘He said so, but...no one believed him. He knew how to be a good talker.’
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Elsie pulled back the shutters in the bedroom, revealing another hot and bright day. Everything around the hotel was colourful, from the luscious red flowers in the terracotta pots to the blue water in the pool. She thought the scene looked like a picture postcard, one she thought she might receive from other people when she was young and without hope, never believing she would be the traveller sending them home.

She sighed and thought of her home, of London, of her girls...of Nathanial. Her life had been turned on its head since she’d met Nathanial. When they had first met it was more of a business relationship; she needed somewhere to go to get away from her criminal husband, Len West, and Nathanial offered to provide it, as long as she didn’t mind giving him a little extra in the bedroom structured to his own unique taste. She tutted and shook her head, wondering at him. Their relationship had moved on, and instead of thinking of Nathanial as a business proposition, she had become increasingly fond of him, and he of her.

He was incredibly handsome, the most handsome man she had ever met, but his proclivity for men had made her realise there was never going to be a future for them. Until she realised she was pregnant. She had thought about not telling him, to take matters into her own hands, something she knew how to do, advice she had given to others, those girls who worked for her and found themselves with a bun in the oven.

She had always given the girls the choice. She’d told them if they wanted to keep the child it was their decision, and she would help them as much as she could, but it would mean they would need to find somewhere else to live and another occupation. Her houses were brothels, not mother and baby homes.

She remembered a time when she was one of Len West’s whores, being his wife did not erase the power he had over her to make her work on her back. She had given birth to Rose, his daughter, and he had insisted Elsie go back to work because she was his best earner. He was nothing if not a man who did not put the bottom line first.

She sighed and shook her head. It felt as though it had happened to someone else and not to her. And now she was pregnant with Nathanial’s child. She had decided to tell him, fully expecting him to recoil in horror at the thought of having a child of his own, but he had not. Instead he had embraced it, bought her champagne, told her she was the cleverest woman he had ever met, and that he would look after her and their child.

She had felt a little guilty at that moment because she had previously planned to keep it from him, but because of his joy had allowed herself to be swept up in the moment. It was only when she had arrived in Sicily and realised she was to be a mother again after getting Rose off to her new school it had suddenly dawned on her, her life was about to change again.

She glanced at the other bed, expecting to see Camille firmly ensconced under the covers after her late night, and frowned when she saw it was empty. Maybe she went for an early breakfast, she thought. She went into the room where the girls had slept together, and was relieved to see them both, still snuggled down under the covers, their faces tanned and healthy against the pristine white of the pillows. She smiled and watched them for a time, affection almost spilling over from her. How she loved her Rose, her beautiful clever daughter who was destined for wonderful things, Elsie was sure of it.

She placed her hands on her already swelling stomach, wondering about her new baby, the life it would have and the love it would receive, then felt the familiar surge of nausea she had experienced every morning for the last month. She ran to the water closet and was violently sick. When she was done she splashed her face with cold water, then quickly bathed and put on one of her most floral sundresses, bought especially for the trip to Sicily, a place she had only ever seen in photographs. Brushing her hair and applying a little lipstick, she wondered what the day had in store for them.

The girls finally roused themselves, rubbing the sleep from their eyes, giggling at each other because of their mussy hair, then hauling themselves out of bed to bathe, ready for a good breakfast before they went on their travels.

‘Where’s Mama?’ Ottilie asked Elsie. ‘Is she still in bed?’

‘I reckon she’s gone down to breakfast early,’ said Elsie. ‘I ‘aven’t even checked on Cecily yet.’

Ottilie ran into Cecily’s room. ‘Cecily, hurry, we’re getting ready for breakfast. Oh!’ she turned and ran back into the bedroom where Elsie was sitting at the dressing table. ‘Mrs West, Cecily’s bed hasn’t been slept in.’

Elsie stared at her reflection in the mirror. She knew there had been something not right when she had glanced at Camille’s bed. It had not just been made after a night’s sleep; it had not been slept in. She put a hand to her forehead.

‘Oh, bloody ‘ell!’
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They had spent the night laying on the cool cellar floor which had provided a modicum of comfort from the oppressive heat. Before they had given in to sleep, Cecily had examined every part of the cellar, trying to find an opening they could use to their advantage, unfortunately to no avail. She had sighed with frustration and flopped down onto the floor.

‘Nothin’,’ she’d cried. ‘There’s not a gap to be found, or even a little window for me to wriggle through. I fink we’re well and truly stuck.’

‘Go to sleep, Miss Nugent,’ Roberto Conti had said. ‘There is nothing we can do. Perhaps they’ll come back in the morning and release us.’

Camille had slid her eyes over to Officer Conti and he had returned her look. Being released by Piu Lombardo and his associates was not the solution they needed, and they both knew it. Camille, Officer Conti, and Cecily knew too much about their operation to be released into the world. Piu Lombardo would know the first thing Officer Conti would do if he released him. Roberto would get a warrant for Piu’s arrest and Camille was quite sure Piu wouldn’t allow it to happen. No, he would kill them, and it was likely they would end up in the same place as Concetta Ferraro, lying amongst the yachts moored in the harbour, life extinguished.
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Elsie flew from her dressing table stool and ran downstairs to the foyer, shouting as she went.

‘Get dressed, girls, and don’t leave the room. Wait fer me ‘ere.’ When she got to the desk she was surprised to see another girl behind the desk, and not Francesca who it had seemed previously had been chained to it.

‘Your telephone please,’ she asked breathlessly. ‘It’s an emergency.’ The girl frowned at her, not understanding what she was saying. Clearly she had no grasp of English. Elsie frowned and began to mime the earpiece and the dialling of the number. The girl slid the candlestick phone across to Elsie, frowning.

‘Oh, flippin’ ‘eck,’ she cried. ‘What’s the number?’

‘The number of where, Signorina?’ came a voice from behind her, startling her. Piu Lombardo was standing by the entrance to the restaurant, leaning against the wall, examining his fingernails. Elsie’s stomach rolled.

‘The police station. I need to speak to Roberto Conti.’

Piu pushed himself away from the wall where he was leaning and stood next to her. ‘Ah, Officer Conti. I know him well.’ He frowned. ‘Did you not hear, Signorina? He was taken ill last night and had to go to his parents in Catania.’

Elsie stared at him. ‘Ill? He weren’t ill when I last saw ‘im.’

Lombardo nodded. ‘A sudden illness I understand.’

Elsie swallowed, realising she was alone. There was no one to help her, or to show her what to do. She put the receiver back on the candlestick telephone and slid it across the desk to the girl.

‘Looks like I’ll ‘ave ter wait til ‘e gets better then, don’t it?’ Lombardo made a small bow then turned away, walking back into the restaurant. Elsie narrowed her eyes. Something ain’t right, she thought. That’s the three of ‘em gone and I don’t like it. I don’t like it at all.

She ran back up the stairs to their rooms and flew in the door, startling Rose and Ottilie.

‘I ‘ope you’re ready, girls, ‘cos there’s somewhere we’ve got ter be.’

‘Where’s Mama and Cecily?’ asked Ottilie. ‘Mama said she would be back before we went to sleep, but she wasn’t.’

‘I know, sweet’eart. Grab yer fings. We’re goin’ out fer the day.’

‘Where are we going, Mama?’ asked Rose.

‘I dunno yet, Rose, but we can’t stay ‘ere.’

‘Why not?’

‘Cos just fer a change, everyfing depends on what I do next.’
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‘Where are we goin’ Mama?’ asked Rose as they sat in the back of a taxi cab Elsie had been relieved to find on the main thoroughfare through Taormina.

‘We’re goin’ ter Catania, Rose. Today ain’t goin’ ter be like the uvver days we’ve ‘ad I’m afraid, ducks.’

‘Is it about Mama?’ asked Ottilie. ‘Is it because she didn’t come home last night?’

Elsie glanced at the worried looking girl and smiled as warmly as she could. ‘There’s nothing to concern yerself wiv, Ottilie. I fink I know what I’ve got ter do. It’s just tryin’ ter find the right place ter do it.’

‘And the right place is Catania?’

‘It’s what I read, in one of them pamphlets what they leave in all the ‘otel rooms, the ones wiv sightseeing tours and places to see and fings ter do. I gave it a proper read over when we first came ‘ere, interested like, fought we could do some of fings what it suggested.’ She turned away from the girls and glanced out of the window. ‘An’ it’s a flippin’ good job I did, an all.’
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THEY GOT OUT OF THE taxi cab on the Via Biblioteca, stepping into the relentless sunshine. Elsie encouraged Ottilie and Rose to wear their sunhats, and promised them a trip to the Gelato Café when she had completed what she had set out to do.

The Government Office was next to a University Library or Biblioteca. Elsie and the girls stood outside looking up at the façade. It was an impressive building, cast from the same stone that lined the historical streets of Sicily

‘Are we going inside, Mama?’ asked Rose. ‘Is there someone in there you need to see?’

‘I need to see ‘im,’ said Elsie, pulling a pamphlet out of her bag and showing it to Rose. ‘The Vice Consul who is here to help citizens who have visited Sicily from the British Isles...so that means us. His office is in this building and I’m praying to whoever’s listening upstairs that he’s there today, ‘cos if ‘e ain’t I don’t know what the ‘ell I’m goin’ ter do.’

‘What do you need to seem him for? He looks an important man.’

‘He is an important man, and he’ll speak English, so I won’t ‘ave ter go through the rigmarole of miming and whatnot just to make meself understood.’

They went through the vast doors that led into a marble foyer, their footsteps echoing on the tiles under their feet.

‘When we get to the desk, Rose, are you able to ask for Mr Spencer. I’m pretty sure the receptionist will be Sicilian which means I won’t be able to talk wiv ‘er.’

Rose shook her head. ‘She’s not Sicilian, Mama, look. On her name badge it says Miss Walters.’

‘Oh, thank Gawd fer that,’ said Elsie, marching up to the desk.

‘Yes, madam?’ The receptionist greeted Elsie with a sunny smile. ‘How can I be of help?’

‘I need to speak ter Mr Spencer. It’s urgent, a matter of life and death.’

Miss Walters looked startled. ‘You’re a British citizen?’

‘I am.’

‘Can I ask what you need to see him about?’

‘I’m afraid it’s complicated and I would rather tell ‘im.’ Elsie heard Rose sigh.

‘Yes, if you need to see him I’m sure we can get you an appointment.

‘No, Miss Walters, you don’t understand. I don’t want an appointment. I need to see ‘im now, right this minute. Two of my friends ‘ave bin h’abducted and I fink they could be dead.’
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SAM SPENCER LISTENED to Elsie’s story of murder and intrigue thinking it all sounded like something out of an exceptionally lurid novel. He sat behind his huge desk, his elbows leaning on the leather-tooled top, his fingers steepled in front of him.

‘And you think they’ve been abducted?’

‘I think it’s the only explanation fer why they d’int come ‘ome last night. I’d put me last quid on it, well lira, seein’ as we’re ‘ere and not in London. They’re on an investigation, see. There’s been two murders and one disappearance, an’ they fink the villa what they was watchin’ fer signs of crime is at the centre of it.’

He nodded and sat back in his leather tufted captain’s chair, a gift from his wife when he was seconded to Sicily from London, not a position he would have chosen, but one he’d settled into.

‘And you say Lady Camille Divine and her lady’s maid, Cecily Nugent were staking out the villa?’

Elsie nodded. ‘That’s right, sir.’

He turned his attention to the two girls sitting by Mrs West’s side and smiled fatherly at them. ‘And these are your daughters, Mrs West?’

‘Rose is my daughter,’ she put a hand on Rose’s arm. ‘This is Lady Ottilie Divine, Lady Camille’s daughter.’

Spencer raised his eyebrows. ‘And she has been left in your care?’

‘For the time bein’, til we get ‘er mother back.’

‘And why were Lady Divine and Miss Nugent involved in this investigation?’

Elsie shrugged. ‘It’s what they do, Mr Spencer. They investigate fings.’

‘You’d like me to contact the police I would imagine?’

‘No, I want you to contact Scotland Yard in London and speak to Chief Inspector Richard Owen, and I want yer to tell ‘im ter get ‘is arse over ‘ere because Camille is in trouble and ‘e needs ter come and sort it out.’ Elsie heard Rose sigh again.

Sam Spencer chuckled. ‘And how do you expect him to get here at such short notice, Mrs West? How long did it take you to get to Sicily from England?’

‘Well, there’s the fing, Mr Spencer...’e don’t ‘ave ter come ‘ere the way we did. ‘E can come on an aeroplane.’

Spencer frowned. ‘The flights between England and Sicily are very few and far between Mrs West. There isn’t a regular passage via air from England to Sicily. He would be extremely lucky to get a flight.’

‘Not if ‘e flew with the military. I know the Air Force flies over ‘ere, to Italy at least. ‘E needs to get on one of them planes. I’ve looked it up. In the library. I was reading a book about the war and the planes what they used. I wanted ter see if we could fly ‘ere, but...well, I found out we couldn’t.

‘In cases of an emergency ‘e can get a flight, and what wiv ‘im bein’ Scotland Yard an’ all, ‘e should ‘ave no trouble.’ Sam West eyed Elsie sceptically. ‘Please Mr Spencer, just try. Place a telephone call to Scotland Yard and tell ‘im what’s ‘appened. Don’t forget to ask fer Chief Inspector Richard Owen. Once ‘e ‘ears what’s ‘appened ‘e’ll be over like a shot, I can guarantee it. Tell ‘im I’m sittin’ ‘ere in your office.’ She stared at him. ‘I’ll wait.’

He widened his eyes. ‘You want to wait, Mrs West?’

‘I do,’ she said nodding, and settling back into her chair. ‘Til it’s done.’

Sam Spencer pressed one of the buttons on the console on his desk.

‘Yes, Mr Spencer?’ came a disembodied voice from the console.

‘Miss Walter, can you place a call to Scotland Yard, please. Ask for Chief Inspector Richard Owen.’ He glanced at Elsie and she nodded. ‘Tell him it’s urgent.’


[image: ]




Chapter 33

[image: ]

Chief Inspector Richard Owen was eating his lunch in the staff canteen. He’d chosen the steak and kidney pie with mashed potatoes, accompanied by some rather sloppy cabbage which looked as though it had been boiled to within an inch of its life. He frowned at it and sighed. That’ll teach me, he thought.

He had taken to eating in the canteen because, in truth, he couldn’t be bothered to cook for himself. He lived alone and didn’t even have a cat with whom to share his mealtimes. The whole business of preparing, cooking, eating, and then having to wash the whole lot up was lost on him. But, each day, at lunchtime, he questioned the wisdom of his decision.

He lifted the pastry pie top with his knife and looked underneath at the filling...which barely filled it. A gelatinous gravy enclosed two pieces of steak and a handful of kidney pieces, the size of his small fingernail.

He laid the pastry top down on top of the muddle underneath then peered at the mashed potatoes. They were described as mash, but no care had been taken over them. Lumps of hard potato could clearly be seen, and the whole concoction looked rather grey. He sighed again, then pushed the plate across the table, away from him, with a grimace.

He lifted his chin optimistically to survey the puddings on offer, but sank down in his chair, defeated by the colourless offerings in the display case which looked as though they had been sitting there for days, slowly congealing.

He folded his newspaper and rose from the table, wondering if it was too late to get a sausage in pastry from the kiosk on the corner of The Embankment, when Constable Russell Lewis pushed the canteen door open and walked straight towards him.

‘Thank goodness I’ve found you, sir.’

Richard looked at the constable quizzically. ‘Whatever’s the matter, Constable Lewis? You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.’

‘There’s a call come in for you, sir, from the Vice-Consul in Sicily. He says it’s urgent.’

As soon as Constable Lewis mentioned Sicily Richard knew it had to be concerning Camille. He had known she was to go there on a holiday with her daughter, Ottilie, and felt shaken when he realised a call from the Vice-Consul from any country other than England usually meant trouble.

‘Where did you take the call, Lewis,’ asked Richard.’

‘I’ve put it through to your office, sir. He said he’d wait until I’d found you.’

Richard broke into a run, taking the stairs to his office two at a time. He attempted to quieten his breath and calm himself before he spoke to the Vice-Consul. He was a Chief Inspector at Scotland Yard and it wouldn’t do for him to sound as though he were in a panic, no matter what his personal feelings were.

He sat at his desk and picked up the receiver. ‘This is Chief Inspector Richard Owen. How may I help you, sir?’

‘Ah, Chief Inspector Owen. My name is Sam Spencer. I’m the Vice-Consul in Sicily, based in Catania. I have a Mrs Elsie West with me, accompanied by her daughter, and Lady Ottilie Divine. I take it you’re familiar with them?’

‘I am.’

‘And Lady Camille Divine?’

‘Yes,’ said Richard, wishing he’d get on with it.

‘I’m afraid there has been an incident.’
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RICHARD THREW SOME clothes into a suitcase wondering where Camille was. The story Sam Spencer had told him was fantastical, like something from a play. He was well aware of Camille’s capability of immersing herself in another investigation, yet he was even more convinced of her capability, and that of Miss Nugent, to get themselves out of trouble. He was worried for her safety, frightened even, although as a serving police offer it had never occurred to him to admit to fear. There wasn’t a day that went by that didn’t require him to face some adverse situation or other. He was used to confronting situations that did not favour him.

Things between Camille and Richard had been difficult since Harry Divine’s death. In fact there had been nothing between them because neither of them wanted to overstep the mark. He knew Camille was innately aware of what was expected of her at such a time; there was a protocol that she and her peers would follow to the letter. It had made him feel rather awkward, not knowing what to do for the best. In his heart he wanted to go to her, to comfort her, to be by her side to support her, but his head told him it would have been the wrong thing to do. If Camille wanted to at least keep up the appearance of propriety and mourning for her ex-husband, he was sure his arrival at the scene would not have been appropriate, may even have angered her. It was the last thing he wanted.

He had done the correct thing, had sent a card of sympathy to Duke Street for Camille and Ottilie, had sent flowers to the funeral where he was sure the great and the good would be. He had juggled with himself that he could have attended the funeral in a professional capacity, but decided against it. Camille had told him the eyes of the grande dames would be on alert. No, he’d thought. Best to stay away.

When he had received the news that Camille and Miss Nugent were missing his heart had dropped. He had known about the extended holiday she’d planned. She had sent him a note, full of warmth and affection, informing him of her intention to take an extended holiday for herself and Ottilie. He had been mortified, because it meant another enforced separation, but this, this was not what he had wanted at all.

He had been instructed by Sam Spencer that a military plane would be leaving RAF Biggin Hill, near Bromley that afternoon, making for Italy, but had agreed to divert to Sicily if it were a matter of life and death. If he wished, and his superiors would allow it, he could have a seat on the aeroplane, which would take him to an airfield in Catania. Richard had at once contacted the Commissioner of Police requesting leave to fly to Sicily to locate the whereabouts of Lady Camille Divine. The Commissioner was intrigued, but gave his permission readily, Richard was sure because of Camille’s title. It clearly comes in handy sometimes, he thought, for he was certain if she had been plain old Mrs Divine there would have been much more discussion.

‘Friend of hers are you?’ Sam Spencer asked him.

Richard stiffened, knowing how careful he must be. ‘We have known each other for some time,’ he replied, ‘along with Miss Nugent and Mrs West. I’ll be at Biggin Hill within an hour and a half hopefully,’ he’d said quickly, eager to change the subject away from Camille.

‘Don’t forget your passport, Chief Inspector Owen,’ Sam Spencer had said. ‘You might be a member of His Majesty’s Police Force, but no one can leave the country these days without a passport.’
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A CAR HAD BEEN WAITING for him outside his house when he was at last packed and ready to go. He’d taken one last look around the sitting room of his house in Chiswick before leaving, astonished at how things could change on the turn of a sixpence. Not in his wildest dreams when he left for work at seven that morning did he imagine he would be on his way to Sicily that afternoon.

When they arrived at the airfield in Biggin Hill the aeroplane was waiting with a pilot on the field, looking worriedly at his watch.

‘Five more minutes, Chief Inspector Owen and we would have had to leave without you. This trip is already taking us off our planned route so we should make haste.’

Richard nodded and followed the pilot towards the aeroplane, a feeling of trepidation roiling in his stomach. ‘How long will it take?’ he asked the pilot, hoping against hope it wouldn’t be too long.

‘We’re looking at, at least ten hours, maybe twelve, with two stops for refuelling, one in France and one in Italy. You’re lucky to get on this one, Chief Inspector Owen. We don’t get requests like this very often, I must say. I guessing the presence of a Lady of the Realm in Sicily is what’s driving this detour.’

‘Yes, yes,’ said Richard, not knowing what to say. ‘I got a phone call from Sam Spencer the Vice-Consul in Sicily saying there had been an incident. Lady Camille’s travelling companion had thought it the best course of action when Lady Divine did not appear at her hotel.’

The pilot nodded. ‘Well, I hope you’ve got some reading matter. This is a long one in anyone’s handwriting.’ Richard nodded, wondering what he’d got himself into.

In front of them was an aeroplane so vast it took Richard’s breath away. He felt his knees quake at the sight of it. Yes, he had travelled to Paris on one of the first ever commercial flights, but compared to the aeroplane in front of him, he realised it was going to be a very different journey.

‘The Vickers Vernon Mark II, Chief Inspector Owen,’ said the pilot proudly. ‘One of our first ever troop carrying planes. There will be commercial planes the size of this soon you mark my words,’ he continued as he saw Richard into the body of the plane. ‘Afraid there aren’t any amenities in here, all a bit rough and ready as you can see, but we’ll get you there, I promise.’ Richard nodded, hardly knowing what to say. As he chose somewhere to sit on benches that weren’t meant for comfort, another pilot came out of the cockpit.

‘We’re all ready, sir,’ he said to the first pilot.

‘Right you are.’ He turned to Richard. ‘And are you ready Chief Inspector Owen?’

Richard nodded and swallowed hard. ‘As I’ll ever be.’

With one nod of his head the pilot made for the cockpit. ‘Let’s go.’
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Chapter 34
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Twelve hours later the Vickers Vernon Mark II touched down on a field in Catania. The journey had been gruelling and Richard hoped it was one he would not have to repeat. He had already planned to make the return journey by sea, using some of of his leave to mitigate the time it would take to get back to London.

As soon as they landed and Richard had made his thanks and farewells to the pilots who had reassured him at regular intervals that everything that was happening in the aeroplane, the noises, the smells, the unfamiliar buffeting motion, were usual, and the aeroplane could easily withstand it. Unconvinced, Richard had smiled and nodded accommodatingly, but inside his stomach churned. He felt as though he had barely taken a breath while the aeroplane was in the air, almost holding it up himself with the tension in his shoulders. His neck and shoulders ached from the anxiety and were stiff and tight. He rolled his head from side to side to relieve the pain, and when the wheels had touched the field he had never been so happy to be on terra firma.

A motor car had been arranged to collect him and his small valise from the airfield, which at once took him to his hotel. It was five in the morning in Catania, much too early to show up at the Government Building where the Vice-Consul’s offices were, so he had a snack, asked to be woken at eight, and collapsed into bed.

He slept deeply, the motion of the aeroplane and the noise of the engines in his dreams, and was called precisely at eight o’clock, when he bathed, dressed, breakfasted in haste, and made his way to Via Biblioteca, where he was due to meet Sam Spencer.

His meeting with Spencer was short and to the point. Spencer recommended that he go the hotel in Taormina where Mrs West was staying with the two girls.

‘She knows far more about the incident than I,’ said Spencer, frowning, ‘but if you need assistance you know where to come. Our relationship with the Sicilian police force is excellent, and I’m sure if there is an occasion where they can be of use they would not hesitate to show their presence.’

Richard realised that Spencer had pushed the problem directly into his hands and he accepted it gladly. A call was made to the Hotel Lombardo where Richard was able to speak with Elsie directly.

‘Don’t go anywhere, Mrs West,’ he said to her. ‘I take it Lady Divine and Miss Nugent have not returned?’

‘No, Chief Inspector. I’m so worried. I can’t tell yer ‘ow relieved I am that your ‘ere.’

‘I’ve a car waiting to bring me to Taormina. I should be with you in the hour. In the meantime don’t tell anyone I’m on my way. We don’t know who is responsible for Camille’s and Miss Nugent’s disappearance.’
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THEY SAT IN THE COURTYARD at a round wrought iron table. Richard and Elsie had ordered morning coffee while Ottilie and Rose splashed about in the pool.

‘She looks all right, don’t she?’ said Elsie who looked as though she hadn’t slept, ‘but she ain’t. She’s as worried as I am. Reckon there’s some dodgy people ‘round ‘ere.’

‘Tell me, Mrs West. I need to know the full story. Until then I won’t get a handle on what has been going on.’

Elsie proceeded to tell him about Giovanna Barresi and her disappearance, about Concetta Ferraro’s killing and her body being found in the water amongst the yachts in the harbour at Messina. When she got to the part about the villa, Richard frowned.

‘So they, and Officer Conti, think there are smuggled goods being delivered to the villa at the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino?’

‘Yeah, they’re certain of it. Camille found a cellar which was sort of ‘idden...she used a word but I can’t remember what it was...and when they found it she also found a safe wiv a gun and four train tickets to Venice, two what was out of date, and two for the future.’

‘And who did they think those tickets were for?’

‘Giovanna Barresi. She often sang at the opera ‘ouse in Venice.’

‘Where do you think Camille and Cecily are now, Mrs West?’

She inhaled. ‘If I ‘ad ter make a guess, I reckon they was discovered at the villa by whoever it is who’s runnin’ the show. They’re either still there...or...’ She shook her head, swallowing hard as if she could barely think on the alternative scenario. She lowered her voice. ‘It’s why Concetta Ferraro was killed we fink, because she was workin’ for Giovanna as a live-in ‘ousekeeper, but we know she was takin’ delivery of the packages and crates when Giovanna was away on ‘er singin’ dates.’

‘But why would she have been killed if she had been doing what was expected of her?’

Elsie shrugged. ‘Well, that’s the part we can’t work out. We reckon she’d done somethin’ what someone d’int like. What it was we don’t know, but Camille was convinced it ‘ad somethin’ ter do wiv Giovanna’s disappearance.’

Richard nodded. ‘So our first port of call will be the Barresi villa in Messina.’ He frowned. ‘Who was your contact in the Messina police Mrs West, and by the way I suggest we keep the reason for my being here to ourselves?’

‘Fair dos, Chief Inspector, but yer need to change out a that posh suit what you’re wearin’. Sort of gives yer away. And to answer your question, ‘is name is Officer Conti, but when I tried to contact ‘im, Piu Lombardo, the owner of this hotel, said Officer Conti had been taken ill and ‘ad gone ter stay at ‘is parents.’

Richard frowned again. ‘Something serious?’

She leant forward and spoke sotto voce. ‘I d’int believe ‘im, so I telephoned the station in Messina and asked to speak wiv Roberto, Officer Conti, but they said ‘e ‘adn’t been seen and that they d’int know where he was.’

‘You think he’s with Camille and Cecily?’

‘I ‘ope so, Chief Inspector. I sincerely ‘ope so.’
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Chapter 35
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They awoke naturally, their bodies telling them when they’d had enough sleep. Roberto woke first. He lay for a few moments, his body almost creaking from lying on the tiled floor. His right arm was numb where it had lain underneath him, and as he struggled to a sitting position he shook away the pins and needles running across his skin and into his sore muscles. For two nights they had slept like this, no water, no food.

Camille was the next to wake.

‘It wasn’t a bad dream, then,’ she said, yawning and rubbing her eyes. ‘We are really here.’

‘I’m afraid so, Lady Camille,’ he replied. ‘Unfortunately, nothing changed while we were asleep.’

‘Do you think they’ll come for us?’

He nodded. ‘I don’t know what is worse, being locked in here or suffering under their hands. I’m sure whatever they have in store for us, it won’t be pleasant.’

‘I don’t think I’ve ever been so uncomfortable in my life.’ She grimaced. ‘Perhaps we should ring for room service.’

Roberto chuckled. ‘It is good to see you still have a sense of humour, Lady Camille.’

Camille raised her eyebrows. ‘I’m not sure how long it will last.’

After half an hour or so, Cecily woke and blinked at them.

‘Oh, no,’ she said, her voice like gravel with dryness. ‘I thought it was a nightmare.’

‘I said the same,’ said Camille. ‘I’m afraid it wasn’t, Cecily.’

‘I’m so thirsty. They must ‘ate us to leave us like this. Anyone with any thought for another person would ‘ave at least left us with some water.’

‘They do not care, Miss Nugent,’ said Roberto, shaking his head. ‘They do not care about us, or anyone. What they care about is money. I can only assume that this impresa criminale, er, criminal act, they have going here has been operating for some time.’

‘I’d like to know how they get the smuggled goods to where they’re going. It all seems a bit convoluted to deliver it here and then take it away again,’ mooted Camille.

‘In the dead of night? Perhaps no one notices.’

‘I think Signora Greco would notice.’ Roberto frowned. ‘The widow who lives in the next villa.’

‘Ah, yes.’

‘I think she would have become aware of it, but not once did she mention the goods were being taken away again, only that they were being delivered. She swore she does not sit at her window and observe what is going on, but I’m pretty sure it is all she does.’

Cecily hauled herself off the floor with a grunt, brushed herself down, grumbling at the dirt on her new dress, and went over to the huge bread oven in the wall. She tried to pull the door open but it was too heavy for her. Roberto got up and helped her, pulling the door towards them. As the seal was broken a great rush of fetid air hit them in the face.’

‘Ugh,’ cried Cecily. ‘What the ‘ell’s that smell. It weren’t like that before, were it, Madam?’

Camille got up and stood between them, peering into the oven. ‘It most definitely wasn’t.’ She glanced at Roberto. ‘Why would it smell like that?’ She shook her head. ‘It smells like, er...I don’t know,’ she wrinkled her nose, ‘dirty water?’

‘But why would it smell of dirty water, Madam?’ cried Cecily. ‘It’s an oven. It should smell of bread, or somethin’ what’s bin cooked in it at least.’ She turned to Roberto. ‘What do you fink, Officer Conti?’

‘I think we may have just found how they shift the guns and cocaine to the outside world.’

‘But why would they leave us ‘ere like that if they fought we’d discover it?’

He pulled a face. ‘Perhaps they have forgotten it, or they think we would not look inside an oven for escape. Most people wouldn’t.’

‘There’s the rub, Officer Conti. We’re not most people. Can we escape through it, do you think?’ asked Camille.

‘There’s only one way to discover that prospect, Lady Camille,’ said Roberto. ‘And that is to explore it. Nothing could be worse than sitting in the cellar until we rot.’
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ROBERTO CLIMBED IN first, putting his knee up onto the edge of the oven and crawling into its vast expanse. Cecily followed with Camille, the last of the three, who made sure the oven door was closed, or at least gave the appearance of being closed in case they needed to return. She was worried that the air coming out from the oven might alert their captors, although she could only imagine they were miles away, with Piu Lombardo and Salvatore Mancini returned to Taormina.

The back of the oven was cast in iron, but when Roberto pushed it, it clattered onto the floor in front of him.

‘Is there anything there, Officer Conti?’ asked Camille from the back. ‘Will we be able to continue?’

‘Certainly, we can, Lady Camille. There is a passage behind the oven, dug out of the hillside at the back of the villas I would think. It is rough, just dirt and roots, insects I’m afraid, with pieces of wood holding it up. They haven’t spent any lira on it, that is certain. I’m not sure how safe it is.’

‘Do you think we should go on?’

He nodded. ‘Of course. What will be the alternative?’

Camille closed her eyes momentarily. ‘I dread to think.’
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THERE WAS NO LIGHT, just their instincts carried them forward. The air was fetid, musty, the taste of mildew settling on their tongues. The passage wound into the dark, heavy air. They went through on their knees, following closely to one another. Their hands they used to guide them along the walls which ran with murky water, the sound of dripping like a stream echoing through the tunnel.

‘Oh, my goodness,’ puffed Camille. ‘I sincerely hope this is going to lead somewhere,’ she said, pulling the long skirt of her dress over her knees. ‘Please don’t let it be a dead end.’

Roberto huffed. ‘Then we will have to come back the way we came,’ he said, ‘ only backwards.’

‘Oh, I don’t fink I can go backwards,’ cried Cecily. ‘Going backwards makes me feel sick.’

‘We’d better hope we don’t have to go backwards then,’ sighed Camille, wondering for the umpteenth time that morning how she’d managed to get herself  into such a situation.

They continued to crawl on their hands and knees for another half an hour, each of them getting increasingly worried about where the tunnel was leading them, but no one actually wanting to voice their concerns.

Suddenly, there was an ‘oomph,’ from Roberto, and Cecily and Camille stopped abruptly.

‘Are you all right, Officer Conti?’

‘Yes, I’m all right.’ His voice sounded hollow, like an echo. Camille heard him coughing, then ‘I bumped into some crates which have been left here. There is a gate behind it I think.’

‘A gate? In the middle of a tunnel?’

‘I know. Crazy, yes?’

‘Can you open it?’

Roberto chuckled although there wasn’t much mirth in it. ‘I hope so or we won’t be going any further.’ Camille and Cecily heard Roberto as he pushed and pulled at the gate. ‘It’s very rusted...the hinges are flaky with rust...oh, here we are. I think I’ve opened it.’

Both Camille and Cecily heard the squeal of hinges that sounded like fingernails scraping down a blackboard.

‘Ooh, cried Cecily. ‘I d’int like that.’

‘No,’ agreed Camille. ‘It set my teeth on edge.’ She waited for Roberto to say something. ‘Officer Conti, are you through?’

‘Yes, I’m through.’

‘Where do you think it leads?’

‘I wish I knew, but if I’m not mistaken there is light up ahead.’

Camille didn’t know whether to be pleased or wary. ‘I’m not sure it’s a good thing.’

‘We’ll soon find out, Madam,’ said Cecily, sounding more scared than she’d tried to let on. ‘Let’s ‘ope it ain’t them men what locked us down ‘ere in the first place.’

The passage opened out into what could be described as a hollow in the hillside.

‘There is water here,’ Roberto called behind to Cecily and Camille. ‘I think we will get our feet wet.’

‘Why do you think there was a gate?’ asked Camille.

‘Maybe to deter anyone from continuing if the tunnel was found by accident.’

‘You mean from the other end?’

‘Yes. There must be an opening somewhere, which could be good news for us.’

‘Or not,’ said Camille under her breath.

‘Do yer fink there’s many spiders down ‘ere?’ asked Cecily in a voice wobbling with fear.

‘Oh, Cecily, please,’ cried Camille. ‘You know how much I hate spiders. Please don’t mention them again.’

‘Sorry, Madam.’

They followed Roberto out of the hollow into a cave. The bottom of the cave was full of water, the smell of which settled in their nostrils and made them sneeze.

‘Oh, the smell,’ cried Cecily. ‘Reminds me of the rookeries.’

‘It’s dirty sea water,’ said Roberto. ‘Can you smell the salt? My guess is this set of tunnels will open out near the sea.’

‘Do we have to wade through that stinking water?’ asked Camille.

‘I’m afraid so, Lady Camille.’ He looked around the cave. ‘It’s the only way out of here.’

‘So be it,’ answered Camille, straightening her shoulders. ‘I just want to get out of here.’

The three of them turned in unison at the sound of voices echoing in the tunnels they had just left. Cecily looked stricken.

‘Someone has discovered our escape,’ said Camille, looking behind her, hoping against all hope the sound was just an echo and the men weren’t as near as they sounded.

‘We must go,’ said Roberto, grabbing one of Camille’s hands and one of Cecily’s. He pulled them into the water where they waded across the pungent, brackish water, detritus gathered on top. There were pieces of saturated wood, rubbish from the street, branches of trees, discarded food, and to their disgust, dead animals.

‘Oh, my goodness,’ said Camille. ‘Even if we get out of here we’ve likely caught something foul.’

‘I think you and Miss Nugent have strong constitutions, Lady Camille.’

‘Well, I hope they hold up, Officer Conti.’

The water was deeper in the middle and reached up to Camille and Cecily’s waists. They continued to wade, holding tightly on to Roberto’s hands until they began to feel the depth of the water diminish. Gradually, they got further towards the small beach on the other side of the pool.

‘When we get to the other side we must run,’ said Roberto. ‘It does not matter if we cannot see, we must get away from those men. If they capture us they will not allow us to escape again.’ He glanced at Camille, hoping she would get his meaning. She nodded.

When they reached the shingle they ran, with Roberto leading the way, Camille and Cecily behind him, holding hands. The tunnel on this side was wider which meant they could run together, helping each other up when one stumbled, encouraging each other to simply keep running, evading tree roots, divots, clumps of seagrass and rocks. For fifteen minutes they ran as fast as they could, not daring to stop or hold the others up.

‘There is light,’ Roberto called back to them ‘Meno male, I think we’ve reached the end.’

As Roberto ran forward, Camille and Cecily realised his outline was becoming clearer and clearer. They smiled at each other as they ran, praying they were close.

After a few minutes they ran out onto a plateau of rocks, grass and shrubs. A narrow path had been trodden into the grass.

‘We’ll follow this path,’ said Roberto, allowing the women to catch their breaths before moving off. ‘We should go soon, Signorias. We should not linger here too long.’

Both Camille and Cecily nodded, and they swiftly followed Roberto down the trodden path, eager to get away from the tunnels in case they should be dragged down them again. They walked towards a copse of trees and made their way through, pushing away branches that tangled in their hair, swerving to avoid shrubs, stepping over bits of tree root that threatened to trip them. On the other side of the copse was the docks. Camille turned towards where the yachts were moored and gasped, her heart thumping in faster in her chest.

‘Richard?’

She began to run, Roberto and Cecily following her.

‘Richard,’ she called. Richard turned, a map in his hands which he dropped when he saw her. ‘Richard, it’s me.’ She flew into his arms, held him tightly to her, her breath coming in short gasps. ‘I don’t know what on earth you’re doing here, Richard, but you are the most wonderful sight. She frowned at him. You look as though you’re on holiday.’

He pushed her gently away from him. ‘Which is why I thought you were here...I think. What happened to you?’

‘There are men following us. We should get out of here.’

Richard released her and beckoned some men towards him who had been sitting on the dockside, looking to the rest of the world like dockworkers, men who were simply sitting on the wall waiting to be given work. Camille hadn’t realised it, but they were police, trained to fit into their surroundings. Richard retrieved the map then grabbed Camille’s hand and indicated for Cecily to follow them. He took them to the street behind the docks where he sat them in a vehicle hidden from view.

‘We’re going to catch these bastards,’ he said. ‘If they’re following you, they’ll come out onto the docks the same way as you did. Please don’t leave the vehicle.’

He returned to where the men were hiding behind a wall, Roberto too, who did not want to be left out of the arrests.

‘I owe them,’ he said to Richard, shaking his hand. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you, Chief Inspector.’ Richard nodded. ‘I think they intended for us to rot in the cellar. Now they will rot in jail.’

Richard cocked his head. ‘We’ve got to catch them first, Officer...?’

‘Officer Conti, sir.’

‘Well, Officer Conti, thank you for protecting Lady Divine and Miss Nugent.’

Roberto chuckled. ‘I think they were protecting me, sir.’ Richard smiled and nodded. Knowing how well he knew Camille and Cecily he did not doubt it.

Moments later the men ran out onto the dock side, looking about them, wondering where their prey was hiding. Piu Lombardo was one of the men, as was Salvatore Mancini. Richard and the Sicilian polizia bided their time, waiting for just the right moment to spring out and arrest them. Piu Lombardo and Salvatore Mancini edged closer and closer to the wall where Richard and the police were hiding. Richard lifted his chin to the men who were watching and waiting, telling them to be ready. The moment they got nearer, Richard lifted his arm, then dropped it.

The police ran out from their hiding place. Roberto made for Piu Lombardo while Richard grabbed hold of Salvatore Mancini. Salvatore was young and strong, but Richard was taller and stronger, and overwhelmed him easily.

‘That’s enough,’ cried Richard, as the men struggled to get away. Officer Conti realised some of the men didn’t speak English. ‘È abbastanza. Non ha senso lottare.’

‘Tell them it’s over,’ said Richard. ‘Tell them we know about the tunnels and what they’ve been smuggling.’ Officer Conti translated, the men were cuffed, then led to the waiting police vehicles outside the docks.

When Camille and Cecily saw the men being pushed towards the waiting vehicles, they got out of the motor car and ran towards the dock where Richard and Roberto were in conversation.

‘We have them’ said Roberto, looking tired but triumphant. ‘Thank you, Chief Inspector Owen. I am so grateful to you for bringing this together. We will learn a great deal from you.’

Richard smiled. ‘Well, I won’t say it was a pleasure, Officer Conti, but it has certainly been an experience.’

‘How did you know where the tunnels were?’

‘I wanted to go to the villa in the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino, but I couldn’t see the point of simply waiting outside for something to happen, and I didn’t know whether Lady Divine and Miss Nugent were there. Luckily, I got a telephone call from the Vice Consul in Catania just before I left the hotel to go to the villa. He said they had been looking at some maps of the area, and had realised there were tunnels under the villa which led down to the docks. The tunnels have been there for years and it was thought they were no longer used. When I got here I went to the library in Messina and bought this map.’

He showed it to Roberto and pointed to the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino, and where the pink villa was situated.

‘The tunnels show up as a light grey ribbon. If you were not looking for them you probably wouldn’t know they were there. The tunnels were used to deliver food to waiting ships who had arrived at the docks in days gone by, and for a little smuggling too, I’ve no doubt. The villa was sold and used as a bakery at the beginning of the century. Someone must have worked out the tunnels were perfect for smuggling goods down to the docks, guns and drugs I expect.’

Richard turned and looked at the yachts moored in the harbour.

‘I’m not in the habit of giving advice to other police departments, Officer Conti, particularly not in a country other than my own, but if I were in your shoes I wouldn’t mind taking a look on board some of those yachts. I reckon you might find what you’re looking for.’

Roberto nodded and smiled. ‘I will get some men on to it, Chief Inspector Owen, but before I do, a bath, a good breakfast and a cup of the best coffee first.’ He turned to Camille and Cecily. ‘You Signorinas are so brave. Thank you for your efforts in helping the Polizia siciliana catch these criminals.’

‘It’s not over yet though, is it, Officer Conti?’ asked Camille. ‘There are two more puzzles to solve...why was Concetta Ferraro murdered, and the whereabouts of Giovanna Barresi. I also think the death of the conductor at the Teatro Massimo Bellini in Catania is connected too.’ She frowned. ‘But I can’t say how.’

Officer Conti nodded. ‘I will personally interview Piu Lombardo and Salvatore Mancini. I’m sure there is a connection, no matter how tenu, er, slight. We will find out what it is.’ He glanced at Richard. ‘Perhaps you could join me, Chief Inspector Owen. Piu Lombardo speaks perfect English. We could conduct the interview in English if you would like to be present.’

Richard shook his head. ‘I speak a little Italian, enough to get by. Conduct your interview in Italian, Officer Conti. I would be honoured to join you if it does not go against Sicilian regulations. You must be sure Lombardo cannot wriggle out of the charge by asserting he did not understand what you were asking him. I sincerely think it would be safer with a man like him.’

Camille frowned. ‘A man like him?’

Richard nodded. ‘Mrs West told me she was suspicious of Piu Lombardo. It was because he told her Officer Conti was ill and had gone to stay with his parents. She didn’t believe him. She said Officer Conti was perfectly all right when she’d last seen him. It was too sudden. So I asked Sam Spencer, the Vice Consul, to search for any police record the man might have. He has a record from here to England. He is not a good man.’

‘I wonder if Allegra Lombardo knows, Madam?’ asked Cecily.

Camille looked up at Richard. ‘Do the wives always know, Chief Inspector?’

Richard pressed his lips into a straight line. ‘In my experience,’ he nodded, ‘yes, they always know. Whether they want to know is a different thing. Many wives of criminals are frightened if they talk to the police their husbands will find some way to repay the compliment. It’s not a good place to be.’
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THEY SAID THEIR GOODBYES, with Officer Conti promising to call Richard’s hotel in Catania to let him know when the interviews would take place, and wandered over to the police vehicle waiting for them.’

‘I can’t believe you’re here, Richard,’ Camille said as they she and Cecily climbed into the back seat. ‘How did you find out Cecily and I were in trouble?’

‘Mrs West went to the Vice Consul in Catania and asked him to contact me, telling him it was a matter of life and death. I can assure you when I found out what had happened I was shocked, but Sam Spencer managed to get me onto a military aeroplane which was going to Italy. The pilot agreed to bring me to Sicily. It has been quite the adventure.’

‘And what will you do now?’

‘I’ve taken some leave. The only way I can get back to England is by ship, so I have some time to kill. My superiors agreed it because I returned to Scotland Yard so swiftly after my ordeal in Manhattan. I didn’t know it was the right thing to do at the time,’ he turned from the front seat to smile at her, ‘but now I do. I’ve never explored Sicily before so it will be a short holiday.’

Camille sighed. ‘I think it’s likely we will have to leave the Hotel Lombardo. The whole family will be under suspicion I imagine and the hotel will not be able to continue providing a service.’

‘Where will you go?’

Camille shook her head. She was exhausted and couldn’t bear to think about moving to somewhere else.’

‘There’s a lovely hotel in Catania I know of,’ said Richard, grinning. ‘The breakfast they serve is delicious.’ Camille nodded, returning his smile. He stared out of the windscreen and when he turned back to her again she and Cecily had sunk down in their seats, their heads together, fast asleep.

He watched her for a moment, thinking how life took matters into its own hands. He had missed Camille terribly, had wanted to see her so very much, and here they were, together at last. It had taken a collection of Sicilian criminals to achieve it.
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The Hotel Lombardo was in disarray when they at last arrived. The Taormina police were everywhere, in the hotel buildings and scouring the grounds.

‘What are they lookin’ fer, Madam?’ asked Cecily when she and Camille had been jolted out of their slumbers when the motor car had pulled up outside the hotel.

Camille rubbed her eyes and yawned, then stared out of the back passenger window. ‘I suppose it could be anything,’ answered Camille. ‘Guns, drugs...’ she turned to Cecily and said in a quiet voice, ‘...perhaps Giovanna Barresi.’

‘Oh, Madam, don’t say that. Yer don’t think they did fer ‘er do yer?’

Camille shrugged. ‘I hope not, Cecily.’

When they got to their rooms, Ottilie fell on her mother, sobbing.

‘Oh, Mama, I didn’t think I would ever see you again. I’ve been so frightened. I couldn’t bear to think you had been hurt.’

They hugged, Camille kissing the top of Ottilie’s head, until she gently pushed her away.

‘We won’t be able to stay here, Ottilie.’ She glanced up at Elsie who had tears in her eyes. ‘Thank you, Elsie, for looking after my girl.’

‘I’m just glad you’re back, Camille, and you, Cecily. I wasn’t sure what I would do if you d’int return. I was that worried. It’s bin ‘orrible ‘ere an’ all, what wiv the police going over everyfing. Like bloomin’ cockroaches they are, scuttlin’ over everythin’, looking in everythin’. It’s been awful. What the ‘ells goin’ on?’

Camille asked them to sit while she told them what had happened. She explained that Piu Lombardo had been arrested, along with Salvatore Mancini, and that the hotel would have to close because the whole family would be taken in to custody and questioned.

‘So, it were ‘im then?’ said Elsie. ‘I fought there was somethin’ funny about ‘im. D’int trust ‘im. Fought ‘e ‘ad the look of Len West about ‘im. And that Salvatore. Too up ‘is own ‘arse if yer want my opinion. Loves ‘imself don’t ‘e?’

‘I’m not sure he’s too pleased with himself at the moment, Elsie. If he’s found guilty of smuggling he’ll look forward to a long stretch in prison I should think.’

Elsie shrugged. ‘Well, it’s own bloody fault for gettin’ mixed up in criminal stuff.’ A thought occurred to her. ‘And what about the girl downstairs, Francesca ain’t it? Ain’t they s’posed to be gettin’ married soon?’

Camille shook her head ‘Not any more, the poor thing. She’ll be devastated of course. What a thing to happen. I understand the whole family have been taken into custody. I think they have some questions to answer.’ She looked around the room thinking she ought to begin her packing. ‘Anyway, we have to find a new hotel. Chief Inspector Owen is staying in a hotel in Catania which he says is lovely. We’ll go there for the time being. We can always find somewhere else later. I hope everyone’s nearly packed. Just Cecily and I to get our things together.’

‘Ow do yer know they’ve got rooms at ‘is ‘otel?’

‘Oh, they have. The Chief Inspector checked.’

Elsie hitched the corner of her mouth. ‘I bet ‘e did.’
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RICHARD CALLED A CAB from the hotel telephone. The girl on the desk looked startled when he asked to make a call.’

Polizi?’ she asked in a trembling voice. Richard nodded and within the hour a cab awaited them on the cobbles outside Hotel Lombardo.

‘I’ll meet you at the hotel later,’ Richard said to Camille as she was about to climb into the cab. ‘I have to stay here for an hour or so to make sure all areas are searched. Officer Conti has requested my help, although I have no authority here. The words, Scotland Yard appear to carry a lot of weight.’

Camille nodded. ‘We’ll get settled in, then perhaps a late lunch together if you’re back on time.’

He took her hand and smiled. ‘Are you sure, Camille,’ he said sotto voce. ‘I know how difficult things have been for you.’

‘I’ve missed you terribly,’ she said, her eyes sparkling. ‘I would love to spend some time with you.’

‘And Ottilie?’

‘We’ll be discreet. I don’t want to upset her.’

He nodded and bade them goodbye before turning and going back into the Hotel Lombardo.

‘Ain’t ‘e comin’ wiv us?’ asked Elsie.’

The driver started the engine and Camille leant back in her seat. ‘Not yet. Officer Conti has asked him to oversee the search here. I suppose it’s a little different for him. A change is as good as a rest, so they say.’

‘Then what?’

Camille turned to her friend and smiled. ‘We’ll see.’
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‘Why have you chosen to question Francesca Lombardo first, Officer Conti? I would have thought Salvatore Mancini and Piu Lombardo would have been first on your list.’

‘I have a theory, Chief Inspector Owen.’ Richard nodded. ‘You must work with theory, at least some of the time.’

Richard nodded. ‘Mm, most of the time I would say, particularly when I’m working on a case as convoluted as this one seems to be. What’s your theory if you don’t mind my asking?’

Officer Conti sat behind his desk and invited Richard to sit in the chair opposite which he accepted.

‘I know the Barresi family, and I would put money on it that they don’t know about Piu Lombardo’s criminal background.’

Richard frowned. ‘But surely they would have seen something over the years. Francesca Lombardo is what, eighteen...nineteen years of age? Has there not been any criminal dealings in all that time, or is Mrs Lombardo so in awe of him she has ignored the obvious signs.’

‘There is a combined thought by the Sicilian forze di polizia that he has been smuggling for many years, has many friends from the continent who moor their yachts in the harbour at Messina. It is quite likely they are his customers.’

‘Do you think Giovanna Barresi was in on it? It is her villa they’ve been using.’

Officer Conti leant back and placed his hands behind his head, his left ankle on his right knee. He still looked tired from his ordeal, but there was a glint of determination in his eyes.

‘I don’t think she knew. I know Giovanna. I know how proud she is of her singing profession. It is a vocazione, Chief Inspector, er, a vocation I think you say. I cannot think of any reason why she would damage it.’ He glanced at Richard. ‘She has money. She earns a great deal.’

‘She confided in you?’ Roberto nodded. ‘So she would not need to involve herself in anything criminal.’

Officer Conti sat upright and rested his elbows on his desk. ‘I think not. She is a good person, I always thought so. A little naïve perhaps. She married a man who was in need of money and he took what he could, but her friend, the conductor who was murdered at the Teatro Massimo Bellini, Alessandro Lucchese, turned him out.

‘And what about that? Does the connection go that far, do you think?’

‘I believe so. The police in Catania have made very little headway. It has been rumoured it was a woman who murdered him, and not only him. She also took the life of the only person who was on the stage that night, the regular stage prompter, Signora Romano, because the cast of La Traviata had been told to stay in their dressing rooms.’

‘By the murderer?’

‘We think so.’

‘You think it was Francesca Lombardo who murdered him? Why would she, particularly at this time? I understand she is due to be married in a few weeks. She has even gone as far as inviting Lady Divine and her party.’

‘Which is why I need to question her first.’ Roberto steepled his fingers. ‘Also, I am in possession of some letters which were written to Giovanna. Some are letters from a lover, the others warning her off, in fact they are threatening.’

‘You’re going to show them to Francesca Lombardo.’

‘I am...and I would like you to be in the interview when I do.’
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FRANCESCA LOMBARDO looked like a child as she sat in the interview room...a rather beautiful one, Richard thought.

Her eyes were round with fear. She sat rigidly on the hard chair, her hands pushed between her knees, her lip quivering. Richard wondered how much information they would discover from her. She would either clam up because of her fear, saying she didn’t know anything, or she would be forthcoming, simply to put an end what would certainly be a traumatic experience.

‘Signorina Lombardo,’ began Officer Conti. ‘Will you give your full name please?’

She glanced up at him, frowning. He looked at her hard, and she realised this was not going to be a friendly chat. ‘Francesca Allegra Lombardo.’

‘Your address?’

‘The Hotel Lombardo, Taormina.’

‘How well do you know Salvatore Mancini?’

‘He is my fiancé. We are to be married in two weeks, which I hope we will still be able to do.’ Richard glanced at Roberto but the Officer did not flinch.

‘Mr Mancini has been arrested for smuggling, Signorina Lombardo...and abduction.’ Richard saw Francesca quake. ‘Caught in the act, so I’m sorry to say I do not think you will be marrying, at least not in the near future.’ Francesca’s eyes filled with tears and Richard couldn’t help but have some sympathy for her.

‘I don’t know anything about it.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘I did not know he was doing anything like that. I would have stopped him if I’d known.’

There was a pause, then Officer Conti opened a file and pulled out a sheaf of letters.

‘Do you recognise these, Signorina?’ She paled under her olive skin. Tears rolled down her face. She turned away from them, trying to stifle the sobs which shook her shoulders. ‘I’ll ask you again, Signorina Lombardo. Do you recognise these letters? You wrote them didn’t you?’ Francesca nodded.

‘Why?’

‘She was trying to take Salvatore from me. He seemed...besotted by her. Everyone is always besotted by her. Everyone falls in love with her. He wanted to work for her and when he was given the job as her gardener he was ecstatic. I asked him why. He just said, who would not want to work for someone as famous as Giovanna Barresi? She is beautiful, talented and rich.’

‘You were jealous?’

Again she nodded. ‘Yes.’

‘Were they having an affair?’

‘I think so.’

‘But you don’t know for certain.’ She shrugged. ‘So you wrote these letters to warn her off?’

She turned to Officer Conti, tears continuing to roll down her cheeks. ‘I have loved Salvatore since I was a child, Roberto, you know this. She had so much more to give, the favourite of everyone. What did I have? I could not compete. I just wanted her to go away.’

Officer Conti raised his eyebrows. ‘She did go away, Signorina Lombardo. Your aunt is nowhere to be found. Do you know what happened to her?’

Her eyes suddenly narrowed. She was quiet for a moment, as if weighing up what she should say next. Richard recognised the look.

‘She is not my aunt.’

Officer Conti narrowed his eyes, leaning forward and resting his elbows on the desk. ‘What do you mean, Francesca?’

‘She is not my aunt. She’s my cousin.’

The room seemed oppressive suddenly. There was disbelief, astonishment. The realisation that all was not as it had appeared for thirty years changed everything.

‘She’s your cousin? Giovanna Barresi is your cousin, not your aunt?’ Francesca nodded, looking sick at heart. Richard was sure she was wondering if she had said too much.

Officer Conti frowned, turned in his seat to look at Richard, then back at Francesca. ‘Rosaria?’

‘Aunt Rosaria is her mother.’

‘And you have known this since when?’

‘Since my father told me when I was fifteen. My Mama would not have told me, I’m sure. The Barresis wanted to keep it a secret, kept it a secret for many years, since Giovanna was born.’

‘Why did your father tell you?’

‘I don’t know for sure. He wanted Rosaria out of the hotel. He was never kind to her. Called her names, said she was simple in the head. He said her presence was putting off customers because she always dressed like a widow. He was angry and wanted her gone.’

‘Does Piu get angry often?’

‘He said the hotel was called Hotel Lombardo because he and Mama managed it, but he always said he felt like an outsider. He hated my grandfather. They would argue constantly. My father wanted to upgrade the hotel, spend money, but my grandfather would not allow it. Then my grandfather died. He left the hotel to Mama, Rosaria, and Giovanna, the three sisters he called them. He said my Papa should get nothing, but Papa said what belonged to Allegra belonged to him because they were married.

‘Then Papa insisted Mama, Rosaria and Giovanna change the name of the hotel from Barresi to Lombardo. He said a man should be in charge. It looked better, more stable. Papa said Grandfather could not bear to think Rosaria had borne a child out of marriage. He said the shame killed him in the end.’

‘Who is the father?’

‘I don’t know.’ She shook her head. ‘He never told me that.’

‘Does your father know?’

Francesca shrugged. ‘If he does he did not tell me.’

Officer Conti retrieved the second sheaf of papers from the file.

‘What about these?’ Francesca sifted through the letters, reading a little of one, a little of another. ‘You recognise the handwriting?’

She put her hands over her face and cried. When she pulled her hands away from her face her cheeks were sodden.

‘Salvatore. It is Salvatore’s handwriting.’ She shook her head. ‘I knew it, I knew they were seeing each other. He has betrayed me; Giovanna has betrayed me.’

‘What makes you think they were sent to Giovanna?’

‘Who else would it be? You found them at her villa didn’t you? Hidden away somewhere? I knew it in my heart. She has hurt me more than she will ever know.’
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OFFICER CONTI AND RICHARD sat in Roberto’s office, stunned at what they’d heard. Richard rubbed his chin back and forth as was his habit when he was deep in thought. Roberto was silent.

‘I assume you were not expecting to hear such a revelation, Officer Conti?’

‘Not in my wildest dreams.’ He glanced at Richard. ‘You followed what we were saying, Chief Inspector? You did not have difficulty?’

‘Enough to know the gist of it.’ He shook his head. ‘Rosaria is the older sister is she not?’

Officer Conti nodded. ‘The quiet one in the family...a little, not simple, Chief Inspector, but has always kept herself to herself. When she was a child she would wander the meadows picking wild flowers and humming to herself. The people of Taormina accepted her for who she was. She did not go out, Signor Barresi kept a watch over all the girls, but Rosaria did not want to party or socialise. My mother told me she had no friends, seldom went to school. The only company she kept was her sisters,’ he shook his head, ‘well, her child and Allegra.’ His face registered incredulity. ‘I can hardly believe it. That poor girl. I wonder how it happened?’

‘Perhaps she was...?’ Richard shrugged and left it open. Officer Conti knew what he meant.

‘If that was the case we will never know who the father was.’

‘Unless Rosaria Barresi is willing to tell you.’

Roberto nodded. ‘Are you willing to join me when I interview Piu Lombardo, Chief Inspector?’

Richard grinned. This was the one for which he’d been waiting. ‘Try and stop me.’
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PIU LOMBARDO SAT IN the interview room, smoking. His fingers were yellow with tobacco stains,  his appearance dishevelled. He had been allowed to change his clothes as the ones he had been wearing when he had chased Camille, Cecily and Roberto through the tunnels had been soaked with fetid water from the pool. Those clothes had been kept by the forensics team for examination.

Officer Conti began the interview. ‘State your name and address please.’ Richard noted he used a different voice for Piu Lombardo from the one he used with Francesca.

‘Piu Lombardo, Hotel Lombardo, Taormina.’

‘How long have you been using the villa on the Piazza Anna Maria Arduino for smuggling, Signor Lombardo.’

Piu shrugged. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

Officer Conti blew air out of his nose in a mirthless laugh. ‘It’s going to be like that is it, Lombardo. We have witnesses besides myself. I know exactly what you were doing and how you were doing it.’

‘Did you see me touch anything, Roberto?’

‘It’s Officer Conti while we’re in this room, Signor Lombardo. Let’s leave the smuggling charge for now. I was a witness as were a Lady Divine and Cecily Nugent. You abducted us and imprisoned us in the cellar where you keep the consignments of drugs and guns you receive from your associates, so it is a given you will be formally charged for it.’ He sniffed and sat back in his seat. ‘Let us talk about Giovanna Barresi and Concetta Ferraro.’

‘What about them?’

‘Concetta Ferraro was murdered in one of the bedrooms at the villa, then her body was taken through the tunnels where it was dumped in the harbour, next to where the yachts are moored.’

Piu Lombardo shrugged again. ‘What’s it got to do with me?’

‘Are you saying her murder has nothing to do with you?’

‘It’s exactly what I’m saying. Why would I kill someone I don’t know?’

‘You’re saying you didn’t know her?’

‘I didn’t know her personally, no?’

‘So how did you know her.’

‘She is...was the housekeeper at Giovanna’s villa. That is all I know.’

‘And she was taking your consignments for you wasn’t she?’

Piu smiled. ‘Like I said, Officer Conti, I don’t know anything about it.’

‘Someone did.’

‘You should try Salvatore Mancini. I think he knew her, and knew what she was doing.’

‘Knew her in what way?’

Lombardo reached forward for his packet of cigarettes, but Officer Conti moved them out of the way. ‘Not until you speak, Piu. Tell me about Salvatore.’

Lombardo sighed, looking bored. ‘He has a chip on his shoulder. Thinks his parents should pay his way because they have money. He is not content to earn it the hard way. He wants to feather his nest.’

‘He is engaged to your daughter, Piu.’ Officer Conti frowned. ‘Would you have been willing to allow a man who breaks the law to marry her?’

Piu Lombardo grinned. ‘We all have to do things, Officer.’

‘And you have done plenty. Your criminal dealings have taken you all over Europe. Is Allegra happy about it?’

For the first time during the interview Piu Lombardo looked uncomfortable. ‘None of this concerns her, Officer Conti. She is a good person. She is not mixed up in any of it.’

‘Did you kill Concetta Ferraro, Signor Lombardo?’

‘I did not. You are looking at the wrong person, Officer. Don’t waste your time.’

‘So who killed her?’

‘How should I know.’

‘And Rosaria Barresi? Who is Giovanna Barresi’s father.’

Piu Lombardo’s eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Rosaria Barresi is Giovanna’s mother isn’t she?’

He blinked at them and scratched his chin, again discomfited by the questioning. ‘It seems you know already, so yes, she is.’

‘Who is her father?’

Richard saw Piu swallowed hard, a tell if ever he saw one. ‘I have no idea.’
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‘ROSARIA BARRESI?’ OFFICER Conti. ‘You’re going to question her before you question Salvatore Mancini?’

Roberto nodded. ‘I think it best.’

‘A theory?’

Roberto smiled. ‘As you say, a theory.’

‘Your interviewing techniques are excellent. I wish some of my men were so forthright in their questioning.’

‘Thank you, Chief Inspector. I am flattered that a chief inspector from Scotland Yard thinks so.’

Roberto lit a cigarette and offered one to Richard, which he accepted. At that moment, Rosaria Barresi was led into the interview room where a police officer sat her gently at the desk. She would not meet their eyes, instead preferring to stare at the wall.

Her demeanour was that of someone who was not clear about what was happening to her, or why she had been made to leave her home and spend the night in a cell at the police station in Messina. She wanted to go home to the hotel where she had lived with her family, the place where she had lived all her life, the one she knew best. Her sanctuary and her prison.

‘Signorina Barresi?’ Rosaria glanced at Roberto then looked away again. ‘Signorina Barresi, where do you live?’ Roberto’s voice was gentle, quiet, almost sotto voce, and Richard wondered how he would broach the subject of Giovanna.

She took her time to answer, fidgeting with her hands, rubbing her face in her anguish. ‘At the hotel,’ she finally said.

‘Which hotel, Signorina?’

‘Hotel Lombardo?’

‘You are not married?’

She shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Do you know where Giovanna is, Rosaria? We are worried about her and concerned of her whereabouts.’

‘You don’t need to worry. She is all right.’

Richard heard Officer Conti inhale. ‘You know where she is?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where is she, Rosaria?’

‘A mother and baby home in Catania. She is safe. I made sure she was safe.’

‘Because she is your daughter?’ Rosaria nodded. ‘I didn’t mean to kill him.’

Officer Conti frowned. ‘Kill who, Rosaria?’

‘The conductor. Alessandro Lucchese. I shouldn’t have killed him. Giovanna is very angry with me. She says she will be on her own now. It is not true; she will not be on her own. I will always be with her. I am her mother. I will always take care of her...and the baby. Piu and Allegra are angry with me also. They followed me to Catania, thought I would speak to him, tell him he must take care of my baby, but speaking doesn’t do any good. I took Piu’s gun, the one he is always waving around when he angry. When he threatens me.’

‘Why did you kill him, Rosaria?’

‘I thought...I thought he had...done to her what was done to me when I was a girl. The shame...it was too much. I tried to stop it, tried to run, but he would not let me. He hurt me. I couldn’t bear the thought of it, that my little girl should be taken with such violence.’

‘Like you were?’

Rosaria bent her head and intertwined her fingers so hard in her lap they turned white.

‘I didn’t know he was there. I didn’t know he was in the meadow. But he knew, he knew it was where I went every day. He followed me.’

‘Who followed you, Rosaria? Who was it who hurt you?’

‘I can’t tell you. He will kill me if he thinks I’ve told you. No one knows. Only he and I. He is a strong man. He is hard and cares for no one but himself. I told my sister not to marry him, but she would not listen. She said he was a good man, that he would look after us all when my mother and father passed, but he has not. He has taken everything and now it is all his. Everything belongs to him. He tries to get rid of me, always telling me to leave, whispering in my ear when I am alone. He is a cruel man.’

‘Are you speaking of Piu Lombardo, Rosaria? We will not tell him we know; you have my word.

Rosaria nodded as a tear rolled down her cheek. ‘I thought to kill myself. I thought it would be easier than facing him every day. He looks at me with such hate. He says I am a puttana, that I led him on.’ She shook her head and began to sob. ‘I did not. I did not do such a thing. He made me. He made me.’

[image: A watercolor of a building  Description automatically generated]

‘WHAT WILL HAPPEN TO her, Officer Conti? She won’t go to a women’s prison, surely?’

‘I think it will be a hospital, Chief Inspector. She isn’t insane, far from it, but she does not have the usual capabilities of the mind. I hope she will be cared for.’

‘Piu Lombardo has a lot to answer for.’

‘So now we add rapist to the list of crimes he has committed. He will go to prison for a long time, maybe for good depending on the judge who oversees his trial. Rosaria is not of sound mind. It will not go in his favour.’

‘You are about to question Salvatore Mancini?

‘I think you have done enough for one day, Chief Inspector. I’m hoping for a full confession from Mancini. I would put my last lira on him being the killer of Concetta Ferraro.’

‘You think he was seeing her?’

‘I think when Signora Greco heard an argument from the villa it was between Salvatore and Concetta. Giovanna was already staying in the mother and baby home, so he was not arguing with her. Perhaps Concetta threatened to tell Francesca about his affairs.’

‘Do you think he was seeing Giovanna Barresi as well?’

‘I think it’s possible, short-lived perhaps. Francesca Lombardo got wind of it and decided to write those anonymous letters to her cousin to warn her off. Salvatore is a boaster. He likes everyone to think he is the man of the moment. An affair with Giovanna Barresi would do him a lot of good.’

‘And an affair with a housekeeper not so much.’

‘Not if she was threatening him. And don’t forget, she knew all about his and Piu Lombardo’s smuggling venture. She might have said the wrong thing, threatened to tell Giovanna and the police about what they were using the villa for.’ He shook his head. ‘Not a good idea with men like them.’

‘What about the love letters?’

Roberto patted the file of papers under his arm. ‘We know he sent them. Francesca recognised the handwriting. Anyone with any senso would have at least tried to change it, but then...he has always been arrogant. He perhaps thought she would destroy them.’

‘I wonder why Giovanna Barresi kept them?’

Officer Conti shrugged. ‘Who knows. Love does strange things.’
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‘Rosaria?’ cried Camille. ‘Rosaria murdered Alessandro Lucchese? But why?’

‘In her mind, she had convinced herself he had taken Giovanna against her will, as she was when she was a young girl, by Piu Lombardo.’

‘But he didn’t?’

‘Apparently not. He and Giovanna were never a couple, but one evening one thing led to another and...’

‘And we all know what can happen.’

‘Exactly.’

‘I have something to tell you?’

Camille placed her coffee cup down on the table by the pool at their new hotel in Catania. Richard had left the police station in Messina after Roberto Conti had arranged a car for him, thanking him for the part he had played.

‘Not a big part,’ Richard had chuckled. ‘I rather feel I came in at the end when it was all over.’

‘Not at all, Chief Inspector Owen. Your arrival changed everything.’

‘Are you going to tell me?’ he asked Camille, laughing.

‘Only if you promise not to tell a soul and not to mention it to her.’

Richard held up his right hand. ‘I swear.’

‘Elsie’s pregnant.’

Richard could not prevent his mouth dropping open. Camille put her hand under his chin and pushed it upwards. ‘But I thought they had some sort of arrangement where Mrs West accommodated his unusual tastes?’

‘Looks like one thing led to another,’ she giggled.

‘Well, something did.’ They both laughed. ‘How is Ottilie?’

‘Glad you’re here.’

Richard smiled. ‘Is she?’

‘She said she knew you kept me safe and it is all she cares about.’

He tipped his head. ‘I do my best.’

Camille sipped her coffee and looked thoughtful for a moment.

‘What happens now?’

‘To the Lombardos?’ Camille nodded.

‘Piu Lombardo will be charged with smuggling, theft, and rape. Just because it happened a long time ago doesn’t meant he won’t be convicted. Officer Conti thinks Rosaria Barresi will be sent to a special hospital which will cater for her needs.’

Camille sighed. ‘Well, that’s a relief. The poor woman. She has been living with what he did to her for over thirty years. And what about Salvatore Mancini?’

‘I’ve yet to discover. I wasn’t present at his interview. I’m sure Officer Conti will...’

‘Signor.’ A waiter called Richard from the hotel. ‘A telephone call for you, sir.’

Richard squeezed Camille’s hand. ‘Wait for me. I’ll try not to be too long.’

Fifteen minutes later, Richard returned to her.

‘Salvatore Mancini has been charged with Concetta Ferraro’s murder. They got a full confession. She was threatening to tell Francesca Lombardo about their affair, and the police about what they were doing at the villa.’

‘Why? Why would she put herself in such danger?’

‘Because Salvatore refused to break off his engagement to Francesca.’

‘He had his eyes on the hotel, then?’

‘I’m sure of it. And Francesca will be pleased to hear the love letters were not for Giovanna. They were written to Concetta Ferraro.’

‘I wonder why they were in Giovanna’s dressing room?’

‘Hidden there to implicate her perhaps.’

Camille shook her head. ‘People. They are the same the world over.’

‘So it would seem.’

Camille reached for Richard’s hand.

‘And what about us?’

Richard sighed. ‘’It’s been too long.’

Camille nodded. ‘I agree.’

‘Our plan to meet at your parents’ house went awry.’

Camille looked sad. ‘Yes. Yes it did.’ She smiled at him. ‘But we are here now. Both of us.’

‘We are.’

‘With our own rooms.’

Richard smiled and looked mock aghast. ‘Lady Divine. Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?’

Camille grinned. ‘Well, let’s join the others for dinner.’ She grabbed his hand and pulled him towards her.

‘We’ll take it from there.’
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
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Hello,

I hope this message finds you well and filled with excitement after journeying with Camille and her friends through the twists and turns of ‘The Sicilian Murders’. Crafting the story was a labour of love as I have fallen in love with the island and urge you to visit if you can. I’m immensely grateful for your support and readership, and hope you will continue to visit magical places in the world with Camille, Cecily, Richard, et al.

As you close the final pages of ‘The Sicilian Murders’, I hope you’re left eager for more. Fear not, for ‘The Edinburgh Murders’ awaits, promising another thrilling adventure in the series. Get ready to  delve into the mysteries of Scotland’s capital city, where secrets lurk in the shadows and danger is never far behind.

Your feedback means the world to me, and I always look forward to hearing from you. Whether you have comments, questions, or simply want to share your thoughts, don’t hesitate to reach out at info@andreahicks-writer.com. Your insights enrich my writing journey in ways you can only imagine.

If you enjoyed ‘The Sicilian Murders,’ please consider leaving a review on Amazon. Your reviews not only help other readers discover the series but also inspire me to continue crafting stories that captivate and thrill.

And for those of you who’ve been loyal readers from the start, I extend my deepest gratitude. Your support fuels my passion for storytelling, and I’m honoured to have you by my side on this literary adventure.

Lastly, if you haven’t already, I encourage you to sign up for my newsletter. As a token of appreciation, you’ll receive a complimentary copy of Part 1 of 99 NIGHTINGALE LANE, a tale filled with emotion, mystery, and heartrending events during the First World War and beyond, that I’m sure you’ll enjoy.

Thank you for embarking on this journey with me. Together let’s unravel the mysteries that lie ahead in the Edinburgh Murders and beyond.

Warmest regards,

Andrea x
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The next adventure in the Camille Divine Murder Mysteries Series
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WHEN CAMILLE DIVINE inherits her late husband's estate, including a mysterious house in Edinburgh, she embarks on a journey of discovery that will change her life forever.

Accompanied by her loyal friends, Cecily and Elsie, Camille delves into the secrets hidden within the walls of the old mansion, unaware of the darkness that lurks beneath its elegant facade.

As Camille settles into her new home, she decides to host a grand soiree to introduce herself to Edinburgh's elite. But when a guest is found murdered during dinner, Camille finds herself thrust into a dangerous game of cat and mouse, with Chief Inspector Richard Owen leading the investigation.

With tensions rising and secrets unravelling, Camille and her friends must navigate a web of deception and betrayal to uncover the truth behind the murder. As they delve deeper into the dark underbelly of Edinburgh's high society, they soon realize that nothing is as it seems, and trust is a luxury they can ill afford.

In a race against time, Camille must confront her past and confront the shadows that threaten to consume her. Will she uncover the killer's identity before it's too late, or will she become the next victim in a deadly game of revenge and betrayal?

The Edinburgh Murders is a gripping tale of mystery, intrigue, and betrayal set against the backdrop of the historic streets of Edinburgh. Join Camille Divine and her friends as they unravel the secrets hidden within the city's shadows and uncover the truth that lies at the heart of a murder most foul.

Perfect for fans of Agatha Christie, Poirot, Miss Marple, Downton Abbey, The Miss Fisher Mysteries, Father Brown, and Midsomer Murders

Books in the Camille Divine Murder Mysteries Series

THE CHRISTMAS TREE MURDERS

MURDER ON THE DANCEFLOOR

THE BRIGHTON MURDERS

MURDER AT THE CHRISTMAS GROTTO

MURDER IN PARIS

MURDER AT THE CAFÉ BONBON

THE MANHATTAN MURDERS

THE WESTMINSTER MURDERS

THE SICILIAN MURDERS

THE EDINBURGH MURDERS

99 NIGHTINGALE LANE – THE COMPLETE SAGA

1295 pages on Kindle Unlimited
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THE COMPLETE SERIES Books 1 - 8

London, Christmas 1914

Eighteen-year-old Carrie Dobbs has a secret. When her parents discover her condition, Carrie's mother, Florrie takes matters into her own hands and arranges a marriage with Arnold Bateman to get Carrie out of Whitechapel and away from the gossips. He is a man Carrie could never love, the opposite of Johan, the young man she adores. Arnold has been posted to India and expects her to go with him and be the wife he needs to further his promotion and position in the army. India is a country she only knows from an atlas and she is terrified she will never see her family and her beloved best friend, Pearl again. Feeling she has no choice, she travels to India with a heavy heart, wondering if she will ever return to the place she calls home? India is a mystery to her, but this strange and vibrant country gets under her skin, and when someone she admires from afar is kind to her, Carrie wonders if she will find love again.

Join Carrie in her spell-binding journey into love and independence, and discover the consequences when she makes a decision that will change all their lives!

'A wonderful portrayal of characters and the class system of Edwardian England. I immediately liked Carrie and her best friend Pearl and felt empathy for the suffering so many women went through during that time. I read this book in one sitting as I couldn't put it down. Thank you Andrea for such a great read.' READER REVIEW

‘Excellent series. Very realistic. People feel real. (the rest of the series is as good) Highly recommended.’ READER REVIEW TOP 1000 REVIEWER

‘I really enjoyed how this story was written.

Carrie is such a lovely character, such a sad life and yet you know this probably has some truth back in time.

Very well done, very hard to put this down.’ READER REVIEW

One of the best fiction books I’ve read recently. Couldn’t put it down until I finished all of the story.

Characters are very well described and you “feel” them and what they are going through. You either love them (Carrie, Ida, Pearl and so on) or you hate them (Arnold, Carrie’s husband).

It is difficult to find books as easy and enjoyable to read as this series. READER REVIEW

Books in the Lily Pond Victorian Murder Mysteries Series

THE CURIOUS LIFE OF LILY POND

THE DORSET STREET MURDERS

MRS COYLE’S COOKBOOK

INSPIRED BY STORIES FROM 99 NIGHTINGALE LANE and to accompany the popular series.

Stories and recipes from 99 Nightingale Lane from Ida Coyle 

I do believe I was born thinking about food, which didn’t do me much good seeing as we didn’t have much of it. I know I’m lucky compared to many who had it harder than me...I’ve worked at 99 Nightingale Lane for most of my life, taken in by the family who lived there before the Sterns when my Ma was killed by The Ripper. They were an old London family, not that I would have taken any notice then. I was just a smidgen of a girl, one of many who worked here, nearly as many as the fleas on a dog’s tail. And...this is one of the things I learned from Mrs Brimble, the cook who taught me everything I know. 

‘When I think about where I was born, where we lived over the tanners shop, and what my Ma had to do to put food on the table,’ I shook my head, ‘she wouldn’t believe that I stood there in that grand room, amongst all those beautiful things. And now I’m here in this kitchen with you, cooking the Hamilton’s luncheon. I so wish she could see me now.’ Mrs Brimble put a hand on my arm. ‘She is watching, Ida, and I know she’d be proud of how well you’ve done and how hardworking you are, but not because of who you work for. She’d be proud because of who you are, the type of person you’ve become. That’s what’s important, ducky, not money and things what can be bought. Not tables of silverware and fruits from the continents or gowns from the salons of Bond Street. You’re just a little’un really, still young, but you will learn about what’s important, and there will be more laughter and smiles and happiness below stairs around our simple table when we have our Christmas dinner than there will be in that beautiful room, you mark my words.’ She lowered her voice. ‘Y’see, Ida, they haven’t learned how to count their blessings. This is just another day to them. They see rooms like that all the time so they’ve forgotten how to be swept away by it. Do you think Lady Davinia will go into that room and widen her eyes in wonder like you did? Do you think Mr and Mrs Hamilton will take much notice of the table that the upstairs maids and the footman worked so hard to make look lovely? They’ll give it a glance only to find an imperfection. It’s how they are. They have plenty, they definitely do, but none of them appreciate it.’ She stared at me. ‘And that’s for your ears only,’ she whispered.

You see. I had the best teacher. This is my story, of when I was a girl starting work at the age of thirteen and how I fought my way through the ranks below stairs to become cook at 99 Nightingale Lane. And I've brought my favourite recipes with me, documented in MRS COYLE'S COOKBOOK for you to make yourself for you and your family to enjoy. 

I hope you love my story and my recipes. It means so much to me that I've been given the opportunity to share them with you.

Warmest wishes from your friend, Ida Coyle, Cook at 99 Nightingale Lane

THE DANDELION CLOCK

Sixteen-year-old Kate McGuire has a secret. Her father, Joe has disappeared, and Kate, her mother, Stella and sister, Emma are left to fend for themselves with little income and no one to turn to. For two years they are heartbroken, wondering why he left, or whether he is still alive. Kate decides she must take on a role she never wanted; as carer for her abusive alcoholic mother, and guardian of her sister who seems intent on finding the solace she needs her own way, a decision that leaves Kate almost unable to continue because of the hurt she causes. Kate is devastated because in her heart she is almost certain she will never see her father again, and wishes for his return on the dandelion clock he gave her years before, the seed heads of a flower she wrapped in a piece of pink fabric and placed in her memory box as a lucky charm. Kate wonders if she will ever find the love and affection she craves and whether her dad loves her enough to return to them and the place they call home.

CHRISTMAS AT MISTLETOE ABBEY

A charming-to-read Christmas romance novella to snuggle up with under a tartan blanket, sipping a glass of spicy mulled wine. Enjoy! 'An enjoyable read that was entertaining from start to finish. It was simply delightful, and I highly recommend Christmas at Mistletoe Abbey.'

‘From the first page to the last, this fun romance novel kept me hooked. A real page-turner I couldn't put down!’

THE CHOCOLATE SHOP ON CHRISTMAS STREET

The sweetest Christmas Romance to cuddle up with!

THE GIRL WITH THE RED SCARF

Tom Alexander has no memory of his life at House in the Hills orphanage on the outskirts of Sarajevo, or of his birth parents, the ones whose faces he wants to see, but doesn't remember. When he receives a letter from ChildAbroad, the agency that arranged his adoption in 1994, he is offered the opportunity to search for the boy he once was, Andreij Kurik—if he returns to Sarajevo. With Sulio Divjak, the driver and interpreter Tom befriends, he searches the derelict orphanage and discovers he has two siblings, one who was also at House in the Hills. Sulio uncovers a faded photograph in Andreij’s file of a girl wearing a red scarf. She looks like Ellie; the girl Tom fell in love with at first sight in a café in Regent’s Park. Devastated when he realises what it could mean, Tom goes back to the UK to get some answers. Accompanied by Ellie he returns to Sarajevo to find his birth parents, only to receive news that destroys everything he thought he knew about Tom Alexander—and Andreij Kurik.

A young love forged at the height of war, a chance meeting, and a collision of faded memories and half-truths, The Girl with the Red Scarf will appeal to fans of historical, women's and romantic fiction.

From the author of The Other Boy, shortlisted for the Richard & Judy Search for a Bestseller

THE OTHER BOY

A Richard and Judy Search for a Bestseller Finalist

Their new home promises so much, an idyllic life in the countryside, a peaceful existence outside the busyness of London. She'd dreamt of it. A forever home. But something happened there, a heart-breaking tragedy infused in its walls. The history of the old house returns to haunt her, and when the memories she had buried return she isn’t the only one who fears them.

Before you hide the truth, make sure the dead can't give up your secrets. If you love gripping, ghostly psychological thrillers that you can't forget, make a big pot of coffee - THE OTHER BOY won't let you go.

Find out why Amazon reviewers are saying, ”Unputdownable and heart-breaking. Not just a psychological thriller, not just a ghost story, but so much more”...Birdie Advanced Copy Reviewer 

“The Other Boy is beautifully written, as always. I expect nothing less from the author. This story is a revelation. By blending stunning writing with a heart-breaking ghost story and a psychological twist she had me captured from the very first moment.” MW Advanced Copy Reviewer 

‘It’s the other boy in the basement,’ said Tobias. ‘The other boy telled me.’
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