
  Chapter 1


  In the photo on his desk, Antonio was smiling straight at the camera and holding up a gold medal with a blue plaque on which was written Manager of the Year.


  He was struggling to replicate the smile now as he looked across his desk at a Chinese couple and two cops—one bored, the other hostile. The bored one, sitting farthest away, blended in with the gray wall. He looked like a spoiled priest and barely spoke. The hostile one seemed at first glance like he might be a great thinker or poet, thanks to his high forehead and early onset baldness.


  “Tell those two fucking Jap monkeys that if they can’t be bothered to come down to the police station to report a mugging, we’re hardly going to give the loss of a Nikon camera top investigative priority. They’re lucky we bothered turning up at all. No reported crime, no investigation,” said the poet.


  Antonio held up his hand. “Please, Agente . . .”


  The policeman slapped the insignia on his shoulder angrily.


  “I’m sorry, I don’t know what rank those three Vs make you.”


  “Assistente Capo.”


  “Please, you’re upsetting my guests.”


  “What, they understand me all of a sudden?”


  “Your tone. Also, they are not Japanese. They are Chinese.”


  “That makes some sort of difference?”


  Antonio smiled his whitest smile at the Chinese couple, who shrank back in their seats. He handed two neatly typed sheets of paper to the policeman with the big forehead, and said, “This is a statement declaring the time and place of the mugging, and detailing the items stolen. The description of the assailant isn’t up to much, but they do mention he had a pointy knife.”


  “Oh, a pointy one?” The policeman tossed the papers back onto the desk. “If they want these to be valid, they need to go down to the station and report it.”


  It had taken Antonio two hours of cajoling and smiling and bowing and persuading, followed by an hour of painstaking translation of Sino-English into Italian. In the end, he had simply written up most of the report for them, as he had done before for others. He suspected the Chinese couple, or the husband at least, of exaggerating their losses. It was now eleven o’clock at night. It would be nice, he thought, if a hole opened in the floor and the policemen and the Chinese guests dropped with a scream into a fiery pit. Then he could insert himself between sharply folded hotel sheets and sleep.


  The first mugging of a guest had occurred a year and a half ago. Tonight’s made twenty-three, which meant the rate was more than one a month. He had even prepared a template for mugging reports and insurance claims on his office computer. The hotel was gaining a reputation as being in a bad area, which it wasn’t. HQ had sent round a memo warning all employees to refrain from using the word “unlucky” in connection with the establishment. Bookings were down, and he had had to lay off three members of staff. His name was being associated with misfortune. Guests that get mugged go away unhappy, tell their friends, write letters, and, in one case, put all the details up on a very popular blog. Embassies had been informed. He was not manager of the year at the last award ceremony.


  “My job is on the line,” he said.


  “Not our problem,” said the cop.


  “I thought muggings were a problem for the police,” said Antonio. “By the way, what’s your name?”


  The great expanse of head turned red, and the cop stood up. “What sort of an asshole question is that?” he roared.


  Antonio beamed at the Chinese couple and made a reassuring gesture with his left hand to indicate that all was dandy, and this is precisely what he wanted to happen.


  “Just a friendly inquiry. I can’t call you Assistente Capo all the time.”


  “So call me Capo. And don’t bother us with this sort of shit.” He picked up the report and flung it back across the table, but the pages wafted gently down in front of the Chinese man who said some word several times over, then reached for a pen, and scored out two of the items from the list of stolen goods.


  Antonio breathed through his nose, and tried to enjoy his pearl gray suit and white shirt. Lone women in the hotel liked him. He had not made a million by age thirty, but expected to by the time he was forty. At least he was not a cop. When this streak of bad luck ran out, he would be snatched into the upper echelons of the hotel chain. Within two years he would have an MBA. He spoke fluent English, a language he loathed, Spanish, a language he loved, French, some German, a smattering of Japanese, and some Chinese, which had turned out to be far easier than he had dared to hope.


  He turned to the Chinese couple, and spoke to them in English, throwing in a few Chinese honorifics that seemed to leave them cold. He promised them that everything was under control. The police were this very minute trawling the streets of Trastevere looking for the man who robbed them. They would not be billed the full amount for their room. The hotel would do all it could to make the rest of their stay as pleasant as possible.


  As they left the room, the Chinese tourists gave him a look of disbelief that he had seen on the faces of the Korean, Japanese, Spanish, English, French, German, and American guests. It seemed humans had a universal expression to denote disgust with hotel managers.


  He placed the failed mugging report in his drawer, and turned to the two policemen, giving them his best boyish grin and a what-can-you-do-with-these-people shrug.


  “I am sorry about that. Can I get you anything to drink?”


  The forehead creased and two gimlet eyes fixed themselves on him. “We don’t drink on duty.”


  “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking. Well, if you ever want, you know, refreshments, and by that I mean snacks, sandwiches, whatever, don’t hesitate to pop in. Just mention my name, uh—Capo.”


  “Assistente Capo Rospo, and this here is Agente Davide Di Ricci.”


  Antonio longed to denounce the two troglodytes for dereliction of duty. But he would bide his time. He’d begin with security video footage of them eating and drinking for free. Then he’d gather more evidence and turn his staff into a stream of witnesses. Someday, he promised himself, when he was in charge of the entire Hudson & Martinetti Hotel chain in Italy, this fucker with the unfeasible head would receive a career-ending summons out of the blue. He smiled at him again, and said, “I really appreciate your being here.”


  The door to his office burst open. Rospo was on his feet, pistol half drawn.


  Two young German tourists, a woman and a younger man, almost a boy, heads lolling, staggered in, and collapsed into the chairs just vacated by the Chinese couple. The woman seemed helpless with laughter. A smell of smoke and beer now joined the smell of policeman sweat and Chinese garlic that had already polluted his pristine office.


  “Wir haben eine Leiche gefunden! Einen Landstreicher,” said the woman, then theatrically shushed the man who had not spoken yet, pointed to the policemen, and said, “Schon? Italienische Gründlichkeit,” and giggled.


  The man, who had drunk enough to make his eyes shine rather than dull, pulled out one of the free tourist maps from the lobby, and showed it to Antonio and, speaking English, said, “I have circled the place. I think it is right. The police have been very fast to arrive here.”


  “I hate drunken northerners. What are these two fucking clowns saying?” demanded Assistente Capo Rospo.


  “They seem to be saying they have found a dead body,” said Antonio.


  Chapter 10


  As blume left Treacy’s house, a sudden hard bang rang out and echoed blankly against the wall beside him. It took him a full two seconds to recognize it as the noon cannon, fired from the top of the gardens behind him. The sound was martial and startling, quite different from the muffled thud he heard when in his office across the river. The Maresciallo sat in a car directly in front of him, watching. He must have seen him jump and duck as the cannon was fired, but he showed no outward sign of amusement. Blume walked past him as if he had noticed neither the car nor its occupant.


  Blume reached the corner of the road where his car was slotted diagonally into the corner. Behind him, American students sat drinking beer outside a cafe. Blume was thinking about having coffee himself, when a woman rose from one of the tables and waved at him. It took him a moment to recognize Caterina. He went over and sat down opposite her. “What are you doing here?”


  “I’ve just had lunch.”


  “Didn’t I tell you to get back to the office?”


  “No, you didn’t, actually. And my shift’s over.”


  “Well, you need to go back, write up reports, and file . . . do you still have those notebooks?”


  “Yes,” Caterina pulled her bag from under the table.


  “You didn’t log them in as crime scene evidence?”


  “No.”


  “That’s not how it works, Inspector.”


  “I know. But what with Buoncompagno, the Carabinieri . . . I thought you might want to look at them first.”


  Blume leaned over and took out the notebooks. “Have you looked at them?” He opened the first one at random in the middle. “You know, you’re going to have to stop doing that.”


  “Doing what?” said Caterina.


  “Touching the hollow of your throat with your finger when you’re embarrassed.”


  Caterina brought her hand down from her neck and hid it under the table.


  “So you were reading them here, looking like a student—no, a teacher, I think we said—drinking Coca-Cola.”


  “I just wanted to get an idea of what they were.”


  “And?”


  “Two seem to be a sort of diary going right back to the sixties, and one a manual, full of instructions. It’s filled with formulas, ingredients, trade names. I was waiting for you, Commissioner. And I haven’t really had time to read them. I’ve been doing other things, too.”


  “Oh? And what would that be?”


  Caterina stroked water beads off her glass and said, “Do you know what my father calls ‘Coca-Cola’?” She poked her finger into the glass and spun the remaining shards of ice. “He calls it ‘hoha-hola.’ He can’t pronounce the letter “C,” because he’s a Tuscan. From a town called Signa, know it?”


  “Sure. It’s the exit on the A1 that always has a long line, adds thirty minutes to the trip.”


  “It’s famous for other things,” said Caterina. “It makes straw hats, for instance.”


  “Really?” said Blume.


  “You almost make it sound as if that’s not interesting. I only mention it because of that girl, Manuela, in Treacy’s gallery.”


  “The one you don’t like, I picked that up,” said Blume.


  “No, you’re wrong. She has the arrogance of youth, that’s all,” said Caterina. “I don’t think she’s a bad person at all. Spoilt and unhappy, maybe. But seeing as you were picking things up, did you notice her accent?”


  “Her accent? No, not really. It must have been one of the things I didn’t pick up.”


  “Me neither,” said Caterina. “Not at first, because she has no accent we might recognize easily. But she’s supposed to be from Pistoia. That’s what she told us, right?”


  “I see what you’re getting at,” said Blume. “But young people don’t have such pronounced accents as they used to. All the dialects are dying out in Italy. And now that you mention it, her accent wasn’t entirely Roman, so maybe it was Tuscan.”


  “She doesn’t have a trace of a Tuscan accent. Not a trace. I know what it sounds like. Maybe Umbria, north Lazio. Somewhere nearby.”


  “That’s more or less Tuscany,” said Blume. “What’s the difference? Why would she say she was from Tuscany if she wasn’t? Only a Tuscan could think that everyone wants to come from Tuscany.”


  “I don’t know why she said it. Also there’s no trace of her birth in the records.”


  “You checked her out?”


  “Sure,” said Caterina. “I can make phone calls from here.” She leaned over to retrieve her bag from in front of Blume, pulled out her notebook, and flicked through it. “According to the APR, three Manuela Ludovisi’s have been born in Italy, but the oldest of them is only eight.”


  “So, she was born abroad,” said Blume. “Did you check that out, too?”


  “No. I didn’t have time,” said Caterina. “But I did check school enrollments, ID card records, and driving licenses. Or rather, Rosario did. He helped me from the office. He also downloaded and printed out the photo of her in the Public Records Office. The one in her false ID.”


  “Inspector Panebianco thought he should do that? I ordered him to get copies of Treacy’s ID photo, I’m glad to see he found the time to satisfy your requests, too.”


  “He obviously thought it was worth pursuing,” said Caterina, annoyance creeping into her tone. “He didn’t comply immediately, but then he found out some things, and phoned me back and told me he had put a copy of her photo on my desk.”


  “What sort of things did he find out?”


  “Manuela Ludovisi got her first ID card three years ago. Her tax code dates back to the same time. In other words, both her tax code and her ID card date back to a month or two before she got the job at the gallery.”


  “She needed the tax code for the job,” said Blume. “That’s OK. Same everywhere in the world. You apply for your social security number, tax code, tax ID, employment book . . .”


  “Right. I can see that. But tax codes are assigned at birth. So I’m interested why she got hers only three years ago.”


  “No,” said Blume. “Tax codes are assigned at birth only to people born in Italy. But if you were born abroad, you have to go and get one. I got mine when I was sixteen. Four hours of waiting at Via della Conciliazione, and then I had to go back and have it changed, because they put me down as female.”


  “You, a female?”


  “It’s the name, Alec. It must have sounded girly to some bureaucrat.”


  “Have you got your tax code on you?”


  Blume pulled out his wallet and extracted a green-and-white plastic-covered card. “They changed it so I’m not female anymore.”


  “May I?” said Caterina. Blume flicked the card onto the table between them. “BLMLCA67B09Z404X,” she read. “So your birthday is February 9. The Z404 shows you were born in the United States, OK?”


  “I know that,” said Blume. “I know how to read these things.”


  Caterina turned her notebook sideways, so Blume could see what she had written there: MMELDV88M57G713L.


  “This corresponds to the name Manuela Ludovisi, born in August 1988,” she said. “This is the tax code that the gallery registered Manuela under. The G713 sequence corresponds to Pistoia, which is precisely what she said. Everything fits—except her accent and the fact this tax code was issued for the first time three years ago.”


  Caterina paused to allow Blume to draw the obvious conclusion. But he just sat there looking underwhelmed.


  “Either she was born in Pistoia or she was born abroad,” said Caterina. “The code tells us it was Pistoia, but the fact she didn’t have the code until three years ago tells us it was abroad. So, Commissioner, which is it?”


  “Italian public offices are not paragons of efficiency,” said Blume. “They probably didn’t assign her a code, then she had to get one when she got her first job. And maybe she’s got rid of her accent in the past few years. I changed language and for the Public Records Office I also changed sex. So she can change accent. As far as I can see, you just don’t like her.”


  “I think it was more a case of your liking her too much.”


  “I’m not a teenage boy.”


  “She is very beautiful. It’s hard to see beyond that.”


  “Just what are you accusing her of, exactly?” asked Blume.


  “I’m not accusing her of anything. I’m just wondering if she is who she says she is.”


  “You mean she’s assumed a false identity? What would she do that for?”


  Caterina finished the remains of her drink. “I don’t know, but she worked for two men who sort of specialized in that kind of thing.”


  Chapter 11


  Caterina left the bar saying she had to pick up her son, Elia. Blume returned to the office, and secured the notebooks in the third drawer of his desk, the only one with a working lock and key. On the table was another memo relating to “concentrated instances of microcriminality prejudicial to the image of Rome in critical zones of cultural heritage.”


  “Speaking of which,” said Inspector Panebianco as Blume showed him the memo before balling it up and lobbing it in an ambitious parabola toward the wastepaper basket, “I think Rospo wants to tell you something.”


  “You mean he has already told you,” said Blume, going over and retrieving the crumbled ball of paper from behind the leg of a chair and firing it at its target from a more reasonable distance. “Spare me an unnecessary meeting with Rospo and tell me yourself.”


  “You’ll be getting a report soon enough. I told him to do a proper one. Last night, several hours before Treacy was found dead, an elderly Asian couple was mugged. They failed to file a proper complaint and it seems that Rospo made an executive decision not to burden us with the disturbing news.”


  “He wasn’t going to tell us at all?” said Blume, picking up the paper again and dropping it into the trash.


  “It’s hard to say. But now he is. The couple are staying—were staying, since they left a few hours ago . . .”


  “At the Hotel Noantri,” said Blume. “Good place to target. All that brass, high ceilings, smoked glass, fat, slow, wealthy, and elderly guests. Did Rospo think he could get away without mentioning it?”


  “He could have, Commissioner. And the point is he did mention it.”


  Dark-haired, sharp blue eyes, mid-thirties, angular, slim, and fit, Panebianco should have been a ladies’ man, but somehow was not. He had a way of looking at people with the air of a grown-up seeing through a child’s hopeless lies. Blume was not sure what his idea of fun might be, but whatever it was, it did not seem to accommodate silliness, disrespect, or dubious taste. Blume counted him as one of his most reliable colleagues, but remained a little wary of his mature restraint.


  “The department does not need another disciplinary issue,” said Panebianco. “Not now, and not an incident involving foreign visitors. We already have a problem with Grattapaglia and the diplomat.”


  Blume cursed. “Has that started already?”


  “Apparently the diplomat got in touch with the Questore directly. He’s given us twenty-four hours to resolve the problem. I think they want Grattapaglia’s head on a plate, plus one scapegoat. In other words, Grattapaglia alone won’t do. They want to discipline a senior officer who was there at the time, which means you, me . . . or Inspector Mattiola.”


  “You weren’t anywhere near Grattapaglia, Rosario. Mattiola is new on the job, so . . .”


  “That leaves just you, sir.” Panebianco expressed no admiration for Blume’s implied sacrifice.


  “Speaking of Mattiola,” said Panebianco, “she asked me to follow up some ideas she had about that girl at the gallery. Did she mention that to you?”


  “Yes,” said Blume.


  But Panebianco was looking straight at him, waiting for a fuller response, like his father used to do when Blume tried to be monosyllabic about trouble at school. He decided to turn the tables. “What do you make of it?”


  “It looks like a simple case of tax evasion,” said Panebianco. “We could pass on the details to our colleagues in the Finance Police.”


  “We could,” agreed Blume. “If it served any purpose. They’ll just say fine and sit on their hands waiting for a magistrate’s order that is unlikely to be issued. Same as us.”


  “I see there is another aspect that Inspector Mattiola is interested in,” continued Panebianco. “She sees a possible connection between false ID papers, if that’s what we have here, and the fact that Treacy and his colleague John Nightingale were in the art forgery business.”


  “You’ve been looking into that, have you?” said Blume.


  “Well, not me so much as a very good friend of mine,” Panebianco said. “He works in the Art Forgery and Heritage Division of the Carabinieri.”


  “Great, another one,” muttered Blume to himself.


  Panebianco put his hand on his hip and said, “Excuse me?”


  “Nothing. Is he someone you trust?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “How is it you know him?” asked Blume.


  Panebianco stood back, adjusted his jacket severely. “We play soccer together.”


  “Oh, five-a-side?” asked Blume hopefully. The whole force seemed to be made up of amateur soccer players. He wished someone would invite him to play. He was good at defense.


  “No, proper soccer. A full-sized pitch. We have a league. A lot of players are former semi-professionals. Serie C. So it’s pretty serious.”


  “Full strips and refs and all that?”


  “Yes. We have a strip. Green and white. I don’t have to wear it, though. I’m the goalkeeper. My friend plays midfield.”


  “And what does your friend say?”


  “It seems Treacy did the art, and it was Nightingale who did the paperwork and placed the paintings. So I asked my friend if this Nightingale produced false bills of sale for paintings, but he didn’t know.”


  “Is that it?”


  “I didn’t want to inquire further without official cause.”


  “I see,” said Blume. “Do you think I could talk to this friend of yours?” Blume picked up the receiver from a nearby desk phone and held it out in Panebianco’s direction. “How about now?” he said. “Phone him from here.”


  Panebianco took the receiver, but put it down again, saying, “I don’t know his number by heart. I need to go back to my desk.”


  “All right. Patch it through to me in my office,” said Blume.


  Two minutes later, the phone on Blume’s desk rang. “I have him on hold, I’m putting you through,” said Panebianco.


  “Good,” said Blume. “Wait, what’s his name?” But Panebianco was gone.


  “Hello? Hello?” said a voice. A southerner.


  “Hello, this is Commissioner Alec Blume, squadra mobile, who am I speaking to?”


  “Lieutenant Colonel Faedda,” said the voice. Blume placed the accent as Sardinian. He pictured a thin and swarthy young man in full dress uniform sitting at his desk carefully arranging pencils.


  “Inspector Panebianco didn’t introduce us properly,” said Blume.


  “He’s useless, isn’t he?” said the Carabiniere. “You should see him on the pitch. Hopeless. What can I do for you, Commissioner?”


  Blume was taken aback by the easy familiarity of the man’s tone. He erased the image of the uniform and the pencils, pictured feet on a desk. “I wanted to talk about John Nightingale and Henry Treacy,” he said.


  “Yes, I’ve been looking at files all morning,” said the Carabiniere. “Not just on Rosario’s behalf, of course, since the case has been assigned to us. I’d definitely appreciate any help you could give me.”


  This conversation was flowing in the wrong direction. “I don’t have anything I can give you,” said Blume.


  “I realize it’s early days,” said Faedda. “We can wait for the autopsy. Then maybe we can meet, compare notes?”


  “That’s really for the magistrate to decide,” said Blume rather stiffly.


  “I hear the magistrate is Buoncompagno.”


  “Yes,” said Blume.


  “Buoncompagno is a man who prefers to have his decisions taken for him.”


  Blume was suspicious of the casual frankness of the statement.


  Faedda continued, “Look, a former colleague of mine—from before my time, really—is involved in the case. Colonel Farinelli. Have you met him?”


  “I have,” said Blume, on his guard.


  “Already? Well, then you’ll know who’s calling the shots, Commissioner. And the Colonel’s influence outreaches his rank. Have you spoken to John Nightingale yet?”


  “No.” Blume felt judged.


  “Me neither, and I don’t think I will get the chance. But you might. Now, I don’t know what you’ve found out there, but from our records here I can tell you Nightingale’s specialization is provenance. He appears to be exceptionally good at it.”


  “Go on,” said Blume, reaching for a pen and a blank sheet of paper, and wrote down the name Faedda.


  “Nightingale knows every branch of every minor aristocratic or rich bourgeois family in England, America, Germany, France. When generating a story, he never begins with a purely fictional character. Let’s put all this in the past tense since he seems to have been pretty inactive over the past few years. When he purported to be reselling on a painting, he always used the name of someone who really existed as having been a previous owner.”


  Blume wrote the word “provenance” beneath the picture of the sad dog he had been drawing. “In what way did he use their name?” He started sketching a tree.


  “He’d say the person had sat for the painting, commissioned it, ordered it, bought it, sold it, lost it. It didn’t matter. The important thing is to establish a connection with someone with reputation, money, or title who died some time ago.”


  Blume tapped the tip of the pen on the branches of the tree, but the dots looked more like rain than leaves. He’d make it a stormy scene. “Don’t the families deny it?”


  “I have never seen that happen. A family will go to great lengths to confirm that their ancestors were perspicacious people, ahead of the curve, gifted with good taste, or on friendly terms with famous artists. It’s the celebrity culture, Commissioner, and no one is immune.”


  “I am,” thought Blume to himself. He scribbled in some curly storm clouds and wrote “family.”


  “Another trick that Nightingale used to do was to attribute paintings to great houses, castles, and mansions that were destroyed in one of the wars. If the place no longer exists because the Americans bombed it, who’s to say what once hung on its walls?”


  Blume put down his pen. “It’s more likely that the Germans would have bombed it, no?” he said.


  “No, no. The Germans occupied but the Americans did most of the bombing. They still do.”


  “Yeah, well . . . Did you find all this stuff about Treacy and Nightingale just now?”


  Silence.


  “Because it doesn’t sound like it to me,” continued Blume. “It’s almost as if you were following this case before it even happened, and that’s a bit strange . . . what’s your first name, Colonel?”


  “Nicu. It’s Sardinian.”


  “Well, Nicu. How come you sound like you’ve been following the case before it even happened?”


  “I am just well informed of the facts. You know, we really should meet soon.”


  “Yes, I think that would be a good idea,” said Blume.


  After he hung up, he added some roots to the tree, then balled up the piece of paper, threw it across the room, and, in the absence of spectators, it traveled straight into the trashcan.


  First the Colonel sitting in Treacy’s living room looking for notebooks he had no reason to know about, and now another Carabiniere who seemed very well informed about Nightingale. Blume took the small key from his pocket and opened the drawer with the notebooks.


  Someone tapped lightly on his door. Blume pushed the drawer closed again, locked it, slid the key beneath the green leather writing-pad on his desk, and called, “Avanti! ”


  The door edged open about wide enough for a cat, then an Agente put his head around and seemed to sniff the air before opening the door fully and coming in.


  “What?”


  “A Mr. John Nightingale is downstairs. I just thought you’d like to know,” he said.


  Chapter 12


  Certain englishmen seem to expend so much energy on being English that it empties them of natural vigor. If he had not just heard about John Nightingale’s skill at faking provenance, Blume would have dismissed the lethargic man in the downstairs waiting area as being slow-witted. Blume put him in his mid-sixties. His hair was gray and tightly curled like a scouring pad used for saucepans. He looked the kind who might be comfortable in corduroy, maybe with patches on the elbows of his jacket, but in fact his clothes, though wrinkled, were sober, silver-gray, and expensive. Blume introduced himself. Nightingale stood up, shook Blume’s hand, and smiled by curving the left side of his mouth upwards and the right side downwards. Then he sat down again and said, “E’ tutto vero?”


  “Is what true?” asked Blume, switching straight into English as soon as he heard Nightingale’s accent.


  “That they found Harry murdered on the street.”


  “Hahwy?” said Blume, momentarily confused.


  “Yes. Harry.”


  “Harry as in Henry?” said Blume, resisting the temptation to say “Henwy.”


  Nightingale said, “Yes. Harry. I never called him Henry.”


  “Henry Treacy. How did you find out?” asked Blume.


  “Dear God!” Nightingale widened his eyes. “It is true, then.”


  “How did you find that out?” repeated Blume.


  “Emanuela told me. Manuela, rather. My receptionist. Manuela told me, well, let me see, half an hour ago. She told me to come down here and find you or an Inspector Mazzola or some such name. It’s good to find someone who speaks English like this. I can’t quite place your accent . . . God, you’re not Irish are you?”


  “No.”


  “No, you’re American. How stupid of me. Harry was Irish, you see.”


  “I see,” said Blume. “I take it you’re here to make a voluntary statement?”


  “What?”


  “A statement to the police. Since no lawyer is present and I am not a magistrate, nothing you say can be used as evidence in court.”


  “I came to get information, not the other way round. Am I under arrest?”


  “No. Absolutely not. A voluntary statement cannot be used as evidence for or against anyone, period. Whatever you tell us now is of no judicial use, but it can certainly help us. You’ll want a lawyer if the magistrate calls you in for questioning, but not now. Also, as long as we keep talking English and remain one-to-one, we are speaking off the record, more or less.”


  “More or less?” Nightingale’s eyes suddenly narrowed and seemed to sharpen as his bewildered and exhausted aspect vanished for a second. But then he ran his hands through his hair again and declared, “Actually, I don’t care. I just want to help.”


  He stood up and began to shuffle around the small room, rubbing his hand up his temple to his receding hairline.


  Nightingale was wearing sturdy handmade shoes. Blume had often thought that if he had wealth, he would invest in really good handmade shoes. Strong shoes should give a man direction. A person with shoes like that had no right to shuffle about lengthening his A’s and turning his R’s into W’s.


  “Stop wandering uselessly about and come up to my office,” said Blume, and led the way out of the antechamber. With a mixture of obedience and watchfulness, Nightingale followed him down the hallway toward the two elevators next to the stairs.


  The elevator arrived, and Nightingale insisted on ushering Blume in ahead of him.


  “Please, just get in, Mr. Nightingale,” said Blume.


  Damned Brits. His father had not liked them, and Blume, who had never properly considered the matter, seemed to have received prejudice like a fully wrapped gift which he was only now getting around to opening.


  As they passed through the operations room, a few heads bobbed up to see who was accompanying Blume. Blume waved Nightingale into his office, closed the door, and went behind his desk. He sat down and leaned back, and nodded at the space midway between the two chairs on the other side of his desk. One was a cheap red molded plastic chair, the other a comfortable low-slung black armchair. Nightingale chose the second with hardly a moment’s hesitation, then crossed his legs at the ankles, and waited for Blume to speak.


  “So,” began Blume. “We were just about to go looking for you. Can you tell me where you’ve been today?”


  “You say Harry has been killed.”


  “Did I say that?”


  “Then Manuela did. Someone must have told me. I can hardly remember. Clearly I am in a state of deep shock. I feel calm now, and lucid, but I daresay it will hit me later on.” He tilted his head and repeated his crooked smile. “Inspector . . .”


  “Commissioner,” corrected Blume. “Where were you this morning, Mr. Nightingale?”


  “Florence, but, um, I’m afraid . . . look, I’m sorry about this. It’s the nature of my job. Always read the small print, caveat emptor, all that sort of thing, but I’m not sure I quite believe what you just told me downstairs.”


  “I can’t remember,” said Blume. “Besides definitely not mentioning that Treacy was killed, what did I say downstairs?”


  “You know, about what I say not being used as evidence. I’m awfully sorry if I doubt your word. It comes with my job.”


  “To trust is good; not to trust is better,” said Blume.


  “A smashing Italian expression,” said Nightingale. “One of my favorites.”


  “You’ll just have to believe me,” said Blume.


  “I’d love to do that, but I’m afraid the thing is . . . I would take your word as a gentleman, of course, but as an Italian public official . . .”


  “As an Italian public official, what?”


  “Well, you know how it works here.”


  “No,” said Blume. “Tell me.”


  Nightingale uncrossed his legs and straightened in his seat. “All I am saying is that as a public official, you have certain duties and responsibilities that would prevail over any assurances you give me, as is only natural and right.”


  “This is an interview, not an interrogation. There is no magistrate present, nor any officer taking notes,” said Blume.


  “I’m afraid I was born diffident.”


  “I see.” Blume got up, and walked over to the narrow bookcase behind his desk. He pulled out a fat purple-and-blue volume, opened it, then presented the volume face down to Nightingale. “Code of Criminal Procedure, 17th edition, which is the latest. Here, read Article 350, paragraph 7.”


  Nightingale looked surprised for a moment, but soon pulled out a collapsible pair of reading glasses from the breast pocket of his jacket. He balanced them on the end of his nose, and turned the book over. Blume watched him mouth some of the words, close his eyes, and reread.


  “You are quite right, Commissioner. Mind if I read the entire article?”


  “By all means,” said Blume.


  Nightingale bent down over the book and read again. Then, holding the page with his thumb, he turned back several hundred pages.


  “Sorry about this, but you know how it is: this law is pursuant to that one, which refers back to another and so on and so forth. It’s all a terrible bore.” He continued reading.


  Finally Nightingale closed the book, put it on Blume’s desk, and said, “Very well. I was in Florence last night and this morning. I think I just said that. I had an appointment with an
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